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(For more information, unabridged versions ofboth classification systems can be found in 

Appendices E and F.) A discussion of differences between the two systems follows, 

providing arguments for construct validity. 

Table 3. 2: Comparison of Methods for Classifying Refusals 

trakahashi, and Uliss-Weltz, 1990, pp. 72- Study (derived from Beebe, Takahashi, & 
Classification of Refusals (Beebe, ~lassification of Refusals Used in This 

b3) liss-Weltz, 1990, pp. 72-73) 

II. Direct 
IA Performative 
B. Nonperformative statement 

1. "No" 
2. Negative willingness/ability 

tn. Indirect 
A. Statement of regret 
B. Wish 
C. Excuse, reason, explanation 

D. Statement of alternative 
I. I can do X instead of Y 
2. Why don't you do X instead ofY 

E. Set condition for future or past 
acceptance 

F. Promise of future acceptance 

G. Statement of principle 
H. Statement of philosophy 
I. Attempt to dissuade interlocutor 

1. Threat or statement of negative 
consequences to the requester 

2. Guilt trip 
3. Criticize the request/requester, etc. 

(statement of negative feeling or 

I. Direct 
A. Performative 
B. N onperformative statement 

1. "No." Also: Opaque "no" 

llllllliillii 
ttl. Indirect 

A. Statement of regret 
B. Wish 

lllill1111i~1ii~~i!~H!!!;i ;:I;:~;; , 
E. Statement of alternative 

I. I can do X instead of Y 
2. Why don't you do X instead ofY 
.:sm:Y'.P.u.::·ca1i::a§£ilt~nm.~11:::ot:::¥':::.1::::,,::::j::}:::,: ... 

F. Set condition for future or past 
acceptance 

G. Promise of future acceptance. Also: 

11ii~~&~l,iiit~~l¢m\Plfiltj~i1~ I 
I. Attempt to dissuade interlocutor 

llll1tl111111l1~1~1~ 
2. Guilt trip 

IJlllWl,llll1lilll1l~ 1 ;11111~ 



opinion); insult/attack 

4. Request for help, empathy, and 
assistance by dropping or holding 
the request. 

5. Let interlocutor off the hook 
6. Self-defense 

J. Acceptance that functions as a refusal 
1. Unspecific or indefinite reply 
2. Lack of enthusiasm 

K. Avoidance 
1. Nonverbal 

a. Silence 
b. Hesitation 
c. Do nothing 
d. Physical departure 

2. Verbal 
a. Topic switch 
b. Joke 
c. Repetition of part of request, etc. 
d. Postponement 
e. Hedging 

diuncts to Refusals 
1. Statement of positive opinion I feeling or 

agreement 

. Statement of empathy 

. Pause fillers 
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•:~·~:::iltif,8lli:::91:~i~:::it!i~~Pi::::ii£~:::1~:·· 

l;illlllllltltll 
:>t:tae.ut:t::r:t:t:t:tr:=:::rt:t:t>t:t:ttttm:ttt:t>>rt< 

1 l; ; !ii i . l . r 
ii~:~iiii~llii~~i.:.~iU.ijJ.ji~~i1~i1iiliiii 
.. ::::·::::.:::::r~~F:~i~:.·m~::.~9~~119~~:·:r1~m~:.·::: ... :::.::-:: 
::t::::I§.ft~t.M!i£f:::::::·:::::\}::::::::::\:::?.:.::/:::::::::::::::::;::::::1::::::..:::.·::·.::::: :: ;··::: ::/: .. 
:~:t:::::~i!Y:~§t,:::tfi~t::1~~d99.it~9!:·:r,~~9~P.4A.·:·::. 
:::::::::·1:~,1·1~::§Y.Jggi@i,P:ru::::r~qµi:~t·~:::·91~r;:·:=~19:;::·:: 

9. Let interlocutor off the hook 
10. Self-defense 

::l:::l·J::::m~•$~::¥itµ~·.·2~:~tl.~::r-;µ~~t1:::·:::::::: 

11~~l!'r11~r~~~ 
J. Acceptance that functions as a refusal 

1. Unspecific or indefinite reply 
2. Lack of enthusiasm 

K. Avoidance 
1. Nonverbal 

a. Silence 
b. Hesitation 
c. Do nothing 
d. Physical departure 

2. Verbal 
a. Topic switch 
b. Joke 

c. Postponement 

.............. A .. ;E:I.~.4.si!ls. .......................................... . 

l~iltil~lllll I II! 
diuncts to Refusals 

.111•1111111~~~l~i~l!~~ll1 
. Statement of empathy 

5. Pause fillers 
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. Gratitude I appreciation 

14. Intensifiers 
·Nuu±r~tui.111::::,J::.::·::::::I·:)::::::: ::::::::t::. :{>::::+:::::}:::::::::::;,::::,.:-:;::;;_·::::.:.:::;,,"' :<: : 

llrl£~Jii~i~i;1~J;~ ,,'l!ll~\J!:; 
Modifications of Beebe et al's Classification of Functional 
Categories involved in Refusals: 

Division of Existing Categories: 

Nonperformative Direct Refusals: Beebe et al classified negative willingness and 

negative ability as one category. There is a great difference in the degree of potential face 

threat between refusal based on inability and refusal based on unwillingness. Relative 

status and social distance between speaker and addressee determines whether or not the 

speaker feels he/she can risk such a face threat to the hearer. I broke this category into 

three categories because of the different effect and level of politeness between refusal 

based on unwillingness as opposed to inability: "negative willingness"; "negative ability"; 

and "negative willingness/ability." The latter, ambiguous category ("negative willingness I 

ability") was included because some responses did not clearly reflect the motivation to 

refuse, e.g., "It's out of the question." This is a direct refusal form, but without context or 

elaboration, there is no way of knowing whether the refusal stems from inability or 

unwillingness. 
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elaboration, there is no way of knowing whether the refusal stems from inability or 

unwillingness. 

In addition, I disagree with Beebe et al's interpretation of the remark, "I don't 

think so" as a statement of negative ability I willingness. In my view, this utterance should 

be analyzed as [ downgrader + "no"]. As discussed below in the section on downgraders, 

the form, 'I don't think ... ', is frequently used to mitigate the impact of an FTA, e.g., "I 

don't think I can come" or "I don't think that will work." If the remark, "I don't think so" 

is stripped of the downgrader, what is left is "not so", or "no." 

Although negative willingness is a direct refusal strategy, some respondents used 

forms that expressed negative willingness indirectly. Such remarks were labelled "opaque 

negative willingness" in this study. An example of this strategy can be found in one 

subject's angry response to the classmate in DCT#2 (who repeatedly missed class and 

wished to borrow the speaker's notes): "Listen: I got up every morning, sat in class and 

took notes and you stayed in bed. I'm afraid you'll have to ask somebody else!" (GE9). In 

a different context, this final remark could have been interpreted as a statement of 

alternative (Why don't you do X instead of Y). Following the speaker's angry outburst, 

however, the remark obviously is not so much suggesting an alternative course of action 

as it is asserting the speaker's unwillingness to help the addressee. Thus, the sarcastic use 

of a downgrader and a statement of alternative resulted in opaque negative willingness. 

Excuses, Reasons, and Explanations functioning as Indirect Refusals: In this study, 

Beebe's et al's category of "excuse, reason, explanation" was broken down into two 

categories ("excuse" and "reason or explanation") because excuses have a somewhat 
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apologetic quality missing from reasons or explanations. They tend to be linked with lower 

status or refusals of invitations. An excuse implies the need to justify oneself, a plea to be 

released from an obligation, promise, etc. It implies that the situation is "beyond my 

control", due to incapacitating circumstances such as work- or school-related duties, 

previous social obligations, or commitments to spouse and/or family. Sometimes speakers 

make up excuses; in other words, they tell lies in order to avoid an unwilling acceptance or 

a face-threatening refusal. A reason, on the other hand, simply explains why the speaker is 

refusing. Thus, the defining distinction between excuses and reasons in this study is as 

follows: With a reason, the speaker has a choice; with an excuse, the situation is outside of 

the speaker's control. 

Criticism and Attacks: Beebe et al used one category to cover the following: "criticize 

the request I requester, etc. (statement of negative feeling or opinion); insult/attack." In 

terms of the risk of face threat, there is an enormous degree of difference between 

criticism of the eliciting speech act, criticism of the interlocutor, expression of a negative 

feeling or opinion, and attacking or insulting one's hearer. The expression of a negative 

feeling or opinion (as the term is used in this study) is indirect in the sense that it does not 

actually criticize either the addressee or the eliciting speech act. Thus, this is a relatively 

"safe" strategy, allowing a good deal of face protection. Criticizing the eliciting speech act 

obviously is less face-threatening than criticizing the person or behavior of the 

interlocutor. An attack or insult poses a massive threat to face because it is a clear, 

undeniable declaration of hostility, openly accepting the possibility of conflict. 
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Guilt Trips and Criticism of Interlocutor: Beebe et al had a separate category for "guilt 

trips" and another category for criticism and negative opinions. It was difficult to 

distinguish between guilt trips and criticism of the interlocutor, not knowing what criteria 

Beebe et al used to separate the two categories. The differentiation, however, made sense 

intuitively. Upon reflection, I arrived at the following distinction: Guilt trips are a subset of 

criticism of the interlocutor~ asserting that the interlocutor's behavior is causing harm to 

others. According to this reasoning, 'You're lazy' is simply criticism of the interlocutor, 

whereas 'You let others do your work for you' is a guilt trip. In addition, a guilt trip is an 

attempt to shame the addressee into changing his/her behavior, while criticism notes the 

addressee' shortcomings without trying to manipulate a behavioral change. 

