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ABSTRACT

This paper looks into the use of modal verbs in a corpus of abstracts excerpted from 

scientific papers in the field of tourism. These texts have been written by specialists in 

tourism studies. Our study will show the way in which modality is used to show the 

authors’ intention as to the contents of their texts. The pragmatic implications of modal 

uses will be highlighted bearing in mind the purposes of the abstract genre within the 

academic paper. The methodology of study is corpus linguistics, and the framework of 

analysis includes the works of Palmer (1979; Palmer, 1986) and Collins (2009), among 

others. This paper is part of a larger research on modal verbs in touristic scientific papers.  
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1. Introduction

This paper studies the use of modal verbs and their meanings in a corpus of abstracts excerpted from scientific 

papers in tourism studies. The study of modality in the scientific domain and specialised texts is not new, as put 

forward in the works of Giltrow (2005), Hyland (1994), Cheng and Cheng (2014), and Biel (2014), among others. 

To our knowledge, the study of modality in abstracts in the register of tourism has not been the focus of earlier 

studies. In this paper, we concentrate on these verb forms in order to unveil the authors’s intentions, and 

whether there are preferences as to the type of modal meanings found in abstracts.  

Our framework of analysis considers the notion of stance (Hyland, 2005; Kärkkäinen, 2006), as modal verbs 

frequently indicate some degrees of commitment and/or authority towards the contents expressed. This use of 

modal verbs indicates, thus, the attitude of the authors, and that means the way in which the authors want to 

convey information in scientific writing. Truth be told, some of these modals are used to meet the requirements 
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of academic courtesy (Alonso-Almeida, 2014; Alonso-Almeida & Cruz-García, 2011) rather than any other 

pragmatic goal, as we shall see later on in this paper. The analysis of modal verbs in writing (Cf. Auwera & 

Plungian, 1998; Biber, 2004; Collins, 2009; Depraetere & Reed, 2008; Egan, Hawthorne, & Weatherson, 2005; 

Nuyts, 2001) and, particularly, in specialised and scientific writing will also benefit from earlier literature on the 

topic (Cf. Giltrow, 2005; Kranich, 2009; Yang, Zheng, & Ge, 2015). 

The structure of the paper is, as follows. In section 2, the framework of analysis is presented. This is followed by 

a description of the method and a description of the corpus. The results obtained from an inquiry of the corpus 

are given and discussed in section 4.  The last section offers the conclusions drawn from the present research. 

2. Modality and modal verbs 

The concept of modality is not a straightforward one, as authors do not seem to fully agree as to what this 

notion should include in language. Palmer (1986, p. 2) states that modality is certainly a vague term, and 

concedes that modality indeed represents the author’s stance, since it reflects an attitude and an opinion. That 

is the case in the following examples: 

(1) The winner may be within these five. 

(2) Probably, the winner is one within these five. 

In these two examples, opinion is encoded in the use of the verb form may in the case of (1). This verb form 

suggests that the event described is likely to happen, and so epistemic probability is indicated. In the same way, 

the adverbial probably in (2) has a similar function of designating probability that the event given in the 

propositional content is likely to take place in the future (see Álvarez-Gil, 2019 for more information on adverbs 

and adverbials). This use of adverbials pairs with other linguistic expressions, such as lexical items and syntactic 

matrices, to mean modality. One example of a matrix matching the meaning in (1) and (2) is given in (3): 

(3) It is probable/likely that the winner is within these five. 

This idea of modality is central to our study, and so modality is to be found under the scope of what is known 

as stance, as already pointed out. Alonso-Almeida (2015a, p. 2) states that the term stance  

indeed refers to different phenomena in language, and so it is generally the umbrella term for notions, 

such as epistemic stance (Finegan, 1989), commitment (Caffi, 1999, 2007; Del Lungo Camiciotti, 2008), 

mitigation (Alonso-Almeida, 2015b; Martín-Martín, 2008), reinforcement or strengthening (Brown, 

2011), intensification (Gonzalez, 2015), authority, involvement and hedging (Ken Hyland, 1998, 2005), 

assessment (Goodwin, 2006), modality and evidentiality (M. L. Carrió-Pastor, 2012; Chafe, 1986; 

Fairclough, 2004; Goodwin, 2006; Marín Arrese, 2009; Frank R. Palmer, 1986; Pic & Furmaniak, 2012), 

affect (Martin, 2000; Martin & White, 2005), and vagueness in language (Cutting, 2007). 

