
Do hotels enhance and challenge rapport with customers with the same 
degree of commitment? 

Abstract 
This study is part of an on-going 3-year research project which seeks to develop a thor- ough understanding of the review response genre e 
hotel management's responses to negative online reviews. As managing (which could be enhancing or damaging) rapport with dissatisfied 
customers who made the negative comments is regarded as a key component of managerial responses, the present paper specifically 
investigates the manager's degree of commitment to the act of enhancing and damaging rapport in the responses. The investigation is based 
on the premise that appealing to pathos is a meta strategy for managing rapport, making it logical and possible to evaluate the degree of 
commitment to managing rapport from a metadiscourse perspective. A total of 200 managerial responses given by 200 hotels of different 
star-ratings based in different parts of the world were analyzed by drawing upon genre theory and the metadiscourse construct. Results 
show that managers had a higher degree of commitment to enhancing rapport than challenging rapport with reviewers, suggesting that they 
valued a harmo- nious relationship with customers. 

1. Introduction 

The hospitality industry has been growing at an unprecedented speed in the recent past, thanks to the strong world
economy and the emergence of a number of economy airlines during the same period. A large number of tourists traveling 
around the world are looking for hotel accommodation services that can best meet their requirements. Growing alongside the 
hospitality industry is the popularity of travel websites like TripAdvisor, Hotels.com, and CTrip, which probably results from 
the travelers' increasing preference for higher autonomy e they can plan itinerary, arrange transports, pick places of interest, 
and choose hotels and restaurants by themselves. The need to book hotel accommodation in advance requires travelers to 
research into the quality of the accommodation services provided by various hotels in their destinations. However, due to the 
intangible nature of the hotel accommodation services, travelers will not be able to know exactly what the quality is like no 
matter how rigorous their research is (Mazzarol et al., 2007). They can only rely on either the hotels' promotional materials or 
word-of-mouth, with the latter being regarded as more trustworthy and particularly important (O'Connor, 2010; Smith, 
1993). Consequently, it should not be surprising for us to witness the rapid growth in the number of visitors of travel 
websites that provide an open platform for hotel customers to comment on the quality of the accommodation services 
purchased from particular hotels. These websites then allow electronic words-of-mouth to spread to a potentially astro- 
nomical number of people. Indeed, TripAdvisor, the most popular travel website, recorded a total of 661 million reviews and 
opinions in 2018 (DMR, 2018). 

The high popularity of TripAdvisor (and other travel websites) maximizes the impact of travelers’ comments. This is partic- 
ularly true for negative ones as they usually receive more scrutiny (Page, 2014), making it extremely important for hotel man- 
agement to address them in a way that can effectively neutralize the negativity of the comments, negotiate corporate identity, 
brand reputation, customer relations, loyalty, and trust, and ultimately achieve service recovery (Zhang and Vásquez, 2014). 

One key feature of effective responses to negative reviews is their ability to win the trust of viewers' e both the customers 
who wrote the reviews and those potential ones who are reading the revieweresponse pairs online (Ho, 2019; Sparks et al., 
2016), thus suggesting the importance of the managers' ability to provide responses that are persuasive enough. The 
persuasiveness of managerial responses has been shown to be associated with managers' attempt at managing rapport with 
dissatisfied customers, and such management, interestingly, includes not only the act of enhancing, but also that of challenging 
rapport (Ho, 2017a, b, 2018). It leads one to naturally inquire about how serious were the managers in managing, in particular 
challenging, rapport as it is one's intuition that the managers should normally be enhancing rapport with customers. The 
present paper aims to investigate the managers' degree of commitment to their attempts at managing e both enhancing and 
challenging e rapport with dissatisfied customers who have criticized the hotel's accommodation services. The investigation 
will be carried out from a metadiscourse perspective by first establishing the making of appeals to pathos as the meta strategy 
for rapport management, and then demonstrating how metadiscourse can contribute to the realization of the strategy. 

It should be emphasized here that managerial responses in this study do not unquestionably refer to responses written by 
managers only. They can be written by a range of personnel working for the hotel concerned including the front desk su- 
pervisor, public relations manager, and general manager (Xie et al., 2017) or even a marketing agency commissioned by large 
hotels (Sparks and Bradley, 2017). 

2. The review response genre 

Previous studies on managerial responses to online reviews left by hotel customers generally, as observed by the author,
fall into three categories: move structures, effect and functions, and effectiveness. 

Studies investigating the move structures of managerial responses have identified a number of moves in the responses, or 
review response genre (Ho, 2017a, b). Levy et al. (2013) found a total of eight moves including Active Follow-up, Apology, 
Appreciation, Compensation, Correction, Explanation, Passive Follow-up, and A Request for Future Patronage.1 Zhang and 
Vásquez's  (2014)  study  of  responses  to  negative  reviews  identified  a  total  of  10  moves  in  the  genre:  Express  Gratitude, 
Apologize for Sources of Trouble, Invitation for a Second Visit, Opening Pleasantries, Proof of Action, Acknowledge Com- 
plaints/Feedback, Refer to Customer Reviews, Closing Pleasantries, Avoidance of Reoccurring Problems, and Solicit Responses. 
In more recent studies, efforts to achieve a more macro level of categorization of moves were made. Sparks and Bradley (2017: 
723) proposed the “Triple A” typology categorizing the moves into three main groups Acknowledgement, Account, and 
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Action. Drawing upon Genre Theory (Bhatia, 1993, 2004; Swales, 1990, 2004), Ho (2017b) categorized the moves in responses 
given by hotels in the Asian region as either rapport-enhancing or rapport-challenging. Whether the moves identified belong 
to either the rapport-enhancing or rapport-challenging category depended on the specific communicative function that the 
particular section of the discourse that formed the moves performed (Biber et al., 2007). In general, rapport-enhancing moves 
refer to those that attended to the face wants, sociality rights (i.e. association rights and/or equity rights) and interactional 
goals of the reviewers, and indicated the managers' fulfilment of their obligations. Rapport-challenging moves refer to those 
that did just the opposite e they threatened or ignored the reviewers' face wants, sociality rights and interactional goals, and 
indicated the managers' ignorance of their obligations. 

Research into the effect and functions of the review response genre suggested that the genre could help the hotel to increase 
customers' level of satisfaction and trust, and boost its business. A study that analyzed data collected from a Chinese travel 
website found that hotels' responses to online complaints generated by customers with low satisfaction could significantly 
improve their future satisfaction (Gu and Ye, 2014). Another study found that managerial responses could lead to a significantly 
higher level of customers' trust in the hotels and a larger extent to which the hotels are perceived to be “attentive, caring, and 
responsive to customer needs, preferences, and emotions” (Sparks et al., 2016: 76). It has also been argued that responses to 
appropriate, timely and sincere negative reviews could increase customer loyalty, boost a hotel's reputation, online bookings, 
and business (Liu et al., 2015; Ye et al., 2008). The above effect and functions of the review response genre are highly important 
to hotels whose accommodation services have been negatively commented as negative reviews and negative word-of-mouth 
can have severe negative impact on an organization's business (Tax et al., 1998; Zaugg, 2006). 