Added Categories: 

Statements of Alternative used as Indirect Refusals: The category, "You can do X 

instead of Y'', was added because some of my respondents simply stated an alternative 

possibility, rather than making a suggestion or giving advice. Thus, the category, "Why 

don't you do X instead of Y?'', did not cover these responses. This distinction seemed 

important because of the different degree of affective involvement between a suggestion 

and a statement of an alternative, as well as the difference in terms of positive and negative 

politeness strategies (see Brown & Levinson). 

Threat or Statement of Negative Consequences to the Speaker used as an Indirect 

Ref us al: The addition of this category reflected responses in my data. It was included in 

the existing category "threat or statement of negative consequences to the interlocutor." 
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Imperative telling Interlocutor to Rescind the Suggestion, Request, Offer, etc., used 

as an Indirect Refusal: The German data included responses of this type. 

Attempt to Dissuade Interlocutor by Diminishing the Value of the Requested Object 

or Diminishing the Value of the Object that the Interlocutor Wants to Replace: 

These two categories were added to reflect a number of responses, particularly GE and 

GG responses. 

Elaboration on Preceding Utterance: Some remarks functioned as a extension and 

"fleshing out" of a previous remark. Both remarks belong to the same category. 

Compliments as Adjuncts to Refusals: Some of the respondents made positive 

statements explicitly related to the interlocutor. Compliments differ from general 

statements of positive opinion/feeling, because they create greater speaker involvement 

and commitment to the content of the statement. 

Forewarns as Adjuncts to Refusals: Some of the responses in my data contained 

statements intended to prepare the addressee for the refusal to come. They are the initial 

suggestion that a refusal will follow. 

Admonitions in conjunction with Statements Letting Interlocutor Off the Hook (as 

Adjuncts to Refusals): Beebe et al refer to remarks along the lines of "Be more careful 

from now on." as a "suggested future alternative" (p. 60). I would argue against this 

interpretation. There is no need to recommend being careful as an alternative to breaking 

things because the cleaning lady did not choose to break the vase. Rather, the speaker is 

letting the addressee know that repeated accidents might have a different outcome from 
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the present situation. Thus, it appears more appropriate to label such remarks 

"admonitions." 

Establishment of Own Status I Superiority over Addressee as an Adjunct to a 

Refusal: Here again, there were several instances of such strategies used in the data. 

Downgraders, Downtoners, Intensifiers, and Upgraders as Adjuncts to Refusals: 

These four categories were added because these modality markers and gambits have a 

strong impact on a refusal's effect and degree of politeness. To illustrate this point, one 

can compare responses containing downgraders and downtoners and the same responses 

stripped of these softeners: "I don't feel any of you really have it down yet" versus: 

"None of you have it down yet"; or: "I don't think that'll really work for me" versus: 

"That won't work for me." The unmitigated forms obviously pose a greater face threat to 

the hearer than the modified ones. 

Downgraders and upgraders are usually embedded in other categories, whereas 

intensifiers and downtoners are always embedded. 

Two of the major downgraders found in the data resemble expressions of gratitude 

or regret, but differ in a significant way. In the response, "No, thank you", 'thank you' 

has the function of lessening the impact of the direct refusal ('no') rather than being a full 

expression of gratitude. Similarly, 'unfortunately' and 'I'm afraid that...' are not a binding 

apology in the sense that 'I'm sorry' or 'I feel terrible' are. They do not commit the 

speaker to an expression of regret to the same extent. Instead, their function is simply to 

mitigate the FT A. 
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Some downgraders also function to some extent as forewarns, e.g., 

'unfortunately ... ' or "I can try, but I don't think I can make it .... " (DCT#4, AEll). The 

primary intent of the speaker, however, is to mitigate the FT A. Remarks coded as 

"forewarns" are more neutral in terms of their mitigating value, e.g., "Well, I'll tell you ... ", 

"I've talked it over with my spouse ... ", focusing more on foreshadowing the refusal rather 

than softening the impact. Obviously, preparing the hearer for the refusal also softens the 

impact of the FT A somewhat, so there is some overlap between the two categories. 

It is sometimes difficult to distinguish between downgraders, downtoners, 

forewarns, and intensifiers because they all share the feature of serving primarily to 

mitigate the impact of an utterance. Downtoners subtly alter a speaker's utterance, 

weakening the impact of a remark. They are not real carriers of meaning in the sense that 

downgraders are. What distinguishes downgraders from downtoners is the fact that 

downgraders are independent of context in terms of their meaning as mitigating forms, 

while downtoners lose this kind of meaning outside of context. For example, 

'unfortunately' or 'thank you' (both downgraders ), clearly express politeness or 

consideration of the hearer's feelings, whereas forms such as, 'you know', 'I mean', or 

'kind of (all downtoners ), do not, of themselves, carry such a meaning. 

Other modality markers and gambits play a role in the performance of refusals (See 

Chapter two, Review of the Literature, Kasper's ( 1981) findings), but for the purposes of 

this study, the adjuncts listed by Beebe et al and my additions are adequate tools for 

analysis of the data. It is sufficient to note the effect of various strategies on the FT A of 

refusal without researching the finer distinctions between modality markers and gambits. 
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Thus, in this study, "downgraders" and "downtoners" lessen the face threat of a strategy, 

"upgraders" increase the face threat, and "intensifiers" add emphasis to a remark without 

seriously changing the extent of face threat. 

In this realm of forms that can subtly alter the impact of utterances, a particular 

lexical item can serve different functions, depending on the context. A case in point is the 

word, 'really', which can function: 

• as an upgrader, sharpening the force of the FT A (here, the direct refusal strategy, 

"no" and an attack): "No, really!", "That is really a stupid idea!" 

• as an intensifier (here adding emphasis to an expression of regret and to a 

compliment): "I'm really sorry!", "We really like your work" 

• as a downgrader, mitigating the impact of the FT A (here, softening a statement of 

negative willingness and a statement used for hedging): "I don't really need a diet 

plan", "I'm not really ready to commit right now" (Compare these utterances to the 

baldness of: "I don't need a diet plan" and "I'm not ready to commit right now") 

Lacking the contextual and other cues (such as intonation and stress) of real face-to-face 

communication, interpreting such forms can be a matter of the researcher's own judgment, 

perhaps even to a greater extent than the larger functional categories. These forms serve 

the sole function of softening, amplifying, or intensifying a strategy used to perform an 

FT A and are very much a medium for subtleties of intonation and stress. depend to a 

great extent on . In the utterance, "I really need my notes myself', 'really' does intensify 

the remark, but it is used primarily to soften the blow of the refusal. In the utterance, 

"The store really can't afford it right now", for example, 'really' could serve as either an 
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intensifier or a downgrader (or both), depending on whether the speaker is emphasizing 

his/her inability to fulfill the request, or if s/he is softening the impact of the statement of 

negative ability. "This really isn't a good time for me"(AE9)-intensifying the excuse or 

softening the utterance (Compare: "This isn't a good time for me."). In terms of the 

validity of the analysis, discrepancies in rating a particular form as an intensifier or a 

downgrader would not strongly affect the results because both strategies are "positive 

adjuncts." 

Only intensifiers used in conjunction with statements of regret or gratitude are 

coded in the data analysis. While intensifiers are often used with other functional 

categories, such as compliments, choice of a strong lexical item can also produce the same 

effect. For example, "We really like your work", contains the intensifier 'really', but the 

statement is no stronger than a compliment without an intensifier, but with words that 

convey a strong positive image, e.g, "You're a valued asset to the company." 

Non-Refusals: Instances of acceptance, limitation of acceptance, and limited acceptance 

appeared in responses to DCT #9 (friend's offer of another piece of cake). 

Collapsed Category: 

Statements of Philosophy or Principle functioning as Indirect Refusals: Beebe et al 

had two separate categories for statements of philosophy and statements of principle. I 

collapsed these into one category because there was so much overlap between the two. In 

analyzing the data, it was often impossible to distinguish between these categories. 
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Shifted Placement of a Category: 

Repetition of Part of Request, Invitation, etc.: Beebe et al categorized this kind of 

repetition (e.g., "Monday?") as "avoidance", an indirect form of refusal. While repetition 

obviously could be used as a means of evasion, it also could simply be a request for 

clarification (e.g., the speaker making sure s/he understood the day correctly). Classifying 

repetition as "avoidance" attributes an intention to the speaker that a researcher cannot 

accurately determine without recourse to contextual and nonverbal cues. 