With this in mind, our perspective of modality includes an evaluative dimension, and therefore, modality is used 

with an intention to qualify how a particular event may have occurred, may occur, is due to occur, and is 

expected to occur, among other possibilities. In many ways, modality, and especially epistemic modality, is 

subjective (Alonso-Almeida, 2015a), as also put out in Hyland (1997, 1994, 2002) and Carrió-Pastor (Carrió-

Pastor, 2014, 2016; María Luisa Carrió-Pastor & Calderón, 2015), among others. 



F. J. Álvarez-Gil · M.E. Domínguez-Morales – Modal verbs in the abstract genre 

 

Revista de Lenguas para Fines Específicos 24.2 

ISSN: 2340-8561 

29 

2.1. Modality types 

Modality is frequently realised by means of modal verbs (Collins, 2009), and these are the ones we focus on in 

the present study. The modality types followed in this paper are that in Palmer (1986), and so we meet the 

threefold division of modality into (a) epistemic modality, (b) deontic modality, and (c) dynamic modality. 

Epistemic modality is "concerned with matters of knowledge or belief on which basis speakers express their 

judgements about state of affairs, events or actions" (Hoye, 2008, p. 42), and “[…] applies to assertions and 

indicates the extent to which the speaker is committed to the truth of the proposition” (Bybee, Perkins, & 

Pagliuca, 1994, p. 179). This makes clear that this type of modality is frequently associated with the idea of truth. 

Deontic modals are related to the "[…] necessity of acts in terms of which the speaker gives permission or lays 

an obligation for the performance of actions at some time in the future” (Hoye 1997: 43). Dynamic modality is 

a more complex term, as it is frequently confused with epistemic modality, as both types of modality refer to 

what is possible. Alonso-Almeida and Carrió-Pastor (2017, p. 279) defines dynamic modality in the following 

terms:  

In dynamic modality, conditions are internal, and it involves senses of willingness and ability on the 

part of the speaker or writer. Dynamic modality refers to the potentiality of the speaker to develop an 

action, whether this potentiality be internally or externally motivated, as the enabling circumstances 

are external or internal. 

In what follows, we revise the use of modal verbs and modality types in abstracts in the field of tourism in order 

to assess the functions these modals fulfil, and which modality type appears to be more frequent in this genre. 

3. Corpus and method 

In this section, we explain the corpus selected for the study of modal verbs along with our method of inquiry. 

3.1. Corpus design. The abstract on tourism 

The corpus represents a controlled sample of thirty specialised abstracts on tourism written in English. The 

criteria for selection included only two requisites: (1) the text should be written in English, and (2) the text should 

be included in a leading journal in the field. The fact that language is placed as the one requisite regardless the 

place of birth of the authors may be questioned and certainly defied by many. Our view, however, is that neither 

the place of birth or the anglosaxon surname may lead us to think of an anglosaxon upbringing and education, 

and therefore, we preferred to analyse language without taking an English background of the authors for 

granted. A Dr. Smith may have obtained his surname from his ancestors, but he may live in Croatia since their 

grandgrandparents arrived more than a hundred years ago, and then his contact with the English language is 

via academic learning. The small number of abstracts selected in this sample followed from our intention of 

analysing in detail the contexts in which modals appear in order to unveil pragmatic and/or discourse functions.  

The abstract on tourism does not seem to represent a well-established genre, and so informative stages depend 

greatly on what we suppose is the tradition of each journal or the intuition of the writers. There are, however, 

abstracts (as shown in Domínguez Morales, n.d.) in this field of knowledge, and so some abstracts, as the one 

given below, present a much formalised structure given in the journal’s set of guidelines for authors. One case 

in point might be the following (blue font in example is ours): 

Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to evaluate the need for innovation as a means of 
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competitiveadvantage in the housekeeping (HK) department of five-star hotels in Dubai and consider 

how the nature of the industry in the region provides particular challenges. 

Design/methodology/approach – An initial White Paper produced by Amadeus served as the stimulus 

to conduct a preliminary literature review of innovation in the field of hospitality. The application of 

innovation was then considered via a content analysis of web sites in Dubai to identify potential 

candidates for interview. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with Senior Housekeeping 

Executives in two internationally recognized chain hotels in Dubai to better understand whether there 

is a need for innovation, what types of innovation are important within these HK departments and 

understand the potential challenges confronting senior managers in fostering innovative practices. 

Findings – The key results of this study provide interesting insights into the problems of developing 

and managing innovation within HK operations, highlighting the issues that exist as potential barriers 

to innovation in terms of the organizational culture and the ownership structure within the industry in 

Dubai. The research also highlights the fact that much of the innovation introduced within the HK 

department is focused on utilization of technology and is very much “output”-orientated in terms of 

improving customer service and creating operational efficiencies. 

