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Abstract 

In a world which continuously becomes more globalised, the need to adapt one's language depending on 

context becomes increasingly important. This is acknowledged in the Swedish syllabus for the upper-

secondary school, which emphasises communicative competence and the need to adapt to situation and 

hearer. This study uses a foundation based on politeness theory, where the act of requesting is considered a 

threat to the notion of face. The concept of face that is being used is based on the work of Brown and 

Levinson (1987) and the idea is that everyone has a positive- and negative face where the former is the need 

for one’s self-image to be respected and the latter is the freedom to act without imposition from others. By 

role-playing different scenarios, the participants of the study, all students of the English 7 course, were asked 

to perform requests which varied in imposition and which targeted hearers of different statuses. The results 

were analysed using a qualitative approach, which leads to the conclusion that half of the six participants 

adapted their language appropriately to the communicative situation. Those three had managed to show an 

increase in face-saving acts where the imposition was greater, or the hearer was of a higher status. That only 

half of the participants managed to do this shows a lack of success in teaching the students the necessary 

pragmatic skills encoded in the syllabus and more focused studies in this area are recommended to address 

this issue. Due to the small number of participants, further studies are needed to fully confirm the results 

presented in this study. 
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1 Introduction: 

The globalised world, where English becomes more and more important, puts demands on those who speak 

it as a second language to be able to communicate accurately and appropriately. Both in reality and according 

to the Swedish National Curriculum and syllabus for English, a student needs to have the necessary skills to 

adapt to whomever they are talking to (Swedish National Agency for Education 2011).  These skills need to 

be learned both in relation to other student speakers in the casual mode communication among young people, 

both in real life and online, but also, more importantly, within the formal modes used when communicating 

with adults in professional or job-related contexts. This later aspect is also tied to our students' ability to later 

partake in an international job market and compete globally. 

 Adopting a qualitative perspective, which focuses on an in-depth analysis of a few participants, at 

student communication, this paper aims at analysing if students at upper secondary school level actually have 

the skills needed to adapt their spoken language use amongst themselves. Based on the results, the paper will 

look at how the teaching and assessment of these skills could become a more integrated part of the English 5, 

English 6 and English 7 courses taught in today's Swedish upper-secondary schools. Although the syllabus 

specifically mentions students acquiring the ability to alter their language use for different situations it does 

not mention the specific use of politeness as a part of formal communication (Swedish National Agency for 

Education 2011).   

 As mentioned previously, English is becoming more and more of a lingua franca, which can be used 

systematically by people who do not share a mother tongue. In the context of globalisation, this trend puts 

more demands on all users of the language as cultural contexts could create problematic situations depending 

on what is considered correct and polite. What is considered polite may vary, but a student of English will 

need to develop enough pragmatic skills to adapt to different cultural varieties of language they might 

encounter. The school then would have to provide these skills to their students. 

      This study focuses on the topic of linguistic politeness, henceforth shortened to politeness, which 

might be defined as strategies a communicator uses to minimise social friction while still trying to achieve 

social goals (Ehlich, Ide and Watts 2005, p. XII). Politeness studies include many concepts, although due to 

the limited scope this paper will focus mainly on the concepts of face and face-threatening acts. The term 

face was originally introduced by Goffman, who defined it as ‘the positive social value a person effectively 

claims for himself by the line others assume he has taken during a particular contact’ (Goffman 1967, p. 5). 

Further, face can be described as everyone having a public self-image that he/she wants to claim or maintain 

(Brown and Levinson 1987, p. 61). In communication, all participants strive to keep, or to save, their face. 

However, according to Brown and Levinson, all people try to cooperate as our faces tend to depend on 

everyone keeping theirs (ibid, p. 61). This ensures that communications go as smoothly as possible, reducing 

potential negative impacts on any participant. 

 Regarding face, the notion is divided into the concepts of positive- and negative face. Brown and 

Levinson describe positive face as a person's positive self-image and the need for that to be respected by 

others, whereas the negative face relates to an individual's personal space and their freedom to act without 

others imposing on it (ibid).  
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 Face-threatening acts, henceforth called FTAs, are utterances that could be perceived as a threat to 

particularly the hearer in an interaction. Different situations would have different threats to various face 

needs. The focus here will be on requests, as they are a straightforward and a common threat to the negative 

face of the requestee. To counter this, the requester may use different politeness strategies to save the face of 

the receiver while still being able to make the actual request. The different strategies will be explained in 

more detail in Section 3 of this paper. 

 In this paper, the definition of communicative competence by Canale and Swain (1980) will be 

compared with what the syllabus asks of the students. They divide this competence into four sub-categories; 

grammatical-, sociocultural-, discourse- and strategic competence (ibid.), which are explained in Section 

2.2. Focus will be on the sociocultural competence, which is the ability to express oneself correctly based on 

different social situations and the how the communication is adapted based on the hearer (Lundahl 2012, p. 

140). This paper will then, through assessment of the participants, aim at using the results to see if the 

participants are able to show these competences by adapting their language accordingly when performing 

requests with different preconditions.  

 The participants will all be studying the English 7 course and the assessment of their abilities to 

utilise different politeness strategies will be done through role-playing requests. By using role-cards with 

instructions, the students will quickly understand what each simulated situation will be and will, therefore, be 

able to roleplay communicative dialogue with little preparation in between them. Potential variables will be 

in the differences in status between requester and requestee but also in the severity of the imposition. An 

example of these differences would be a request to borrow a pen or to borrow the interactant’s car. The 

differences in how the requests are made will be focused upon. The concept and what will be asked of them 

will be explained to them before starting, both in written form and verbally. The participants will be able to 

ask questions when needed. 

 Each situation will be audio-recorded in order to make it possible to listen repeatedly and to find 

differences in their choice of words and strategies. This form of passive observation minimises the impact of 

having someone sitting there listening, with the intent of creating a communicative situation as realistic as 

possible. This problem is called the observer's paradox and it states that only through the usage of systematic 

observation can this data be obtained, although the aim is to find out how communications are being done 

while people communicate without being observed (Labov 1980, p. 209).   

The participants will be students of English 7. There are two reasons for this choice. First, it means that 

the assessment will be after they have gone through all the previous courses. This is a necessity as the goal is 

the evaluation of what they have learned during secondary school. Furthermore, a relevant previous study 

(Haddad 2017) was also done at this level, facilitating a comparison between the results. 

As the skill of adapting language is something promised to students in the syllabus, there is a need to 

assess if this is learned by them. The study by Haddad (2017) came to the conclusion that these skills were 

lacking (ibid.), although the quantitative approach, looking at more students but with less depth, was 

mentioned as a problem with the results. Therefore, the approach of this paper, by using role-play rather than 

written communication and looking more in-depth at the results, might achieve different results or strengthen 
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those found by Haddad. These results are of interest to those who aim to teach English as it could highlight a 

possible lack of skills the students are meant to have by the end of their studies. 

 

1.1 Aim and research questions 

As previously mentioned, this paper deals with politeness in speech and aims at assessing Swedish upper-

secondary school students’ abilities to adapt their speech according to different situations. By role-playing 

communicative situations involving requests of different levels of imposition to recipients of different 

statuses, it will be possible to see if they possess the skills needed to adapt their language accordingly by 

using different face-saving acts. Due to limited scope of this paper, the number of participants had to be 

small and therefore the results must be considered relatively weak. The research questions are listed below: 

  

1. How do students in the English 7 course adapt their politeness strategies in requests, depending on 

receiver and situation? 

2. How well does this level of communicative competence match with what they should know 

according to the Swedish syllabus for English? 

 

2 Theoretical Background 

This section contains the relevant information and background for this field of studies, including pragmatics 

as a sub-field of linguistics, politeness and face-threatening acts, request strategies and perspectives, the 

different levels of directness and a summary of how this relates to the Swedish syllabus. Finally, there is a 

section relating to the previous study that this paper is inspired by as well as two similar studies. 