In itself, repetition certainly does not constitute a refusal, as the example 

demonstrates: 

A: How about coming over for dinner Sunday night? We're having a small 
dinner party. 

B: Sunday night? 
For this reason, repetition is better included in the category of "adjuncts to refusals." 

Repetition bears a resemblance to pause fillers in that both forms are used by the speaker 

to "buy time" before giving the actual response. 

I include repetition in the category of "mitigating adjuncts" because the wish for 

clarification signals that inability rather than unwillingness will be the cause of whatever 

refusal might follow. 

Other Modifications: 

Statement of Regret: I differentiated between true statements of regret, i.e., apologies, 

and downgraders, such as, 'unfortunately' or 'I'm afraid ... ', because of their clearly 

different functions. When apologizing, a speaker takes on some degree of responsibility or 
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culpability for a situation whereas a downgrader is used simply to soften the impact of an 

FT A, without making the speaker responsible. 

Although statements of regret, unlike adjuncts, do function as a refusal strategy, 

they require at least one other unit to complete the refusal, e.g., "I'm sorry, I can't come." 

The primary function of a statement of regret is mitigating the FT A. This function, 

combined with dependence on a second unit to make a "real" refusal, are characteristics 

that statements of regret share with mitigating adjuncts. 

Request for Help, Empathy, and Assistance by Dropping or Holding the Request: I 

reworded this category to better fit the responses within my data using this strategy: 

Request that interlocutor rescind the suggestion, request, offer, etc. 

Attempt to Dissuade Interlocutor: In several of the subdivisions of this category, Beebe 

et al referred to the "request" or "requester." Because refusals can be responses to four 

different speech acts, namely invitations, offers, and suggestions, as well as requests, I 

preferred the more neutral terms, "eliciting speech act" and "interlocutor." 

Content Validity and Reliability of the Data Analysis 

Whereas the face validity of the instrument and measures used in this study were 

established through Beebe et al's study, the content validity is based on careful reflection 

on speaker intentions, and considerable discussion and debate with other linguists 

regarding the valid analysis of numerous responses. 

In order to establish the reliability of my analysis of the data, a second individual 

was asked to analyze samples from the data and an interrater reliability test was 
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conducted. The individual who analyzed the data for this purpose is a fulltime instructor of 

English as a Second Language at Portland Community College. She holds an M.A. in 

Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages. 

The interrater reliability test involved analysis of 10 percent of the data. The 

questionnaires of four randomly chosen AEs and GEs were examined, the responses 

coded according to the functional categories discussed above. As a bilingual speaker of 

English and German, who has lived, studied, and worked in Germany for twelve years, it 

was determined that my pragmatic competence in German would enable me to classify 

German and English responses with equal reliability. The accuracy of my translation of the 

DCT into German, established through the backtranslation, provided concrete evidence of 

my pragmatic competence in German. For this reason, and because of the difficulty 

involved in finding an available, qualified German linguist, it was deemed adequate for the 

interrater reliability test to include only AE and GE responses. 

The other rater and I discussed and established agreement on the coding system. 

We then categorized the responses independently. We discussed the discrepancies between 

our classification of responses until we were able to reach a concensus. Of the 190 

functional category units that we both analyzed, we reached consensus on all but 6 items. 
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Chapter IV: Results 

As explained in Chapter III, the data elicited for this study was analyzed in terms 

of the frequency of each functional category (e.g., number of excuses) for each situation 

and the content of certain functional categories ('I'm busy' vs. 'I have 3 finals 

tomorrow'). Units of analysis~ classification of these units~ and analytic techniques are 

explained in Chapter III, Research Design, section on Procedures of Data Analysis. 

Focus of Interest and Variables 

The data analysis reflects the different focus of interest in Beebe et al' s study and 

this study. Beebe et al show a primary interest in pragmatic transfer as it relates to the 

performance of refusals by Japanese learners of English. My major focus, on the other 

hand, is on differing pragmatic conventions followed by native speakers of German and 

American English in the performance of the FT A of refusal and how this relates to the 

appropriateness of refusal strategies used by German learners of English (This obviously 

involves transfer issues as well.). I examine functional categories as they relate to the 

performance of an FT A, in terms of efforts made to mitigate the FT A, show solidarity or 

sympathy, or, on the other hand, the willingness to be direct and confrontative, even 

risking conflict resulting from damage to the addressee's face. My analysis builds on 

Brown and Levinson' s ( 1978, 198 7) examination of politeness strategies as they relate to 

FT As (See Chapter II, Face-Threatening Acts). 
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Furthermore, Beebe et al focus their attention on the variables of relative status 

between the interlocutors (with some consideration of familiarity or social distance as 

well) and the type of speech act eliciting the refusal. 5 In this researcher's view, however, 

other variables strongly affect the respondents' choices of strategies and content of the 

functional categories. These factors are situation-specific. Obviously, one will respond 

differently to an ordinary invitation and to one that constitutes a bribe, regardless of the 

interlocutor's social status. The character of a refusal will be radically different if the 

speaker perceives the eliciting request as justified or not. Thus, the hard-working, 

competent employee's request for a raise is likely to be treated differently than a lazy 

classmate's request to borrow the speaker's notes yet again, quite aside from any 

considerations of social distance or social status. A particular situation will tend to involve 

a higher risk of face threat than another (e.g., refusing a friend's invitation have a greater 

impact on the addressee's positive face than rejecting his/her diet tips), thus calling for a 

more cautious strategy. The degree of imposition on the speaker if the eliciting speech act 

were accepted also plays a role (e.g., accepting a job promotion that involves relocation is 

a greater commitment than accepting an invitation to a party). Strategies used may also 

reflect the need for a more emphatic refusal. 

For this reason, other variables related to the context of the individual DCT 

situations are examined in this study. These issues are very relevant to a study of FT A 

treatment. Do speakers avoid or risk conflict when the addressee makes an unreasonable 

5Beebe et al themselves acknowledged the existence of other variables besides relative 
status and different types of eliciting speech acts: " ... each questionnaire item was a unique 
situation, and thus too many variables were involved to run statistical tests." (p. 67) 
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request, offers an invitation at short notice, makes an unwelcome suggestion, or otherwise 

imposes on the speaker? To what extent do these factors override consideration of the 

addressee's higher status? Will a speaker go so far as to be dishonest in order to avoid 

threatening the addressee's face? Under what conditions does the need to express one's 

feelings or opinions override the need to save the addressee's face? 

In this study' s data, one example of evidence for the existence of multiple variables 

lies in the disparate treatment of interlocutors of the same relative status across DCT 

items, e.g., the lower-status interlocutors in DCT#l, #3, #7, and #8: the employee 

requesting a raise, the salesman inviting the president of a printing company to dinner (a 

sort of bribe), the cleaning lady offering to pay for a broken vase, and the student 

suggesting a change in the speaker's language class. While the cleaning lady is treated with 

great sympathy (as reflected in choice and content of functional categories used), a few of 

the respondents are less careful with the employee's or the salesman's face needs. Several 

respondents are exceedingly harsh with the student. The differences in refusal strategies 

cannot be accounted for with the variables of relative social status and type of speech act 

eliciting the refusal (e.g., request, offer, invitation, or suggestion). 

While the DCT does not isolate the variables of social status and type of eliciting 

speech act, valid comparisons between the subject groups can be made, as they are all 

responding to the same situations. When examining a group's preference for a particular 

strategy, the various factors entering into the speaker's decision must be considered. It is 

not sufficient to examine differences between refusals uttered to interlocutors of higher, 
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lower, and equal status, and refusals of requests, invitations, offers, and suggestions, with 

all other variables held constant. 

Regarding content, Beebe et al primarily examined the content of excuses I reasons 

and functional categories used by their Japanese subjects (in Japanese and in English), but 

not used by the AEs in a given DCT item. They view excuses I reasons as "perhaps the 

most promising area for content analysis" (p. 66). Excuses and reasons are a major focus 

of my discussion of content as well, but in addition, I also examine the content of other 

categories. 

Procedures for Presenting the Results 

This presentation of the order, frequency, and content of functional categories 

(i.e., refusal strategies and adjuncts) used in each of the twelve situations is arranged 

according to the type of refusal stimulus, i.e., eliciting speech act (request, invitation, 

offer, and suggestion) and interlocutor status (lower, equal, and higher status). Situations 

involving requests are first, followed by invitations, offers, and finally, suggestions. In 

each of these four sets, lower status addressees are discussed first, followed by equal 

status and then higher status. 

