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Abstract
This study tests register theory’s position of extensive similarity in the 
dominant linguistic features of texts with similar contexts in the face of 
scholarly claims about the existence of signifi cant linguistic diff erences in 
the language of state and private newspapers in Ghana. The data comprised 
of political editorials   published in four leading Ghanaian state and private 
newspapers published over a period of three months. Using the Systemic 
Functional Grammar’s transitivity as a tool for analysis, the author 
examined the patterning of the dominant linguistic element as a test of the 
assumption. The fi ndings indicate that, across state and private newspapers, 
the Material process formed the dominant linguistic element, and its patterns 
of similarity extended to the dominance of the Transformative Elaborating 
Material processes that are mostly Operative Transitive clauses. The study 
concludes that the editorials of both groups characteristically possess 
extreme similarities in the patterning of their dominant linguistic features to 
be considered registers.
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Introduction
The term register has accrued several interpretations with 
underlying relevance to diff erences in texts and the suggestion 
that diff erent texts may contain distinct linguistic elements 
depending on the context. The conceptualization of the term 
often overlaps with the concepts of style and genre although these 
research perspectives may be complementary (Giménez-Moreno 
& Skorczynska, 2013). In the words of Halliday and Matthiessen 
(2004), register can be considered as “a functional variety of 
language (Halliday, 1978) — the patterns of instantiation of the 
overall system associated with a given type of context” (p. 27). 
Thus, registers represent diff erences in language usage based on 
context as well as the language’s intended communication goal 
(Biber & Conrad, 2009; Bowcher, 2019). Linguistic qualities are 
instantiated in patterns in registers, which serves as a means of 
defi ning, distinguishing, and identifying them.
 Many assumptions have been made regarding the 
linguistic features of registers. Foregrounding the core 
assumption relating to registers, Matthiessen (2019) claims 
that “the more specifi c the settings of parameters of fi eld, tenor, 
and mode are within context, the more constrained the range 
of options in the semantic system will be” (p. 20). This claim 
implies that texts of the same register and of the same specifi c 
contexts are less likely to show variations in their realizations 
of their linguistic elements. Such a claim suggests that media 
texts, such as newspaper editorials, that belong to a more 
specifi c context should not show any signifi cant variation in the 
patterns of their dominant linguistic features that mark them as 
registers. Furthermore, Biber and Conrad (2009, p. 12) argue 
that regardless of dialect diff erences, texts of the same register 
performing similar communicative tasks have similar language 
features in a given situation. 
 Media texts, however, have not been considered free 
of linguistic variations. Yessenova et al. (2018) insists that the 
property of variability of media texts, as well as modifi cation 
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and openness, sets the language of media texts apart from other 
texts. Sociolinguistic variables such as the social characteristics 
of the communicators, characteristics of the communication 
situation, communication channel, content of information, and 
other factors in the process of mass communication have been 
identifi ed as potent tools that instigate variations in media texts 
(Isroil, 2023, p. 167). These variables are often associated with 
ideological infl uences on texts. Indeed, ideologically motivated 
variations in the elements of choices and the diff erent worldviews 
of creators of media texts allow for their characterizations as 
belonging to a certain group or as pursuing a particular agenda 
(Yessenova et al., 2018).
 Scholars in the area of Ghanaian media texts have 
indicated that there are diff erences between the linguistic features 
of state and private media texts. According to Hasty (2005), 
there are several inconsistencies in discourse preferences and 
texts of Ghana’s private and state media. Frimpong (2015) also 
suggests that while Ghanaian state newspapers avoid sensational, 
skewed, and verbose reporting, private newspapers tend to do 
so. Thus, the patterns of linguistic features are suspected to be 
diff erent when the two groups of newspapers are compared. 
In an empirical study of the linguistic system expressed in the 
relational process in Ghanaian newspaper editorials, Mintah 
(2024) argues that linguistic variations between the language of 
state newspaper editorials and that of private newspapers can 
serve as potent yardsticks for classifying newspapers. These 
academic assertions cast doubt on register theory’s premise 
by demonstrating that signifi cant linguistic variations can be 
identifi ed among texts that share a common communicative goal 
and situational background. Therefore, this study examines the 
validity of these assertions to editorials in Ghanaian newspapers 
as registers. Consequently, it investigates the extent to which the 
editorials in Ghana’s state and private newspapers conform to 
the premise of Register Theory.
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Register variation 
Important to the concept of register is variation. Tracing the 
history of variation studies in language and linguistic studies, 
Giménez-Moreno and Skorczynska (2013) note that the 
discussion of language variation has always been dependent on 
contextual situations although earlier studies replaced the term 
“register” with “style” to refl ect the early focus on the impact of 
individual choices together with contextual variation infl uencing 
linguistic choices. The focus of studies on register variation 
has evolved over time with shifts in attention to the register’s 
situational context, register’s communicative purpose, the 
register’s targeted audience, and the changing attitudes about the 
style of texts (Biber & Conrad, 2009). However, much emphasis 
has been placed on exploring the nature of the variations that 
exist in registers (Biber & Conrad, 2005, 2009; Lukin et al., 
2008; Matthiessen, 2019). Indeed, the defi nition of register as a 
variety of language is an acknowledgment of the variations that 
exist in registers. 
 Texts can vary between registers and between texts of the 
same register (Giménez-Moreno & Skorczynska, 2013; Halliday 
& Matthiessen, 2004). This may be found in the distribution of 
linguistic features in relation to their communicative functions and 
situational contexts within registers or across registers. Studies 
that investigate variations within a register often tend to identify 
the linguistic features that characterize the register. Goulart et al. 
(2020) consider such studies an attempt to describe registers by 
providing linguistic accounts of registers. For example, Borza’s 
(2013) study of English biology texts as a register revealed that 
the grammar of the texts is quite simple, with no versatility in 
tense, as they preferred to use the simple present tense. Pratiwi 
(2016) also establishes that advertisements as registers may 
often be associated with formal linguistic features that are often 
expressed at the word level with nouns and at the morphological 
level with prefi xes. Register variation studies that examine 
the variations between diff erent registers explore the features 
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that diff erentiate between registers. These studies have been 
considered prolifi c (Conrad, 2015) as they contribute to marking 
texts as varieties from others while providing characterizations 
that help classify texts. According to Goulart et al. (2020), these 
studies defi ne register variations as a comparison of registers 
to identify meaningful patterns that are mediated by registers. 
Demonstrating such an agenda, Biber et al. (2011) compared 
the grammatical complexity of conversation and academic 
prose and concluded that although most clausal subordination 
measures are more common in speech than academic writing, 
academic writings have more complex grammatical structures 
of diff erent kinds than conversations. This study is situated in 
the fi rst approach to variation analysis which seeks to explore 
the linguistic features of a type of text as a means of exploring 
the text as a register. In this way, a detailed analysis of the 
dominant linguistic feature of the text from the perspective of 
the Systemic Functional Grammar’s (SFG) transitivity system 
will be examined, as argued by Conrad (2015) and Goulart et al. 
(2020) for such studies.