 

2.1 Pragmatics 

In the modern world, where English is being used more extensively, the need to understand the relationship 

between context and usage becomes more important. Where semantics looks at the meaning of words and 

syntax looks at how words and morphemes combine, pragmatics attempts to look at how a language is 

actually being used in communicative situations (Levinson 1983, p. 5-33). To exemplify, while semantics 

would define meaning as something coded into a word, something universal which is always true, pragmatics 

would look at how context has an effect on what meaning utterances may take (Ladusaw 2012).  

 Definitions of pragmatics vary, but the one used by Crystal (1985, p. 379), from the viewpoint of the 

users and the choices they make in communications, both in uses and constraints, as well as how this affects 

the receiver fits the context of learning a second language, the L2. The sociocultural context is evidently of 

importance then, and a lack of skills and knowledge about it might lead to L2 users making mistakes. Thus, 

pragmatic competence reduces the risk of making these mistakes and the study of pragmatics will discern the 

best ways of teaching and learning these competence areas. 
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2.1.1 Politeness theory 

Politeness, which is a part of pragmatics, has many different viewpoints, and some of these ideas will be 

mentioned here. Leech (1980, p. 108) wrote that, even though a sentence has the same propositional content, 

the degree of politeness can be enhanced by using more indirect forms of communication. To achieve that, 

there has to be a certain level of communicative competence. It can also be argued that politeness is ‘a set of 

strategies to achieve social goals with a minimum of social friction’ (Ehlich, Ide and Watts 2005, p. XII), 

thus putting more focus on being able to read social context. Competence would then mean that there is a 

possession of the required skill set to be able to utilise these strategies. 

 The theory of Brown and Levinson (1987) and their work on politeness is of importance to 

understand the aim of this paper. According to them, ‘all competent adult members of society have (and 

know each other to have) face’ (Brown and Levinson ibid.).  Face needs, the need to protect the face of all 

participating interlocutors, must be maintained and usually protected, both individually but also collectively 

as a loss of face tends to create tension in a group. Furthermore, there are two separate concepts of face 

which are described below. 

 Negative face is each individual's personal preserve, their ‘space’ in other words, and also their 

freedom to act without imposition. Positive face, on the other hand, relates to each person's positive and 

consistent self-image and the need for this image to be respected and appreciated (Brown and Levinson 

1987). The concept of face is much more intricate than this, but a basic understanding suffices for the 

intentions of this paper. 

 

2.1.2 Face-threatening acts and requests 

As previously mentioned, all members of society are considered to have face or face-needs. It is also in 

everyone's interest, in general, that each participant in communication maintains face. Some acts might 

threaten, and some will intrinsically threaten the face of either or both the speaker and hearer in any 

communication (Brown and Levinson, 1987) and these are what are called face-threatening acts. As all 

participants in communication, in general, want to maintain each other's faces, these FTAs demand that the 

interlocutors possess enough communicative competence to minimise the threat to face. If the speaker’s need 

for maximum efficiency is less than his/her need to preserve the hearer’s face, the speakers will naturally try 

to lessen the threat to as great extent as possible (ibid. 1987). 

 In Table 1, different actions and situations are listed that threaten the face of either the speaker or the 

addressee. The examples are written from the perspective of a speaker, with acts that a person does or that 

affect the person concerned. Although this paper only focuses on one specific FTA, requests, it is still 

beneficial to see the many examples to understand how easily face might be threatened in communication. 

The different parts of the table are collected from various parts Brown and Levinson’s book Politeness: Some 

universals in usage (1987). 
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Table 1. Different threats to face. 

 Actions by others that threaten 

our face 

Actions we take that threaten our own face 

Threats to positive face Asking for clarification 

Criticisms and disapproval 

Complaints and insults 

Disagreeing 

Accepting a compliment 

Apologies and confessions 

Misunderstandings 

Requests 

Unintended action (emotional or physical) 

Threats to negative face Advice and suggestions 

Calling in a debt 

Orders and requests 

Reminders 

Threats and warnings 

Accepting an offer 

Accepting thanks 

Behaviour that threatens a relationship 

Do an unrequested favour 

Making a promise or offer 

         (Brown and Levinson, 1987) 

 

Looking at Table 1, one can see that there is quite a diversity in terms of the actions which might threaten 

face, both for the addressee but also for the speaker. The FTAs also vary in that some are intrinsically 

threatening, like requests, whereas others might be considered a threat, like a compliment as it might demand 

a response. For this study, the focus will be on requests in communication. 

 Referring back to Table 1, requests are put into the categories of Threats to negative face in actions 

by others that threaten our face and in Threats to positive face for actions we take that threaten our own face. 

This makes requests especially interesting due to the fact that the FTA is directed towards both participants in 

the communication. Brown and Levinson describe it as challenging the personal space and freedom of the 

addressee as a request puts pressure on one interactant to react. On the other hand, it threatens the positive 

face of the requestee as it might reveal a need or weakness as well as it is known that requests impose on the 

face-needs of the receiver (Brown and Levinson ibid, p. 67-68). Therefore, the speaker has a range of 

strategies to use with the goal of minimising the imposition. 

 Finally, Brown and Levinson measured what they called the weight of an FTA (1987, p. 74-84). The 

higher the weight, the bigger the threat to face would be. Weight is measured by three things, the ‘social 

distance’ and the relative ‘power’ between speaker and hearer as well as the ranking of impositions based on 

cultural context (ibid. 74). They furthermore clarify that the difference in social distance and power is based 

on a mutual assumption between the speaker and hearer, rather than based on their actual position within a 

society or community. Social distance is measured by the social distance of the speaker in relation to the 

hearer (they could be from different cultures as an example), and the power relation is measured based on the 
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hearer’s ability to impose his own plans and face at the expense of the speaker (like making a request to your 

superior at work) (ibid. p. 76-77). Finally, the degree of the imposition is based on the degree of interference 

on the hearer’s wants and needs (ibid. p. 77). Together, they determine the weight, or the threat to face, that 

the action will incur. 

Requests are a very clear FTA, as it directly imposes on the receiver’s freedom. It is also an FTA that 

we use on a regular basis, both in our private and professional lives. Based on this, the focus in the paper will 

be on how the participants of the study adapt their requests based on preset conditions. 

 

2.1.3 Strategies to avoid FTAs 

There are at least three different aspects that a speaker will consider before performing an FTA; the desire to 

communicate the content, the need to be efficient or urgent and finally, the desire to maintain the face of the 

hearer to some extent (Brown and Levinson 1987, p. 68). When comparing the need for urgency with the 

desire to save face, if the urgency is considered lower, the speaker will, naturally, try to minimise the face-

threat. 

 In Figure 1, the differences in threat to face are shown. Carrying out an action on record, means that 

it is done in such a way that it is clear to everyone what is the intention of the communicator. If the action is 

off the record, on the other hand, the ambiguity is high to such an extent that the speaker cannot be held to 

commit to any particular intent (Brown and Levinson ibid, p. 69). 

 Using a redressive action means that the communicative act is done in such a way that it shows the 

desire / willingness to save the hearer’s face through additions or modifications to how it is expressed. The 

opposite would be a situation where the speaker uses the clearest and most direct form of communication. 

This is usually done when there is no fear of retribution, either due to the FTA not being very great, if the 

power level or status is great enough between the participants, or because there is an agreement on the need 

for efficiency (Brown and Levinson 1987).  

 Finally, there is a difference between positive and negative politeness. The first concept is approach-

based, meaning that the threat is minimised by showing unity with the addressee and/or showing solidarity 

and implications of belonging to the same group. The latter is geared to satisfy the negative face-wants of the 

hearer. To show respect for a person’s right to freedom, one can use passives while speaking or use apologies 

to soften the impact of a request or such (1987). 