Research into the effectiveness of the review response genre has generated findings that fall into two broad categories: the 
relationship between the star-rating of hotels and the effectiveness of strategies used; and the factors contributing to the 
effectiveness of the response. Results of the first category suggest that the same strategies, when used by hotels of different 
star-ratings, would have differing effectiveness. The strategies examined included the provision of timely responses, the 
provision of lengthy responses, and the designation of the writer of the response (Xie et al., 2017). Results of the second 
category suggest that a number of factors would contribute to an effective response, including (1) the types of reviews 
addressed e addressing only extreme reviews would lead to a more effective response than addressing reviews randomly; (2) 
the match between nature of reviews and purpose of responses e a response that apologized would be effective for product 
failure reviews, while a response that denied, excused or justified would work well for ordinary negative reviews; and (3) the 
components of responses e the rapport-enhancing move Acknowledging Problem and the metadiscourse categories tran- 
sitions, code glosses, boosters, attitude markers, self mentions, and engagement markers seem to characterize effective 
managerial responses (Ho, 2018; Li et al., 2017). 

Based on our common knowledge, we can assume that hotel managers are tasked with maintaining a heathy and lasting 
relationship with customers, promoting the hotels and ultimately boosting the hotels’ business, the use of rapport-enhancing 
moves. Rather surprising, however, is the use of moves that could potentially damage rapport. While we may presume that 
the managers probably mean it when they enhance rapport, we may wonder how serious the managers could be when they 
challenge it. The study is therefore guided by the two research questions below: 

(1) Do hotel managers enhance and challenge rapport with the same degree of commitment? 
(2) If yes, how do they show different degrees of commitment to these two acts? 

The next section will attempt to establish a link between the management of rapport and the use of metadiscourse with a 
view to answering the two research questions. 

3. The link between rapport management and metadiscourse

3.1. Rapport management 

Rapport refers to the (dis)harmony between interactants and has three bases: face sensitivities, sociality rights and ob- 
ligations, and interactional goals (Spencer-Oatey, 2008:14). Rapport management refers to “the use of language to promote, 
maintain or threaten harmonious social relations” (Spencer-Oatey, 2008: 3) and entails the management of these three bases 
of rapport. It follows that for one to enhance rapport with others, one will need to attend to: 

(1) others' face wants: to let others know or feel that their positive attributes such as “sense of worth, dignity, honour,
reputation, competence” are acknowledged; 

(2) others' sociality rights: to let others know or feel that they are entitled to certain membership or affiliation, formal or
informal (association right), or they are entitled to fair treatment and are free from undue imposition (equity right); 

(3) others' expectation of one's fulfilment of one's obligations: to show others that one has fulfilled his/her own obligations
that s/he is expected of. For example, a frontline civil servant would be expected to be listening to customers/clients
patiently and providing prompt assistance when requested; and 

(4) others' interactional goals: to facilitate the achievement of others' goals which may be relational and/or transactional. 
For example, the frontline civil servant in (3) above should endeavour to provide the right kind of service that the
customers/clients request (but not the kind of service that the civil servant thinks the customers/clients need). 

The following brief review and summary of previous research in rapport management will allow us to see how rapport can 
be managed by attending to individuals' face needs, sociality rights, obligations, and interactional goals. Instances of managing 
rapport by attending to individuals' face wants include a salesperson's attempt at making a customer feel that s/he was being 



 
respected and recognized by acknowledging and agreeing to his/her evaluation of an object or a person (Clark et al., 2003), and 
Facebook users' attempt at enhancing mutual respect through the use of elliptical compliments in Facebook posts to provide 
opportunities  for  users  to  co-construct  meaning  (Maíz-Arévalo  and  García,  2013).  Attempts  to  manage  rapport  by  fulfilling 
individuals' sociality rights include participants' effort to align with and compliment one another's viewpoints in an online 
discussion  forum  (A€del,  2011),  and  IT  professionals'  attempts  at  downplaying  the  difference  in  power  and  status  between 
themselves during face-to-face interactions to signal to each other that they were equal (Fletcher, 2014). Attempts to manage 
rapport by fulfilling individuals' own obligations include the taking of actions by hotels to address issues raised by dissatisfied 
customers on a travel website (Ho, 2017a). Finally, instances to manage rapport by fulfilling individuals' interactional goals 
include  participants'  acts  of  thanking  and  encouraging  one  another  in  an  online  discussion  forum  (A€del,  2011),  and  hotel 
managers' offer of an apology and explanation for the inconvenience experienced by hotel customers (Ho, 2017b). 

A closer look at the four ways of enhancing rapport and the brief summary of previous research in rapport management 
above would lead us to conclude that to successfully enhance rapport, one in fact is attempting to arouse a pleasant feeling or 
emotion in one's interactant: making one feel one is important, valued, accepted, autonomous, and satisfied. In other words, 
appealing to one's pathos e feelings and emotions e can be regarded as the meta strategy for managing (enhancing or 
challenging) rapport. This would allow metadiscourse to play a key role in the management of rapport. 

 
3.2. Metadiscourse 

 
Metadiscourse has been defined in various ways and it is generally agreed that it refers to discourse about discourse. 

Despite  this  generally acceptable  definition,  its  fuzziness  is  widely  recognized  (A€del,  2006;  Hyland,  2005).  To  allow  a  sys- 
tematic way of studying metadiscourse, Hyland (2005) proposed the interpersonal model of metadiscourse which has then 
become one of the most popular models in metadiscourse studies. It recognizes two main categories of metadiscourse e 
interactive and interactional. Interactive metadiscourse functions to guide the reader through the text by providing various 
signposts and additional information. Interactional metadiscourse functions to involve the reader by expressing the writer's 
stance and drawing the reader into the text and become a discourse participant. The model, with some modification, is shown 
in Table 1 below. The modification mainly concerns the omission of evidentials which, according to Hyland (2005), mark 
explicitly a texteexternal relation. This text externality contradicts one of the principles of metadiscourse put forward by 
Hyland himself (2005: 38) e “that metadiscourse refers only to relations which are internal to the discourse”. 

 
Table 1 
Modified interpersonal model of metadiscourse. 

Category and Sub-category Function Example 

Interactive 
transitions 

Help to guide the reader through the text 
Express relations between main clauses 

 
in addition; but; thus 

frame markers Signal discourse acts, sequences or stages finally, to conclude 
endophoric markers Refer the reader to information in other parts of the text noted above, in the next paragraph 
code glosses 

Interactional 
hedges 

Elaborate propositional meanings 
Involves the reader in the text 
Withhold commitment and open dialogue 

such as, that is 
 

may, perhaps 
boosters Emphasize certainty or close dialogue certainly, it is clear that 
attitude markers Express writer's attitude to proposition surprisingly, unfortunately 
self mentions Refer explicitly to author I, my, and (exclusive) we and our 
engagement markers Explicitly build relationship with reader please note that, consider, and (inclusive) we and our 

Adapted from Hyland (2005: 49). 
 