Research limitations/implications – The paper profiles the potential problems confronting the HK 

department when it comes to identifying and adopting innovation. The paper also highlights the ever-

changing nature of the organizational culture and the ownership structure in the five-star hotel 

industry in Dubai as a critical influence in terms of the perceived importance of innovation as a success 

factor for the future. 

Originality/value – The study is the first in a series of research papers that explores the relationship 

between key stakeholders in the hospitality industry in Dubai as the customer demand alters and they 

try to identify and implement innovative ideas and concepts that provide return on investment, 

increased customer satisfaction, sustainability and competitive advantage. It is the first paper that 

identifies the context and the current internal and external environments and the drivers within the 

industry in Dubai (five-star) hotels with a particular focus on 2020. This is within an industry that is 

showing evidence of change management within the customization of the hotel build and 

specification, and within the adaption of IT, but is looking for innovation within the application of ideas 

into industry processes.2 

As shown in this example, information is given in chunks presenting aspects concerning objectives and 

achievements along with matters of potentialities of the paper in terms of contributions to the field. These 

stages constitute the generic structure of this abstract (Figueiredo, 2010; Martin, 1997).  

3.2. Method. Corpus inquiry 

The method of study is corpus linguistics. The texts have been retrieved in pdf format and keyed as plain texts 

and stored as txt files for use with corpus tools. In this particular case, the directory containing our selection of 

abstracts has been processed using CasualConc software suite by Yasu Imao.3 The corpus has been interrogated 

to retrieve examples containing the forms can, could, may, might, shall, should, will, would, ought to, have to and 

                                                           
2  Angela Anthonisz, (2014) "Assessing the future of housekeeping operations in Dubai’s five-star hotel industry – room for 

innovation?", Worldwide Hospitality and Tourism Themes, Vol. 6 Issue: 4, pp.352-361, https://doi.org/10.1108/WHATT-01-2014-

0005 

3  http://casualconc.blogspot.com. 
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has to. The concordances retrieved are analysed with special attention to the context in order to detect the type 

of modality these forms convey. The files in the corpus are labelled using the word tourism and a number. 

4. Results and discussion 

The following graph reveals the modal meanings found in the abstracts under analysis: 

 

Figure 1. Modality types in tourism abstracts. 

Figures indicate that dynamic modality is the most common type of modality used in the abstracts and this is 

followed by deontic modality. Epistemic modality is found to appear only in a 25% of the cases. This fact is 

certainly surprising, as one would expect some kind of authorial hesitancy and caution at this point of the article 

in order to attenuate propositional content.  

The following figure gives the distribution of modals according to meaning: 

epistemic
25%

dynamic
42%

deontic
33%

MODALITY TYPES IN TOURISM ABSTRACTS
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Figure 2. Distribution of modal verbs according to modality type in tourism abstracts. 

Figure 2 shows that deontic will, dynamic can and epistemic may are the most frequent forms in abstracts, and 

this figure also evinces that can, could and may are used to indicate epistemic and dynamic probability 

indistintively in the corpus, although may seems to be more in association with epistemic probability and can 

with dynamic probability. 

4.1. Epistemic modality 

Epistemic modals include the forms may, can, could, and would. The verb may is the most common form. One 

example is given in (1): 

(1) Changing the climate and weather conditions of any destination may affect the tourists’ comfort 

and travel decisions, and due to the changing demand pattern and tourist flows, tourism businesses 

and host communities suffer. Cancellation of any trip due to bad weather causes dissatisfaction and 

those affected may avoid visiting the destination again (tourism-28). 

In this example, the form may serves as a hedge with a clear mitigating function, as the authors seek to provide 

information that is thought to happen in the future. In this text, the authors indicate that there is a probability 

that aspects, such as the change of climate conditions, have a consequence in the tourists’ travel decisions. It 

could also be the case that may is used here as a negative politeness strategy to avoid imposition on their 

readers (Alonso-Almeida, 2014, 2015b; Carrió-Pastor, 2016). A similar function is fulfilled by could in (2), below: 

(2) Sharing conservation revenue with communities surrounding parks could demonstrate the link 

between ecotourism and local communities’ economic development, promote a positive view of 

land restitution involving parks, help address skewed distribution of income in the vicinity of parks 

and act as an incentive for local communities to participate in conservation even more (tourism-13). 

In this example, the use of could indicates that there is a tentative probability that sharing conservation revenue 

with the local communities is likely to produce benefits for the industry and for each specific community. The 
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modal verb can in (3) and (4) behaves in a similar way:  

(3) The user-generated content these consumers post on social media Web sites influences those who 

read their posts or view aggregate ratings of multiple reviews about a product. It can move the 

reader to either purchase or not purchase the products. Social media is an important source of 

consumer information and can create new customers (tourism-27) 

 
(4) The objective of this study is to quantify the degree to which an increasing number of non-stop 

flights can promote tourist arrivals at long-haul destinations (tourism-1). 