The sets include refusals of: 

Requests: 
Lower6 #I Request raise 

6The terms, "higher", "equal", and "lower" refer to the status of the interlocutor, the one 
who has made the request, invitation, offer, or suggestion in the DCT item, and to whom 
the speaker is responding. Unlike Beebe et al, this study refers to the status of the 
interlocutor rather than the speaker, because in choosing his/her refusal strategy, a speaker 
processes input on the addressee's characteristics (e.g., the interlocutor's role, such as 



Equal #2 Borrow class notes 
Higher # 12 Stay late at the office 

Invitations: 
Lower #3 Fancy restaurant (bribe) 
Equal # 10 Dinner at friend's house 
Higher #4 Boss's party 

Offers: 
Lower #7 pay for broken vase 
Equal #9 another piece of cake 
Higher # 11 Promotion with move to small town 

Suggestions: 
Lower #8 more conversation in foreign language class 
Equal #5 try a new diet 
Higher #6 write little reminders 
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Within each stimulus group, the discussion will begin with a description of the 

eliciting speech act in terms of the nature of the refusals it elicits. Next, the three DCT 

items using that stimulus type will be discussed. Other variables besides social status and 

type of eliciting speech act that impact respondents' choices of strategies will be 

examined. 

Following this general introduction, the response patterns to the individual DCT 

items will be examined in terms of frequency of functional categories and content of the 

functional categories. At the end of the discussion of each set of three DCT items, the 

findings will be compared and summarized. Fallowing the discussion of the four sets, the 

impact of the eliciting speech act and relative status, as well as other variables, on the 

respondents' choices of refusal strategies will be discussed. 

"my boss" or "my friend", interpersonal dynamics, such as "s/he is constantly borrowing 
my notes", extenuating or influencing factors, such as "she has three children to support", 
etc.). 
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In the discussion of individual DCT items, the functional categories are grouped 

according to their likely impact as strategies used to perform an FT A, that is, whether they 

increase or decrease the face risk, are direct, evasive or neutral. These groupings 

underscore functional and structural similarities between different strategies that are 

relevant to a discussion of FT A performance. Another benefit of grouping the strategies is 

avoidance of the unwieldiness that would result from discussing each functional category 

as a discrete entity. Findings regarding the frequency of functional categories will be 

presented in the following order: 

1. Use of Direct Refusal Strategies (performative, "no", negative willingness, negative 

ability, negative willingness/ability - maybe drop latter category) 

2. Excuses and Reasons (including statements of philosophy/principle) 

3. Refusal Strategies and Adjuncts that Increase the Face Risk (including threat or 

statement of negative consequences to the interlocutor and/or to the speaker, guilt 

trip, criticism of the interlocutor, insult/attack, criticism of the eliciting speech act, 

statement of negative feeling or opinion, imperative telling interlocutor to rescind the 

suggestion, request, offer, or invitation, admonition, establishment of own status I 

superiority over addressee, and up graders) 

4. Evasive Strategies (i.e., acceptance that functions as a refusal, including an unspecific 

or indefinite reply or lack of enthusiasm; and avoidance7
, including topic switch, joke, 

postponement, or hedging) 

7Nonverbal forms of avoidance, such as silence, hesitation, or physical departure, are not 
included in the tally because the written questionnaire obviously does not allow 
respondents the option of using these strategies. 
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5. Strategies that Decrease the Face Risk 

A. Positive Forms and Adjuncts (i.e., wish, statement of regret, statement of 

alternative: I can do X instead of Y, promise of future acceptance, statement 

letting the interlocutor off the hook, statement of positive opinion I feeling, 

statement of agreement, compliment, statement of empathy, statement of gratitude 

I appreciation, downgraders, and nonrefusal, including acceptance and limited 

acceptance,) 

B. Mitigating Adjuncts (pause fillers, forewarn, downtoners, and repetition of part of 

the request, invitation, etc.) 

C. Number of Positive Forms/Adjuncts per Response 

D. Number of Mitigating Adjuncts per Response 

6. Other Strategies (i.e., categories that do not fit into the above groupings, e.g., set 

condition for future or past acceptance, intensifiers, statements of alternative, such as 

'Why don't you do X instead of Y' and 'you can do X instead of Y', and various 

attempts to dissuade the interlocutor, including: request that interlocutor rescind the 

suggestion, request, offer, etc., self-defense, diminishing the value of the requested 

object or the object that the interlocutor has damaged and wants to replace. Depending 

on the individual response, some of these categories can increase or decrease the face 

risk or serve as an evasive strategy. In such cases, the "other" strategy will be included 

in the discussion of the grouping it resembles, e.g., a reproachful "set condition" would 

be included with strategies that increase the face risk.) 
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Excuses and reasons are examined separately from other indirect refusal strategies 

because they represent a major refusal strategy, in terms of both frequency of use and 

importance of content. Statements of philosophy and principle and included in the tally of 

excuses and reasons because they are a subset of the reason category. 

A joke can function as an evasive strategy but can also increase the face risk. The 

two instances of jokes used as refusal strategies in my data increased the face threat. 

Intensifiers are not tallied separately, but included in the discussion of the 

strategies they modify because they are details, not a major category. 

While limitation of acceptance could be characterized as an evasive strategy in 

relation to the acceptance, it does not constitute a refusal, so it is, in effect, less evasive 

than strategies such as postponement or hedging, which succeed in avoiding acceptance. 

Limitation of acceptance is discussed in conjunction with instances of acceptance 

In all of the tables presenting frequencies of the various functional formulas, the 

three subject groups (AEs, GGs, GEs) are arranged according to the comparative degree 

of effort to avoid a face-threat to the interlocutor. Thus, the "most polite" (according to 

Brown and Levinson' s definitions) group comes first, followed by the next most polite and 

the least polite. 

Chapter IV is very lengthy. The extensive description of details backs up the 

researcher's assertions about response patterns and allows the reader to follow the 

reasoning used in reaching conclusions, rather than just accepting the researcher's claims 

at face value. An overview of findings is provided in the following section to facilitate 

perusal of the main body of Chapter IV. 



116 

Overview of Major Findings 
The tables below summarize the major findings, including the subjects' 

predominant choices of functional categories, choices of FT A strategies, and themes of 

reasons, excuses, and related functional categories. 

Table 4. 1: Refusals of Requests: Predominant Choices of Functional Categories 

DCT I Addressee I Features 
Item Status 
DCT I lower I The AEs made extensive use of negative ability, excuses, positive 

#I forms/adjuncts and completely avoided forms that would increase 
the face risk. They gave warm, even effusive praise. The GGs, on 
the other hand, exhibited considerably greater directness in 
refusing. They made less use of negative ability and excuses than 
the AEs, favoring negative willingness and reasons. They also used 
fewer positive forms and a more narrow range of positive form 
types. The content of compliments and other positive forms was 
restrained. Some face-threatening strategies occurred. The GEs 
resembled the GGs, but also used a number of evasive strategies. 

DCT I equal I There was no predominance of any one strategy, although reasons 
#2 and strategies increasing the face threat were fairly important. The 

AEs practiced face-saving caution through an emphasis on inability 
in direct refusal strategies. They also used the fewest face­
threatening strategies per response and had the highest percentage 
of respondents using positive forms and mitigating adjuncts. Both 
the GGs and GEs favored direct refusal strategies emphasizing 
unwillingness. Amongst the GEs, slightly fewer respondents used 
face-threatening strategies than amongst the AEs, and the GEs 
used slightly more positive forms per response than the AEs. GEs 
who chose to vent negative feelings tended to follow GG patterns 
of strategy choices, while GEs with more neutral responses 
followed AE patterns. There was little use of positive forms in any 
of the three groups, reflecting the fact that the request was not 
considered legitimate and that there was no need to flatter the 
equal-status interlocutor. 
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DCT higher Excuses were the primary feature of responses to DCT# 12, both in 
#12 terms of frequency and content. There was a preference of excuses 

over reasons and direct refusal strategies in all three groups, 
extensive use of positive forms and avoidance of face-threatening 
strategies. These features led to strong face protection for the 
boss. The Germans, especially the GEs, preferred statements of 
regret and downgraders with an apologetic quality, while the AEs 
tended to make counter-offers or expressed positive feelings I 
opinions towards fulfilling the request (NB, Expressions of regret 
are more passive than offers of alternative or stating a positive 
opinion.). The dearth of mitigating adjuncts reflected the formal 
register used with the boss. 

Table 4. 2: Refusals of Invitations: Predominant Choices of Functional Categories 

DCT I Addressee I Features 
Item Status 
DCT I lower I Strategy choices depended on whether the response focused on the 

#3 dinner invitation in and of itself, the invitation as a questionable 
business practice, or on the underlying business deal. Three major 
strategies included relatively polite explanations, somewhat polite 
evasion, and largely unmitigated confrontational remarks about the 
salesman's behavior or product, which led to use of a wide range 
of functional categories rather than a predominance of any one 
strategy. Excuses, reasons, and statements of principle were all 
important, and evasive strategies were used more than in other 
DCT items. 