One important pragmatic function of metadiscourse is to help the writer or speaker (writer thereafter) to persuade the 
reader or hearer (reader thereafter) into believing him or her. Metadiscourse can fulfil this persuasive function as it can serve 
to make appeals to the writer's rationality, writer's credibility and character, and reader's feelings and emotions, corre- 
sponding respectively to the Aristotle's means of persuasion, namely logos, ethos, and pathos (Hyland, 2005). 

Writers can appeal to logos with metadiscourse as they can make the logical relationship between clauses explicit (with 
transitions) and the flow of ideas clear and smooth (with frame markers and endophoric markers), and elaborate the meaning 
of key terms (with code glosses). Mur-Duen~as (2011), in her study of cross-cultural differences in interpersonality, presented 
clear evidence showing the writers' use of interactive metadiscourse in English and Spanish research articles in an attempt to 
persuade their readers by responding to their diverging needs and  expectations. Khedri et al.  (2013)  showed  that the abstracts 
of research articles in both applied linguistics and economics were interspersed with interactive discourse that functioned to 
create a well-organized discourse which would in turn make the text persuasive. Writers can appeal to ethos as they can 
establish a credible persona by showing cautiousness and reservation (with hedges) while maintaining a certain degree of 
certainty and commitment (with boosters). Research has repeatedly and clearly demonstrated the use of a balanced com- 
bination of hedges and boosters in establishing a writer's credibility and thus enhancing the persuasiveness of academic texts 
(Hyland, 2008; Lee and Deakin, 2016). Writers can appeal to pathos by making readers a discourse participant, allowing them 
to feel for themselves what it is like to be in the situation described in the ongoing discourse (with engagement markers), and 
by expressing their own attitudes, feelings and emotions towards a proposition (with attitude markers). Previous studies have 
reported frequent use of engagement markers for creating “a sense of disciplinary solidarity and shared endeavor” in aca- 
demic book reviews (Tse and Hyland, 2006: 781), and the use of attitude markers in expressing affective values of research 
article writers (Abdollahzadeh, 2011). 

 



 

× 
× 

3.3. The link 
 

Since managing rapport is in fact an act that appeals to individuals' pathos, metadiscourse can contribute to rapport 
management in two ways. First, it can help a writer to make appeal to readers' feelings and emotions in the way explained in 
the preceding paragraph. Second, as rapport management can be achieved through written discourse (e.g. moves in the 
managerial responses addressing negative online reviews), writers (e.g. hotel managers) can use metadiscourse in their text 
to highlight their own rationality (logos) and credibility and character (ethos), and to appeal to the viewers’ feelings and 
emotions (pathos), making the rapport managing text more persuasive. In other words, metadiscourse would be able to 
further strengthen the appeals to pathos achieved by the rapport-managing acts. 

 

4. Methods 
 

4.1. Data collection 
 

The data comprised 200 responses selected from a larger corpus of responses downloaded directly from TripAdvisor for 
the purpose of the author's on-going research project. This source corpus contains a total of 2577 responses given by 200 
hotels spread across the five regions designated by TripAdvisor: (1) China, Taiwan, Hong Kong, Macau; (2) Japan and Korea; 

  (3) Southeast Asia; (4) European cities; and (5) Top destinations. 
The 200 responses forming the data of the present exploratory study were selected this way: for each star-rating, ten 

responses from each of the five regions were chosen e the first response to the first Average review given by the first four 
cities (i.e. cities 1 to 4), the first response to the first Poor review given by the next three cities (i.e. cities 5 to 7), and the first 
response to the first Terrible review given by the last three cities (i.e. cities 8 to 10) were collected. For illustration, Table 2 
below shows how the data were collected for 2-star hotels in regions 1 and 2. 

 
Table 2 
Data collection for 2-star hotels. 

Region 1    Region 2  

Average Poor Terrible  Average Poor Terrible  

2-star R1C1 R1C5 R1C8  R1C1 R1C5 R1C8  
R1C2 R1C6 R2C9  R1C2 R1C6 R1C9  

R1C3 
R1C4 

R1C7 R3C10  R1C3 
R1C4 

R1C7 R1C10  

R1: The first response. 
C1/2/3 …: The first/second/third city. 

A total of 50 responses (10 responses 5 regions) were then collected from hotels of each of the four star-ratings. The total 
number of responses would then add up to 200 (4 star-ratings 50 responses). The average lengths of responses given by 
hotels were 137 (5-star), 180 (4-star), 153 (3-star), and 129 (2-star). 

 
4.2. Data analysis 

 
Qualitative and quantitative analyses were conducted to (1) identify the rapport-enhancing and rapport-challenging 

moves; (2) identify the metadiscourse categories used in these two types of moves; and (3) determine if the hotel  man- 
agers showed the same degree of commitment to their rapport-enhancing and rapport-challenging moves e in particular, 
attempts were made to determine if the star-ratings of the hotels were associated with the frequency of use of metadiscourse 
in the moves. 

Following Ho (2017a, b), the moves in the responses were identified by drawing upon Genre Theory (Bhatia, 1993, 2004; 
Swales, 1990, 2004). These moves were then classified into either rapport-enhancing or rapport-challenging, depending on 
the communicative functions they performed (Biber et al., 2007). The modified interpersonal model of metadiscourse, as 
introduced in Section 2 above, was then used in the identification of metadiscourse used in the rapport-managing moves. 

Inter-rater reliability was achieved by having two raters (one being the author himself and the other a master's degree 
holder in linguistics) analyse 10% of the responses selected randomly in order to work out and agree upon a set of criteria for 
identifying moves and metadiscourse tokens (Ho, 2018). The two raters then analysed the rest of the data independently and 
discrepancies were resolved through discussion. 

The statistical significance of the association between the star-ratings of hotels and the frequency of use of metadiscourse 
in the two types of rapport managing moves was determined using the KruskaleWallis test. 

 
5. Findings 

 
5.1. Rapport-managing moves 

 
A total of 10 moves were identified in the managerial responses, with seven of them being rapport-enhancing, and the 

other three rapport-challenging.2 The total number of rapport-enhancing and rapport-challenging moves were respectively 
1066 and 322. The moves, their functions, and extracts are shown below.3 



 

 
5.1.1. Rapport-enhancing moves 

These moves served to (1) attend to the face wants, sociality rights, or interactional goals of the customers who left the 
negative reviews on TripAdvisor, or (2) highlight the hotel's fulfilment of its obligations as the customers had expected. 

Move 1: Acknowledging Problem 
This move functioned to admit the existence of the problem mentioned in the review and to recognize the truth value of 

the review, thereby attending to the reviewer's face needs and fulfilling his/her interactional goals (e.g. the reviewer was 
probably expecting an apology or an explanation for the problem from the management). 

Extract 1 below shows how a manager could acknowledge the existence of the problem raised with the sub-move 
Apologize (the manager would not have the need to apologize if the problem raised had not existed). 

