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Abstract 

The rapid expansion of digital communication has ushered human society into an era characterized by 

digital and multimodal expression. As literary and communicative genres emerge to address the 

complexities of reality, they inevitably incorporate digital and multimodal elements, evolving into new 

forms with novel functions. In response to these transformations, scholars of genre have devised 

theoretical and methodological frameworks to align with the shifting landscape of discourse. Yet, these 

fresh perspectives remain scattered across various studies, necessitating a comprehensive review to serve 

as a valuable resource for future scholars. Against this backdrop, the present study traverses an extensive 

body of literature, identifying three pivotal advancements in genre analysis: digital genre analysis, 

multimodal genre analysis, and genre innovation. Alongside these developments, it becomes apparent that 

scholars in this field must contend with epistemological, methodological, and ethical dilemmas in the 

digital era. Acknowledging these challenges, this work explores potential solutions for researchers delving 

into the realm of digital-multimodal genres. Ultimately, the trends and obstacles highlighted in this review 

underscore the inherently social nature of genre, reinforcing the notion that genre should be perceived as 

a dynamic, communicative phenomenon—one that continually evolves in tandem with the shifting 

contours of social reality. 
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Introduction 

The concept of genre has long held a central position in the study of language and language education. 

This enduring significance can be attributed, in part, to the invaluable descriptive and interpretive 

frameworks that genre provides, enabling researchers and educators in English for Specific Purposes 

(ESP) to discern the underlying rationale behind the construction of a text before guiding learners in its 

composition. From the perspective of ESP learners, the conventions embedded within a genre offer a 

structured and predictable framework, serving as a guiding path for novices as they endeavor to craft their 

own texts. 

Against this backdrop, numerous scholarly inquiries have sought to explore and refine the notion of genre 

(Bawarshi & Reiff, 2010). The ESP genre tradition, for instance, defines genre as "a class of 

communicative events, the members of which share a certain set of communicative purposes" (Swales, 

1990: 58). The Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL) approach, which emphasizes the interplay between 

linguistic form and meaning, characterizes genre as "staged, goal-oriented, social processes" (Martin, 

Christie, & Rothery, 1987: 59). Meanwhile, the Rhetorical Genre Studies tradition, which regards genre 

as a form of social action emerging in response to recurrent rhetorical situations, describes it as "a 

https://www.ijfmr.com/


 

International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR) 
 

E-ISSN: 2582-2160   ●   Website: www.ijfmr.com       ●   Email: editor@ijfmr.com 

 

IJFMR250136950 Volume 7, Issue 1, January-February 2025 2 

 

conventional category of discourse based on large-scale typification of rhetorical action" (Miller, 1984: 

163). 

These diverse conceptualizations all underscore the crucial role of context in the study of genre. The ESP 

tradition highlights the importance of discourse communities, the SFL approach asserts the inherently 

social orientation of genres, and the rhetorical perspective recognizes genre as a response to recurring 

rhetorical exigencies. Collectively, these viewpoints affirm that genre is fundamentally a social construct, 

intricately intertwined with the context in which it arises. Given that human society is in a state of perpetual 

evolution, genres—rooted in and reflective of social reality—must also inevitably transform, adopting 

new forms and functions. 

In light of this argument, the increasing dominance of digital technology in contemporary society suggests 

that genre analysis, too, must adapt to this shifting landscape. Indeed, this hypothesis finds support in the 

theoretical and methodological frameworks developed by scholars to address the profound impact of 

digital tools on genre. However, these insights remain scattered across various studies, necessitating a 

comprehensive review to consolidate the current state of genre research and provide clarity for scholars 

navigating this evolving field. 

The present study seeks to fulfill this need by tracing the scholarly efforts dedicated to understanding the 

major transformations induced by the rapid expansion of digital media, as well as the challenges that 

remain unresolved within genre studies. By critically examining the current trajectory of genre research, 

this study endeavors to explore how scholars may effectively address these pressing challenges in an era 

increasingly shaped by technological advancements. To achieve this objective, the following research 

questions are posed: 

Firstly, what significant transformations in contemporary approaches to genre analysis have emerged as a 

consequence of digital technologies? 

Secondly, what challenges arise from these transformations, and what potential solutions might genre 

scholars employ to navigate and address these complexities? 

 

Methodology 

To examine the influence of digital media on genre theories and practices, this study undertakes a 

comprehensive review of a wide array of relevant scholarly works. In the process of selecting and 

analyzing the literature, three key considerations have guided this endeavor. 

