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In conclusion, “bridge” phraseology is a rich tapestry that connects the physical world
to the human psyche, providing a sturdy framework for communication across both
languages and cultures.
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A CORPUS-BASED ANALYSIS OF EPISTEMIC MODALITY
AND HEDGING IN MEDICAL DISCOURSE

Medical communication operates within a landscape defined by incomplete
knowledge, evolving evidence, and variable outcomes. Thus, uncertainty is a structural
feature of medical texts, not a sporadic occurrence. From the nuanced language of academic
research to the risk categorizations in drug leaflets, linguistic strategies for expressing
uncertainty crucially shape how medical information is interpreted by different stakeholders.

Despite its significance, the manifestation of uncertainty varies widely across genres.
Academics use hedging to align claims with evidence and maintain epistemic caution.
Patient-oriented texts strive to clarify uncertainty without oversimplifying, prioritizing
accessibility. Drug leaflets, meanwhile, follow legal mandates requiring explicit risk
descriptions, even for rare events.

Mishel defines uncertainty in health contexts as “the inability to determine the
meaning of illness-related events,” highlighting both cognitive and informational instability
[6, p. 227]. Sociolinguistically, Zinn argues that uncertainty is a structural feature of risk
societies, not just a knowledge deficit [9, p. 441].

Uncertainty is typically divided into epistemic (knowledge-based), aleatory (variability-
based), and pragmatic (language-based) dimensions. Rowe and Wright note that epistemic
uncertainty arises from incomplete knowledge, while aleatory uncertainty reflects inherent
randomness [7, p.344; 3, p.56]. Scholars agree that uncertainty is also a discursive
phenomenon. Han, Klein, and Arora’s tripartite framework distinguishes sources, issues, and
loci of uncertainty, shaped by communication, institutions, and relationships [4, p. 831].
Hyland’s analysis emphasizes that hedging devices — lexical, grammatical, and pragmatic —
allow academic authors to present claims cautiously, in line with disciplinary norms [5, p. 138].

For patients, Brashers observes that uncertainty can be both threatening and empowering
[2, p.481], while Babrow finds that individuals interpret uncertainty through personal
frameworks [1, p. 557]. In risk communication, Slovic and Peters et al. show that the linguistic
framing of uncertainty often has more impact on perception than statistics alone [8].

This study systematically compares uncertainty markers across three genres of
medical writing, advancing the understanding that medical uncertainty is multidimensional —
rooted in knowledge limitations, biological variability, and communicative choices.

The literature affirms that medical uncertainty encompasses epistemic, aleatory, and
pragmatic aspects, shaped by knowledge state, institutional norms, and communicative
practices. This multidimensionality underpins the present corpus-based investigation across
academic, patient, and regulatory genres.
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The corpus consists of sixty English medical texts published between 2018 and 2024
twenty academic articles, twenty patient information texts, and twenty drug leaflets,
representing expert, semi-expert, and lay communication. All examples are paraphrased,
reflecting recurring linguistic patterns rather than direct quotations.

The corpus (~75,000 tokens) balances lexical density with manageability for both
quantitative and qualitative analysis.

Uncertainty markers analyzed:

1. Lexical markers: modal verbs, adverbs, adjectives, cognitive verbs.

2. Syntactic markers: conditionals, passive constructions, agentless passives.

3. Pragmatic markers: disclaimers, depersonalization, regulatory warnings.

Quantitative analysis used frequency counts and collocate analyses (via AntConc),
refined by contextual interpretation. Frequencies are normalized per 1,000 words:

Marker Type Academic Articles | Patient Texts Drug Leaflets
Modal verbs 22.5 17.2 24.6
Epistemic adverbs 14.6 6.4 4.8
Cognitive verbs 12.1 5.2 2.3
Conditionals 4.8 4.1 15.7
Regulatory disclaimers 2.5 2.7 19.9

Academic texts show the highest density of epistemic uncertainty markers,
underscoring the role of hedging in scientific discourse. Patient texts use fewer and simpler
uncertainty markers, mainly modal verbs, to enhance accessibility. Drug leaflets are marked
by a high frequency of conditionals and regulatory disclaimers, reflecting legal requirements.

In academic writing, uncertainty is mainly expressed through epistemic hedging,
allowing authors to qualify claims and acknowledge limitations. Frequent patterns include
“the findings suggest...” or “it is plausible that...”, supporting cautious, accountable
scientific communication.

Patient texts employ a narrower set of markers, focusing on modal verbs to convey
risk without causing alarm. Phrases like “the condition may cause mild discomfort” ensure
transparency and foster trust while maintaining clarity.