Extract 1 
We must apologize for all the inconveniences and service that needs to be polished. 

 
Move 2: Agreeing with Reviewer 
This move served to tell the reviewer explicitly that the manager agreed with him/her on certain issue, thereby fulfilling 

the face wants of the former. Extract 2 below shows the hotel management's complete agreement with the reviewer about the 
service provided by the hotel. 

Extract 2 
I agree with you that we definitely could have done better. 

 
Move 3: Continuing Relationship 
This move functioned to invite the reviewer to contact the manager or to stay in the hotel again in their future visits to the 

city. It signalled to the reviewer the manager's intention and desire to form solidarity, and thus the attempt at fulfilling the 
reviewer's sociality rights (association rights). Extract 3 below shows how a reviewer can be encouraged to stay in the hotel 
again. 

Extract 3 
Please feel free to contact me directly if and when you are looking to book another stay and I will be happy to assist you with choosing the best room 
for you. 

Move 4: Expressing Feelings 
It allowed the managers to make known their feelings and what they wanted/wished/hoped, thereby developing an af- 

fective relationship and forming solidarity with the reviewers. Extract 4 shows an instance of expression of negative feelings. 

Extract 4 
… it saddens all of us when our guests express disappointment with their stay. 

Move 5: Offering Assistance 
With this move, the manager could offer to provide the reviewer with necessary assistance in the form of, for example, 

useful information, help with booking of restaurants/tours, and immediate action like fixing of defects found in the hotel 
room. The manager would then be able to fulfil his/her obligation through such offer. Extract 5 shows an offer to provide the 
reviewer with assistance during his/her stay. 

Extract 5 
… and if you have any doubts about our services, you can always come to the reception and we will be pleased to help you. 

Move 6: Recognizing Reviewer's or Comment's Value 
This move emphasized the importance of the reviewer as a person or the comments that s/he has left on TripAdvisor, 

thereby highlighting the positive attributes of the reviewer whose face want would then be satisfied. Extract 6 states 
explicitly how the reviewer's comment could help the hotel. 

Extract 6 
I am sure your comments will be an incentive for us to keep improving and delivering exceptional service to our guests. 

 
Move 7: Thanking Reviewer 
With this move, the manager thanked the reviewer for his/her stay at the hotel or comments and opinions given to the 

hotel on the TripAdvisor platform, thereby fulfilling the manager's obligation. Extract 7 illustrates how a manager could 
express gratitude to the reviewer for his/her time and effort in writing and sharing the comments online. 

Extract 7 
We greatly appreciate the time and effort you took to share this kind feedback. 

 
One may wonder why the customer's feedback, which included criticisms, would still be qualified by “kind” in the above 

extract. This is indeed a rather common phenomenon which could be interpreted as an attempt at rapport enhancement. 
 
 

5.1.2. Rapport-challenging moves 
These moves threatened/ignored the reviewer's face wants, sociality rights, and interactional goals, or suggested the 

hotel's reluctance to fulfil its obligations. 



 
Move 8: Accusing Reviewer 
This move served to accuse the reviewer for directly or indirectly causing the problem complained about in the comment 

or performing acts that should not have been performed, threatening boldly the reviewer's face wants. Extract 8 points out 
boldly that the reviewer was wrong in demeaning others' opinions. 

Extract 8 
I would say that everyone is given an opportunity to review on travel sites - you have quite rightly been given yours but it's not right to demean others 
opinions if they do not coincide with yours. 

Move 9: Denying Problem 
This move allowed the manager to explicitly or implicitly point out that the reviewer's evaluation of the accommodation 

services was not fair or the complaints made/issues raised were not valid. The denial, explicit or implicit, would lead to a 
threat to the reviewer's face as the manager was just casting doubts on his credibility. Extract 9 shows how a manager could 
offer a rebuttal (with evidence) to the reviewer's accusation that no television was provided by the hotel. 

Extract 9 
Unfortunately the television did have an issue with the antenna which stopped the signal from coming through, this was fixed early next morning 
when the technician was able to come in. 

Move 10: Self-promoting 
This move primarily served to promote the hotel and bore no relevance to the complaints made or issues raised by the 

reviewer, ignoring blatantly the reviewer's interactional goals which might include receiving an apology or explanation from 
the hotel, or indicating that the manager's primary concern was the hotel's reputation and business but not the customers' 
well-being or satisfaction. In other words, the Self-promoting move failed to fulfil reviewers' interactional goals and the 
hotel's obligations. Extract 10 mentions a hotel's achievement that did not bear any direct relevance to the issue raised by the 
reviewer. 

Extract 10 
We must be doing something right as we have consistently been rated by our guests from number 2 to number 4 out of more than 300 hotels in this 
city which is remarkable for a small place such as ours. 

As presented in Section 2, studies that interrogated the move structures of managerial responses to comments given on 
the TripAdvisor platform includes Levy et al. (2013), Sparks and Bradley (2017), and Zhang and Vásquez (2014). Approaching 
the task from different orientations, these studies identified a number of moves that could be regarded as performing either 
the rapport-enhancing or rapport-challenging functions, as Table 3 below shows. 

Table 3 
Functions of moves. 

Present  study Levy  et  al. (2013) Sparks  and  Bradley  (2017) Zhang  and  Vásquez  (2014) 

Rapport- 
enhancing 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Rapport- 
challenging 

● Acknowledging Problem 
● Agreeing with Reviewer 
● Continuing Relationship 
● Expressing Feelings 
● Offering Assistance 
● Recognizing 

Reviewer's 
or Comment's Value 

● Thanking Reviewer 

● Accusing Reviewer 
● Denying Problem 

● Active Follow-up 
● Apology 
● Appreciation 
● Compensation 
● Correction 
● Explanation 
● Passive Follow-up 
● A Request 

for Future Patronage 

● Acknowledgement: Thank, 
Appreciate, Apologize, Recognize, 
Admit, Accept, Dismiss 

● Action: Investigate, Referral, Rectify, 
Policy, Training, Direct Contact, 
Compensate 

 
 
 

● Account: Excuse, Justify, 
Reframe, Penitential, Denial 

● Express Gratitude 
● Apologize for Sources of Trouble 
● Invitation for a Second Visit 
● Opening Pleasantries 
● Proof of Action 
● Acknowledge Complaints/Feedback 
● Refer to Customer Reviews 
● Closing Pleasantries 
● Avoidance of Reoccurring Problems 
● Solicit Responses 



 
  ●    Self-promoting  

 

While Sparks and Bradley (2017) also found moves that could challenge rapport with reviewers, the other two studies, 
however, only identified moves that could improve hotel's relationship with reviewers. The absence might be attributed to 
the different criteria for move identification used in the studies and to the fact that these two studies only examined a 
relatively limited scope of managerial responses e responses given to Terrible reviews (among Excellent, Very Good, Average, 
Poor, and Terrible) by hotels based in Washington D.C. (Levy et al., 2013), and responses by 4-/5-star Chinese hotels (Zhang 
and  Vásquez,  2014).  Both  the  clientele  and  managers  responsible  for  addressing  online  comments  were  considerably  less 
diverse than those in the present study which analysed responses given by 200 hotels of different star-ratings based in cities 
around the world. 