Methodology
This research adopts the mixed-methods approach in the 
observation and interpretation of the fi ndings. Thus, qualitative 
and quantitative research approaches were incorporated into 
the study (Creswell, 2014). The qualitative approach was used 
to provide an in-depth and interpretive understanding of the 
linguistic features that characterized the newspaper editorials 
selected for the study (Flick et al., 2004; Snape & Spencer, 
2003). On the other hand, the quantitative approach was used to 
count and compare the linguistic features across the two groups 
of newspapers (state newspapers and private newspapers). In this 
way, the inherent weakness in the use of a single approach was 
compensated for by the other and provided the researcher with an 
opportunity to leverage the strengths of both methods to obtain a 
comprehensive understanding of the linguistic phenomenon, as 
indicated by scholars (Frimpong, 2015; Creswell, 2014).  
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Editorials from four Ghanaian newspapers served as data for this 
study. These included two state newspapers (Daily Graphic and 
Ghanaian Times) and two private newspapers (Daily Guide and 
the Chronicle). These newspapers were purposefully selected 
based on factors such as academic interests, circulation, and 
prominence (Frimpong, 2015; Mintah, 2024). According to 
Elliot (2018), these newspapers represent the leading newspapers 
in Ghana’s media landscape as the most widely circulated 
newspapers. The data used were political editorials from the 2016 
newspaper publications from September to December, two from 
each month. Biber and Conrad (2009) argue that, in discussing 
registers, situational characteristics are more basic in ensuring 
that a comparative study can make profound conclusions. These 
situational characteristics were extensively met, as the researcher 
ensured that the texts had similar participants, the same channels 
(print publications, editorials), production circumstances, 
settings (Ghana, 2016), communicative purpose (persuasive 
texts), and topics (politics, election in Ghana). 
 Transitivity theory was used as the tenet for the data 
analysis. All clauses in the data were coded according to the 
processes stipulated by the theory. Subsequently, the data was 
entered into the quantitative application AntConc, which was 
used to generate the frequencies and contextual information for 
each process. The researcher measured the attested frequencies 
of the variables in each of the four newspapers from the two 
ownership contexts using the Chi-square test to support or 
contradict the diff erences and similarities between the two 
groups of newspapers. Pearson’s critical value of 0.05 was 
used to determine the statistical signifi cance of variations in the 
frequency of variables, as this value is regarded as a standard 
for studies (Frimpong, 2015) that off er comparative insights into 
language realizations in newspapers.
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Analytical framework
This study adopted the Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL) 
assumptions of register studies. In SFL, variations in registers can 
be accounted for by the cline of instantiation and the hierarchy of 
stratifi cation (Matthiessen, 2019). From the cline of instantiation, 
register variation is examined from either the potential pole or 
the instance pole. From the hierarchy of stratifi cation, register 
variation can be examined in terms of context, semantics, or 
lexico-grammar. Here, register is regarded as a confi guration of 
semantic resources that can be associated with a type of situation 
by members of a particular culture (Halliday, 1978, p. 111). An 
examination of variation from the hierarchical organization of 
the features of language by exploring the metafunctions refl ects 
an approach that accounts for the correlation between contexts 
and semantics (Matthiessen, 2019). Thus, the semantic system 
of registers is organized and can be interpreted using ideational, 
interpersonal, or textual meanings (Bowcher, 2019; Lukin et. al., 
2008). Bowcher (2019, p. 148) suggests that texts are semantic 
units and a continuous process of semantic choices. Texts such 
as newspaper editorials are, therefore, composed of semantic 
choices that can be unveiled with the ideational meanings 
encoded in the transitivity system. Transitivity acknowledges 
the functional realities constructed by system of a clause. The 
clause is the grammatical facility used to capture experience 
in language (Simpson, 2004, p. 22). The clause comprises 
processes, participants, and circumstances. However, this 
research focuses only on the processes as it is the processes that 
govern the occurrence of the participants and the circumstances. 
The transitivity system distinguishes six types of processes: 
material, mental, relational, behavioural, verbal, and existential 
(Halliday & Matthiessen, 2014). These processes were observed 
in the data regarding their frequencies and patterns as re-
affi  rming or denouncing the register theory’s assumption.
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Findings and discussions 
The study examined how the processes of the transitivity 
system were patterned across the editorials of state and 
private newspapers. Specifi cally, it focused on assessing how 
the transitivity patterns in both state and private newspapers 
conformed or diverged from each other. Table 1 presents the 
process patterns fi ndings.

