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Article

Contrastive analyses of evaluation in text: 
Key issues in the design of an annotation 

system for attitude  applicable to consumer 
reviews in English and Spanish

Maite Taboada* and Marta Carretero

Abstract

This paper reports on part of the research on evaluative language currently carried 
out within the CONTRANOT project,1 which aims at the creation and validation 
of contrastive functional descriptions through corpus analysis and annotation in 
English and Spanish. More concretely, we will present the coding scheme designed 
for Attitude, a subcategory of Appraisal as studied within Systemic-Functional 
Linguistics (White, 2003; Martin and White, 2005). The criteria for selection and 
annotation of spans of Attitude in the coding scheme are specified and illustrated 
with examples from the Simon Fraser University Review Corpus (Taboada, 2008), 
a corpus of consumer-generated reviews on hotels, books and movies, and a small-
scale English-Spanish contrastive analysis of these reviews has been carried out. The 
scheme is to be used for the future annotation of evaluation in an English-Spanish 
corpus, CONTRASTES (Lavid, 2008; Lavid et al., 2007, 2010). Once annotated, the 
reviews will be part of this corpus.
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1.	 Introduction
Evaluative language, from the point of view of the Appraisal framework, refers 
to the linguistic expressions that indicate ‘the subjective presence of writers/
speakers in texts as they adopt stances towards both the material they present 
and those with whom they communicate’ (Martin and White, 2005: 1). The 
study of evaluative language has intrinsic interest, in that we all use language 
to evaluate, appraise and classify objects and people on an everyday basis. It 
has also received a surge of attention lately from more applied venues, in par-
ticular with regard to computational applications (see Pang and Lee, 2008, and 
references therein). The web is now teeming with opinions, which are of inter-
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In Martin and White’s words (2005: 9), Appraisal concerns ‘how evaluation is 
established, amplified, targeted and sourced’.
	 The framework for the present study is a project which aims at developing 
contrastive corpus analyses, and then systems of annotations, for a number 
of linguistic categories, some of which (apart from evaluation, the focus of 
this paper) are coherence relations, tense, aspect and modality. The systems of 
annotation are to be designed for use by non-academic annotators, who will 
be provided with relatively simple sets of instructions. According to this aim, 
our approach to evaluation will have to be restrictive, giving preference to the 
individual evaluative charge of words and expressions against the overall evalu-
ative effect of all the expressions in a given text. It could even be stated that in 
reality every word has its charge of evaluation: when we speak or write, even in 
those messages whose main role is to transmit information with a high degree 
of objectiveness, we design our utterances with the purpose of presenting a 
certain world view to the addressee.2
	 A related project focuses on detecting sentiment automatically, making 
use of linguistic information, and drawing on the insights provided by the 
Appraisal system. Preliminary work in the project has resulted in a collection 
of book, movie, and consumer product reviews (Taboada, 2008), a software 
program (Taboada et al., 2008a), and a few publications and presentations 
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in 2004, and a second round of the same number was collected in 2008. For 
Spanish, we used two web sites: Ciao.es and Dooyoo.es, all of it collected in 
2008. The reason to have two rounds for each language was that we used one 
set to develop dictionaries and other resources, and thus we needed a set for 
independent evaluation purposes. The reviews are divided into eight catego-
ries: books, cars, computers, cookware/appliances, hotels, movies, music and 
phones.
	 The reviews are all written by non-experts. The contributors are mostly 
avid web users who enjoy sharing their experiences with others. In addition, 
Ciao promises a small monetary compensation if a sufficiently large number 
of reviews are posted and they are considered useful by readers of the site. The 
language is typically informal, with many colloquial expressions, typos and 
abbreviations. In the examples provided in the paper, we have left punctua-
tion, spelling and grammar as they originally appeared.

3.	 Categories within the Appraisal system
Within the Appraisal system, the types of evaluation are divided into three 
broad categories: Attitude, Graduation and Engagement. The main propo-
nents of the Appraisal System, James R. Martin and Peter R. R. White, have 
acknowledged that these labels are not unarguable; for example, White (2002: 
7), writing about Attitude and its subtypes, states that they have been designed 
‘as a resource for those who need something to manage the analysis of eval-
uation in discourse, and as a challenge to those concerned with developing 
appropriate reasoning’. Appraisal in fact has been criticized for the arbitrari-
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•	 Appreciation, which ‘involves evaluations of semiotic and natural phenom-
ena, according to the ways in which they are valued or not in a given field’ 
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o	 Quantification, which is divided into the following categories: 
	 Number: a few, lots of, many, streams of. Exact numbers 

are not considered to be Appraisal devices, since they re-
fer to object6(s )] A 
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task, whereas labelling them was easier, and led to higher agreement. Table 1 
shows the results for the selection of markables for the eight reviews. We see 
that the initial total agreement is quite high. The precision (calculated as the 
number of units for the annotator with the lowest number of units, Annotator 
2, over the number of units for Annotator 1) is quite high. More importantly, 
both total and partial recall (number of agreements over the number of units 
for Annotator 1) is very high.