 Consequently again looking at Figure 1 and connecting it to the previously mentioned balance 

between urgency and the need to preserve face, it is possible to see how an FTA will be chosen. When the 

risk of losing face is considered the least, an on record action which is not redressive would most likely be 

used as it is the most immediate and straightforward form of communication. Thus, depending on the 

strength of the FTA, the different options would be used depending on the circumstances to minimise the 

threat. If it is off record, on the other hand, the ambiguity is high to such an extent so that the speaker cannot 

be held to commit to any particular intent and the action tries to avoid the face threat. (Brown and Levinson 

1987).  
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Looking at example 1 in Figure 1, an example of when communication might be performed without 

any redressive action would be when there is enough familiarity or urgency, like shouting ‘Watch out for the 

car’ to stop an accident. Example 2, positive politeness, tries minimise the threat to the hearer’s positive face 

by conflict avoidance and attempts to make the receiver feel good about themselves. This could be by 

inclusion, like ‘You can do this and I will help you’ or by paying attention to needs like, ‘You seem tired. 

What do you need?’. Example 3, negative politeness, on the other hand addressed the negative face by using 

indirectness like ‘Would you be able to spare me some change?’ or by trying to lessen the imposition like ‘It 

will only take a short moment of your time’. The final example, number 4, is an indirect way of 

communication meant to avoid the FTA and could be and expression like ‘Wow, it is sure getting late!’, 

which is meant to imply that you want to go home. 

Figure 1. Different levels of face-threat     (Brown and Levinson 1987, p.60) 

 

 Another concept which is of importance is that of the usage of so-called hedges. Brown and 

Levinson explain that hedging has a wider scope than just being used as a politeness strategy and 

define it as a “particle, word or phrase that modifies the degree of membership of a predicate or 

noun phrase in a set” (1987, p. 145). It could either make said membership less or only partially 

true, or it could enhance it to be even more true. Examples of this could be ‘That is quite correct’ or 

‘He is kind of a friend’.  

 Regarding politeness, hedges are used to lessen the threat to face by avoiding commitment 

or to lessen impact by creating a less direct statement (ibid, p. 145-146). This could be that instead 

of saying ‘Do the dishes’ (very direct and imposing), or ‘Can you do the dishes?’ (less direct but 

still imposing), you would ask ‘Could you do the dishes?’ (less direct and imposing). 

 

2.1.4 Different levels of directness and request perspectives 

To showcase the different levels of directness, it is important to adopt broadly the same foundation as the 

previous study by Haddad. Therefore, the list compiled by Haddad (2017), which was cited from Blum-
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Kulka and Olshtain (1984) is used in its entirety here. 

 

Table 2. Different levels of directness 

a) The direct/explicit level 

1. Mood Derivable (imperatives) Ex: Give me the remote. 

2. Performative Ex: I am asking you to give me the remote. 

3. Hedged Performative Ex: I would like to ask you for the remote. 

4. Obligation Statement Ex: You will have to give me the remote. 

5. Want Statement Ex: I would like you to give me the remote. 

b) The conventional indirect level 

6. Suggestive Formula Ex: How about handing over the remote? Why don’t you hand me the remote? 

7. Query Preparatory Ex: Could you give me the remote? Would you mind handing me the remote? 

c) The nonconventional indirect level 

8. Strong Hints Ex: My favourite show will begin soon. 

9. Mild Hints Ex: It has been a long time since I watched my favourite show. 

           (Haddad, 2017) 

Blum-Kulka and Ohlstain explain the different parts as: 

 

a) the most direct, explicit level, realized by requests syntactically marked such as imperatives, performatives 

and 'hedged performatives'.  

b) the conventionally indirect level; procedures that realize the act by reference to contextual preconditions 

necessary for its performance, as conventionalized in a given language. 

c) nonconventional indirect level, i.e. the open-ended group of indirect strategies (hints) that realize the 

request by either partial reference to object or element needed for the implementation of the act ('Why is the 

window open'), or by reliance on contextual clues ('It's cold in here'). 

(1984, p. 201) 

 

It is important to note here, that what is considered polite or impolite, thus creating FTAs, may vary 

depending on particular norms of the culture, even within the English-speaking world, the communicators 

come from (Ide, 1989; Ide, Hill, Carnes, Ogino, & Kawasaki, 2005). With this in mind, one can express more 

caution by using less direct strategies when communicating with addressees from other cultures as the norms 

and habits could be different. Where the FTA is not known, a more cautious approach to minimise risks to 

face would be appropriate until boundaries become clear. What is also worth noting is that a less direct 

approach puts a higher interpretive demand on the hearer (Blum-Kulka, 1987, p. 133), which might become 
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problematic for those who do not speak English as a first language. For example, an L1 speaker 

expressing ’It sure looks nice outside’ would likely want this to be interpreted as ‘We should go out’. This 

could easily be understood literally by an L2 learner as just statement about the surroundings. 

 Regarding request perspectives, it would again be beneficial to use the same wording as in Haddad´s 

study where she cites Blum-Kulka, House and Kasper (1989): 

 

Table 3.  Request perpectives 

Hearer-oriented: 

Ex: Could you hand me the remote, please? 

- Speaker-oriented: 

Ex: Do you think I could have the remote for a while? 

Ex: Can I borrow the remote? 

Speaker- and hearer-oriented: 

Ex: So, could we watch something else? 

Impersonal: 

Ex: So it might not be a bad idea to see what else is on. 

           (Haddad, 2017) 

Blum-Kulka and Olshtain (1984, p. 203) write that the speaker has some power to change the impact by how 

he/she utilises the request perspective. For example, using the pronoun you puts an emphasis on the receiver 

of the request which makes it the most imposing form, whereas if words like we are used, the impact is 

softened. 

 

2.2 Pragmatic and communicative competence in the Swedish syllabus 

The syllabus for secondary school in Sweden clearly states that the students should learn to utilise different 

linguistic strategies so that they are able to adapt to different situations and recipients. Furthermore, the 

students should learn about cultural differences in the English-speaking world. These combinations demand 

that the students should develop a pragmatic competence in the language. 

 Starting already in the first-year course at upper secondary level, English 5, there is a focus on being 

able to adapt the language based on context and receiver. This continues throughout subsequent English 6 

and 7 courses.  As the choice of words is similar between the courses, only English 5 is quoted here. English 

6 and 7 essentially build on the foundation of English 5; hence the wording of the syllabus is similar. 

 Consequently, the syllabus states that the English taught should be related to the English-speaking 

world and to teach ‘strategies for contributing to and actively participating in discussions related to societal 

and working life’ (Skolverket, 2011).  It also says that students need to adapt their communication based on 

situation and purpose.  For the minimum pass grade of E, the students need to ‘express themselves clearly 

and with some fluency and some adaptation to purpose, recipient and situation. In addition, students can 



14 

choose and use essentially functional strategies which to some extent solve problems and improve their 

interaction.’ (Skolverket 2011). To be able to do this, students need to have the communicative competence 

to adapt to different FTAs, in addition to when they communicate with people from other cultures. 

 The importance of this communicative competence is further enhanced in the commentary to 

secondary school English, where it states that: 

The versatile communicative competence means, among other things, to be able to adapt your language to 

 different situations, purposes and recipients. It is about being able to know and use the cultural codes and the language 

usage needed for communicating in different formal and informal situations. It can be about choice of words or 

utterances or to show appropriate politeness. A certain way of expressing oneself might be linguistically correct but still 

not adapted to situation, purpose and recipient. 

         (Skolverket 2018, p. 2). 

The commentary clarifies what was written in the syllabus and states clearly that communicative competence 

should be acquired during secondary school. To further clarify what communicative competence is, the 

definition by Canale and Swain will be used where the authors divide the concept into four sub-categories; 

grammatical-, sociocultural-, discourse- and strategic competence (Canale and Swain1980). Grammatical 

competence includes knowledge ranging from pronunciation and vocabulary to syntax and morphology, 

whereas strategic competence is based on the usage of strategies for rephrasing, body language and questions 

(Canale and Swain 1980, as quoted in Lundahl 2012 p. 140). 

