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Abstract: This study presents a linguistic analysis of discourse markers (DMs) in
online communication among youth, focusing on their structural, functional, and social
roles in digital discourse. Through the examination of 50 conversation threads collected
from popular social media platforms, the research identifies the most commonly used
discourse markers, such as like, so, well, I mean, and you know, and categorizes their
functions into topic management, hesitation, emphasis, and politeness. The findings show
that DMs play a crucial role in organizing discourse, managing turn-taking, and expressing
interpersonal meaning, particularly in the absence of non-verbal cues. Additionally, youth
exhibit a high degree of creativity and flexibility in their use of these markers, adapting
them to fit the informal nature of online interactions. The study contributes to the
understanding of digital language practices, highlighting how discourse markers function
as both linguistic tools and social instruments in the construction of identity and group
cohesion. Future research could explore the cross-platform use of DMs and the role of non-

verbal markers in online communication.
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INTRODUCTION

The rapid evolution of digital communication has significantly transformed the

linguistic practices of today’s youth. Platforms such as social media, messaging
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applications, and online forums have introduced new modes of interaction that rely heavily
on informal, spontaneous, and often fragmented language use. Within this landscape,
discourse markers (DMs)—Ilinguistic units like like, so, well, and you know—have become
central to how meaning is negotiated, messages are structured, and social relationships are
maintained. Discourse markers, though often overlooked as minor or meaningless fillers,
perform crucial roles in organizing discourse, managing turn-taking, and expressing
speaker stance. In online communication, where non-verbal cues are largely absent, these

markers become even more critical in conveying tone, intention, and interpersonal nuance.

Among youth, discourse markers not only serve structural and pragmatic functions
but also reflect evolving linguistic trends and group-specific language use. Their
deployment in digital communication offers insights into how language adapts to
technological settings and how young speakers construct identity and social alignment

through linguistic choices.

This study aims to provide a linguistic analysis of discourse markers in youth online
communication, focusing on their structural forms, distribution, and functional roles.
Through this analysis, the research seeks to better understand the interplay between

language, medium, and speaker identity in contemporary digital discourse.
LITERATURE REVIEW

Discourse markers (DMs) have been widely explored in linguistic studies for their
role in organizing discourse, marking speaker intentions, and managing interaction.
Schiffrin (1987) was among the first to systematically study DMs, defining them as
sequentially dependent elements that bracket units of talk. According to Fraser (1999),
DMs are not syntactically required but function pragmatically to guide listeners through
the structure of discourse.

From a linguistic perspective, DMs have been analyzed on lexical, syntactic, and
pragmatic levels. Lexically, DMs often consist of common words or short phrases that are

repurposed in discourse to convey relationships between ideas (e.g., so, well, anyway).
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Syntactically, they tend to occur at the boundaries of utterances, while pragmatically, they

help express speaker attitude, mitigate face-threatening acts, or introduce a new topic.

In online communication, the role of DMs becomes even more prominent due to the
absence of prosody and body language. Crystal (2006) emphasizes that digital discourse
demands new ways of maintaining coherence and managing interaction, where DMs serve
as vital tools. Thurlow (2003) and Tagg (2012) further argue that young users adapt spoken
language conventions into online contexts, with DMs playing a key role in simulating
conversation-like flow. Youth, as prolific users of digital platforms, exhibit distinctive
patterns in their use of DMs. Baron (2008) notes that their use of markers like like, you
know, and | mean often reflects stylistic choices, identity performance, and peer alignment.
These markers may serve both linguistic and social purposes—structuring communication

while also reinforcing in-group norms.

However, while the pragmatic functions of DMs have received considerable
attention, there is a need for more comprehensive linguistic analyses focusing on their
form, frequency, and function within the context of youth online communication. This
study seeks to address this gap by analyzing the linguistic characteristics and roles of DMs

as used by young individuals in digital discourse.
METHODOLOGY

This study adopts a qualitative linguistic approach to analyze the use of discourse
markers in online communication among youth. The primary goal is to examine the
structural, functional, and pragmatic features of DMs as they appear in naturally occurring

digital conversations.
3.1. Data Collection

The data for this research was collected from public conversations on popular social
media platforms and messaging applications frequently used by young people, such as
Instagram comments, WhatsApp group chats, and Telegram channels. A total of 50
conversation threads were selected, containing more than 10,000 words in aggregate. All

participants were aged between 18 and 25 and communicated in English. To maintain
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ethical standards, only publicly available data was used, and no personally identifiable

information was included in the analysis.
3.2. Selection Criteria

The study focused on messages that displayed informal, conversational language
and contained potential discourse markers. Utterances were selected based on their
linguistic relevance and context within the thread. Only naturally occurring language data

were included; edited or formalized content was excluded.
3.3. Analytical Framework

A discourse-pragmatic analysis was conducted, informed by Schiffrin’s (1987) and

Fraser’s (1999) frameworks. Discourse markers were identified, classified, and examined

based on:
o their lexical forms,
o their position within utterances,
o their discourse functions (e.g., elaboration, contrast, topic shift,
emphasis),

o their frequency of use.