Table 1: Distribution of process types in the data
PROCESS DGUIDE CHRON GTIMES DGRAPH

Material 196 (48.0%) 239 (52.2%) 162 (48.1%) 193 

(53.0%)

Relational 108 (26.5%) 122 (26.6%) 102 (30.3%) 99 (27.2%)

Mental 55 (13.5%) 35 (7.6%) 42 (12.5) 33 (9.1%)

Verbal 36 (8.8%) 41 (9.0%) 19 (5.6%) 25 (6.9%)

Behavioural 10 (2.5%) 14 (3.1%) 1 (0.2%) 2 (0.5%)

Existential 3 (0.7%) 7 (1.5%) 11 (3.3%) 12 (3.3%)

Table 1 indicates that, in all newspapers, the classifi cation of 
the processes into major and minor processes is signifi cant in 
their realizations, as the major processes form the overwhelming 
majority of the processes in the texts. The dominant process 
was the Material process. The Material process represents 
53.0% of all the processes in the Daily Graphic, 48.1% of all 
the processes in the Ghanaian Times, 52.2% of all the processes 
in the Chronicle and 48.0% of all the processes in the Daily 
Guide. The Material process is the fi rst linguistic resource 
for editors to write editorials. Thus, although the editorial has 
persuasive communicative functions, editors invest their art 
of persuasion in the Material process rather than any other 
process. Commenting on the persuasive styles of texts, Darani 
(2014) argues that persuading readers is often eff ective when 
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the Material processes that directly or indirectly requests them 
(readers) to act upon advice and make a change is used as the 
major process in the text. Thus, the Material process is a better 
persuasion mechanism than manipulating emotions through 
Mental processes or pushing words into the minds of readers 
through Verbal processes. This argument seems to be validated 
by the prominent use of the Material process in persuasive texts 
like the editorials examined. 
 The second frequent process in the data was the Relational 
process, which represented 27.2% of the data in Daily Graphic, 
30.3% of the data in the Ghanaian Times, 26.5% of the data in 
the Chronicle, and 26.5% of the data in the Daily Guide. This 
was not surprising, as research works by Alraimi and Abdalla 
(2019) and Valeriano and Lintao (2016) suggest that more often, 
the Relational and Material processes are the dominant processes 
of newspaper editorials and newspaper writings. Valeriano and 
Lintao (2016) suggest that the Relational process could even 
alternate with the Material process as the dominant process 
in newspaper editorials. The fi ndings in this study indicate 
that, apart from emphasizing activities of doing, the Ghanaian 
newspaper editorials engage in several characterizations and 
identifi cation of participants as opinions are expressed to 
persuade readers, confi rming Mintah’s (2024) position. The 
Mental process is the third dominant process in newspapers, 
although the data suggest that it could be overtaken by the 
Verbal process, especially in private newspapers. The Mental 
process occurs in the newspapers, representing 9.1% of the data 
in Daily Graphic, 12.5% of the data in the Ghanaian Times, and 
13.5% of the data in the Daily Guide. In the Chronicle, however, 
the Mental process, which constitutes 7.6% of the data, is rather 
the fourth most frequent process since the Verbal process occurs 
as the third frequently occurring process with 9.6% of the data. 
From the results, the Verbal process may be used more in private 
newspapers than in state newspapers.
 The minor processes show much more variations in their 
realizations in the newspapers. The diff erences between state 
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and private newspapers, in the use of the minor processes, are 
more signifi cant in the data. For the majority of the newspapers, 
the Verbal process is the fourth most frequent process, although 
it is the third signifi cant process in the Chronicle. It represents 
6.9% of the Daily Graphic data, 5.6% of the Ghanaian Times 
data, and 8.8% of the Daily Guide data. The diff erence between 
the state newspapers and the private newspapers manifests 
signifi cantly in the realizations of the Behavioural process and 
the Existential process in the data. In the two state newspapers, 
the Existential process occurred more frequently than the 
Behavioural process. The Existential process, the fi fth-ranked 
process in both newspapers, occurs 12 times in the Daily Graphic 
and 11 times in the Ghanaian Times representing 3.3% and 
3.2% respectively. The Behavioural process occurs 2 times in 
the Daily Graphic and once in the Ghanaian Times representing 
0.5% and 0.1%, respectively. The reversal of the realizations of 
the Behavioural process and the Existential process occurred 
in private newspapers compared to state newspapers. The 
Behavioural process, the fi fth-ranked process in both private 
newspapers, occurs 14 times in the Chronicle and 10 times in 
the Daily Guide representing 3.1% and 2.5%, respectively, in the 
data. The Existential process, on the other hand, occurs 7 times 
in the Chronicle and 3 times in the Daily Guide representing 
1.5% and 0.7%, respectively, in the data. 
 These fi ndings indicate that state newspapers and private 
newspapers are more likely to show similarity or conformity in 
their patterning of the major processes of the transitivity system 
(Material, Relational, and Mental) but show variations in their 
patterning of the minor processes of the transitivity system 
(Verbal, Behavioural and Existential). This assertion is echoed 
signifi cantly when the newspapers are collectively assessed. 
The apparent diff erence in the patterning of the minor processes 
may be attributed to their typological diff erences in belonging to 
state newspapers and private newspapers, which projects some 
functional diff erences between state and private newspapers in 
Ghana. 
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The material process
As a major process, the Material clause construes the process 
of doing and happening. Material processes establish physical 
relations between participants and events (Downing & Locke, 
2006). The data points to the fact that it is the most frequent 
resource in the presentation of newspaper editorials. Halliday 
and Matthiessen (2014) indicate that the Material process can 
be examined in terms of the types of doing that occur as either 
Creative or Transformative or in terms of the type of impact 
that occurs, as either Transitive or Intransitive. To further the 
goal of this study, the various classifi cations mentioned above 
were examined to identify whether there were divergences and/
or similarities in the linguistic features of the selected editorials.  