Many GGs made high-impact critical remarks, candidly 
expressing disapproval of the salesman's dubious invitation, and 
not mincing words about the salesman's real intentions underlying 
the invitation. The AEs and GEs, on the other hand, protected the 
hearer's face and avoided embarrassing mention of dubious 
business practices, for the most part responding as though the 
invitation involved no ulterior motives. The AEs made minimal use 
of evasive strategies and much greater use of the stronger positive 
forms than the GGs or GEs. Both the GGs and GEs made 
considerable use of evasive strategies. The GGs made very little 
use of positive forms, but somewhat more use of mitigating 
adjuncts than the other two groups. The GEs made only somewhat 
more use of positive forms than the GGs. GG downgraders were 
used mostly to cushion the blow of face-threatening strategies 
rather than to stress good will, as was the case with the AEs and 
Ges. The high GE frequency of excuses indicated hypercorrection. 



DCT 
#10 

DCT 
#4 

equal 

higher 
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There was little use of direct refusal strategies except for use of 
negative ability by almost half of the GGs. This served as 
protection of the friend's face by avoiding "no" or expressions of 
unwillingness. Excuses were predominant, especially in the AE 
data, followed by the GEs, and all responses contained either an 
excuse or a reason. Use of excuses was associated with white lies. 
While the AEs and GEs tended to elaborate on excuses, the GGs 
associated excuses with statements of negative ability. All three 
groups avoided face-threatening or evasive strategies, reflecting 
efforts to protect the face of a hearer perceived to be "deserving" 
of tact. The AEs made high use, the GEs moderate use, and the 
GGs little use of the stronger positive forms. Statements of 
positive opinion and wishes were also associated with white lies. 
Downgraders hardly occurred in the AE data, were slightly more 
favored by the GGs, and used rather frequently by the GEs. The 
GGs used positive forms considerably less often than the other two 
groups, but chose mitigating adjuncts more often. 

All strategy choices in DCT#4 served to maximize politeness and 
minimize any possible face threat. Strategies expressing 
unwillingness (i.e., "no", negative willingness, reasons, and face­
threatening forms) were completely avoided. Assertions of inability 
were conveyed by all but one respondent through excuses and by 
half of the AEs and GGs and a third of the GEs through statements 
of negative ability. A number of AEs further increased the 
politeness (and formality) of statements of negative ability through 
use of the performative-plus-downgrader formula. Positive forms 
were prominent in the data of all three groups. The Germans 
favored statements of gratitude and regret, which are more 
reserved than statements of positive opinion, the form preferred by 
the AEs. While the AEs hardly used mitigating adjuncts, the GGs 
made some use thereof, and one-third of the GEs used pause 
fillers. 
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Table 4. 3: Refusals of Offers: Predominant Choices of Functional Categories 

DCT I Addressee I Features 
Item Status 
DCT I lower I Use of statements letting the interlocutor off the hook 

#7 overshadowed all other categories. A number of functional 
categories served on a deeper level as "off the hook" remarks: 
statements diminishing the value of the damaged object, statements 
of philosophy, "no", imperatives to rescind the offer, statements of 
empathy, and a statement establishing the speaker's status. The 
Germans diminished the value of the broken vase much more 
frequently than the AEs, and did not hesitate to make disparaging 
remarks about it, which the AEs avoided. The Germans also used 
considerably more expressions of empathy than the AEs, and 
employed various positive forms that did not appear in the AE 
data. In addition, the AEs used strategies that increased the 
possibility of a face threat with slightly higher frequency than the 
Germans (although all of these were very mild remarks). However, 
two GGs deviated from the general tactfulness and kindness of 
responses to DCT#7. While the AEs and GEs made little use of 
mitigating adjuncts, a large number of GGs used downtoners. 



DCT 
#9 

DCT 
#11 

equal 

higher 
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The first response section contained frequent use of the formula, 
"no" -plus-downgrader, especially by the AEs and GEs, use of bald 
"no" by one-fourth of the AEs, and use of negative ability by one­
third of the GGs. There was frequent use of reasons, but little use 
of strategies that increased the face threat (only one GG insult, one 
GG imperative to drop the offer, a possible AE negative opinion, 
and one GE and one GG upgrader). While almost half of the 
Germans used compliments, only two AEs did. Downgraders were 
used extensively by all three groups. 

In the second section, abrupt forms of direct refusal took the 
place of 'no, thank you', one-third of the GGs used negative 
ability, and one-third of the AEs used reasons. There was 
considerable use of innocuous upgraders to reinforce direct 
refusals. Amongst the GGs, two upgraders, two guilt trips, and 
two imperatives to drop the offer were face threats. One AE made 
a rude remark, while the other AEs and the GEs eschewed 
antagonistic forms. As for positive forms, the GEs made the most 
frequent use of acceptance, while the GGs made the greatest use of 
positive forms excluding acceptance. The GGs made considerable 
use of downgraders, and a few GGs used compliments and 
statements of positive opinion, regret, and gratitude, unlike the 
AEs and GEs. 

Half of the GGs and GEs used statements of negative willingness, 
as opposed to only one AE. This was slightly balanced out by use 
of statements of negative opinion (an unthreatening but 
straightforward strategy in DCT# 11) by one-third of the AEs, but 
only two GEs and no GGs. One-third of the GEs used negative 
ability, which also expressed some unwillingness in the context of 
DCT# 11. Reasons, excuses, and statements of philosophy were all 
roughly equivalent in terms of face-saving politeness. Reasons 
occurred frequently. While AE and GE reasons had a positive 
orientation (the benefits of the current situation), about half of the 
GG reasons had a negative focus (the undesirability of relocation). 
One-third of the GE used excuses, and one-fourth of the AEs 
statements of philosophy. The AEs made the most frequent use of 
statements of positive opinion, the positive form with the strongest 
commitment to positive content. The GGs and GEs tended to 
favor the more neutral statement of gratitude and regret. All of the 
AEs' and most of the GGs' statements of positive opinion were 
enthusiastic, while two-thirds of the GEs' were fairly circumspect. 
Downtoners were used by half of the GGs, one-third of the AEs, 
and one-fourth of the GEs, and forewarns bv one-third of the AEs. 
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Table 4. 4: Refusals of Suggestions: Predominant Choices of Functional Categories 

DCT I Addressee I Features I 
Item Status 
DCT I lower I While excuses were rare in DCT#8, reasons and statements of 

#8 philosophy I principle were primary strategies, reflecting the 
speaker's free choice to refuse the suggestion. Face-threatening 
strategies played a minor role, although all three groups made 
remarks aimed at establishing the speaker's status or superiority, 
and the GGs criticized the suggestion more frequently than the 
other groups. In terms of content, the GEs made the fewest 
antagonistic remarks, followed by the AEs, who were slightly 
exceeded by the GGs. Positive forms found little use, except for 
downgraders (the weakest of the positive forms). The AEs made 
more use of positive forms and less use of mitigating adjuncts than 
the GGs or GEs, although the GEs had fewer responses lacking a 
positive form than the AEs. The AEs also tended to use more 
potent positive forms than the other groups. 

DCT I equal I There was some use of "no" and statements of negative 
#5 willingness, primarily by the Ges and Ggs. AE uses of these direct 

forms were all softened by downgraders, in contrast to the 
Germans. Reasons were used by one-fourth of the Aes, and 
statements of philosophy by over one-third of the Ggs. Statements 
of negative opinion and criticism of the suggestion were major 
strategies. Upgraders and criticism were used frequently by the 
Ggs, posing a clear face threat, and the Ges displayed only slightly 
more caution. By contrast, not only did the Aes avoid the harsher 
form, criticism of the suggestion, but they also used the milder 
form, negative opinion, less frequently than the Germans. The 
harshest forms, insult and imperative to rescind the suggestion, 
each occurred once amongst the Ggs and Ges, but were eschewed 
by the Aes. 
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The primary strategies in DCT#6 were self-defense and criticism of 
the suggestion, with some prominence of guilt trips in a few GG 
responses. There was little or no use of direct refusal strategies, 
excuses, reasons, statements of philosophy, or evasion. Positive 
forms were generally formulaic politeness routines with little real 
content. Positive forms and mitigating adjuncts were scarcely used 
in DCT#6, except for relatively frequent use of downgraders and 
downtoners by the AEs. Regarding face-threatening strategies, the 
GGs and GEs were more confrontative than the AEs. The GGs 
used particularly threatening strategies, eschewed by the other 
groups, and both the GGs and GEs were very direct in criticizing 
the suggestion. While defensive remarks in the AE data focused on 
appeasing the boss and regaining the boss' confidence, the GEs 
focused equally on reassuring the boss and evading the suggestion, 
and the GGs reassured, evaded, and also defended the speaker by 
blaming the boss for the employee's difficulties. In all functional 
categories, relative politeness was ranked in the order 
AE>GE>GG. 