 As the last two competences are of more relevance to this paper, they will also be explained more 

thoroughly. Sociocultural competence is directly linked to social context. It is the ability to express oneself 

correctly in relation to different situations and to be able to adapt based on who is the receiver of the 

communication (Lundahl 2012, p. 140). 

 Finally, discourse competence is about the ability to understand and comprehend the structure of 

language. It is not only about binding together words into functioning sentences but also to be able to see 

how context affects the meaning of words (Lundahl 2012, p. 140). This perspective ties in with the 

sociocultural competence to form the skillset for strategies to avoid FTAs. As both relate to context, they are 

also both necessary for fulfilling the criteria from the syllabus. 

 

2.3 Previous studies 

The present study has been inspired by and uses the same categories as Haddad’s study (2017) where 

she tested the communicative competence of students in the English 7 course. Haddad carried out a 

quantitative study with 30 participants who completed a discourse completion test. The test was answered in 

written form based on different scenarios where the participants had to answer how they would make a 

request with social distance taken into consideration. The differences in social status were divided between 

superior status, stranger and friend with equal status. 

 The results of that study were that the students did not adapt their communication based on the 

situation and that this was unsatisfactory for students at this level. Specifically, communicative situations, 

where a higher level of politeness would be demanded, was found wanting. The most common form of 
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answer was in the conventionally indirect form and this was consistent over the different situations for all 

participants. Therefore, the conclusion was that social status or situation had little to no influence on the 

participants of the study. In the end, the written form that the test took was lifted as a consideration and a 

verbal approach was recommended for future studies. 

 Due to the quantitative focus in Haddad’s essay and the written format of the assessment, the need 

for a more in-depth study with fewer participants and a more realistic way of testing through roleplaying is a 

fitting way of continuing the study to see if similar results will be reached. 

 Another a study of politeness strategies used by intermediate L2 learners of English, this one in 

Macedonia, (Daskalovska et al. 2016) showed some differences. It used a discourse completion test on 20 

participants. The results showed a preference for conventional indirect strategies, which was the same as for 

Haddad, and a satisfactory level of politeness, although no strategies were found as to when they were being 

used. The level of politeness remained similar between formal and informal situations. This result compares 

well with what Haddad found, although what differed was that the Macedonian L2 speakers kept a higher 

level of politeness and the Swedish participants kept a lower level of politeness. Therefore, they both showed 

a lack of adaptability. Worth noting is that this is the first part of a larger study, but the results are still valid 

and worth using for comparison. 

 A similar study was done with 40 Turkish EFL undergraduate students aged 18-20 years (Kılıçkaya 

2010). A discourse completion test was used as the instrument for gathering data. Similarly, the conventional 

indirect level was the most used form used to minimise face threat. Although they study found some 

pragmatic competence in the data, it failed to find strategies from the students as to when they should apply 

it. The results remained similar when looking at contextual situations where different levels of politeness 

should have been used. The conclusion of the study was that the failure to adapt to situations was due to 

textbooks providing little help for learners of a language (Kılıçkaya 2010).  
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3 Material and Method 

This section will include information about the participants and how they were selected as subjects for the 

study as well as a detailed breakdown of the methodology and why it was used. It will include information 

on role playing as a method for assessment and how role playing can by analysed. 

 

3.1 Material 

The participants of the study were all pupils in the same English 7 course at the same upper-secondary 

school. In Sweden, students at this level have chosen a specific program which they study and the 

participants came from different ones. They had chosen English 7 as an additional course to their normal 

curriculum. 12 participants were needed which turned out to be the exact number of available students for 

the study. 

 The main reason for choosing participants from this level was due to the fact that they had all 

participated in the previous two courses, English 5 and English 6. Therefore, the study would show the result 

of the previous courses after they have finished, thus becoming a valid assessment of whether the students 

had acquired the necessary communicative skills that they should have. 

 The final number of participants were 12 students, all eighteen years old or turning eighteen that 

year. There was an even split between male and female students and they were evenly distributed so there 

was the same number of each that were the speaker and hearer in the actual roleplay. 

 

3.2 Method 

As this paper aims at being a continuation of the study done by Haddad (2017), which was a quantitative 

research project where participants made requests in written form, this study has diverged from the original 

methodology of Haddad while still assessing the same skills. The initial point of departure was to create an 

environment which would be as realistic as possible, a scenario which is difficult to create while in school, 

where the students would be able to utilise their communicative skills in a way that simulates how they 

would do it in real life. 

 When the study was first designed, the main consideration was obtaining usable data, rather than 

focusing on what needed to be analysed as otherwise there would be a risk that this could have an effect on 

the actual outcome (Kasper and Dahl 1991, p. 216). The idea was to create realism through role-playing and 

diversity by having variation in the different situations. The choice of this method does not prescribe the 

outcome, but rather that the interaction itself becomes ‘real’ in the sense that the requestor plans and guides 

the discussion towards the received goal (Kasper and Dahl 1991, p. 228). Naturally, this does not make it an 

authentic and real situation, but simulates it as much as possible. 

  The place for doing the role play had to be in a situation where there was no risk of being disturbed, 

to give the participants a space for going into their roles. In that way, the simulation would be as realistic as it 

could be in a school environment. According to Kasper and Dahl, a partial role-play, which is only somewhat 

guided, is the closest to real production which may be observed aside from authentic discourse in real life 

(1991, p217). 
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 The situations which the participants would role-play were broken down into two categories with 

three sub-categories in each. The first was about differences in social status between the person doing the 

request and the addressee. The three options where: Equal status (Eq), Stranger (St) and Superior status 

(Su). The first would be someone of a similar status, such as close friends or a sibling. The last would be 

police-officers, teachers, or someone you have to obey, like a parent. A stranger is self-explanatory; it is 

someone the interactant has no previous relation to. 

 The second category divided the requests into different levels of imposition. These ranged from 

Minor (Mi) and Normal (No) to Major (Ma). A minor request would be something like asking for a pen, 

whereas a major imposition would be from trying to borrow someone’s car. 

 These sub-categories where then divided into nine different situations. There was one of each 

possible combination to give a variety. An example would be asking a sibling (Eq) if there was a possibility 

to borrow his/her new camera (Ma) for the weekend. The addressee would be Equal and the requests 

imposition would be Major. This is then abbreviated to EqMa in the form and results. 

 The nine situations where made into role-cards which described everything the participants needed to 

know so that they could role play them in communicative situations / dialogues. The requester's role-card had 

the Target, Situation, What to request and If negative response explained on them. The Target was the 

addressee of the request and If negative response explained how they would react if their request was denied. 

The options for denial was Accept, Insist and Choose, the latter was explained beforehand that they then 

could choose themselves if they wanted to insist or not. 

 The receiver of the request received a role-card with Role, Situation, Mood and Response. Some 

extra focus was put on this by, for example adding a mood which the student needed to roleplay having, so 

that the participants would not be certain as to what was being observed. In that way, the requester would 

more likely feel comfortable and not targeted by being the one in focus. 

 To be able to observe and analyse the results in an objective and efficient way, all the role-plays 

where audio-recorded. Thus, the disturbance of the participants was minimised. This made it possible to 

transcribe the results without any risk of missing details afterwards. The data was stored, only until the 

relevant data was transcribed and then deleted. The only consideration with this method was that the time it 

would take to transcribe all the role-played situations to paper. This was still considered necessary, as 

otherwise the results would not be realistic and detailed enough. 

 

3.3 Validity and generalizability 

Due to the small number of participants there is a problem with drawing and broader conclusions. This study 

only presents a sample of the request strategies Swedish students might employ. Therefore, it rather acts as a 

foundation for where a more extensive study could start from. The results are not meant to be read as 

anything stronger than what might be considered a possible indication for what might be lacking in 

comparison to what the Swedish students are promised to learn in Swedish upper-secondary schools. 

 Regarding validity, the role-play was considered the best option available to a study of this size. 