Drug leaflets standardize uncertainty through legally required formulations, such as
“this medication may cause uncommon but serious adverse reactions” and conditional
instructions. Frequency categories (“common,” “rare”) and disclaimers fulfill regulatory and
legal obligations, standardizing risk communication and shifting responsibility to patients.

The quantitative results reveal systematic, statistically significant differences in
uncertainty marker usage across genres, confirming that uncertainty marking is a genre-
sensitive strategy. In academic texts, epistemic adverbs and cognitive verbs are especially
prevalent, supporting the portrayal of claims as provisional. In patient texts, modal verbs
dominate, simplifying uncertainty for clarity and reassurance. Drug leaflets’ high use of
conditionals and disclaimers reflects institutional mandates rather than epistemic choice.

Despite using similar linguistic resources, each genre deploys them for different
communicative purposes: epistemic caution in academic writing, accessibility in patient texts,
and regulatory compliance in drug leaflets. This correspondence between frequency data and
qualitative patterns highlights the value of a corpus-based approach to genre-specific analysis.

A cross-genre comparison demonstrates that uncertainty serves distinct
communicative functions in medical texts: epistemic caution in academic articles,
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interpersonal reassurance in patient texts, and legal protection in drug leaflets. Medical
genres thus recalibrate uncertainty to address audience, purpose, and institutional context,
emphasizing the need for genre-sensitive approaches in health communication research.

Academic texts rely on hedging to construct provisional claims, patient texts prioritize
accessible risk communication, and drug leaflets use standardized language to fulfill
regulatory requirements. These findings underscore that uncertainty is a flexible
communicative tool, not merely a reflection of incomplete knowledge.

From an applied perspective, the results inform best practices in health
communication, translation, and patient information design, emphasizing the importance of
genre-sensitive linguistic strategies for managing uncertainty effectively.

Future research could expand on this work by analyzing larger or multilingual
corpora, or by incorporating visual risk representations. Nevertheless, this study demonstrates
that a focused corpus-based approach yields valuable insights into how uncertainty is
constructed, negotiated, and institutionalized in contemporary medical discourse.

References

1. Babrow, Austin S. 2001. “Uncertainty, Value, Communication, and Problematic
Integration”. Journal of Communication, 51 (3): 553-573.

2. Brashers, Dale E. 2001. “Communication and Uncertainty Management”. Journal of
Communication, 51 (3): 477-497.

3. Gigerenzer, Gerd, Wolfgang Gaissmaier, Elke Kurz-Milcke, Lisa M. Schwartz, and
Steven Woloshin. 2007. “Helping Doctors and Patients Make Sense of Health Statistics”.
Psychological Science in the Public Interest, 8 (2): 53-96.

4. Han, Paul K. J., William M. P. Klein, and Neeraj K. Arora. 2011. “Varieties of
Uncertainty in Health Care: A Conceptual Taxonomy”. Medical Decision Making, 31 (6): 828-838.

5. Hyland, Ken. 1998. Hedging in Scientific Research Articles. Amsterdam: John Benjamins
Publishing Company.

6. Mishel, Merle H. 1988. “Uncertainty in Illness”. Image: The Journal of Nursing
Scholarship, 20 (4): 225-232.

7. Rowe, Gene, and George Wright. 2001. “Differences in Expert and Lay Judgments of
Risk”. Risk Analysis, 21 (2): 341-356.

8. Slovic, Paul. 2000. The Perception of Risk. London: Earthscan.

9. Zinn, Jens O. 2008. “Heading into the Unknown: Everyday Strategies for Managing Risk
and Uncertainty”. Health, Risk & Society, 10 (5): 439-450.

Aana CKUP/IA, xanj. niefl. HayK, JAOLEHT,
JloHelbKHii HAIlIOHATIBPHUM TEXHIYHUHN YHIBEPCUTET

IHCTPYMEHTHU LITYYHOTI'O IHTEJIEKTY B IIIAT'OTOBLI
MEPEKJIAJAYIB TA ®LJIOJIOI'IB: PO3BUTOK MI)KKYJIbTYPHOI TA
NEPEKJIAJALIBKOI KOMIIETEHTHOCTI

[IBuakuii pO3BUTOK TEXHOJOTIH MTYYHOTO 1HTEJIEKTY CTaB OJHIEIO 3 BU3HAYAIBHUX
pHUC CydacHOI OCBITH Ta mpodeciitHoi komyHikarii. [losBa mmargopm Ha 6a3l MTYIHOTO
iaTenekty, Takux sk ChatGPT, DeepL, Grammarly, QuillBot, Google Gemini, cyTTeBO
BIUTMHYJIA HA TIXOH IO BUBYCHHS MOB, PAKTHKH MEPEKIIA Ty, MIKKYIBTYPHOI KOMYHIKAITii

219