Firstly, the reviewed literature spans a diverse range of interdisciplinary domains, encompassing genre 

analysis, computer-mediated communication, media studies, and multimodal discourse analysis. This 

breadth of focus stems from the growing tendency of genre analysis to integrate multiple theoretical and 

methodological approaches, thereby enriching the depth of scholarly inquiry. 

Secondly, the selection of literature draws from a variety of sources, reflecting the study’s intent to explore 

both the theoretical and methodological dimensions of genre research—an objective that cannot be 

adequately fulfilled through reliance on a single category of academic work. Specifically, the insights 

presented in this study are derived from monographs that primarily expound upon theoretical 

advancements, journal articles that scrutinize methodological considerations in empirical research, and 

edited volumes that compile seminal contributions within the field. 

Thirdly, throughout the engagement with existing scholarship, the primary focus remains on the ways in 

which researchers have responded to emergent challenges in genre analysis. That is to say, this 

investigation privileges an examination of the theoretical and methodological frameworks employed in 
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genre studies, rather than an in-depth exploration of specific genres that have been analyzed. By 

maintaining this focus, the present study endeavors to illuminate the evolving landscape of genre analysis 

in the digital age. 

 

Digital Genres Analysis 

The foremost advancement identified in contemporary genre studies is the assimilation of digitality into 

its theoretical and analytical frameworks. Digital technologies have given rise to "a new communication 

setting which reconfigures the conditions to which pragmatic features of language respond" (Giltrow & 

Stein, 2009: 9). This transformation of communicative contexts manifests, for instance, in the diversity of 

users made possible by the Internet and the increasingly interactive dynamic between authors and 

audiences in the construction of certain textual forms. Such shifts hold profound implications for 

researchers, who must carefully consider the evolving contexts within which genres emerge and take 

shape. 

These changes brought about by digitality necessitate theoretical innovations in genre studies to 

accommodate the realities of the digital age. Bruce (2010), in synthesizing the English for Specific 

Purposes (ESP) and Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL) approaches to genre, introduces a dual 

framework that perceives every genre in two interwoven dimensions: first, as a social genre, defined as a 

"socially recognized construct according to which whole texts are classified in terms of their overall social 

purpose" (2010: 329), and second, as a cognitive genre, emphasizing rhetorical functions such as 

argumentation, explanation, and narration. This model proves particularly significant in the study of digital 

genres, as it accommodates the intricate interplay of social knowledge and rhetorical strategies contributed 

by a diverse array of participants in the construction of digital discourse. 

A further contribution to digital genre analysis is found in Heyd’s (2008) four-parameter framework, 

which provides a structured approach for examining digital genres from multiple perspectives. 

The Vertical Parameter directs analysts to consider the varying levels of classification in genre 

categorization, distinguishing between concepts such as supergenres, subgenres, and text types. 

• The Horizontal Parameter explores the relationships between genres, enabling researchers to observe 

the ways in which one genre interacts with or leads to another. For instance, a pop-up advertisement 

on the Internet may redirect users to a tourism website, which in turn may generate a confirmation 

letter—each genre seamlessly connected within a broader communicative network. Related concepts 

such as genre repertoire (Orlikowski & Yates, 1994), which highlights the use of genres in 

organizational activities, and genre ecology (Heyd, 2008), which describes the natural formation of 

generic constellations, further elucidate these intertextual relationships. 

• The Ontological Parameter assists scholars in identifying genres from either a top-down or bottom-up 

perspective. A top-down approach assumes that genre classification is determined by predefined sets 

of distinguishing features, whereas a bottom-up approach, also known as ‘folk taxonomy’ (Heyd, 

2008: 198), relies on the perceptions and classifications recognized within specific discourse 

communities. 

• The Diachronic and Dynamic Parameter encourages researchers to perceive genres as evolving entities 

shaped by socio-technical factors, such as the continual advancement of digital platforms. In this view, 

genre is no longer regarded as a static or isolated construct but rather as an interconnected, fluid, and 

adaptable social phenomenon. 
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• Santini, Mehler, and Sharoff (2010) devised a three-tiered analytical framework for the examination 

of web documents (2010: 9), taking into account the intricate, multilayered structure made possible by 

hyperlinks within digital spaces. This framework instructs scholars to investigate web genres at three 

distinct levels: micro, meso, and macro. 

• At the micro level, the focus is directed toward the page-level elements and their constituent features 

(Santini et al., 2010: 11). While the framework does not explicitly delineate which resources should 

be scrutinized at this level, it is reasonable to infer that the analysis encompasses the semiotic elements 

of a given webpage, such as text, imagery, and layout. 