Even though it might be the form of gathering data which is considered closest to reality while still being 
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simulated, it will never be a properly realistic situation. This impacts the validity negatively, although the 

results are still useful. This has to be considered when analysing the final data.  

 

3.4 Ethical considerations 

The guide given out by The Swedish Research Council (2002) on ethical research states four points that have 

to be fulfilled for a study to be in agreement with its ethical guidelines. These principles are: Requirement for 

information, Requirement for consent, Requirement for confidentiality and Requirement for usage (2002). 

The participants were informed about the study and what it would entail both verbally and in written form. 

There, it was also stated that their anonymity would be guaranteed and that the recording would only be 

saved until the data was transcribed, then everything would be deleted. They were also guaranteed that no 

one except the writer of this paper would get to hear the recordings and that only the relevant data would be 

used in the analysis. Finally, the participants signed a form of consent stating that they agreed to participate. 

For the full written form of information and consent, refer to Appendix 2. 
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4 Results and discussion 

Here, the results of the study are presented. There were six pairs of pupils doing the role-play, though only 

the participant who performed the request is of interest and therefore the addressees are omitted. Each group 

had nine different situations which varied regarding the level of imposition involved in making the request as 

well as the social status of the receiver. The results will be presented by showing the simulated 

communicative situations of each participant in separate tables. This makes it possible to discern any 

varieties in the performance, thus making it possible to see if the communication is adapted to the situation. 

 

4.1 Presentation of the results 

The results will be presented in tables for easier comparisons between the results. Each table consists of four 

columns. In the first column, a P and a number is written. It stands for participant and a number between one 

and six. It is followed by an M for male or F for female.  

 Throughout in the first column, there is a number for each situation, ranging from one to nine. This is 

followed by an abbreviation of four letters. The first two relate to status and are: Equal status (Eq), Stranger 

(St) and Superior status (Su). It is followed by imposition of request, with the options: Minor (Mi), Normal 

(No) and Major (Ma). As an example, a major request from a stranger would then read StMa. 

The other three columns show if the participant used any introduction before making the request, the words 

used in the request and finally if they were rejected and had to insist, what words did they then use. 

 

4.2 Results on an individual level 

Table 4. Results, participant 1. 

P1 F Introduction Request Insist 

1 SuMi Excuse me sir Do you know what time it is?  

2 StNo Excuse me, excuse me Can I borrow your phone?  

3 EqMi  Can you please give me an icecream. Please. Please! But it is so warm. 

4 StMa Excuse me. Do you have a concert ticket? Are you sure?`Even though I´d pay the 

double. 

5 SuNo Dad! How are you? Do you have, you know, like, 100 kronor. Please. Why? 

6 EqMa You! Can I borrow your camera? But I am your sister! Please! Why? 

7 StMi Excuse me. Can I borrow it? Why? But you have two? What do you need 

two for? 

8 SuMa Professor! I need to tell you something. My brother has gotten into an accident. I 

need your help. Can I borrow your car? 

Why?!!? But I know how to drive! 

9 EqNo Hey buddy! I need a ride.  

 

The results of Participant 1 are shown in Table 4. Looking at the introduction, all Eq and Su except one start 

with Excuse me. The situation which has a different introduction is number 5, which is speaking to a parent. 

Parents, albeit being superior when looking at status and level of power difference, are often treated with less 



20 

politeness in Sweden than what might be common in other cultures. The term excuse me is a redressive 

action to save the negative face of the hearer (see Section 2.1.3). What it does is to apologise for the 

intrusion before the request is made. Therefore, strategies to lessen the imposition can be found in the 

introductions. 

 Looking at the actual request, there are two varieties which are repeated. Do you is used three times 

and Can I is used five times. These would both fall in the category conventional indirect level and are both 

referring to preparatory conditions (Blum-Kulka and Ohlstain 1989, p. 202), in this case, exhibiting a 

willingness to help. They are spread out over the requests, regardless of status or magnitude of the request, in 

such a way that no trend can be seen. Therefore, some strategies can be found in these exchanges, but they 

seem to be used without intentions. 

 With regards to request perspectives, four requests take a speaker-orientation whereas five utilise a 

hearer-orientation. Taking emphasis away from the addressee is considered less imposing although no trend 

can be seen of this being a conscious choice due to the spread of it. The hearer-orientation, albeit being the 

most imposing form, is found in situations with the superior status as well as in a request of major 

magnitude. Therefore, no generalised strategies can be found in the communicative interaction. 

 Finally, in the insist column, two things are being repeated. The words please and why are being used 

several times. As these word choices are somewhat imposing, the fact that the situations are role-played 

rather than real must be considered when analysing the inherent grammatical usages. It might be that a real-

life situation could have led to a different choice. This is especially strengthened as these choices are shown 

in situations 7 and 8, where the distance in status to the receiver makes the choice unlikely.  

 For participant 1, some strategies are found in the introductions although, in the actual requests, it is 

lacking. There are face-saving acts being used, like using preparatory conditions to show a willingness to 

help, but when and how seems rather random which would mean that the communicative competence to 

adapt requests is not there. 
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Table 5. Results, participant 2. 

P2 F Introduction Request Insist 

1 SuMi Excuse me, what time is it?  

2 StNo Excuse me, can I borrow your phone?  

3 EqMi  I´m too lazy today, can you buy some ice-

cream? 

But please, I would do it for you. 

4 StMa  I didn´t get tickets, can you sell yours? Please, it´s my favourite band. 

5 SuNo Hey dad. All my friends are going and I have no 

money. Can I borrow 100 kronor? 

 

6 EqMa  My camera is so bad, can I borrow yours for 

the weekend? 

 

7 StMi Hello I see that you have two pens, can I borrow 

one? 

But please, I have to study. 

8 SuMa  I need to get to the hospital, my brother is 

there. Can I borrow your car? 

But please, can you drive? 

9 EqNo Hello Could you give me a ride on your moped to 

the bus station? 

 

 

In Table 5, the results of participant 2 can be seen. The introduction section is rather empty, with the 

participant often going straight for the request. As an introduction can be seen as lessening the face threat, 

this is read as a more straightforward and, thus more imposing, approach. 

 All requests except one are made on a conventional indirect level, which is similar to participant 1. 

Only situation 1 shows another choice, which was a direct level request. The reason for this is likely due to 

the imposition of the request being small but is still surprising as it is done to a receiver of a superior status. 

The consistent use of query preparatory requests shows a willingness to lessen the face threat but without 

any obvious strategies being applied to change depending on the situation. 

 When looking at request perspectives, there are five situations which use the less imposing speaker-

perspective. The three hearer-oriented requests are spread out over equal status and one stranger. The fact 

that it is used for all situations where the status is equal except for the major request, hints at this being a 

strategy where the FTA would be considered less important than using less words for a higher efficiency. The 

last usage of the hearer-orientated request, EqMa, goes against this, which weakens the conclusion. One 

request also stood out, SuMi, by being impersonal. This would have made that request more polite by not 

targeting anyone, although this is countered by the directness of the act.   

 While insisting, please occurred in every instance followed by some kind of reasoning which would 

increase the face threat. Here, the please expression would make the increased threat slightly lower as it 

shows a weakness in the speaker, needing something, which would act to equalise the act slightly. 

 Participant 2 used similar methods of face-saving acts without changing between the different 

situations. The differences found did not match with the differences in status and imposition. Therefore, the 

ability to adapt was found wanting. 
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Table 6. Results, participant 3. 

P3 M Introduction Request Insist 

1 SuMi Excuse me, police officer. Could you please tell me what time it is?  

2 StNo Excuse me, could I please borrow your phone? I need to 

call a friend. 

 

3 EqMi Mireta! I want some ice-cream please! Could you 

please get me some? 

But I got you ice-cream last week! 

4 StMa Hello there, I see that you have a ticket. Could you 

please, please sell it to me? I really want to 

go. 

You know, I do have a lot of money. You 

could go to the next one. 