Table 4. 5: Refusals of Requests and Invitations: Choices of FTA Strategies 

Addressee Features 
Status 
lower While AE responses were almost evenly divided between positive 

and negative politeness (slightly more positive politeness), fewer 
than half of GG and GE responses used positive politeness (and 
were cooler in tone than the AE responses in this category, 
resembling negative politeness) and about a fourth used negative 
politeness. While one-fourth of the GEs refused off record (along 
with one GG), a fifth of the GGs refused baldly on record (as well 
as one GE). 

equal The most important difference between the three groups involved 
the choice to perform the refusal baldly on record: whereas only 
one-fourth of the AEs used this approach, half of the GEs and 
almost three-fourths of the GGs did. The AEs also used a few off 
record refusals, a few respondents chose negative politeness, and 
some displayed positive politeness. There was some negative 
politeness amongst the GGs, but no positive politeness. A few GEs 
refused off record, and there was minimal use of positive politeness 
and negative politeness. 



DCT 
#12 

DCT 
#3 

DCT 
#10 

DCT 
#4 

higher 

lower 

equal 

higher 

123 

Negative politeness was chosen by the vast majority of 
respondents (reflecting the business setting and social distance). 
One GG and one AE refused baldly on record. There was no use 
of positive politeness or off record refusals. 

Whereas almost all of the AEs used negative politeness, only half 
the GEs and less than a third of the GGs did so. Two AEs added a 
hint of positive politeness, unlike any of the Germans. About a 
third of the Germans refused off record, but only one AE did. No 
AE refusals were performed baldly on record, but two GE refusals 
and over a third of the GG refusals were (only the GG data 
contained face-threatening responses). 

While AE responses were evenly divided between the positive and 
negative politeness categories, two-thirds of the GEs and over 
two-thirds of the GGs favored negative politeness. The rest of the 
GEs and GGs used positive politeness, although one GG closely 
approached a bald on record refusal. 

All respondents used negative politeness, except for one GG who 
refused off record. Unlike the Germans, almost half of the AEs 
added a touch of positive politeness, while a fifth of the GG 
responses were direct enough to lean in the direction of refusals 
performed baldly on record. 
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Table 4. 6: Refusals of Offers and Suggestions: Choices of FTA Strategies 

DCT Addressee Features 
Item Status 
DCT lower Not applicable, because the refusal in DCT#7 not an FT A. 

#7 
DCT equal In the first section, the GEs were evenly divided between negative 

#9 and positive politeness. Almost half of the GGs used negative 
politeness, and almost half used positive politeness, with a minority 
choosing unredressed refusals. Over half of the AEs chose negative 
politeness, but only one-sixth used positive politeness, and one-
fourth performed the refusal baldly on record. This was a reversal 
of the usual response patterns. 

In the second section, a number of respondents performed 
the refusal without redress: half of the AEs, 40% of the GGs, and 
one-third of the GEs. Negative politeness occurred only in one-
fifth of the GG responses. One-fourth of the AEs, one-fifth of the 
GGs, and only one GE used positive politeness. Over half of the 
GEs opted not to perform the FTA (i.e., they accepted the offer), 
in contrast to one-fourth and one-fifth of the AEs and GGs, 
respectively. This also was a departure from more typical patterns. 

DCT higher All AEs and GEs implemented negative politeness. While the 
#11 majority of the GGs also used negative politeness, two GGs 

performed the refusal off record and three GGs performed it baldly 
on record (although two of these did use minimal mitigation). 

DCT lower Most of the AEs and GEs displayed a preference for negative 
#8 politeness, as compared with just over half of the GGs. One AE 

used positive politeness. While only two AEs and two GEs refused 
without redress, almost half of the GGs did. 

DCT equal While practically all of the Germans refused without redress, this 
#5 was the case with only half of the AEs. In the GG and GE data, 

there were only sparse displays of minimal negative politeness, but 
most of the remaining half of the AEs used negative politeness, 
while others chose positive politeness or off record refusals. 
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DCT higher While all the AEs chose negative politeness, only two-thirds of the 
#6 GEs and under half of the GGs did so. Additionally, many German 

subjects' uses of negative politeness were undermined by 
contradiction of the boss. One-third of the GEs and over half of 
the GGs performed the refusal baldly on record, risking a face 
threat to the boss. 

Table 4. 7:Refusals of Requests: Themes of Reasons, Excuses and Related 
Functional Categories 

DCT I Addressee I Themes 
Item Status 
DCT I lower I Excuses served as an acknowledgement that the addressee was a 

# 1 good worker with a valid claim to a raise. The AEs used formulaic, 
vague excuses focused on financial inability to comply with the 
request. The GEs and GGs, on the other hand, shared more 
information about the circumstances of the business, enabling the 
interlocutor to understand why the request was denied. Despite the 
fact that the addressee was of lower status, excuses were highly 
watertight in all three groups because of the importance of the 
request to the hearer and the great imposition fulfillment of the 
request would mean to speaker. Some reasons also cited financial 
considerations, but not necessarily inability to provide the raise, 
e.g., that the employee was already well-paid, that it was too soon 
to ask for a raise after only one year of employment, or the 
concern that other workers would also want a raise. 

DCT I equal I Reasons centered on the speaker's own need for the class notes in 
#2 order to study for the exam. The relatively few excuses were all 

vague and non-watertight, which was understandable, considering 
that the hearer had other options for getting what s/he needed, that 
the request was perceived as unjustified, and that the interlocutors 
were of equal status. Excuses included not having the class notes 
along or being in a hurry. 

DCT I higher I Most excuses claimed that family responsibilities and social 
# 12 engagements prevented fulfillment of the request, although other 

themes appeared as well, a doctor's appointment and feeling weary 
or sick. Half of the AEs' and GGs' excuses were specific, but only 
three of the AEs' excuses were watertight, whereas almost all GG 
excuses were either watertight or "pseudo-watertight" (see 
explanation in discussion of DCT#l2). In the GE data, on the 
other hand, almost all excuses were specific, and half of those were 
watertight (a transferred strategy used to augment politeness). 
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Table 4. 8: Refusals of Invitations: Themes of Reasons, Excuses, and Related 
Functional Categories 

DCT Addressee Themes 
Item Status 
DCT lower Themes of excuses and reasons involved business considerations or 

#3 obligations, not family or social commitments, reflecting the 
business setting and social distance. While AE reasons stressed 
satisfaction with the company's current equipment, both groups of 
Germans avoided divulgence of information. Reasons were direct, 
designed to discourage the pressure sales tactics. While both the 
AEs and GGs used vague excuses, the GEs used both vague and 
specific excuses, indicating a degree of "hyper-correction" (i.e., in 
their assumption of the need to increase politeness in English, they 
went to more effort with excuses than either group ofNSs). 

DCT equal Excuses focused on obligations and activities within the speaker's 
#10 more personal realm, reflecting low social distance and the hearer's 

lack of urgency that the invitation be accepted. While the AEs 
proffered vague excuses, the GGs gave specific excuses, and the 
GEs' excuses were both specific and watertight. It was accurate 
for the GEs to increase the politeness of their responses in English, 
but in this case they used a means more typical of German NSs 
than NSs of American English. 

DCT higher Family or spousal commitments and trips out of town were the 
#4 focus of excuses (the circumstances of the DCT item ruled out 

work-related excuses). Half of the AE excuses were vague and the 
other half specific. Some effort was made to create convincing 
excuses, but these were not particularly watertight. By contrast, 
most GG excuses were specific, and the majority of those were 
watertight. Very few GGs produced vague excuses, but those that 
did, provided enough information to create an impression of 
watertightness. All GE excuses were specific and most were 
watertight. 
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Table 4. 9: Refusals of OtTers: Themes of Reasons, Excuses, and Related Functional 
Categories 

DCT I Addressee I Themes 
Item Status 
DCT I lower I There were no excuses or reasons in DCT#7. Almost all 

#7 statements of philosophy served to let the interlocutor off the 
hook. Most of these were comments along the lines of "Accidents 
happen." 

DCT I equal I Reasons centered on being full and also, amongst the GGs and 
#9 GEs, already having had enough to eat. 

DCT I higher I Reasons with a positive emphasis revolved around contentment 
# 11 with the current position and benefits of the present location 

regarding family stability and proximity of relatives and friends, 
while reasons with a negative emphasis emphasized the 
unattractiveness of moving. Statements of philosophy asserted the 
priority of the speaker's private life and proximity of family and 
friends over career advancement and increased salary. Excuses 
dealt with familial responsibilities. Only one of three GE excuses 
was both specific and watertight, while both GG excuses were 
either pseudo-watertight or specific and watertight. 

Table 4. 10: Refusals of Suggestions: Themes of Reasons, Excuses, and Related 
Functional Categories 

DCT Addressee Themes 
Item Status 
DCT lower Reasons, excuses, and statements of principle presented a rationale 

#8 for the relative prioritizing of grammar and conversation in the 
speaker's language class. 

DCT equal Most reasons related the unattractiveness of the friend's diet, but a 
#5 few stated that the speaker that already found a better means to 

lose weight than a diet. Statements of philosophy asserted that 
other approaches to losing weight were better than diets. 