Creative and transformative material processes
Creative and Transformative processes are two types of Material 
processes that can be realized. These processes construe the 
nature of the Actor and Goal relationships where the outcome of 
a change or an action aff ects an Actor or a Goal (Eggins, 1994). 
These processes were independently observed and analyzed. 
The table below provides attestations of these process types 
across the four newspapers.

Table 2: Distribution of transformative and creative material 
types

DGUIDE CHRON GTIMES DGRAPH

Creative 11 (5.6%) 10 (4.2%) 10 (6.2%) 12 (6.2%)
Transformative 185 (94.4%) 229 

(95.8%)
152 
(93.8%)

181 
(93.8%)

The results in Table 2 show a high similarity in the patterns of 
Transformative Material clause types and Creative Material clause 
types throughout the four newspapers. A careful examination of 
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the patterns and percentages of the processes reveals that the 
Transformative Material Clause is the most preferred of the 
two processes. In all the newspapers, it attests above 92%. The 
Creative Material process was used minimally. The consistency 
in the patterning of the Creative and Transformative Material 
Clauses across the newspapers also highlights the similarity of 
linguistic features of texts of the same register.

Creative material process
In the Creative Material process, the Actor or Goal is brought 
into existence as the process unfolds (Halliday & Matthiessen, 
2014). In other words, the Goal or Actor can be construed as 
coming into being through a creative process initiated by a 
participant. Downing and Locke (2006) describe the participant 
created as the Eff ected to express the idea of the process causing 
or creating an eff ect. The Creative Process can be of two types: 
General or Specifi c (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004). These types 
were observed in the data, and the fi ndings are presented in the 
fi gure below.

Figure 1: Distribution of creative material clauses in the data
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Figure 1 indicates that the General Creative Material clause is 
predominantly used in editorials between the two forms of the 
Creative Material clauses. However, the Chronicle, a private 
newspaper, used the Specifi c Creative Material Process more 
than the General Creative Material process. Percentagewise, 
the fi ndings suggest that the General Creative Material process 
constitutes 70% of the Creative Material clauses in the state 
newspapers while the Specifi c Creative Material clause 
constitutes 30% of the same data. However, in the private 
newspapers, both types of Creative processes are often used 
in a relatively similar pattern. It is observed that in the private 
newspapers, the General Creative Material process constitutes 
52.4% of the attestation of the Creative process while the Specifi c 
kind constitutes 47.6% of the data. Though used minimally in 
the editorials, the patterning of the Creative Material clauses 
indicates that in both groups of newspapers (state and private), 
the General type of Creative Material process enjoys dominance 
over the Specifi c type although the diff erence that occurs in the 
private newspapers is minimal. 

Transformative material process
The Transformative Material process has the Actor or the Goal 
pre-existing before the process unfolds and is transformed as 
the process unfolds. Thus, with the Transformative, the Actor 
or the Goal does not come into being through the process but 
rather is aff ected by the process. Downing and Locke (2006) 
describe the participants involved in the process as the Agent 
(Actor) and the Aff ected (Goal). Based on the outcome of the 
process, the Transformative Material process can be classifi ed 
into three: Enhancing, Elaborating and Extending (Halliday & 
Matthiessen, 2004, 2014). These types were observed in the data 
and the fi ndings are presented in the Table 3.
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Table 3: Distribution of transformative material process
DGUIDE CHRON GTIMES DGRAPH

Elaborating 139 (75.2%) 170 (74.2%) 109 (71.7%) 148 (81.8%)

Enhancing 23 (12.4%) 24 (10.5%) 19 (12.5%) 13 (7.2%)

Extending 23 (12.4%) 35 (15.3%) 24 (15.8%) 20 (11.0%)

Table 3 indicates that the Elaborating outcome of the Material 
clause forms the overwhelming majority of both state and private 
newspapers. The Elaborating outcome takes over 70% of the data 
and can be concluded to be the most preferred Material process 
type used in Ghanaian newspaper editorials. This conclusion is 
made because it is signifi cantly higher than other Transformative 
and Creative Material types combined. Transformative Material 
processes with Extending outcomes are also used more than 
those with Enhancing outcomes although the diff erence between 
the two is not signifi cant.
 This relationship among these three types of 
Transformative Material processes is demonstrated in the graph 
below.