 
5.2. Metadiscourse in rapport-managing moves 

 
Table 4 below shows the abundance of the various metadiscourse sub-categories in the rapport-managing moves used in 

terms of normalized frequency (per 1000 words). 
Before we proceed to a detailed discussion of the use of metadiscourse in the two types of rapport managing moves, let us 

address two phenomena common to all the hotels regardless of their star-ratings. First, interactive metadiscourse was used 
considerably less frequently than interactional metadiscourse e 84.3 vs 152.1, i.e. 80.4% less. A similar phenomenon has also 
been observed in studies of other text types including government policy documents e 48.6% less (Ho, 2016), professional 
workplace emails e 513% less (Ho, 2018), and newspaper opinion columns e 33.9% less (Dafouz-Milne, 2008). The varying 

 
Table 4 
Abundance of metadiscourse in rapport-enhancing and rapport-challenging moves. 

 Rapport-enhancing Rapport-challenging 

Interactive 
Transitions 

 
7.8 

 
4.6 

Frame markers 62.4 5 
Endophoric markers 0.6 1.6 
Code glosses 0.6 1.7 

Sub-total 71.4 12.9 
Total 

Interactional 
Hedges 

84.3 
 

10.8 

 
 

4 
Boosters 12.3 8.1 
Attitude markers 25.3 1.3 
Self mentions 16.4 1.8 
Engagement markers 69.3 2.8 

Sub-total 134.1 18 
Total 152.1  

 
degrees of difference suggests the specificity of text types in terms of metadiscourse use. This aspect of text specificity is 
further supported by the fact that more interactive metadiscourse was used in such other text types as postgraduate dis- 
sertations (Hyland, 2004; Li and Wharton, 2012) and letters of commercial company CEOs and directors (Hyland, 1998). 

Recalling that interactive metadiscourse serves to help the reader to navigate through the text, its relatively infrequent use 
would mean that the hotel managers believed the readers of the responses could follow and understand the responses 
without much assistance. The extremely low frequency of use of two interactive metadiscourse sub-categories in the re- 
sponses e endophoric markers and code glosses e would best illustrate the manager's belief. The scarcity suggests the 
managers believed that the readers would be able to locate the necessary information (hence the rare use of endophorics) or 
understanding key terms used (hence the rare use of code glosses) in the responses. This should not be surprising given the 
short average length of the responses e ranging from 129 words to 180 words that can normally be packed into 9 to 12 lines 
on a standard A4-size sheet. Readers should normally not encounter any difficulty in locating specific pieces of information in 
a text of this length which is generally manageable. The rare use of code glosses should also be understandable as the 
managers were mainly addressing the issues raised by the reviewers so the terms used in the responses should be familiar to 
the latter. Even when the managers were bringing up some points which bore no direct relevance to the reviewers' com- 
ments, they were mainly referring to various aspects of their hotels like the awards won, the facilities and services, and future 
promotional activities or offers (e.g. Move 10 Self-promoting, please refer to Section 5.1.2 above). Readers would normally not 
find those points difficult to understand. Similar observations concerning the infrequent use of endophorics and code glosses 
have been made in a study of workplace emails where the conciseness of the text and the email sender's intention to make 
appeal to pathos were argued to be the respective reason for the infrequent use of endophorics and code glosses (Ho, 2018). 

The second common phenomenon was that seven of the nine metadiscourse sub-categories used recorded a higher 
frequency in rapport-enhancing moves than in rapport-challenging moves (except endophoric markers and code glosses). 
The degree of significance and implications of these differences observed will be discussed below. 

 
5.2.1. Metadiscourse in rapport-managing moves in hotels across different star-ratings 

Table 5 shows the distribution of these metadiscourse categories across hotels of different star-ratings. 
Independent samples KruskaleWallis test was run to determine the statistical significance of the observed differences in 

the frequency of use of various metadiscourse sub-categories in the rapport-enhancing and rapport-challenging moves 



 

¼ 
¼ 

× 

among hotels of  different star-ratings.  Significant differences were only found in two metadiscourse sub-categories in 
 

Table 5 
Distribution of metadiscourse in rapport-enhancing (emboldened) and rapport-challenging (italicised) moves across hotels of different star-ratings. 

 
 

 2-star  3-star  4-star  5-star  

Interactive         
Transitions 2.1 1.4 1.6 1.0 2.4 1.4 1.7 0.8 
Frame markers 16.0 0.6 15.1 2.0 12.1 1.5 19.2 0.9 
Endophoric markers 0.2 1.5 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.0 0.2 0.0 
Code glosses 0.3 0.0 0.0 0.9 0.3 0.6 0.0 0.2 

Total 18.6 3.5 16.8 4.0 14.9 3.5 21.1 1.9 
Interactional         

Hedges 2.6 1.4 2.1 0.9 3.3 1.2 2.8 0.5 
Boosters 2.0 1.4 3.1 2.1 2.9 2.8 4.3 1.8 
Attitude markers 5.0 0.0 8.1 0.5 5.8 0.6 6.4 0.2 
Self mentions 1.6 0.0 4.2 0.5 4.6 0.7 6.0 0.6 
Engagement markers 16.6 0.3 12.2 0.9 16.1 1.1 24.4 0.5 

Sub-total 27.8 3.1 29.7 4.9 32.7 6.4 43.9 3.6 

         
 
 

rapport-enhancing moves e engagement markers (between 3-star and 5-star hotels, p 0.000) and frame markers (between 4-
star and 5-star hotels, p  0.013), with the median values of the 5-star hotels larger than those of the 3-star and 4-star hotels. 
This indicates that managers of 5-star hotels, in their attempt to enhance rapport with reviewers, had a higher ten- dency to 
engage with the readers and to signal clearly what discourse acts they were about to perform in the responses than those of 3-
star and 4-star hotels respectively. This difference could be attributed to the different clientele of hotels of different star-ratings. 
Customers of 5-star hotels might expect more attention from the managers (resulting in the more frequent use of engagement 
markers which shows the managers' stronger willingness and eagerness to attend to the customer and involving them as a 
discourse participant). They might also expect a clearer indication of the managers’ intended discursive acts including a topic 
shift, an introduction of a list of reasons, or the intention to conclude (resulting in the more frequent use of frame markers). 
The managers of hotels of different star-ratings, however, did not show significant differences in their use of metadiscourse in 
rapport-challenging moves. 

The above findings strongly suggest that managers of hotels of different star-ratings did not differ greatly in the degree to 
which they enhanced the effect of rapport-managing moves. Their degree of commitment to enhancing or challenging 
rapport, as a result, did not seem to differ to an extent that deserves our further scrutiny. 