DCT higher There were hardly any excuses, reasons, or statements of 
#6 philosophy in response to DCT#6. Excuses were vague remarks 

aimed at appeasing the boss, with no particular thematic pattern. 
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Refusals of Requests 

DCT#l: Lower-Status Interlocutor Requests a Raise 

DCT#2: Equal-Status Interlocutor Wishes to Borrow Class Notes 

DCT#12: Higher-Status Interlocutor Wants Employee to Stay Late at the Office8 

Although Beebe et al examine their data in terms of only two major variables, 

namely type of eliciting speech act and relative social status of the interlocutors, it is clear 

that other variables play a most significant role in determining the respondents' choices of 

strategies for refusing. When requests are refused, the speaker' s9 perception of the 

request's legitimacy (or lack thereof) strongly impacts the response. Other important 

factors are the extent of the imposition to the speaker ifs/he were to fulfill the request and 

how important fulfillment of the request is to the addressee. 

In DCT# 1, the hearer has a high stake in fulfillment of the request, yet providing a 

pay raise poses a considerable imposition on the speaker. In DCT#2, the fulfillment of the 

request is not so important to the hearer because s/he can ask another classmate for the 

notes. Indeed, ifs/he had been so concerned about the test, s/he could have come to class 

regularly. The imposition on the speaker is moderate. In DCT#l2, the importance of 

having the speaker work overtime is situation-dependent. The description of the situation 

in DCT# 12 does not provide enough information to determine how important fulfillment 

of the request might be to the hearer (i.e., the boss may urgently need the work finished 

8For more information, the text of the DCT can be found in Appendix A, Discourse 
Completion Test. 
9In this study, the "speaker" is the active role taken by the respondent, while "addressee I 
hearer" refers to the conversational partner whose lines are given in the DCT item. 
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that same day or s/he may simply be in the habit of making employees stay in late). Nor 

does it state how great the imposition to the speaker might be if the request were fulfilled 

(e.g., how many hours of additional work, how odious the task, how frequently such 

demands are made, etc.). 

DCT# 1, DCT#2, and DCT# 12 differ in terms of the subjects' perceptions of the 

requests' legitimacy. In DCT#l, all of the AEs appeared to view the request as highly 

justified because the employee was a good worker. The situation evoked solidarity and/or 

sympathy towards the addressee. Fewer of the German subjects appeared to view the 

request as legitimate, because they felt the worker had not been employed long enough to 

merit a raise or because they did not feel it was the employee's place to ask for a raise. 

These views are reflected in their responses. The request in DCT#2, on the other hand, 

was perceived by a majority of the subjects (from all three groups) as not justified because 

the classmate was constantly missing class. This behavior evoked resentment and the 

feeling of being taken advantage of In DCT# 12, the request was fairly neutral because it 

was within the range of the ordinary demands a boss might make. Also, the request was 

not huge or unreasonable; thus there was no strong positive or negative "pull" to the DCT 

item. 

The situation in DCT#l poses a face risk to both addressee and speaker. 

Obviously, if the employee feels entitled to a raise and the boss refuses, there is a high face 

threat to the addressee. It is also possible that the speaker would want to maintain a 

positive self-image as a boss who treats her/his employees fairly. This was certainly true of 

the AEs, whose responses strongly reflected an orientation towards protecting the 
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addressee's face, by emphasizing the fact that inability, rather than unwillingness, lay 

behind the refusal, and by making extensive use of polite forms that expressed a 

sympathetic attitude towards the addressee. Both groups of Germans, by contrast, gave a 

wider range of responses, from inability to unwillingness, expressing a range of attitudes 

towards the addressee from empathy to indifference and even irritation and hostility. There 

was also considerable variability in terms of use or non-use of devices to mitigate the 

FTA. 

The respondents used two major approaches for DCT#2, based on whether the 

classmate's request to borrow the speaker's notes was treated as legitimate or not. Thus, 

some responses were friendly or neutral, giving reasons or excuses for refusing the request 

and making some use of mitigating forms, while other responses risked full-blown threats 

to the addressee's face through the use of guilt trips and criticism, venting annoyance or 

frustration, and remarking on the addressee's personal shortcomings. AEs tended towards 

conflict avoidance, whereas the GGs in particular, and the GEs to a lesser extent, were 

often quite direct in expressing disapproval and critical opinions. 

Refusal of the boss' request in DCT# 12 poses a face risk to the hearer if the 

employee fails to give a sufficiently convincing excuse and express politeness because this 

demonstrates a lack of respect for the boss' position of authority. This, in turn, could pose 

a threat to the employee's continued employment. Therefore, the employee has a high 

stake in fulfilling the boss' face needs. With very few exceptions, the respondents in all 

three groups displayed a great concern for protecting the addressee's face and minimizing 

the inconvenience that the refusal might impose on the hearer. They were careful to assert 



131 

that inability rather than unwillingness was the basis for the refusal. This is to be expected 

in a situation of great social distance and a high power differential. 

OCT #1: Refusal of Lower-Status Interlocutor's Request 

Frequency of Functional Categories 

In DCT# 1, direct refusal strategies included statements of negative ability and 

negative willingness. Obviously, using a statement of negative ability as a refusal strategy 

constitutes much less of a face risk to the hearer than negative willingness. As noted in 

Chapter 3, negative ability suggests willingness, were the circumstances different, 

acknowledges the legitimacy of the request, and implies solidarity with the requester, 

whereas with negative willingness, the speaker chooses to refuse. 

All of the AEs used either negative ability or negative willingness in response to 

DCT# 1, whereas only 78% of the GGs and 67% of the GEs used these categories. 

The use of negative ability greatly outweighed negative willingness on the part of 

the AEs. Eleven out of twelve respondents used negative ability10
. By contrast, the GEs 

and GGs used negative ability much less frequently and negative willingness somewhat 

more frequently than the AEs. Two GGs (14%) used forms that expressed negative ability, 

yet had less of a "beyond-my-control" tone than other responses coded as negative ability, 

sounding more distant and formal than "I can't": ." .. momentan sehe ich da keine 

10The one respondent who chose negative willingness wrote a somewhat odd response. 
As the response began with agreement and a compliment, using negative willingness rather 
than negative ability sounded somewhat strange: "I understand your [sic] prospective. 
You are a valued asset to this company. Honestly I am unwilling to pay you more 
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Moglichkeit." (." .. At the moment I see no possibility", GG8) and "Da muB ich Sie 

enttauschen .... " ("I must disappoint you", GG14). This further widens the gap between 

AE and GG response patterns and brings GG use of negative ability more on a par with 

the GEs. 

Other functional categories may express negative willingness indirectly, e.g., 

reasons, insults I attacks, criticism of the interlocutor or eliciting speech act, guilt trips, 

and negative consequences for the speaker. Hedging and postponement can also function 

as "passive-aggressive" strategies for expressing negative willingness. Frequencies of these 

categories (except reasons, discussed together with excuses) are presented further below. 

Table 4. 1111: Use of Direct Refusal Strategies; Request; Lower-Status lnterlocutor12 

(DCT#l) 

Negative Ability Negative Willingness 
AEs13 92% 8% 
GGs 64% 14%14 

GEs 50% 17%15 

although it has nothing to do with your performance" (AEl). Thus, the one example of 
negative willingness is a weak case. 
11N.B.: The fact that there are unequal numbers of subjects in each population group 
(twelve AEs, fourteen GGs, and twelve GEs) affects the comparability of the percentages. 
12In the table caption, "request" refers to the speech act that elicited the refusal in this 
DCT item, and "lower-status interlocutor" refers to the relative status between speaker 
and hearer (See Appendix D, Classification of DCT Stimulus According to Status of 
Refuser). This format will be used in all tables presenting information on the frequency of 
functional categories. 
13In the frequency tables, the groups of subjects are listed in the order of the "most polite" 
to "least polite". In other words, the group at the top (here: AEs) has exceeded the other 
two groups in choosing the functional category that presents the least potential threat to 
the addressee's face, in avoiding use of the more threatening categories, or in using forms 
that are particularly positive from the hearer's perspective. 
14In one case, negative willingness was expressed by way of a reason: " ... im Moment ware 
eine Gehaltserhohung noch etwas zu friih." (" ... at the moment, a pay raise would be a little 
premature." - GGl). 
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Both excuses and reasons are polite strategies as they acknowledge the addressee's 

right to an explanation for the refusal and indeed, his or his right to perform the eliciting 

speech act in the first place. It is a signal that the speaker takes the hearer seriously. The 

absence of an excuse (or reason) creates a significant difference in the tone of a refusal of 

a request. To illustrate this point, one can compare the effect of a GG response from my 

data that lacks an excuse to the same response with an added excuse: "I'm sorry, at the 

moment I don't see any possibility," versus, "I'm sorry, at the moment I don't see any 

possibility because business isn't that good." 

As stated above, the difference between excuses and reasons (in the context of this 

study) is that excuses involve a matter beyond the speaker's control, whereas reasons are 

a matter of choice, i.e., the speaker explains why he/she is choosing to refuse. Because the 

use of an excuse suggests the situation is beyond the speaker's control, it implies 

willingness hindered by inability, thus minimizing the face threat. 