• The meso level shifts attention toward the internal structure of the website, commonly referred to as 

the sitemap, examining the manner in which different pages are organized and interlinked. 

• At the macro level, analysts explore the intertextual references embedded within the website, 

addressing questions such as how a website, as a holistic entity, establishes connections with the 

broader digital landscape. Through this tripartite approach, researchers can attain a comprehensive 

understanding of how various layers of web genres are orchestrated to fulfill their communicative 

purposes. 

• Another scholarly endeavor to incorporate digitality into genre analysis is found in the work of 

Askehave and Nielsen (2005), who proposed a two-dimensional model that conceptualizes digital 

genres both as texts and as mediums. According to this model, users of digital genres assume dual 

identities based on their engagement with the genre. If users engage solely with the text itself, they 

adopt the conventional role of a reader, one who "zooms in on the text" (Askehave & Nielsen, 2005: 

128). Conversely, if users navigate beyond the text by following embedded hyperlinks to external 

sources of information, they transform from readers into navigators, and the text itself functions as a 

portal to a broader network of content. This model is particularly applicable in describing the 

characteristics of hyperlink-rich digital genres, such as the homepage. 

• However, a critique of this framework arises from its lack of clarity in addressing how the concept of 

rhetorical moves—traditionally defined as structured units of discourse—can be meaningfully applied 

to hyperlinked texts, where such moves may be disrupted or fragmented (Mehlenbacher, 2017). To 

reconcile this limitation, genre analysts may consider two key aspects of digital genres. Firstly, digital 

texts offer multiple reading paths to their audiences, allowing for non-linear navigation (Baldry & 

Thibault, 2006). Secondly, readers often engage with digital texts according to the dominant mode of 

presentation within the genre (Kress, 2003). For instance, when encountering a homepage that contains 

a substantial amount of text alongside a hyperlink, a reader might first complete the textual content 

before clicking the hyperlink, which would then lead them into an entirely different rhetorical 

structure. 

• The scholarship reviewed in this section highlights a significant evolution within genre studies—the 

advent of digital genre analysis. This development has been catalyzed by rapid advancements in digital 

technologies, which have profoundly altered communicative landscapes and, in turn, necessitated 

innovative analytical frameworks. The models introduced above approach digital genres from distinct 

perspectives; yet, despite their differing emphases, they converge upon a common theme: the 

intensified interconnectedness of digital discourses. 

Ultimately, genres do not exist in a vacuum; rather, they are intrinsically linked to one another through 

vertical and horizontal relationships, while simultaneously responding to and benefiting from the ever-

changing landscape of digital technology. This interconnectedness and dynamism endow genres with a 
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resilience that allows them to fulfill varying communicative purposes. The second prevailing concept 

identified in the reviewed literature is that of the multimodal genre, which encompasses genres that 

integrate multiple modes of communication. According to Norris (2004), communicative modes may be 

categorized into two distinct types: embodied and disembodied. 

 

Multimodal Genres Analysis 

Embodied modes pertain to those that are directly produced by humans as expressions of thought, emotion, 

or perception. These include speech, gestures, head movements, facial expressions, gaze, and other forms 

of physical articulation. In contrast, disembodied modes refer to those external elements that individuals 

may perceive and respond to, such as printed text, visual layout, music, and other non-human 

communicative resources. When these two categories of modes interact, they give rise to a diverse array 

of multimodal genres. 

Since the present study primarily examines the influence of digital technologies on communication, this 

section focuses specifically on scholarly works that explore digital-multimodal genres, which are 

predominantly constructed through disembodied modes. 

The multimodal genre analysis approach builds upon the premise that genre functions as a socially 

motivated, goal-oriented activity, extending this concept into the realm of multimodal communication. 

This approach posits that all genres inherently possess a multimodal nature, as genre itself represents a 

higher-order construct that imposes structure upon communication, which is, by its very essence, 

multimodal. 

The literature surveyed highlights two significant methodological advancements in this field: multimodal 

move analysis and the Genre and Multimodality (GeM) framework. These developments provide scholars 

with refined tools for analyzing the intricate interplay of multiple communicative modes within digital 

genres, offering deeper insights into their structure, function, and evolving nature in an increasingly 

digitized world. 

 

Innovation of Genres 

In the realm of genre analysis, the advent of digitality and multimodality has given rise to a third significant 

development in genre studies—the phenomenon of genre innovation. Before delving into this concept, it 

is useful to first revisit a closely related notion: genre convention. 