 
5.2.2. Metadiscourse in rapport-managing moves by hotels of the same star-rating 

Managers of hotels of the same star-rating showed significant differences in their use of seven of the nine metadiscourse 
sub-categories in constructing rapport-enhancing and rapport-challenging moves. Table 6 below shows the presence/ 
absence of statistically significant differences in the managers’ use of metadiscourse in rapport-enhancing and rapport- 
challenging moves and the p values of those metadiscourse categories that show such a difference. 

There are three interesting observations we can make from Table 6: 

 
Table 6 
Statistically significant differences in metadiscourse use in rapport-managing moves by hotels of the same star-rating (Y/N e Yes/No; p value in bracket). 

 2-star 3-star 4-star 5-star 

Interactional 
Engagement markers 

 
Y (.000) 

 
Y (.000) 

 
Y (.000) 

 
Y (.000) 

Attitude markers Y (.000) Y (.000) Y (.000) Y (.000) 
Self mentions Y (.005) Y (.002) Y (.000) Y (.000) 
Hedges N N Y (.013) Y (.007) 
Boosters N N N Y (.015) 

Interactive 
Frame markers 

 
Y (.000) 

 
Y (.000) 

 
Y (.000) 

 
Y (.000) 

Transitions N N N Y (.033) 
Endophorics N N N N 
Code glosses N N N N 

 
1) Among the 36 comparisons made (9 metadiscourse sub-categories 4 hotel star-ratings), 20 of them showed highly 

significant differences, indicating a distinctive stronger tendency for hotel managers to use metadiscourse when they 
attempted to enhance rapport with reviewers. This is consistent with studies of managerial responses in that more 
rapport-enhancing moves than rapport-challenging moves were identified, as Table 2 above shows; 

2) Four metadiscourse sub-categories recorded a statistically significant higher frequency of use by managers of hotels of all 
the four different star-ratings in their rapport-enhancing moves than in rapport-challenging moves. These sub-categories 
are: engagement markers, attitude markers, self mentions, and frame markers. In other words, managers tended to appeal 
to reviewers' feelings and emotions by drawing them directly into the discourse (with engagement markers), and sharing 
with them their own stance and attitudes (with attitude markers). The managers' personal involvement in these two acts 



 
was highlighted by the use of first person pronouns (with self mentions). The effect of the appeal to pathos as achieved by 
the rapport-enhancing moves was then strengthened as a result. With frame markers, managers could make it clear to 
readers their intention, telling them what discourse acts they were about to perform (e.g. to conclude, to request), and the 
sequence of events that had happened or list of things that they wanted the readers to pay attention to (e.g. first, finally, 
next). Its higher frequency of use in the rapport-enhancing moves suggests managers' desire to make the ideational 
meaning of the moves explicit to the readers in order to make more effective appeal to rationality. Extracts 11 to 14 below 
illustrate the use of these four metadiscourse markers in the rapport-enhancing moves of the responses (metadiscourse 
emboldened): 

 
Extract 11 (Metadiscourse: Engagement marker; Move: Acknowledging Problem) 
Please note that we have addressed both feedbacks with the team, to avoid any future inconvenience. 

Extract 12 (Metadiscourse: Attitude marker; Move: Acknowledging Problem) 
Unfortunately, we fell short of our goal in regards of food quality/variety. 

Extract 13 (Metadiscourse: Self mention; Move: Expressing Feeling and Continuing Relationship) 
… hope to hear back as I would like to get more details. 

  Extract 14 (Metadiscourse: Frame marker; Move: Thanking Reviewer) 
 Once again, we thank you for taking the time to share with us your experience. 

 
 

3) The other three metadiscourse sub-categories recorded a statistically significant higher frequency of use in rapport- 
enhancing moves than in rapport-challenging moves by hotels of higher star-ratings e hedges in 4- and 5-star hotels, 
and transitions and boosters in 5-star hotels. It suggests that hotels of higher star-ratings were even more eager to enhance 
rapport than to challenge rapport with customers. With hedges and boosters, they attempted to strike a balance between 
being authoritative, sounding certain and accommodating, sounding reserved in order to establish their own credibility. 
With transitions, they allowed reviewers to follow the flow and development of their responses more easily. This helped to 
appeal to their own rationality. Extracts 15 to 17 illustrate the use of hedges, boosters, and transitions in the rapport- 
enhancing moves of the responses given by managers of 4- or 5-star hotels. 

 
Extract 15 (Metadiscourse: Hedge; Move: Continuing Relationship) 
I hope therefore that you may allow me to speak with you to ascertain a little more information on your preference. 

 
 

Extract 16 (Metadiscourse: Booster; Move: Expressing Feeling) 
I really do hope that we may have the chance to welcome you back in the future. 

 
 

Extract 17 (Metadiscourse: Transition; Move: Agreeing with Reviewer, Thanking Reviewer) 
I reckon that we were perhaps not the perfect choice for you, though I am grateful for you for recognising your visit 

 
 

The above observations e the more frequent use of metadiscourse in constructing rapport-enhancing than in rapport- 
challenging moves, thereby producing a more profound effect of the appeals to pathos e allow us to see that managers 
exhibited differing degrees of commitment to their acts of rapport-enhancement and rapport-challenge e they committed 
themselves to enhancing rapport to a considerably larger extent than to challenging rapport. The fact that hotels of higher- 
star ratings show a stronger degree of commitment to their acts of rapport-enhancement than those of rapport-challenge 
might also be explained by the fact that they are serving a clientele that differs from that of hotels of lower star-rating. 
Their customers, who pay a considerably larger amount of money for the accommodation service than those of hotels of 
lower star-ratings, would normally expect not only a higher quality of accommodation services, but also more effective 
communication with the hotel management. The latter expectation would translate into requiring hotel managers to 
construct their messages more tactfully (thus a higher frequency of use of hedges and boosters to show reservation and 
emphasis respectively) and clearly and reader-friendly (thus a higher frequency of use of transitions to make the logical 
relationship between clauses). 

Previous studies of metadiscourse have primarily been concerned with the way the interactive and interactional meta- 
discourse has been used to enhance the persuasiveness of a text. For example, the interactive metadiscourse sub-categories 
transitions, code glosses, and frame markers were employed frequently in PhD theses as writers had a clear reader orientation 
and made an attempt to organize the discourse of the theses to allow readers to understand more readily (Hyland, 2004). 
Interactional metadiscourse has been demonstrated to play a key role in more successful undergraduate argumentative 
essays as they allowed the writers to strike a balance between caution and certainty more effectively, to clearly express stance, 
and to mark personal attitudes (Lee and Deakin, 2016). However, no attempt has been made to explore the role of meta- 
discourse in rapport management. The study, probably the only one, that has investigated both the use of metadiscourse and 
management of rapport in the review response genre did provide some support to the findings in points (2) and (3) above e it 
found that six metadiscourse sub-categories had a higher abundance in managerial responses that were perceived as effective 
by experienced travellers and users of TripAdvisor: transitions, code glosses, boosters, attitude markers, self mentions, and 
engagement markers (Ho, 2018). 