Figure 2: Frequency of the kinds of the Transformative clause 
in the data
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Figure 2 reveals a similarity in the patterning of the 
Transformative Material process as both the state and private 
newspapers show preference for the Elaborating, Extending 
and Enhancing types in that order. This similar pattern creates a 
perception of the lack of diff erences in the structure of editorials 
between state and private newspapers. Collectively, the 
Elaborating Transformative Material process constituted 74.6% 
of the private newspapers and 77.2% of the state newspapers. 
The Extending constituted 14.0% of the private newspapers 
and 13.2% of the state newspapers while the Enhancing type 
constituted 11.4% of the private newspapers and 9.6% of the 
state newspapers of the data analyzed. The Chi-square test 
conducted at the signifi cance level of 0.05 proved that there was 
no signifi cant diff erence between the realization of patterning of 
the transformative kinds in both state and private newspapers, 
(X2 = 0.773, p = .679427).

Elaborating  
The Elaborating Transformative process relates to Material 
processes in which the outcome of the process that unfolds 
signals an impact on the state, make up, surface, size, shape, age, 
amount, color, light, sound, exterior, interior, contact, aperture, 
and operation of an Actor or a Goal. The data indicate that the 
Elaborating is the favored form of the Material Transformative 
process in all the newspapers selected. In the state newspapers, 
the majority of verbs used to elicit this kind of Transformative 
clauses were transitive in nature. Examples of verbs used for this 
process are listed in Table 4.
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Table 4: Some verbs used in the elaborating process in state 
newspapers  

Directed Infl uenced Reviews Refunded

Marshall Introduced Replaced Performed

Heightened Aff ect Enshrined Work

Revived Access Justifi ed implemented

Exercises Clashes React Allayed

Averting Conduct Stem Fix

Review Vote Pricing Breach

Delete Designated Marred Obliterate

Deface Spared Hired Attest

It was observed that in many of the Elaborating clauses, 
Operation verbs were used to indicate activities of the Electoral 
Commission, citizens, politicians and other organizations. 
Examples from the data are mentioned below:

The timely and speedy intervention of policemen from the Nima  

Police Station {ACTOR} prevented (MAT-TransElabo) the clash  

(GOAL)

we {ACTOR} must guard (MAT-TransElabo) jealously 

{CirEnhaMannerQuality} [the peace that we currently enjoy] 

{GOAL}

In the data, there were a few attestations of the other forms of 
Elaborating Transformative processes. Some instances of these 
in the data are mentioned below.

State

the latter {ACTOR} would also have to burn (MAT-TransElabo) 

a lot of energy {GOAL} 
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Amount: 

This year’s fi ling fees {GOAL} have no doubt been substantially 

{CirEnhaMannerQuality} increased (MAT-TransElabo)

Surface

There is also a school of thought that others {ACTOR} 

deliberately {CirEnhaMannerQuality} obliterate or deface 

(MAT-TransElabo) their ballot papers {GOAL}

Aperture:

The Speaker of Parliament, Mr Edward Doe Adjaho, {ACTOR} 

[[when closing (MAT-TransElabo) the Second Meeting of the 

Fourth Session of the Sixth Parliament of the Fourth Republic 

of Ghana {GOAL}

Exterior

a Herculean task, covering (MAT-TransElabo) all the 17 

presidential aspirants {GOAL} in the run-up to the December 

7 elections {CirEnhaExtentDura}

Contact:

[candidates contesting for the presidency or vying for 

parliamentary seats] {ACTOR} will hit (MAT -TransElabo) 

the campaign trail {GOAL}

Signifi cantly, the state newspapers made no use of Elaborating 
verbs that refl ected the types of make up, light, interior, sound, 
and age forms. Several of the clauses also used Force Actors 
than Agent Actors. Thus, the Actors were mostly institutions 
or organizations, and this obscured the responsibility for acts 
engaged in by the Actors. 
 The private newspapers also made similar attestations 
of this clause by making use of more Operation verbs of the 
Elaborating Transformative clauses than any other type of verbs. 
Examples of these verbs in the data are listed in Table 5.
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Table 5: Some verbs used in the elaborating process in private 
newspapers  
Conduct Designated vote Prevented

Play Marred Managed Reduced

Commence Quench organised Killed

Remedied Overshadowed manning Chaired

Played Adopted Rule Enhanced

Exposed Exact Impact Protested

Intervened Shirking Aff ect Maintain

Change Endorsed Studied Matched

Revised Impregnated Implemented Employed

Challenged Comport Authenticated Exercised

Displayed Consumed Policed Rig

Correct Rectify Exacerbated Worsened

Contest Prune Hit Settled

The data also showed that private newspapers used similar kinds 
of other Elaborating Transformative clauses when compared to 
state newspapers. Some instances of their realizations in the data 
are mentioned below.  

State

just simply to quench (MAT-TransElabo) a thirst {GOAL}

Make up

the Electoral Commission {CLIENT} to prune down (MAT-

TransElabo) [[the number of political parties seeking the highest 

offi  ce of the land]] {GOAL}

Shape

one of the commanders {ACTOR} folded (MAT-TransElabo) 

his arms {GOAL}
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Amount: 

a whiff  of freshness that {ACTOR} has increased (MAT-TransElabo) 

its demand on the market {GOAL}

Aperture:

It {ACTOR} opened (MAT-TransElabo) the way {GOAL}

Exterior

before being allowed to cover (MAT-TransElabo) the vote {GOAL}

Contact:

Eff ah Dartey {ACTOR} has, therefore, hit (MAT-TransElabo) the nail 

{GOAL} right on the head {ATTRIBUTE}

The study confi rms a remarkably high similarity in the choices 
of Elaborating Transformative clauses in both state and private 
newspaper editorials in Ghana. The private newspapers used the 
same kinds of Elaborating verbs as the state newspapers did. 
The only diff erence realized was the Agents as Actors in the 
private newspapers other than the use of Force as Actors in the 
Elaborating clauses of the state newspapers.