In defining genre, Swales (1990) asserts that shared communicative purposes establish a framework for a 

genre, shaping its structure, content, and style. Similarly, Miller (1984: 163) describes genre as "a 

conventional category of discourse based on large-scale typification of rhetorical action." The use of terms 

such as "schematize" and "conventional" underscores the centrality of norms and conventions in the very 

essence of genre. Tardy (2016: 9) echoes this perspective, arguing that "without a norm, we cannot have 

departures; without departures, we cannot have innovation." 

From this standpoint, scholars have conceptualized genre innovation in various ways. Fairclough (1992: 

69) defines it as "adapting existing conventions in new ways," while Devitt (2004) characterizes it as genre 

creativity achieved through variation and critique. Bhatia (2004, 2017), in turn, views it as the 

appropriation of generic resources from one genre to another. Offering a more systematic definition, Tardy 

(2016: 9) describes genre innovation as "departures from genre convention that are perceived as effective 

and successful by the text’s intended audience or community of practice." 

Tardy’s definition highlights two essential elements of genre innovation: 
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• The author deliberately deviates from established genre conventions to a certain extent. 

• The departure must be recognized and accepted by the relevant discourse community. 

In light of these criteria, several critical questions arise: What drives genre innovation? To what extent 

must a genre diverge from convention to be considered an innovation? Who possesses the authority to 

innovate—only expert authors, or can all authors contribute to genre evolution? And finally, how can we 

assess the degree of acceptance of an innovated genre? These inquiries underscore the complex and 

dynamic nature of genre innovation, particularly in an era increasingly shaped by digital and multimodal 

influences. 

To address these inquiries, scholars of genre studies have proposed various conceptual and analytical 

frameworks. Bhatia (2004, 2017) asserts that genre innovation within professional contexts arises from 

the necessity for individuals to fulfill their private communicative intentions without overtly violating the 

publicly recognized communicative purposes of a given genre. This tension between personal objectives 

and conventional constraints gives rise to discursive strategies such as genre mixing and genre-bending. 

When these strategies recur in similar communicative settings, they may contribute to the stabilization of 

genre colonization and appropriation, resulting in the gradual evolution of established genres. 

In the realm of academic discourse, Tardy (2016) introduces a systematic analytical framework for 

investigating genre innovation, comprising three key dimensions: text, social environment, and reader 

reception. 

• Textual Analysis – To examine how innovation manifests in texts, Tardy advocates for the application 

of move analysis and corpus-based text analysis, with particular attention to atypical rhetorical 

strategies that deviate from established norms. 

• Social Environment – Since texts are constructed within specific social contexts, Tardy suggests 

employing ethnographic and longitudinal research methods to gain a deeper understanding of the 

circumstances in which genre innovation takes place. 

• Reader Reception – As it is the audience’s perception that ultimately determines whether a departure 

from convention is recognized as an innovation, Tardy emphasizes the necessity of studying reader 

responses. To achieve this, researchers may employ a combination of quantitative and qualitative 

methodologies, including correlational studies, textual responses, observational studies, diachronic 

studies, and experimental studies (Paul, Charney, & Kendall, 2001: 389). 

Another example of genre innovation is the science-focused crowdfunding proposal, as examined by 

Mehlenbacher (2017). This genre emerges as a hybrid form, drawing upon elements of both the traditional 

grant proposal and the scientific research article. However, unlike conventional grant proposals, which 

primarily address expert audiences within specialized fields, this new genre targets a diverse range of 

online readers from various backgrounds. To captivate this broader audience, the genre incorporates 

multimodal resources, such as images and short films, further distinguishing itself from traditional 

scientific discourse. 

These examples illustrate that genre innovation arises as a response to genuine communicative needs and 

that, in many instances, these needs are best addressed through the integration of digital technologies and 

multimodal resources. Thus, the digital age not only transforms the way genres are constructed and 

consumed but also expands the very boundaries of what constitutes a genre itself. 

 

The Challenge of Genre Identification 

One of the foremost difficulties in contemporary genre analysis is the identification and classification of  
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genres in digital spaces. This challenge arises due to the varying levels of generality inherent in genre 

categorization (Bateman, 2014; Giltrow & Stein, 2009; Heyd, 2016). For example, can broad terms such 

as “cybergenre” or “chat” be considered distinct genre types? Bateman (2014: 240) critiques this approach, 

questioning whether such nomenclature provides any “useful genre commonalities” that can be 

meaningfully generalized. 