5 SuNo Dad! Do you have some money that you could 

give me? 

 

6 EqMa Mire! I wanna ask you something. You know, your new camera? Could I use it 

for the weekend? 

But I really need it and my camera is 

broken. 

7 StMi Excuse me Could you please lend me a pen? I need to 

study and I forgot my pen at home. 

But, I really need to study, I got my exams. 

8 SuMa Excuse me! I really need to go. Can I please borrow 

your car? 

But my brother was in an accident. 

9 EqNo You, Mire. Could you take me to the bus station with 

your moped? 

 

 

Looking at the introductions for participant 3, Table 6 shows a very clear pattern of using excuse me when 

dealing with strangers and superior status. The only situation which breaks this is number 5,SuNo, where 

the addressee is the father and number 4. This could be due to L1 Swedish speakers not thinking of parents 

as superior in comparison with other cultures. There is an obvious pattern here otherwise, showing that a 

polite excuse me for creating less threat is used for everyone who is not of an equal status. Number 4 breaks 

this trend with a straightforward introduction, which is somewhat countered by making the request less 

imposing. 

 As for the actual request, they all follow a pattern of being on a conventional indirect level. What 

does change instead is the usage of please. Please is added to reduce the face threat by adding politeness. 

This is used in all instances except two out of the three situations where the status was equal. This, again, 

shows to some extent strategies for making requests to people who are not of equal status. The same cannot 

be seen when looking at request perspective. Three situations use the more imposing hearer-focus, though 

these are spread out over all the statuses. Therefore, no strategies can be found in that context. 

 Regarding hedges, could is used in all examples except 8, where the more direct can is chosen 

instead. As that situation has a professor as a receiver of the request, it would have benefitted from a less 

direct approach due to the differences in social distance, status and power. The usage of hedges rather implies 

a high level of politeness, which might be a strategic choice although it makes it impossible to see any 

adaptations between the different situations. 

 While insisting, the main strategy of participant 3 was to come with counter-arguments. Four out of 
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five situations started with but, before pushing for a result. These are all done without any redressive actions, 

meaning that when insisting the goal became more important than saving face. 

 To summarise the results of participant 3, there are some differences in introductions and requests 

which shows that the speaker adapts somewhat to the different situations. Therefore, the speaker shows some 

communicative competence regarding politeness and face-saving acts. 

 

Table 7. Results, participant 4. 

P4 M Introduction Request Insist 

1 SuMi Excuse me officer I´m late to a job interview and I would like 

to know the time. 

 

2 StNo Excuse me I would like to borrow your phone, cause I 

need to call one of my friends. 

 

3 EqMi Hey Could you please go and get some ice-

cream for me? 

It´s hot and I feel like I don´t have the 

energy myself. 

4 StMa Hello, excuse me You wouldn´t happen to want to sell that 

ticket of yours? 

Come on, this is my biggest idol. 

5 SuNo Hey dad Can I borrow some money to go to the 

cinema? 

 

6 EqMa Heya, Do you need your camera for the weekend? Well, I was hoping I could borrow it... 

7 StMi Excuse me conductor You wouldn´t happen to want to lend me 

that pen of yours? 

Well, you have two of them, so why can´t 

you just let me have one? 

8 SuMa Excuse me professor My brother has been in an accident and I 

need to get to the hospital as fast as 

possible. I was wondering if I could borrow 

your car? 

But he is hurt really bad and I need to get 

there. 

9 EqNo  By the way, can you just give me a ride to 

the bus staion? 

 

 

The introductions made by participant 4, as shown in Table 7, show a consistency in politeness for strangers 

and superior status by using excuse me, often followed with a title. This is a strategic use to minimise 

imposition. The three instances of equal status and situation 5, Su which is to the father, are more direct and 

starts with hey or heya. This shows that the introductions adapt to different situations. 

 Looking at requests, there is a greater variety here with some situations being done in the 

direct/explicit level. Situation 1 and 2 are both done as want statements, which, while still being considered 

direct, are considered the most polite form out of that category. The imposition of these situations is minor or 

normal, which could explain the reason for the request being direct. The request of major impositions, 

number 4, 6 and 8, are using different strategies to enhance the politeness. In 4 and 6, a suggestive formula 

(see table 2) is used in combination with several words, like wouldn´t happen to want or I was wondering, to 

soften the imposition. Situation 6, on the other hand, uses hints which are considered to be nonconventional 

indirect level. That is also the highest level of politeness to use where the hearer can more easily ignore the 

request. 
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 Similarities can still be found in the requests of lesser imposition, which might show an overall high 

level of politeness rather than strategic choices to minimise imposition where needed. The most direct 

requests are situation 5 and 9, where the familiarity with the addressee would be the most likely cause. The 

same explanation could be applied to hedges, where most situations have one to soften the imposition. Both 

could and would/wouldn´t are both regularly used.  

 As for the insist column, there is no repetition but rather comments relating back to the situation. 

Situation 6 is interesting due to the fact that it started as a hint, but when insisting the speaker felt the need to 

be more clear about the fact that he wanted to borrow the camera. The need became stronger than the need to 

save face, which shows in the change of directness. 

 Participant 4 shows some range of strategies and uses a varied language in general. This therefore 

suggests that he utilises some strategies, such as using a suggestive formula, as part of his communicative 

competence by adapting the language to the different situations. 

 

Table 8. Results, participant 5. 

P5 F Introduction Request Insist 

1 SuMi Hello officer I´m very late, what´s the time?  

2 StNo Hi can I please borrow the phone? I need to 

call a friend. 

 

3 EqMi  Could you please get me an ice-cream? Go get it for me! 

4 StMa  Do you even want to get in to this concert? 

Can I buy your ticket? 

Are you sure? Do you even listen to this 

guy? He my biggest idol! 

5 SuNo Hello dad My friend and I are going to the movies. 

But I don´t have enough money. Can I 

borrow 100 crowns from you? 

 

6 EqMa  Can I please borrow your camera for the 

weekend? 

But my camera is so bad and I really need 

one. I won´t break it, I promise. 

7 StMi Excuse me Can I borrow your pen? Why, you have two? Can I borrow the 

second one, I need to study? I will give it 

back. 

8 SuMa Excuse me My brother just had an accident and it´s 

very urgent.  So I need to borrow a car, can 

I borrow yours? 

 

9 EqNo Hey man Im very, very late to the bus station. Can 

you give me a ride? 

 

 

The introduction for participant 5, as shown in Table 8, show some adaption by the usage of excuse me on 

two occasions, but as this is not repeated in the other situations where the status is stranger or superior, it is 

not enough to conclude that the speaker has adapted. The other situations of these statuses have no 

introduction or just a hi or hello. 

 Regarding the actual requests, eight of them are in the conventional indirect level, with only situation 

1 being direct. This makes situation 1 interesting as it is an SuMi. Possibly due to the minor imposition 



25 

connected to the request, the speaker utilised a straightforward approach regarding the FTA. Even though the 

hearer is of superior status, no strategies were used to lessen the imposition. What this shows, is that the 

urgency was deemed higher, by the requester, than the need to preserve the face of the hearer. This directness 

is again shown in situation 4, which is StMa, where the participant starts with the very intrusive statement 

‘Do you even want to get in to this concert?’. Please is used to lessen the imposition in situation 2, 3 and 6, 

but as they are all of different degrees of imposition makes it more difficult to see this as a proof of strategies 

being used. These results may be due to the fact that the situations were roleplayed rather than real, but as it 

is, they show a lack of ability to adapt. 

 There is a lack of hedges in most requests, only situation 3 used could. That was also one where and 

equal, a sibling, was addressed whereas the situations where a higher level of politeness would have been 

beneficial used more direct approaches. 

 On the topic of request perspectives, the speaker-orientation was used in six out of the nine 

situations. Situation 1 was impersonal but still very direct. The two hearer-focused situations, 3 and 9, were 

both equal status situations with the minor and normal imposition, which shows somewhat of an adaption 

regarding the rest where status and imposition yielded more face-saving due to the usage of speaker-

orientation. 