 



 
Table 7 summarizes the distribution of such differences among hotels of different star-ratings. 
 
Table 7 
Distribution of statistically significant differences. 

 Distribution A Distribution B 
2-star 3-star 
4-star 

Attitude markers Self mentions 
Engagement markers 

 
 
Hedges 

5-star Frame markers Boosters, Hedges, Transitions 
 

5.3. Metadiscourse at work 
 

Two extracts of the managerial responses containing rapport-enhancing and rapport-challenging moves interspersed 
with metadiscourse will be presented below to illustrate how metadiscourse could help enhance the effect of the rapport- 
enhancing moves by making appeals to logos, ethos, and pathos one the one hand (achieved by Extract 18), and highlight 
the low level of commitment to rapport challenge on the other (achieved by Extract 19). The differing degree of commitment 
to rapport enhancement and rapport challenge will then be revealed. The metadiscourse markers are highlighted and the 
responses are tabulated for clearer illustration. 

The extract below shows how a customer's complaint about the unpleasant conditions of the hotel room that s/he had 
stayed in can be addressed. 

Extract 18 

The response Metadiscourse Moves 
 

 

Thank you - ● Engagement 
marker 

your point of view is very helpful for us to improve our service to meet our guests' expectations even better.  ● Engagement 
marker 

I am indeed very happy to see that you enjoyed a nice breakfast at our restaurant. ● Self mention 
● Booster 
● Attitude 

marker 
On the other hand it would be great to convince you also with regards to our room product, ventilation ● Transition 

1. Thanking Reviewer 
 

2. Recognizing Com- 
ment's Value 

3. Expressing Feelings 
 
 
 

4. Denying Problem 
and bedding. ● Hedge 

● Attitude 
marker 

● Engagement 
marker 

It is a shame that you could not enjoy your overall stay with us. ● Attitude 
marker 

Please be assured that I have already spoken to my staff and shared your comments, ● Engagement 
marker 

5. Expressing Feelings 
 

6. Acknowledging 
Problem 

for us it would be very helpful if we know the room you have stayed in so we can renovate it and take care ● Hedge 7.  Acknowledging 
of the broken air-conditioning. Problem 

Thank you again for your feedback. ● Frame marker  8.  Thanking Reviewer 
● Engagement 

marker 
I hope you do accept my sincere apology ● Self mention 

● Engagement 
marker 

● Booster 
and that we will have the chance to welcome you again. ● Engagement 

marker 

9. Acknowledging 
Problem 

 
 

10. Expressing Feeling 



 

Please feel free to contact me or Susan Smith, my secretary, at any time. ● Self mention      11.  Continuing 
Relationship 

We are very much looking forward to your next stay with us. 12. Expressing Feeling 

 
 
The manager in the extract did care a lot about the relationship between the reviewer and him-/herself or the hotel e 11 of 

the 12 moves were rapport-enhancing, constituting, and thus explaining, the huge difference in abundance between rapport- 
enhancing and rapport-challenging moves as reported at the beginning of Section 5.1. Let us see below how metadiscourse 
could enhance the strength of the rapport-enhancing moves by looking at the way the appeals to logos, ethos and pathos 
were made. 

Appeals to logos, ethos and pathos have been made repeatedly throughout the whole extract, with pathos receiving the 
most attention and logos the least. To appeal to pathos, the manager throughout the whole response attempted to involve the 
reviewer by drawing him/her directly into the discourse with tokens of engagement markers e “you” and “your”. The 
reviewer would then probably feel that s/he was being respected e s/he was thanked twice (see Moves 1 and 2), his/her act of 
commenting was acknowledged and appreciated twice (see Moves 6 and 8), his/her decision or feeling was valued (see Move 
9), and s/he was a popular and important person (see Move 10). The manager also attempted to appeal to the reviewer's 
feelings and emotions by expressing his/her own towards the phenomena described with attitude markers. S/he was “very 
happy” as the reviewer had enjoyed breakfast at the hotel (see Move 3), s/he felt it would be “great” for him/her to have the 
chance to say how good the services provided by the hotel actually were (see Move 4), and s/he felt that it was “a shame” that 
the reviewer could not get the highest level of enjoyment while staying at the hotel (see Move 5). The effect of the attitude 
markers and engagement markers has indeed been strengthened on two occasions e the manager resorted to the use of 
boosters e “indeed” and “do” e to emphasize his degree of happiness (see Move 3) and his desire for the reviewer to forgive 
him/her or the hotel (see Move 9). The engaging of the reviewer, expressing of attitude, and adding of emphasis would result 
in more persuasive and effective rapport-enhancing moves as perceived by the reviewer whose feelings and emotions have 
been aroused. 

Ethos was appealed to in two ways. First, s/he showed the reviewer that s/he was an accountable person who was willing 
to commit to his/her own opinion or willing to handle further enquiries or complaints him-/herself with self mentions either 
in combination with other metadiscourse sub-categories (see the use of “I” in Moves 3 and 9) or alone (see the use of “me” in 
Move 10). Second, s/he showed tenderness towards the reviewer's feelings with an act of hedging while attempting to 
challenge rapport with the reviewer in Move 4 or to enhance rapport in Move 7. On the rapport-challenging occasion (Move 
4), the manager minimized the imposition on the reviewer by using “would”, indicating that the reviewer was given the 
option not to be subjected to the manager's act of convincing. On the rapport-enhancing occasion (Move 7), the manager was 
acknowledging the problem being complained about by making a highly indirect request for more information which s/he 
thought would help the hotel to improve. His/her use of the hedge “would” signal to the reviewer that s/he was given the 
option not to provide the additional information requested (see Move 7). The manager should then be able to appeal to ethos 
with the use of self mentions and hedges which, in turn, would enhance the persuasiveness and effectiveness of the rapport- 
enhancing moves. 

Only two attempts at logos appeal were made, one with a token of transition markers e “On the other hand” e in the only 
rapport-challenging move (see Move 4), and the other one of frame markers e “again” e in a rapport-enhancing move (see 
Move 8). Move 4, immediately following the manager's expression of a positive attitude in Move 3 e “I am indeed very 
happy”, functioned to deny the problems complained about (that the room was old, the air-conditioner could not be turned 
off, and the non-provision of duvets even when requested) by implicitly saying that it was possible for the manager to provide 
evidence to show that the problems were not as described or even non-existent. The reviewer was forewarned of such a 
change of mood by the transition. The manager was therefore in fact preparing the reviewer for such a challenge, thus 
softening it in effect, with the transition. In other words, the transition used in this single instance functioned not only to 
make explicit the relations between main clauses (Moves 3 and 4), which would contribute to the appeal to logos, but also to 
appeal to the manager's own character as being a considerate person who was willing to prepare the reviewer for an act 
which would not be a desirable one. The appeals to logos and ethos would result in enhanced persuasiveness and effec- 
tiveness of the rapport-enhancing moves. Move 8 served to emphasize to the reader the manager's high level of sincerity 
when he expressed gratitude for the feedback given on TripAdvisor with the frame marker “again”. This metadiscourse token 
explicitly signalled to the reader that the manager had just performed the discourse act “Thank you” the second time in the 
same text. In other words, it reminded the reviewer that the manager had already expressed gratitude earlier (Move 1). This 
frame marker, then, served to provide signpost to the reviewer helping him/her to appreciate the intention of the manager e 
to thank him/her, emphasizing the rapport-enhancing effect of the move by strengthening the appeal to pathos. 