Extending
The Extending Transformative process has the outcome of the 
process that unfolds suggesting the possession of an entity by 
the Actor that aff ects the Goal or an accompaniment of an entity 
as the Actor engages in the process that aff ects the Goal. Several 
of such clauses are written using transitive verbs although some 
may be intransitive. Halliday and Matthiessen (2004, 2014) 
established that this process is usually of two types: Possession 
or Accompaniment. 
 In the state newspapers, the verbs used to elicit the 
Extending Transformative clauses were mostly transitive. 
Examples of verbs used in this process, according to the data, 
are listed in Table 6.
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Table 6: Sample extending verbs used in the state newspapers

Use File Give Get

Apply Off er Put Take

Pay Lend Attain Earn

Grant Cast Provide

The data suggests that the Possession type of the Extending 
Material process is the preferred type used in state newspapers. 
There were no instances of the use of an Accompaniment outcome 
of the process. This suggests that state newspapers prefer to 
emphasize what Actors possess, give or accrue. Examples:

the court {ACTOR} has given (MAT-TransExtend) a directive 

{GOAL} to the EC {RECIPIENT}  

the GCPP’s Dr Henry Lartey {RECIPIENT} got (MAT-TransExtend) 

8,223 {GOAL}

Similarly, private newspapers extensively use the Possession 
type of Extending Transformative Material process. However, 
there were two instances of the Accompaniment outcome of the 
Extending Material process. These are mentioned below.

the running mate to the fl ag bearer of the NPP {ACTOR} 

joined (MAT-TransExtend)

they {ACTOR} gather (MAT-TransExtend) and consume all of us

In these instances of the use of Accompaniment, they indicate 
the activities of politicians and what those activities extend as 
the impact. Interestingly, the political Actors or activities were 
not specifi cally named. 
 In presenting the Possession Extending processes, private 
newspapers had more Agents as Actors than Force as Actors in 
the clauses. Some verbs used to elicit this process are listed in 
Table 7.
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Table 7: Sample extending verbs used in the private newspapers

Give Obtain Present Pick

File Handed Submit Attain

Put Provide Serve Gain

Took Send

Several of the Extending clauses had transitive verbs. This 
allows readers to easily establish a direct relationship of 
exchange or extension between the Actor and the Recipient 
or Goal of the clause. Some instances of the use of Possession 
Extending processes in the private newspapers are presented in 
the examples below.

Dr. Bawumia {ACTOR} has presented (MAT-TransExtend) one 

{GOAL} without plodding and gratis {CirExtenAccomComita}

Yesterday’s Special Voting exercise {ACTOR} off ered (MAT-

TransExtend) Ghanaians {RECIPIENT} an opportunity {GOAL}

The fi ndings indicate that not only do the newspapers have 
similar quantitative attestations of the Extending Transformative 
Material process, but they also share similar qualitative features. 
They both prefer the use of Agentive Actors in clauses and use 
similar verbs to express the extension idea. 

Enhancing
The Enhancing Transformative process relates to Material 
processes in which the outcome of the process suggests a motion 
of an entity by the Actor that aff ects the Goal. The motion that 
unfolds may pertain to the manner of the motion or the motion 
towards a place (Halliday & Matthiessen 2004, 2014). These 
clauses may be transitive or intransitive. 
 Two kinds of Enhancing Transformative clauses were 
observed in the state newspapers, and it was realized that all 
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the clauses were of the Place type. This suggests that the state 
newspapers do not fi nd the Manner useful in expressing the 
Enhancing outcomes of the actions of Actors. Examples of verbs 
that were realized in the state newspapers to elicit the Enhancing 
outcomes are presented in the table below.

Table 8: Sample enhancing verbs used in the state newspapers

Rise Heads Come Go

Move Lay Return Inch

Fall Surround Pass Encounter

Raise Arrive Traverse Leave

Motion activities are voluntary actions that often require animate 
actors. It was, therefore, expected that several of the Actors 
would be Agents with animate qualities. However, the data 
revealed that more of the Actors used in the state newspapers’ 
clauses were inanimate. The few animate Actors were largely 
politicians and citizens. Examples:

the Judiciary {ACTOR} returns (MAT-TransEnhanc) from its legal 

vacation {CirEnhaLocatiPlace} early this month {CirEnhaLocatiTime}

the country {ACTOR} heads (MAT-TransEnhanc) to the December 7 

polls {CirEnhaLocatiPlace}

Similarly, the Enhancing Transformative Material process in 
private newspapers proved to be inclined towards the Place of 
the processes. There were a few instances of the use of Manner. 
Examples of verbs that were realized in private newspapers to 
elicit Enhancing outcomes are presented in Table 9.
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Table 9: Sample enhancing verbs used in the private newspapers
Manner Fly Push Hold sprang 

Place Fall Reach Approach Tarry

Follow Turn Come Go

Travel Return Bring Head

Enter Arrive

It was observed from the data that several of the Actors were 
Agents with animate qualities, unlike state newspapers. The 
Actors were politicians, citizens, and institutional heads. There 
were also institutions such as the Electoral Commission and 
security agencies that performed the Actor role in some of the 
clauses. Examples:

He {ACTOR} must return (MAT-TransEnhanc) to the Central Region 

{CirEnhaLocatiPlace}

Yesterday {CirEnhaLocatiTime}, citizen vigilante, Mr. Martin Amidu, 

the respected former Attorney General {ACTOR} entered (MAT-

TransEnhanc) the fray {SCOPE}

As it was observed in the earlier Transformative clauses, the 
fi ndings indicate that not only do the newspapers have similar 
quantitative attestations of the Enhancing Transformative 
Material process, but they also share similar qualitative features. 