 To conclude the results of participant 5, there is very little adaptation shown regarding the 

differences in status and imposition. The differences in how the requests were made were very small. 

Therefore, the communicative competence regarding FTA is considered to be lacking. 
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Table 9. Results, participant 6. 

P6 M Introduction Request Insist 

1 SuMi Miss Sorry for interrupting but I´m really in a 

hurry and I need to know the time. Could 

you please tell me what the time is right 

now? 

 

2 StNo Excuse me Could I just use your phone for a minute, I 

need to call my friends. They are 

somewhere... 

 

3 EqMi  Could you please, please, go and get an ice-

cream for me. 

I beg you! I always do things for you! 

4 StMa Excuse me, excuse me Could I please, please, buy your ticket! I 

would give you all the money in the world! 

Please, I´ve come all the way here to watch 

him. I´ve loved him since I was young. 

5 SuNo So, ehm dad, The thing is my friends are going to see the 

movies tonight, and they are ALL going, 

and I also want to go, but I just need to 

borrow 100 kronor from you, please. 

 

6 EqMa  Ok, so you know the new camera you 

bought, is it any good? Yeah, because I´m 

going away this weekend, hiking with my 

friends and like, mine is really, really bad. 

So... maybe I could borrow yours? 

But if you change your mind you can let 

me know because I really, really would 

love to use your camera. 

7 StMi Excuse me miss, I´m going to study and of course I forgot my 

pen and I see that you have two. Maybe I 

can borrow your pen? 

But you don´t need two pens? 

8 SuMa So, excuse me I´m kinda in a hurry This is a weird question to ask a stranger, 

but can I borrow your car really quick. It is 

really an emergency situation. 

But can´t you like, driver me to the hospital 

because my brother has been in a really bad 

accident. 

9 EqNo So, guys, My bus is leaving in like ten minutes and I 

won´t make it in time. Would one of you 

drive me there, maybe you? 

 

 

Table 9 shows the results from participant 6. Looking at introductions, all of the situations use some kind of 

strategy to lessen the face-threat except those that are equal and situation 5, which is to the father. This, 

again, could be due to the fact that in Sweden, parents are not considered as superior as other cultures might 

consider them. What situation 5 could have though is the ehm dad, where the tone of the introduction was 

apologetic. The ehm, was said in such a way so that it indicated discomfort before making the request. 

Situation 1 starts with miss, which is a polite way of trying to catch someone´s attention. While still not as 

polite as excuse me, the situation was also one of minor imposition. The rest of the introductions started with 

excuse me, which is used to lessen the threat to negative face. This shows that the participant uses strategies 

on the introductory level of the situations. 

 Looking at the superior situations, even number 1, which has a minor imposition, starts with an 
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apology followed by an explanation to why the request is being made. These things soften the impact of the 

request. Situation 8 is interesting as it starts with explaining that the request is weird. This helps by showing 

that the requester is himself uncomfortable asking it, which lowers the face-threat. 

 A similar trend can be seen in the requests to strangers, where apologies and explanations are mixed 

to successfully lower the imposition. Take situation 7, where the speaker says I´m going to study and of 

course I forgot my pen. The intention is to connect with the hearer, showing that the speaker has made a 

mistake (forgetting the pen) and that the addressee can save the situation (lending a pen). This is used to 

support the positive face as the hearer will be seen as a saviour of the situation.  

 Comparing minor and major impositions, there is also a trend of using more face-saving as the 

requests become greater. In situation 6, the speaker uses several strategies to enhance the positive face of the 

hearer, first by acknowledging that the addressee has a great camera and then by explaining that the 

requester´s own camera is of a far inferior standard. This is followed by a request in suggestive formula, 

which is an indirect request. 

 Regarding perspectives, only situation 1 uses a hearer-focus whereas the rest consistently follows a 

speaker-oriented theme. Therefore, it is not possible to discern any adaptation in this. 

 Participant 6 uses hedges in every request. Both would and could are used to minimize imposition, 

but also other hedges are used. In situation 8, for example, the request is direct, ‘Can I borrow your car’, but 

is then softened by the hedge real quick. What this shows is a high overall level of politeness, something that 

might be a strategic choice, but it also makes it difficult to discern any adaptation between the different 

situations. 

Finally, when it comes to insisting, there were some instances of face-saving noted. In situation 8, 

the speaker changed the request from borrowing a car to asking for a ride, which would then be less 

imposing compared to the original statement. The only situation which did not show any added face-saving 

was number 7, which directly questions the answer from the hearer. This would rather go against the other 

results, where politeness was still used to minimise the imposition. 

 To summarise participant 6, the level of politeness is generally high, although some trends can be 

seen where the speaker uses more strategies to lessen imposition based on status and magnitude. Therefore, 

he is considered to have some ability to utilise his communicative competence to adapt his request based on 

situations. 

 

 

4.3 Discussion 

This section will tie together the previously presented results with the background and aim of the paper, the 

latter is restated here: 

1. How do students in the English 7 course adapt their request strategies depending on receiver and 

request? 

2. How well does this level of communicative competence match with what they should know 

according to the Swedish syllabus for English? 
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With a foundation in the background section, the levels of directness as well as the request perspective was 

taken into consideration. Some other face-saving acts were noted in the results and are also part of the 

results. As the participants are summarised in their respective results, the focus here will lie in the 

comparison and overarching view of their abilities to adapt. 

 Although several participants showed signs of using politeness, it was not always done in such a way 

that it was possible to see any strategies being used based on the status and magnitude of the request. Out of 

the six, only participant 3, 4 and 6 showed adaptation based on the criteria. In those three cases, these trends 

were visible in both the introduction and the request, which strengthens the proof of them adapting their 

strategies. 

Several participants used hedges and the most common ones were could and would. The problem 

with this was that they were used regardless of the imposition or status. This made it possible to see skills in 

using hedges to minimise imposition, but not to discern strategies as to when it is more necessary to apply 

said skills. 

 Regarding the request perspective, no conclusive proof could be found that any participant used this 

as a part of their strategy. Speaker-orientation was favoured to some extent but not in such a way as to give 

any inclination of it being used for minimising imposition. Only participant 4 used the request perspectives 

differently based on situations which did fit with his results in general. The less imposing form using 

speaker- and hearer orientation was not used at all and the impersonal perspective was used only once, by 

participant 5, but in a very direct manner. 

 There were also many similarities when looking at the level of directness. Most requests fell into the 

query preparatory category which is a part of the conventional indirect level. These, according to Blum and 

Kulka, are based on contextual preconditions which are necessary for performing the act (could refers to the 

hearer’s ability and want to perform the action) and are neither a direct form nor vague enough to make the 

demand on interpretation high (1984, p. 201). This was also the result found in the study by Haddad (2017), 

although there were more instances of the phrase could I in this paper in comparison to what she found. This 

means that when this is looked at this specifically, the results would turn out rather similar. There are other 

ways to save face though, and this paper also considered other utterances used to minimise imposition, like 

please, using hedges, or in the introduction, which had a positive effect on the result. This yielded a result 

pointing to higher communicative competence in the participants and is also, due to the wider scope, giving a 

more realistic result. The reason for this could be due to the qualitative analysis, which enables more space 

for different methods of applying politeness to a request. 

The results found in this study are more similar to those found by Daskalovska et al. (2016) and 

Kılıçkaya (2010), as they also found a high level of politeness albeit without adaptations to the different 

situations presented. What is of interest is that they used a discourse completion test, more similar to 

Haddad’s study, but yielded a result more similar to those presented here regarding the higher level of overall 

politeness. Thus, that study also had problems discerning if the participants adapted their request strategies 

based on the situation, although it showed a strategic overall use of hedges and negative politeness. 