The extract shows that the metadiscourse used in the rapport-enhancing moves all functioned to make the text more 
persuasive, which in turn, would further strengthen the appeal to pathos made as a result of the performing of the rapport 
enhancement acts. This strongly suggests the manager's willingness to commit him-/herself to the acts. The manager's use of 
metadiscourse in the rapport-challenging move as we just observed above, however, seemed to reflect his/her limited 
commitment to the act. In fact, it suggests the manager's desire to soften the challenge to rapport e s/he was preparing the 
reviewer for such a challenge with the transition “On the other hand”. The absence of full commitment and the attempt at 
preparing the reviewer for the challenge to rapport provide partial support to the observation that the rapport-challenging 
act could in fact serve purposes other than making the challenge itself (Ho, 2017b). 

Extract 19 is part of a response addressing a criticism of the bed (being a queen but not a king bed) and size (being small) of 
the room the customer had stayed in. Unlike Extract 18, it contains more rapport-challenging moves than rapport-enhancing 
ones. 



 

 
Extract 19 

The response Metadiscourse  Moves 
 

 

Unfortunately, no rooms with King sized beds were available for us to offer you as an upgrade. ● Attitude 
marker 

We are saddened to find the room was not to your liking ● Attitude 
marker 

1. Acknowledging 
Problem 

2. Expressing 
Feeling 

but it is worth noting that our rooms vary in size, the average being 225 square feet as stated to you; however, our  ● Transition      3. Denying Problem 
rooms with King size beds are 250e260 square feet. 

We are also very transparent about what we offer e there is an abundant amount of information about our rooms  ● Code gloss     4. Self promoting 
on our website, accurate pictures, floor plans and dimensions. In our smaller rooms, our flat screen televisions 
are smaller to conserve space. 

I know that not everyone has time to read the details of what they are booking. ● Self 
mention 

5. Accusing 
Reviewer 

 
 

 

 

The level of the hotel management's stronger commitment to enhancing rapport than challenging it can be seen from the 
amount of work done in enhancing the rapport management effect of the two types of moves in Extracts 18 and 19. While 
Extract 18 above contains predominantly rapport-enhancing moves whose strength was enhanced by up to three instances of 
use of metadiscourse, Extract 19 contains more rapport-challenging moves, and the strength of each of them was enhanced 
by only one instance of use of metadiscourse. Appeal to logos was made with “however”, a token of transition, in Move 3 and a 
dash (“-”), a token of code gloss, in Move 4. Appeal to ethos was made with the self mention “I” in Move 5. 

 
 
 



 

6. Conclusion 
 

While rapport management has been studied extensively since the introduction of the concept of rapport more than 15 
years ago (Spencer-Oatey and Jiang, 2003), the focus has mainly been on the strategies used in managing rapport (e.g. Clark 
et al., 2003; Planken, 2005; Gordon and Luke, 2012). Few, if any, studies have specifically aimed to identify the strategies or 
resources that individuals can use to strengthen or weaken the rapport-managing effect, be it enhancing or challenging, of the 
strategies used, or to re-examine rapport management from a meta perspective, that is, what exactly an individual is doing 
while s/he is said to be managing rapport. It follows that we have not yet been able to take a step further to examine the 
individuals’ commitment to their act of enhancing or challenging rapport. 

What is also missing from the literature, surprisingly, is the link between metadiscourse and rapport management, or 
more precisely, the role of metadiscourse in rapport management. A relatively large proportion of metadiscourse research 
concerns, among others, the identification of the characteristic patterns of use of metadiscourse by individuals of different 
academic disciplines (e.g. Hu and Cao, 2015; Khedri et al., 2013), of different first languages (e.g. A€del, 2006; Li and Wharton, 
2012), at different stages of knowledge pursuit (e.g. Crossley et al., 2016; Lancaster, 2016), and different writing proficiencies 
(e.g. Ho and Li, 2018; Lee and Deakin, 2016). The first study that put metadiscourse and rapport management together was 
probably Ho (2018) who identified the characteristics of rapport management strategies and persuasive strategies (as 
constituted by metadiscourse use) used in effective managerial responses to negative online comments. However, no attempt 
was made to directly relate metadiscourse to rapport management. 

The present study has taken the previous research endeavour a step forward by (1) arguing that appealing to pathos is the 
meta strategy for managing rapport; (2) establishing the link between metadiscourse and rapport management e meta- 
discourse can further enhance the rapport-managing effects of the relevant moves, i.e. the strength of the appeals to pathos, 
by making appeals to logos (the rationality of the manager or the response s/he has written), ethos (the credibility and 
character of the manager), and pathos (the feelings and emotions of the reviewers); and (3) showing how metadiscourse can 
further strengthen the rapport-enhancing effect and weaken the rapport-challenging effect of the moves. 

While previous studies of the review response genre have argued that the inclusion of components like referential 
explanation and apology, the use of a lengthier response, and the expression of attentiveness were characteristic of responses 
given by higher-rating hotels (Sparks and Fredline, 2007; Xie et al., 2017; Yavas et al., 2004), the present study took a step 
further and showed that managers of hotels of higher ratings were more committed to their act of rapport enhancement than 
rapport challenge, and such different degree of commitment was achieved with the pattern of use of metadiscourse in the 
rapport-enhancing and rapport-challenging moves. 

The present study will have significant contribution to both the theoretical and practical fronts. Theoretically, it has 
proposed that making appeals to pathos is the meta strategy for rapport management, allowing us to investigate and 
appreciate the role of metadiscourse in rapport management. On the practical front, the findings will make excellent 
reference for hotel managers who are responsible for dealing with customers’ complaints and criticisms on TripAdvisor and 
other travel websites. It is also highly possible that the findings can be extended well beyond the hotel industry to other 
services industries that need to address online comments. 

The present study, despite the significant contribution as discussed above, can be further improved in two ways. First, 
apart from analysing the data from the researcher's perspective, two important discourse participants of the managerial 
responses e the managers (or the personnel as designated or commissioned by the hotel management) writing the responses 
and the customers (old and potential) reading the responses e can be interviewed to find out why the managers wrote the 
responses in the way they did and how the customers perceived the effectiveness of the managers' rapport management 
attempts. Second, responses written in a language other than English (e.g. Chinese) on a platform other than TripAdvisor (e.g. 
CTrip) can also be analysed to investigate first cross-linguistic differences, and second the possible effect of using English as a 
lingua franca in writing the managerial responses. 
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