Table 1:  Agreement for annotation experiment

Units (Annotator 1) 348

Units (Annotator 2) 315

Total agreement 281

Partial agreement 31

No agreement 47

Recall 90.52%

Precision (total) 80.75%

Precision (partial) 89.66%

	 Once we were confident that our annotations were reliable and showed 
high degree of agreement, we proceeded to annotate further texts. The entire 
corpus discussed in this article (see Section 2) consists of 32 reviews, 16 in 
each language. Throughout the paper, we will refer to examples from the 
corpus; occasionally, examples from other reviews will also be used. When 
examples from this corpus are used, the product reviewed and the number 
of the review will be specified. Non-labelled examples are constructed by the 
authors. 

5.	 Selection of markables of Attitude
5.1.	 Application of the evaluation to the products evaluated
Evaluation was restricted to the cases in which it refers to the products eval-
uated and related entities that reflect the quality of the product, such as 
the author, the plot and quality features of the character of books (
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(4)	 The Spruills have a son who is a rather large bully (Books no, 3)

(5)	 This book was about a lawyer who worked in a firm as a litigator and was 
around the most defiant and high up men there were in the city. (Books 
no, 1)

(6)	 The trailer did manage to make the film look fun (Movies yes, 1)

5.2.	 Evaluative and non-evaluative occurrences of the same word or 
expression

Some words or expressions have an inherent evaluative meaning, so that they 
are always considered as cases of Appraisal. These include many adjectives 
(disastrous, excellent, fair, great …) and their derived words. Among other 
kinds of evaluative words other than adjectives and their derived words, there 
are quantifiers, such as too (much), which is negative in that indicates excess; 
nouns (joy, sorrow) or verbs (excel, improve, disappoint). This is also the case 
of some grammatical constructions, such as all that and its Spanish correlate 
todo ello, literally ‘it all’ or no hace más que ‘does nothing but’, which have an 
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5.3.	 Invoked evaluations
In contrast to cases where the evaluation is due to the lexical meaning of a 
word or expression (which is called Inscribed evaluation), in other cases there 
are facts that imply positive or negative evaluation. In those cases, the evalua-
tion is Invoked. In our annotation system, spans that could possibly be consid-
ered as invoked evaluations have been excluded in many cases, for the sake of 
simplicity. For example, (10) is part of the argument that the treatment of the 
role of women in the 1950s is inaccurate, and deviates from what was really 
the case. The reviewer suggests that this lack of authenticity may be due to 
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(15)	 Descriptions of places – Louvre, Westminster Abbey – are lifeless, and 
read as if plagiarized from a do-it-yourself walking tour guide by one of 
the less gifted of the author’s former prep school students. (Books no, 1) 

3.	 When metaphors are used for evaluative reasons. We have to specify that 
our approach to metaphor is more restricted than that commonly used in 
cognitive linguistics (e.g., Lakoff and Johnson, 1980; Coulson, 2001; Faucon-
nier and Turner, 2008), according to which many cases of transfer of domain 
are considered as metaphors. For example, go into in (16) would be consid-
ered as metaphorical, since it does not express physical movement. We will 
consider as metaphors only those cases in which the writer clearly has con-
sciousness of this transfer of domain. One such example is (17), in which 
Madame Bovary is an expression of evaluation (and the ensuing paraphrase 
gives a clue of the sense of this evaluation). 

(16)	 He went into the matter carefully. (Cf. ‘He went into the labyrinth 
carefully’)

(17)	 No solemos dudar del amor que nuestra madre nos profesa ni del que 
tenemos a nuestros hijos o amigos, y sin embargo, no necesitamos 
reafirmarlo con expresiones verbales. […] Sin embargo ¿por qué sí lo 
esperamos de nuestras parejas? Yo intuyo que es por una necesidad 
creada por la literatura (en su conjunto) de ser Madame Bovary, es decir, 
la protagonista de nuestra propia novelita rosa. (Libros yes – 4.11.)

	 ‘We don’t usually doubt the love that our mother has for us nor that we 
have for our children or friends, and nevertheless, we do not need to 
reaffirm it with verbal expression. […] However, why do we expect that 
from our lovers? I believe that it is because of a need created by literature 
(as a whole) to be Madame Bovary, that is, the protagonist of our own 
little romance novel.’