Transitive and intransitive material processes
An important examination of the Material Process as emphasized 
by Halliday and Matthiessen (2004, 2014) is the Transitive and 
Intransitive structuring of the clauses. This examination projects 
the type of impact an unfolding process has on Actors or Goals. 
Although transitive and intransitive structure analysis is often the 
focus of ideological analysis of the Material Process, this study 
explored their realizations to project the similarities or diff erences 
between state and private newspapers in characterizing them 



Legon Journal of the Humanities 36.1 (2025) Page   107

Mintah, K. C./Revisiting a register assumption from SFG perspective

in terms of their linguistic features. The attestations of the two 
structures observed across the four newspapers are presented in 
the table below.

Table 10: Distribution of transitive and intransitive material 
types

DGUIDE CHRON GTIMES DGRAPH

Transitive 165 (84.2%) 203 (84.9%) 114 (70.4%) 148 (76.7%)

Intransitive 31 (15.8%) 36 (15.1%) 48 (29.6%) 45 (23.3%)

The results in Table 10 show high similarities in the patterns 
of Transitive Material clauses and Intransitive Material clauses 
across the four newspapers studied. A careful examination 
reveals that the Transitive Material clause is the preferred type 
of the two; however, the Intransitive Material clauses are more 
signifi cant in state newspapers than in private newspapers. A 
graphic representation of this observation is shown in the fi gure 
below.

                       
Figure 3: Transitive and intransitive verbs across the four 
newspapers



Legon Journal of the Humanities 36.1 (2025) Page   108

Mintah, K. C./Legon Journal of the Humanities Vol. 36.1(2025)

The graph indicates that Intransitive Material clauses constitute 
a signifi cant portion of state newspapers. Thus, there were more 
chances for the realization of the Intransitive Material clause and 
its impact in state newspapers than in private newspapers. The 
Chi-square test showed that there was a signifi cant diff erence 
in the realization of the two structures in the state and private 
newspapers, (X2 = 13.4428, p = .000246). It can be asserted that 
the Transitive Material Clause takes prominence in the editorials 
of state and private newspapers, which is consistent with the 
patterning of the clauses and the signifi cance of the distribution 
across the groups of newspapers. 

Intransitive 
According to Halliday and Matthiessen (2004), Intransitive 
Material clauses involve a happening that concerns the acts of 
only one participant who brings about an unfolding of a process. 
The unfolded process in the Intransitive clause is, therefore, 
confi ned and its impact is not extended or experienced by 
another participant. 
 The Intransitive structures observed constitute 26.2% of 
the state newspapers’ Material Process clauses. Some frequent 
verbs used in the Intransitive clauses of the state newspapers are 
presented in the table below.  
 
Table 11: Sample intransitive verbs used in the state newspapers
Appear React Happen Play

Vote Clashed Lost Won

Contesting Done passed out Elapsed

Start registered Fall Inch

Return Go Occur Failed

Settling performed Ended Agitating

Work participate pull through Fed
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Halliday and Matthiessen (2004, 2014), and Yaqub et al. (2017) 
emphasize that Intransitive Material clauses restrict the unfolding 
process such that it is not linked to a “patient” or a “suff erer”. 
Functionally, the restriction of a process allows newspapers 
to project objective reportage of incidents while avoiding the 
declaration of the aff ected to appear less sensational. Thus, 
several instances of their occurrence in state newspapers allow 
the newspapers to seem more objective and less confrontational. 
Examples:

a person who voted during the special voting {ACTOR} did not appear 

(MAT-CreatiGeneral) at the polling station {CirEnhaLocatiPlace} 

during the main election {CirEnhaLocatiTime}

supporters of the two major political parties the National Democratic 

Congress (NDC) and the New Patriotic Party (NPP) {ACTOR} clashed 

(MAT-TransElabo) in front of the Nima residence of the fl ag bearer of 

the NPP, Nana Addo Dankwa Akufo-Addo, {CirEnhaLocatiPlace}

In the private newspapers, the Intransitive structures observed 
constituted 18.2% of the Material Process clauses. Some frequent 
verbs used in the Intransitive clauses of the private newspapers 
are presented in the table below.
  
Table 12: Sample intransitive verbs used in the private 
newspapers
Appeared Occurred Happen Relaxes

Do Help Vote Registered

Pay Participate Waiting Work

Apply re-examined operating Fell

Come Gone Heads took place

Emanate cropped up Die shy away

Work misbehave Play behave 

Protested intervene Ticks impregnated 
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The data confi rmed that Intransitive Material clauses do not 
play a signifi cant role in private newspapers. This implies that 
by projecting less restrictive structures, the private newspapers, 
like the state newspapers, were more interested in accounting 
for participants who initiate actions than those aff ected by the 
actions. 
 