In an effort to resolve this classification dilemma, some scholars propose a hierarchical system that 

differentiates between supergenre, genre, and subgenre, thereby enabling a more nuanced description of 

genre features (Askehave & Nielsen, 2005; Giltrow & Stein, 2009). However, despite these efforts, a 

comprehensive theoretical framework capable of systematically describing the properties of newly 

emerging digital and multimodal genres has yet to be fully developed (Bateman, 2014). 

 

The Challenge of Determining Generic Structure 

A second obstacle in digital genre analysis lies in the establishment of generic structure, particularly for 

multimodal genres. This challenge stems from the non-linear reading paths made possible by digital and 

multimodal affordances (Bateman, 2008, 2014, 2014; Giltrow & Stein, 2009; Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006; 

van Leeuwen, 2005). Unlike traditional text-based genres, which adhere to a “linear succession of stages” 

(van Leeuwen, 2005: 75), multimodal and digital genres allow readers to construct their own reading 

trajectories, which may be circular, fragmented, or concentric, rather than sequential. This reader 

autonomy ultimately affects the construction of meaning (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006). 

A striking example of this contrast is provided by Bateman (2008, 2014b), who examines the evolution of 

bird field guide pages published over different decades. In 1924, the guide was dominated by text, 

compelling readers to follow a strictly sequential reading order. However, by 1996, as visual elements and 

side columns became increasingly integrated, readers were presented with multiple reading paths, 

fostering a more flexible and interactive engagement with the text. 

Similarly, van Leeuwen (2005) explicates the concept of multiple reading paths through the examples of 

an exhibition room and a CD-ROM containing educational material for children. He concludes that 

reading is a cognitive decision, where individuals navigate from the most salient elements to the less 

salient ones, rather than adhering to a predetermined sequence. 

 

The Obstacle of Ethical Considerations 

Beyond these analytical challenges, the digital era presents genre researchers with profound ethical 

dilemmas. Two interwoven ethical concerns emerge in the context of digital discourse. 

• The Blurred Distinction Between Public and Private Spaces – Digital technologies often obscure the 

boundaries between what is publicly accessible and what is intended as private. This raises the ethical 

question of whether certain online discourse should be subject to scholarly scrutiny without explicit 

consent. 

For instance, in the context of online chatroom communication, King (2015: 134) argues that even if 

online discussions take place in publicly accessible forums, they may still be perceived as private 

spaces by participants. He observes that “even though that chatting was conducted in ‘public,’ it was 

only intended for a certain public—the men who sought those chat spaces, registered a nickname, and 

spent time chatting there.” Similarly, Hafner (2018b: 385) contends that despite their accessibility, 

digital forums may function as semi-private spaces in the minds of users. 
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Consequently, genre researchers must carefully deliberate whether their target contexts should be 

classified as public or private domains before conducting an analysis. 

• The Issue of Informed Consent in Digital Research – If an online environment is determined to be a 

private space, a second ethical challenge arises: how can researchers obtain informed consent from 

diverse participants in vast, anonymous digital communities? The difficulty of securing consent from 

an amorphous and dispersed online population presents a formidable ethical obstacle for scholars 

analyzing online genres. 

These ethical considerations are integral to the evolving methodological landscape of genre analysis in 

digital contexts, requiring careful reflection on issues of privacy, consent, and participant agency in the 

virtual sphere. 

 

Conclusion 

This study has provided an in-depth exploration of the latest advancements in genre studies while 

identifying the challenges that genre researchers face in the evolving landscape of digital discourse. The 

review of literature has revealed three pivotal theoretical and methodological developments in the field. 

The findings of this study reaffirm the notion that genres are inherently social constructs, continuously 

evolving in response to shifting societal realities. As digital media increasingly reshapes communicative 

practices, genre scholars must remain attuned to these transformations, investigating how technological 

advancements influence genre construction and interpretation. The importance of this inquiry is further 

reinforced by Bateman et al. (2017: 110), who highlight the interrelation of genre, materiality, and 

multimodality in the context of digital complexity: 

“As communicative situations become more complex, perhaps drawing on new technological capabilities 

and combinations of meaning-making strategies, being able to pick apart the constitutive contributions of 

material and what is done with that material will prove crucial.” 

Additionally, this study bears pedagogical implications for ESP instructors, who must now equip students 

with the skills to effectively manipulate digital and multimodal resources in their composition of digitally 

mediated genres (Miller, 2019). Ultimately, as digital media continues to evolve at an unprecedented pace, 

its influence on generic practices remains fluid and ever-changing. Therefore, the suggestions and 

frameworks proposed in this study must be periodically reassessed and tested through empirical research, 

ensuring that genre analysis remains adaptable to the complexities of the digital age. 
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