5.4.	 Emotional outbursts and vocatives
Martin and White (2005: 68) classify swearing as Involvement, a meaning 
which, like Appraisal, is included within Tenor, and concerns the distinction 
between proximal and distal stance towards the text and the addressee. We 
believe that in our corpus these expressions (my God, hell, etc.) as well as voc-
atives (honey, my dear, idiot, son of a bitch …) have, above all, an evaluative role 
of Affect, since they express strong positive or negative feelings. The same may 
be stated about emotional outbursts different from swearing: In (18) ooooh 
intensifies the absurdity of the conspiracy, and therefore could be considered 
as a span of negative Appreciation, and in (19) the initial outburst lays empha-
sis on the bad quality of the film:
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(18)	 Ooooh ... big conspiracy ... it would be nice if James Patterson explain 
why. (Books no, 24)

(19)	 Buffffffffffff, por donde empiezo? (Películas no, 2-10)
	 ‘Buffffffffffff, where do I start?’

5.5.	 Inclusion of markables in elliptical expressions or expressions 
replaced by a pronoun

We have included the spans in which an evaluative word or expression is infer-
able from the linguistic context and omitted by ellipsis (20) or substitution 
(21).

(20)	 I guess I just thought that this movie would be as good as the Grinch, but 
unfortunately, it wasn’t. (Movies no, 13)

(21)	 tenía cierto miedo a que mis queridos Simpson perdieran en su aparición 
en la pantalla grande. Pero no ha sido así. (Películas yes, 4-2)

	 ‘I was quite afraid that my dear Simpsons would lose in their appearance 
on the big screen. But it hasn’t been so.’

5.6.	 Overlaps between Attitude and Engagement
There are some expressions that overlap between Attitude and Engagement. 
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(25)	 Sinceramente me esperaba que fuese peor. (Películas yes, 5–11)

	 ‘Frankly, I expected it to be worse.’

(26)	 Dos policías. – el más joven intenta imponer su ley ante la vecindad 
desesperada. Lógicamente, NO lo conseguirá. (Películas no, 1–5)

	 ‘Two policemen.- the youngest one tries to impose his law on the 
despairing neighbourhood. Obviously, he WON’T manage it.’

(27)	 el filme no me ha decepcionado en absoluto (Películas yes, 4–2)

	 ‘The movie did not disappoint me at all’

(28)	 it’s likely not to get any Oscar nominations for anyone involved except the 
costume and production designs. (Movies no, 1)

Deontic modality, that is, obligation, recommendation and permission, is 
characterized in Martin and White (2005: 111) in terms of Engagement, with 
the argument that this modality ‘explicitly grounds the demand in the sub-
jectivity of the speaker – as an assessment by the speaker of obligation [or of 
permission] rather than as a command’. However, we believe that these expres-
sions have an important semantic feature of Judgement: Obligations and rec-
ommendations, as in (29), are morally desirable events, and permissions are 
morally acceptable events. Therefore, we will classify these expressions under 
Judgement.

(29)	 Newell still should be given credit for trying to make things interesting 
since the pacing of the film is attentive but it’s given a weak script with no 
sense of a singular direction to begin with. (Movies no, 1)
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tion). On the other hand, we will adopt Martin and White’s (2005: 143) inclu-
sion under Graduation of the expressions with a lexical meaning of Attitude, 
such as reasonably happy or dreadfully cold, on the grounds that their effect in 
these contexts is to intensify the meaning of the evaluative expression that they 
modify. In other words, they undergo delexicalization, even though it might be 
argued that their meaning of Attitude is not entirely lost.

(31)	 There is just something about the way he says his lines that makes them 
so funny. (Movies no, 13)

(32)	 That’s probably the biggest detriment to the book (Books no, 17)

5.8.	 Length of the text spans
Due to the overall aim of the analysis (to annotate a large quantity of text 
spans), we restrict the spans to the evaluative lexical item, leaving aside the 
constituents of the syntactic unit to which it belongs. For example, in (33) the 
span is restricted to free instead of the whole constituent (free parking for hotel 
guests), and in (34), the span includes only decrepitud ‘decrepitude’, rather than 
la decrepitud de Ender.

(33)	 I would definitely recommend the Golden Nugget (oh, and did I mention 
free parking for hotel guests?) (Hotels yes, 22)

(34)	 la decrepitud de Ender (Libros no, 1.1)

	 ‘Ender’s decrepitude’

	 However, some spans consist of more than one word, since the kind of eval-
uation that they express depends on the expression as a whole. In (35) the span 
is bajando la calidad, since neither bajando nor la calidad convey the negative 
evaluation expressed by the whole:

(35)	 y después fue bajando la calidad hasta llegar a su final (Libros no, 1.1)
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to Bednarek (2009: 182), these instances provoke the effect of ‘a collocational 
clash and a particular flavour of appraisal meaning’. For example, the peri-
phrastic construction with poder ‘can, be able’ with a human subject is nor-
mally associated with capacity (Judgement), but in (41) the determining factor 
for this capacity does not lie in the value of children, but in the value of the 
movie, and hence the span has been classified as Appreciation.