A coding scheme was developed to categorize DMs according to their function, and
qualitative patterns were identified through close reading of the data. Patterns were then

cross-analyzed to explore the relationship between marker usage and discourse structure.
DATA ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS

The analysis of the collected data revealed a diverse range of discourse markers used
by youth in online communication. These markers serve both structural and interpersonal

functions and reflect the informal, dynamic nature of digital discourse.
4.1. Frequently Used Discourse Markers

The most frequently occurring discourse markers identified in the dataset included:
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o like

) SO

o well

° | mean

o you know
o actually

o basically

Among these, like appeared most often, functioning both as a hesitation device and

a marker of approximation. For example:
"I was like, really shocked when | saw it."
"It’s like, not even that serious."
4.2. Functional Categorization

Discourse markers were categorized into several functional types based on their

pragmatic role:
Topic Management: so, anyway — used to initiate or shift topics.
"So, what are you guys doing this weekend?"
Hesitation or Repair: like, you know — used to buy time or soften statements.
"It was, like, kind of weird, you know?"

Emphasis and Clarification: actually, | mean — used to stress a point or correct

oneself.
"I mean, I didn’t mean it that way."

Politeness or Mitigation: well, you know — used to ease disagreement or introduce

contrast.

"Well, I guess it depends on how you see it."
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4.3. Positional Patterns

Most discourse markers appeared at the beginning or middle of utterances. Initial
position markers like so, well, and actually often signaled speaker transitions or
introductory remarks. Mid-utterance markers such as like and you know served as discourse

softeners and fillers.
4.4. Social and Stylistic Functions

The use of certain DMs also indicated stylistic choices tied to group identity. For
instance, the repeated use of like among female speakers aligned with informal,
conversational tone and peer-group belonging. Markers such as you know and | mean were

used to build solidarity or seek affirmation from interlocutors.
DISCUSSION

The findings of this study highlight the centrality of discourse markers in shaping
online communication among the youth. The frequent use of markers such as like, so, and
you know demonstrates how these linguistic elements serve not only to structure discourse
but also to manage social relationships and express speaker attitudes in digital settings. The
high frequency of like confirms previous observations by scholars such as Tagliamonte
(2005), who noted its multifunctionality in youth speech. In the present data, like is used
to approximate, to introduce reported speech, and to mark hesitation — all of which reflect

an informal, dialogic style that is typical of peer-group online interactions.

Discourse markers such as so and anyway were primarily used for topic
management, consistent with Fraser’s (1999) categorization. Their role in signaling
transitions and maintaining conversational flow is especially vital in the asynchronous or

semi-synchronous nature of online chats, where visual or prosodic cues are unavailable.

The presence of you know and | mean reveals how youth rely on shared assumptions
and seek implicit agreement from their interlocutors. These markers create a sense of
familiarity and cooperation, reinforcing group identity and reducing potential tension —

in line with Brown and Levinson’s (1987) politeness theory.
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Interestingly, many discourse markers in the data appear to serve dual functions: for
example, well can both introduce contrast and soften disagreement. This multifunctionality
suggests that youth are not using DMs randomly but are strategically employing them to
manage face, interactional flow, and tone — a finding that aligns with Holmes’ (1995)
view of DMs as pragmatic strategies for interpersonal alignment. Moreover, the
positioning of DMs — especially their preference for initial and mid-utterance positions
— reflects a pattern observed in spoken discourse, which youth appear to replicate in
written digital contexts. This supports Crystal’s (2006) argument that online language often

mimics speech in structure and rhythm.

Overall, the findings show that discourse markers are deeply embedded in the
linguistic behavior of young digital users. They function not only as syntactic devices but
also as pragmatic tools that reflect speaker intention, foster cohesion, and perform social

work.
CONCLUSION

This study has provided a linguistic analysis of discourse markers in online
communication among youth, focusing on their structural, functional, and social roles in
digital discourse. The findings reveal that discourse markers are essential tools for
managing conversation flow, expressing emotions, and maintaining interpersonal
relationships in online interactions. Specifically, markers like like, so, and you know were
found to serve both pragmatic and social functions, facilitating topic management, turn-

taking, and the establishment of group identity.

The study also highlights the multifunctionality of discourse markers, as many of
them perform multiple roles within a single interaction. This underscores the adaptability
of language in digital contexts and the creative ways in which young people use language

to negotiate meaning and manage face in the absence of non-verbal cues.

The results are consistent with previous research on the use of discourse markers in
spoken language (e.g., Fraser, 1999; Schiffrin, 1987), but also demonstrate the unique ways

in which youth adapt these markers for online environments. This suggests that the study
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of discourse markers in digital communication provides valuable insights into how
language evolves in response to technological changes. However, the study's limitations,
such as the focus on a specific age group and the use of data from only a few social media
platforms, point to the need for further research. Future studies could expand the analysis
to include other age groups, explore cross-platform differences, or examine the role of non-
verbal markers (e.g., emojis, GIFs) in online communication. Additionally, a more in-
depth exploration of the cultural and regional variations in DM usage among youth would

contribute to a richer understanding of digital discourse.

In conclusion, this research emphasizes the significance of discourse markers as both
linguistic and social tools in youth online communication, shedding light on their complex

and multifaceted functions in contemporary digital discourse.
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