Transitive 
According to Halliday and Matthiessen (2004), Transitive 
Material clause involves a doing that often concerns the acts 
of two participants who bring about an unfolding of a process. 
Here, the extension impacts a Goal. Transitive clause structures 
were observed considering their realizations as Operative and 
Receptive structures.
 The Operative Transitive and the Receptive Transitive 
types both construe the Actor + Process + Goal relationship but 
diff er in the mapping of roles in their interpersonal functions. 
The Actor is mapped onto the Subject and the Goal is mapped to 
the Complement in the unmarked case of the Operative variants. 
In Receptive variants, the Goal is mapped to the Subject and 
the Actor is mapped to the status of an Adjunct (Halliday 
& Matthiessen, 2004, p. 182).  The attestations of the two 
structures as observed in the two groups of newspapers studied 
are presented in the table below.

Table 13: Distribution of operative and receptive material types
DGUIDE CHRON GTIMES DGRAPH

Operative 155 (93.9%) 197 (97.0%) 109 (91.2%) 142 (95.9%)

Receptive 10 (6.1%) 6 (3.0%) 5 (8.8%) 7 (4.1%)

The results in Table 13 show a high similarity in the patterns of 
the Transitive Material clause throughout the four newspapers. 
The table shows that the Operative types form the majority of 
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the patterns. In all the newspapers, it attests above 90% across 
all the four newspapers. The Receptive Material clause was 
minimally used in the data. Collectively, the Receptive Material 
clause in the private newspapers formed 4.3% of the data, and 
in the state newspapers, it constituted 4.6% of the data. The 
Operative Material clause constituted 95.7% of the private 
newspapers and 95.4% of the state newspapers. In this way, the 
similarity in the patterning of the Operative and the Receptive is 
clearly demonstrated.
 In the state newspapers, it was observed that the Receptive 
clauses mostly had institutions as Actors or in some cases, 
generalized or unnamed politicians as the Actors. Examples 
from the data are provided in the following sentences.

parliamentary elections {GOAL} could be marred (MAT-TransElabo) 

by violence {ACTOR}

80,117 more than the combined total of 171,603 {GOAL} garnered 

(MAT-TransElabo) by the six other candidates {ACTOR} in the 

presidential race {CirEnhaLocatiTime}

In the private newspapers, it was observed that the Receptive 
clauses mostly had politicians or directly referenced individuals 
and institutions as the Actors. Examples are provided in the 
following sentences.

one of the Police Commanders, District or Divisional {GOAL} was 

approached (MAT-TransEnhanc) by one of the distressed private 

security men in the fl ag bearer’s residence {ACTOR}

the inroads {GOAL} made (MAT-CreatiGeneral) by the New Patriotic 

Party (NPP) {ACTOR}

This consistency in the Transitive Material clauses across 
the newspapers also confi rms the uniformity or similarity 
of linguistic features. The consistent patterns also lead to the 
conclusion that the examination of the Transitive and Intransitive 
clauses does not provide clear linguistic diff erences to classify 
state and private newspapers in Ghana. 
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Conclusion
The current study set out to test Register Theory’s assumption, as 
argued by Matthiessen (2019), that texts with more specifi cally 
similar contexts are more constrained in their range of options 
in the semantic system which implies that they are less likely to 
show variations in their realizations of their dominant linguistic 
element. The fi ndings indicate that the Material process serves 
as the dominant linguistic element of the transitivity system 
of newspaper editorials across state and private newspapers in 
Ghana. The distribution patterns of the Material types of doing 
and the Material types of impact were similarly patterned across 
the newspapers studied. In relation to the types of doing, the 
Transformative Material clause was used more than the Creative 
Material. Of the various types of Transformative doings, the 
Elaborating outcome was established as the preferred by both 
groups of newspapers. In addition, with the Creative doings, the 
General Creative Material clause was the most preferred in all 
the selected newspapers although that of the private newspapers 
demonstrated a variation in the frequency of the use of the 
Specifi c Creative Material clause. Moreover, an examination 
of the type of impact showed that all the groups of newspapers 
used Transitive Material clauses more than Intransitive Material 
clauses. Similarly, the Operative Transitive Material clause was 
preferred over the Receptive Transitive Material clause in both 
groups of newspapers. The diff erence between the two groups 
of newspapers was the quality of the assigned Actors in the 
Material clauses. While state newspapers demonstrated their 
preference for Force as Actors, private newspapers preferred 
Agents as Actors of the Material clauses. This pattern makes 
state newspapers appear less confrontational and sensational 
than private newspapers. More importantly, the present research 
found that the extensive similarity in the pattern of the dominant 
linguistic element of the editorials confi rms the position of the 
Register Theory. However, although scholarly claims exist about 
diff erences in media texts, the editorial as a register cannot be 
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distinguished by the dominant linguistic feature of the Material 
clause.  Essentially, Matthiessen’s claim is confi rmed in this 
research.
 The research also suggests that the art of persuasion and 
educative opinions expressed in newspaper editorials is better 
presented in Transformative Elaborating Material clauses that 
are mostly Operative Transitive clauses. Using such clauses 
underscores the doings of participants that directly aff ect other 
entities in the texts, so readers can easily correlate the actions 
engaged by participants in the editorials and the consequences 
of those actions. Ideological biases can be mapped to such 
correlations as readers become informed about what newspaper 
organizations regard as the resultant positive or negative 
consequences of actions.
 Future works that seek to explore diff erences in media 
texts such as editorials can rather explore other elements of the 
transitivity system like the Mental process and the Verbal process, 
among others as markers of diff erentiation. Again, a diachronic 
study of the editorials to confi rm or deny the observations made 
in this study would be especially useful. Moreover, studies that 
use other media texts with a similar agenda would be highly 
informative. 
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