29 

 The method, role-playing and qualitative analysis, has given somewhat different results than the 

planned communication form of written answers and a quantitative approach. Thus, a more realistic 

observation, which the role-play is the best method for achieving (Kasper and Dahl 1991, p217) had the 

expected impact.  

 Still, the results showed that only half of the participants had the skills to adapt their requests to a 

satisfactory level. As mentioned in section 2.2, the syllabus states that all students should have acquired these 

skills during upper secondary school. Based on this study, then, the fact that three students managed to do 

this must count as a failure to live up to the standards the syllabus sets. With only six participants, this result 

is very inconclusive and would need more participants observed using a qualitative approach to give any 

conclusive answer to the second research question of this study. 

 

5 Conclusion 

This paper aimed to examine if a sample of English 7 students at Swedish upper-secondary school possessed 

the communicative competence to adapt their language with regards to politeness theory while making 

requests and if their skills match what the syllabus states. The study had twelve participants whom, through 

role-plays, simulated these requests in such a way as to make them as realistic as possible. The six who 

performed the requests were the ones used in the analysis. 

 The results were mixed, with three of the participants adapting their communication by using 

different politeness strategies to minimise FTAs. The remaining three showed no signs of changing their 

language or did it in such a way so that no strategies could be discerned. When compared with the study by 

Haddad (2017), where no adaptation was found at all, the results are believed to be due to the qualitative 

approach in how the communication was performed and analysed. Still, only half of the participants 

successfully used the skills which the syllabus states are necessary, with the implication that the teacher, 

currently, might not give the students the toolset needed to fulfil these demands.  

 What this means for the school is that the students are not receiving the education which they are 

promised. Even though the results show some improvement compared to Haddad’s (2017), it is still far from 

satisfactory. The role-playing acts used to test the participants are also useful when teaching the students the 

communicative skills that they are required to have, and is also a useful tool for the teacher to assess if they 

have acquired it. This could be used together with other parts of the syllabus, as for example learning about 

different cultures where English is spoken (Skolverket 2011, p. 54).  The differences in culture are easily 

connected to differences in politeness, which highlights the need to adapt the used language.  

Naturally, the role-play creates an artificial simulation of communication. This makes it very difficult 

to draw conclusions on how communications would have been performed in real life. Role-plays are the 

closest we can get to real situations while still being a simulation, and therefore this method was chosen. This 

problem, the artificiality of it, still underlies every result and conclusion drawn in this paper.  

 Due to the limited number of participants in this study, the conclusions drawn are to be considered 

indicative to a small extent. The indication would be that students might lack the skills to adapt their 

language, although further studies are needed to firmly conclude that. This could be done by assessing more 
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participants while still maintaining the qualitative approach. What also would greatly benefit the study would 

be to use student groups from different schools as it would give a much broader result and would also enable 

cross-examination between different groups. Finally, even though English 7 tends to have students from 

different programs, it would still be of interest to compare the results between students of different programs 

as it possibly could influence their skills.  
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Appendix I 

Here are the role-cards used in the study. The numbers are so that the situations would not be mixed 

up. 

Requester Requestee 

SuMi 1 

Target: Police. 

Situation: You are late to a job interview and 

need to know the time. 

What to request: Ask for what time it is. 

If negative response: Insist. 

SuMi 1 

Role: Police. 

Situation: You are in town, on patrol. 

Mood: You are in a neutral mood. 

Response: Positive 

SuNo 5 

Target: Father. 

Situation: You are at home. Your friends are 

going to see a great movie at the cinema. You 

do not have all the money you need. 

What to request: 100 kronor. 

If negative response: Accept. 

SuNo 5 

Role: Father. 

Situation: You are at home, reading at the 

kitchen table. 

Mood: Tired, a little bit of a bad mood. 

Response: Negative. 

SuMa8 

Target: Professor. 

Situation: You study at Kungsmad but have one 

lecture at university. Your brother had an 

accident, you need to get to the hospital as fast 

as possible. The professor has a car. 

What to request: A car. 

If negative response: Choose.  

SuMa 8 

Role: Professor. 

Situation: You have students from a secondary 

school at a lecture you are giving. 

Mood: You are in a good mood, the students 

are working well. 

Response: Negative. 

StMi 7 

Target: Train conductor. 

Situation: You travel on a train and need to 

StMi 7 

Role: Train conductor. 

Situation: You work on a train, checking 
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study but you forgot to bring a pen. The 

conductor seems to have two pens. 

What to request: A pen. 

If negative response: Insist. 

tickets. You do this manually with a pen. You 

have two pens. 

Mood: Bad, tired and headache. 

Response: Negative. 

StNo 2 

Target: Person on the street. 

Situation: You are on your way to meet some 

friends but need to call one of them to ask if 

you should buy some food on the way. 

What to request: To borrow the phone for one 

call. 

If negative response: Accept. 

StNo 2 

Role: You are just a person out walking. 

Situation: You are out for a walk. The sun is 

shining and the weather is nice. 

Mood: Happy. 

Response: Accept. 

StBi 4 

Target: A person with a concert ticket. 

Situation: Your biggest idol is having a concert. 

You did not get a ticket. You wait outside the 

venue and ask a guest if they could sell it to 

you. 

What to request: Ticket to concert. 

If negative response: Insist. 

StBi 4 

Role: You are a concert-goer. 

Situation: You are going to a concert with a 

good band. 

Mood: Good. 

Response: Negative. 

EqSm 3 

Target: Sibling. 

Situation: It is a warm day and you are lazy. 

You want an ice cream but can’t be bothered to 

go and get one. 

What to request: An ice cream. 

If negative response: Insist. 

EqSm 3 

Role: Sibling. 

Situation: You are relaxing on the sofa. 

Mood: Relaxed. 

Response: Negative. 

EqNo 9 EqNo 9 
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Target: A good friend. 

Situation: You are with some friends but need a 

ride to the bus station. One friend has a moped. 

What to request: A ride on the moped to the bus 

station. 

If negative response: Accept. 

Role: A good friend. 

Situation: You are just hanging out with some 

friends. 

Mood: Good. 

Response: Accept. 

EqBi 6 

Target: Your sibling. 

Situation: You are going out hiking for a 

weekend. Your camera is bad and your sibling 

has a new, nice and expensive one. 

What to request: Borrow the camera for a 

weekend. 

If negative response: Insist. 

EqBi 6 

Role: Sibling. 

Situation: You have just bought a new and 

expensive camera. You are at home. 

Mood: Good. 

Response: Negative. 
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Appendix II 

 

Information to participants 

I am conducting a study in which I look at upper-secondary school students communication. In this 

study, I have created role cards. On the role cards are instructions for you to follow. Please read 

through the card carefully and make sure you understand it before we start recording the 

communication. Feel free to ask any questions at that stage as well. 

 

In each situation, the goal is to make a request to someone and for the receiver of the request to 

respond. Try to think through the situations beforehand. 

 

As the person doing the request, you will be playing yourself. Try to act as you think you would 

have done in each unique situation and change/adapt your language accordingly. Sometimes you 

will talk to people of a similar status to you, like friends and siblings, and sometimes it will be 

strangers or people with a higher social status.  

 

As the person receiving a request, you will be impersonating the character on your role card. Try to 

behave as you think the person on the role card would behave. 

 

Finally, the participation is anonymous. You will not be graded on this and your teacher will not 

listen to the recorded material. Therefore, you do not have to feel stressed about making any 

mistakes. Rather, try to act as natural as possible to make each situation as realistic as you can. 

 

Thank you for participating! 
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Letter of consent 

 

This letter is made for giving information, guaranteeing anonymity and as 

a proof of consent from participants of the study. 

 

No participant of the study is forced to participate. The study consists of 

verbal role plays which will be recorded. No names will be asked for to 

ensure anonymity. The recording will only be saved until the necessary 

data has been written down, then all recordings will be erased. 

 

I hereby sign that I have agreed to participate in the study: 

 

Name:______________________________________________________ 

 

Signature:___________________________________________________ 

 

Date and place:_______________________________________________ 

 