(41)	 Los peques podrán aprender, gracias a Wall-e, el valor de cuidar el planeta 
para que nos dure un poquito más. (Movies yes, 5–10)

	 ‘Kids will be able to learn, thanks to Wall-e, the value of taking care of the 
planet so that it will last a little longer.’

	 Another point is the distinction between Affect and Judgement in terms 
such as guilty, embarrassed, proud, jealous, envious, ashamed … (Martin 
and White, 2005: 60). We classify these expressions under Affect when they 
express feelings, i.e., John is jealous of some of his wife’s male colleagues, and 
under Judgement when they express character traits of individuals, as in John 
is a jealous person.

Adjectives of reaction
Some adjectives indicate the emotions that the entity in question provokes in 
the reader. However, the adjective conceptualizes this emotion-triggering as 
a quality, so that they are classified under Judgement or Appreciation, not as 
Affect:

(42)	 Even in the tense, dramatic moments, it doesn’t feel suspenseful nor in the 
lighter moments, it comes out as fluff. (Movies no, 1)

(43)	 Unfortunately, isolated examples can’t create the mind-numbing effect of 
page after page of this tedious bloviating. (Books no, 1) 

6.2.	 Polarity
Within the Appraisal framework, positive and negative polarity are associated 
with favourable and unfavourable evaluations, as in Examples (44) and (45), 
respectively.

(44)	 Janet Evanovich’s series of books starring Stephanie Plum, an inept 
bounty hunter, was one of the most enjoyable books I’ve read in a while. 
(Books yes, 3)

(45)	 What really put me off was that it was not clean (hairs in the tub, dust in 
the mini-bar, etc.)  (Hotels no, 1–11)

	 In the examples listed above, polarity is determined by lexical meaning. In 
other cases, it depends heavily on context. In (46) the negative polarity is due 
to the entity evaluated: if it had been a medicine or curative plant instead of a 
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book, irony would be out of place and the polarity would be positive. In (47), 
the counterfactual conditional reverses the polarity. In (48), the positive lexi-
cal item occurs in a comparison with other related entities, so that the polarity 
of the span is negative.

(46)	
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8.	 Conclusions and suggestions for future research
In this paper we have described the scheme for Attitude within the CON-
TRANOT project, based on two experiments, the first of which included 
annotation of consumer reviews of books, movies and hotels and the second 
was restricted to books and movies. Concerning the selection of the evalu-
ative spans, the signalling is restricted to the cases in which it refers to the 
products evaluated and related entities, trailers of movies and back covers of 
books. The words and expressions that have an inherent evaluative meaning 
are therefore systematically included in spans, while others are only evalu-
ative in certain contexts. Invoked evaluations (that is, evaluations by impli-
cature), are mainly comparisons and metaphors, as well as complex clauses 
containing a suggestion about the product reviewed as well as argumen-
tation for this suggestion. Other kinds of evaluative spans are emotional 
outbursts and vocatives, spans containing omitted evaluative lexical items 
by ellipsis or substitution and expressions of deontic modality. Some areas 
of overlap between Attitude and Engagement, such as epistemic modality, 
rhetorical questions and some instances of negation and non-assertion, have 
been discussed with regard to the selection of the Attitude spans. As for 
the length of the text spans, the tendency is to restrict it as far as possible. 
An exception to this tendency is the inclusion of expressions of Gradua-
tion within the scope of those of Attitude. Evaluative lexical items joined by 
coordinating conjunctions are considered as a single span, but not if they 
are juxtaposed.
	 With regard to the annotation of markables, the key criteria for signalling 
subcategories are ethics and aesthetics, as well as human and non-human tar-
gets. Some lexical items are mainly associated with Judgement and others with 
Appreciation, but their value may vary depending on context. Concerning 
polarity, the main perspective adopted is that of the entity reviewed, so that in 
certain cases the positive or negative value of the span is the opposite of its lex-
ical meaning.
	 Due to the complexities involved in the design of a coding scheme for Atti-
tude, the two experiments were necessary so as to reach a satisfactory degree 
of agreement between the annotators. Even though we cannot make broad 
generalizations due to the size of the corpus, we should state that the percent-
ages of the three subtypes of Attitude (Affect, Judgement and Appreciation) 
were similar in the English and in Spanish reviews; differences were found in 
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	 This scheme for Attitude could be further refined by analysing a higher 
number of consumer reviews and by diversifying the kinds of products, in 
order to arrive at an easily reproducible and transparent standard of annotation.
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