The difference between epistemic and dynamic can is not always easy. In these instances, can seems to be 

halfway between what is probable and what is potential, but thorough contextual analysis suggests that the 

authors seem to indicate some degree of likelihood that the reader is willling to buy the products or otherwise. 

This particular example could be also indicating that the content posted on websites has the potentiality to 

trigger certain behaviour on customers in the same way the second use of can in can create in (3) indicates the 

capacity of social media to create new customers. The form can in (4) clearly indicates likely probability, and so 

can appears to have a downtoning effect. 

4.2. Deontic modality 

Deontic modality clearly shows the stance of the authors towards the information presented. This type of 

modality is expressed by can, should and, especially, will. The use of should in (5), below, reflects the authors’ 

view of how things are estimated to be in the light of the evidence put forward in the research conducted. The 

strong effects this modal may bring in terms of obligation is somehow lessened by the use of the string be 

possible to mean tentativeness. 

(5) The results of the research help to provide a better understanding of the conditions needed to 

develop and manage sustainable tourism in post-conflict environments. In so doing, it should be 

possible to make better policy decisions, with particular reference to social and urban interventions 

on planning, design and entrepreneurship (tourism-30). 

The form will, however, reflects the authors’ convinction in relation to the events described, as in (6) and (7): 

(6) The identification of trends that are affecting social media and will continue to affect social media 

in the future will provide immediate benefits to practitioners and researchers with a stream of 

research ideas (tourism-27). 

(7) There is a need for detailed and comprehensive legislation protecting the rights and needs of 

disabled tourists, particularly in view of Dubai’s successful bid to host Expo 2020. This need will, no 

doubt, be fulfilled in light of the recent announcement that Dubai will enact its own disability law 

intended to make the emirate fully accessible to persons with disabilities (tourism-24). 

This sense of conviction is particularly noticeable in (7) where the author deploys the evidential expression no 

doubt given parenthetically to make manifest that some kind of evidence is owned to reach the particular 

conclusion introduced in the proposition framed by will. 

4.3. Dynamic modality 

As already pointed out, dynamic modality is the most frequent modal type in the abstracts analysed. It happens 

that this type of modality is very adequate in scientific writing, as Alonso-Almeida (2015c, p. 404) states that 

“dynamic modality is used even when the context implies assurance”. This assurance relies, Alonso-Almeida 
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(Alonso-Almeida, 2015c) on the capacities of a particular object to achieve a particular function, and so the use 

of dynamic modality conveys an expression of factual truth, as in (8), below: 

(8) The article will be of value to practitioners, researchers, policy makers and other stakeholders 

involved in the food industry (tourism-19). 

In this example, the use of will makes clear that the authors are aware of the contribution the article represents 

for the food industry, and they therefore identify this as factual truth by using dynamic will. The forms may and 

can in the following examples also indicate dynamic possibility, and so the authors acknowledge the potential 

of city policymakers in (9) and social transformation in (10) below to trigger the events described in their 

propositional contents.  

(9) In this paper, the authors apply triangular fuzzy numbers (TFNs) to a survey of tourists who visited 

La Laguna in 2010. The results show that VEQ is highly affected by the transport mode used in the 

visit and, therefore, city policymakers may extract important implications for future visitors (tourism-
9). 

(10) The purpose of this study is to explore how social transformation can lead to urban transformation, 

forming the basis for sustainable, post-conflict tourism (tourism-30). 

5. Conclusion 

This article shows ongoing research in the study of modals in scientific papers in the domain of tourism. The 

results have evinced that dynamic modals occur more often than epistemic and deontic modals in abstracts. 

Alonso-Almeida (Alonso-Almeida, 2015c) in his study on scientific abstracts in the field of computing admits 

that “[m]odals in abstracts are primarily dynamic since there is a clear authorial tendency to show factuality 

rather than speculation at this stage of the scientific article”. The use of deontic modals in this genre is also 

worth noting. Obligation in the sense of necessary outcome of a particular process is expressed by using should 

and will, preferably. This use of the modals also account for the idea of factual truth, as evidences are there that 

lead authors to held this particular stance. 

Epistemic modality is also found in these texts, but this type of modality does not seem to be of the authors’ 

preference at this point of the scientific article. When this type of modality shows, its use appears to be indicative 

of authorial modesty, or even a desire to avoid imposition, rather than to show speculation or the authors’ 

hesitancy to claim a particular proposition. 

Future research includes a deep analysis of this genre, but also of the article genre as a whole or according to 

each generic stage to detect variation and the pragmatic functions associated. This necessarily involves a genre 

and register analysis of texts. 
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