Excuses are generally more typical when the relative status of the speaker is lower 

than that of the addressee. In the case of DCT# 1, however, although the subjects are 

responding in the role of "boss," many of them use excuses rather than reasons. Stating 

150ne GE uses the word, "can't", in his refusal, but obviously means "won't": "Like you 
said, you're here only for one year. I'm sorry but I can't give you an increase in pay after 
such a short time." (GE2). For this reason, this response is included as an instance of 
negative willingness. Another instance of negative willingness is sharpened by the fact 
that it involves an assertion of the speaker's superiority over the addressee, " ... You're 
really not in the position to demand an increase in pay! If I wanted to raise it up. I'd tell 
you." (GEl). N.B.: Sometimes the discussion of a particular token (i.e., a functional 
category used by a particular respondent for a particular DCT item) requires its 
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that the situation is beyond the speaker's control is a means of justifying an apparent 

injustice, namely, the refusal of a legitimate request. Using an excuse suggests a belief that 

the hearer deserves the requested raise. Of the seven GE excuses, one was only implied 

and one was used to put limitations on the acceptance of the request. Thus, one could 

argue that the GE and GG populations were roughly equivalent in their moderate 

frequency of excuses. The AEs, on the other hand, made extensive use of excuses, 

considerably more than the GGs and GEs. 

Some GGs, and, to a lesser extent, GEs, gave reasons, suggesting that the speaker 

had a choice in the matter of refusing to give the employee a raise. As noted above in the 

discussion of negative ability and negative willingness, ability hindered by unwillingness 

obviously poses a greater face-threat than the excuse strategy. 

Table 4. 12: Use of Excuses, Reasons, and Statements of Principle; Request; Lower­
Status Interlocutor (DCT#l) 

Es 

oth Excuse and 
eason 

either Excuse nor !Principle 

GGs ~3% 114% '14% h9% 17% 
GEs lss% 17% 16 ~ bs% 8% 

While none of the AEs made use of face-threatening strategies, the GGs used an 

attack, a guilt trip and criticism of the interlocutor's request. The GEs used a wide range 

of face-threatening strategies, including an attack, up graders, criticism of the interlocutor 

and the request, a guilt trip, and a statement of negative consequences to the speaker. 

presentation in context. In such cases, the token being referred to is underlined in order to 
distinguish it from other tokens that make up its context. 
161 included in this tally of reasons one instance of negative consequences to the speaker 
that functioned as a reason: " ... if I pay you more money, some of the other workers will 
ask for more money tomorrow .... " (GE9). 
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Once again, the AEs demonstrated a greater effort to protect the hearer's face than either 

of the German groups. 

Table 4. 13: Percentage17 of Strategies that Increase the Face Threat; Request; 
Lower-Status Interlocutor (DCT#l) 

pgraders !Criticism of !Criticism of !Guilt Trip 
nterlocutor lRequest 

7% ~ 1- 121%18 17% 
GEs 18% 125% 8% 18%19 8%20 18% 

As noted above, evasive strategies can express unwillingness in a "passive-

aggressive" way. The AEs avoided such forms altogether and one GG used postponement, 

whereas the GEs made fairly significant use of these evasive strategies. 

17Some of the responses contained a particular type of functional category more than 
once. I considered this information relevant to the tally for DCT# 1, but could not simply 
list numbers of occurrences because there are different numbers of subjects in the three 
groups (12 AEs, 12 GEs, but 14 GGs). In order to make these figures comparable, I 
translated them into percentages. These percentages, however, do not reflect the number 
of respondents who used a given unit, but rather, the number of times a given unit was 
used within a population group. For example, if one GE respondent used a given unit 
once and another GE used the same unit twice, I counted this as three uses. Thus, three 
uses of a given unit in a population of twelve respondents = 25%. 
18Two instances of criticism of the eliciting speech act were expressed through reasons, 
namely, that the employee was already well-paid (suggesting that the request for a pay 
raise was unjustified), and that it was too soon to ask for a raise after only one year. 
19In this case, indirect criticism of the request was implied through a forewarn, up grader, 
and hedging: "I expected you saying this but you know that I can't decide this here in the 
store .... " (GE3) 
20This guilt trip was embedded in an upgrader and hedging: " ... you know that I can't 
decide this here in the store .... " (GE3). This remark implies that the addressee is 
imposing on the speaker by choosing an inconvenient time and place to request the raise. 
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Table 4. 14: Percentage21 of Evasive Strategies; Request; Lower-Status Interlocutor 
(DCT#l) 

Postponement Hed~in~ 

AEs - -
GGs 7% -
GEs 42% 17% 

Not only did the Americans use negative ability with greater frequency and employ a 

higher proportion of excuses than the other two groups, they also made greater use of 

strategies to mitigate the effect of the refusal in DCT# 1 than the GGs or GEs. In addition, 

the AEs used a much wider range of positive adjuncts than the GGs or GEs, including 

positive adjuncts such as agreement, compliments, regret, empathy, positive opinion, and 

downgraders. Of the refusal strategies that display a particularly positive attitude toward 

the requester, one promise of future acceptance and one wish were used. The GGs' range 

was only somewhat narrower than the AEs, but the range of functional categories used by 

the GEs was more restricted than that of the GGs, as the GEs concentrated primarily on 

compliments and regret. In terms of overall frequency of positive forms, the GGs and GEs 

were roughly equivalent, except that the GGs made greater use of downgraders. 

21See footnote# 
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Table 4. 15: Percentage of Respondents Using Positive Forms and Adjuncts; 
Request; Lower-Status Interlocutor (DCT#l) 

AEs GGs GEs 

Stratesdes: 

Compliments 50% 43%22 50% 

Re2ret23 33% 21% 42% 
A2reement 25% 29% 8% 
Empathy 17% 7% 8% 
Positive Opinion 17% 7% -
Promise 8% 24 - -
Wish 8% - -
Acceptance - - 8%25 

Elaboration on 8% 7% -
Excuse 
Down2raders 42% 36% 17% 
Overall 208% 150% 133% 

As the table below shows, the AEs made greater use of mitigating adjuncts than either of 

the German groups. Although the GGs made more frequent use of downgraders than the 

GEs (as the previous table shows), they used fewer mitigating adjuncts. 

220ne GG response contained a remark that could have functioned as an indirect 
compliment, but, depending on the context, also could have excluded the addressee: 
" ... eine Gehaltserhohung [ist] selbst fur meine besten Angestellten nicht moglich .... " (" ... a 
pay increase is not possible, even for my best employees .... " - GG2). Because it was too 
indirect to function as much of a compliment, even with the most favorable interpretation, 
it was not included in the tally of compliments. 
230nly one AE and one GE used an intensifier with their statements of regret, i.e., "I'm 
very sorry" (AEl 1 and GE8). 
240ne GG response contained a remark that might have been interpreted as an indirect, 
implied promise of future acceptance. However, it was so noncommital, that I chose not 
to include it in the tally of promises: " ... eine Gehaltserhohung [ist] ... nicht moglich. 
Zumindest nicht jetzt." ("a pay raise is ... not possible. At least not now." - GG2) 
25This acceptance was later revoked: " .. .I'll see what I can do for you. But I have to tell 
you that the financial situation isn't too good that days ... " (GEIO). 
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Table 4. 16: Percentage of Respondents Using Mitigating Adjuncts; Request; 
Lower-Status Interlocutor (DCT#l) 

AEs GEs GGs 

Downton er 33% 25% 7% 
Forewarn 17% 8% 7% 
Pause Filler 25% 17% 7% 

All of the AEs used at least one positive form per response, in contrast to the GEs 

and GGs with 25% and 29% of the respondents, respectively, using no positive forms. A 

number of AEs used two or more (up to five) positive forms. None of the GEs and only 

two of the GGs used more than two positive forms. 

All of the AEs used at least one mitigating form, and most of them used two or 

more. One AE even used four such adjuncts, in addition to an excuse and two statements 

of negative ability: "Okay, I can understand that. We can talk a little about your needs 

right now, I'm certainly sympathetic & we value your position here at the store, but to be 

honest I can't guarantee anything. Things are tight all over and a pay increase just may not 

be possible right now" (AES). 

The AEs used a wider range of positive forms than either the GEs or the GGs and 

they also tended to use more positive forms per response than the GGs or GEs. In other 

words, the Americans appeared to perceive a strong need to soften their refusals, GEs a 

more moderate need, and GGs a rather low need. 

It should also be noted that most of the instances of GG respondents using two or 

more positive forms were weakened by other factors. In two cases, the positive adjuncts 

were followed by an expression of negative willingness or a reason implying negative 

willingness (GGl and GG4). In two other cases, responses containing two positive 

adjuncts also contained implied criticism of the eliciting speech act; one of these also 
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contained an indirect guilt trip (GG7 and GG9). In four cases, one of the adjuncts was a 

downgrader (GG6, GG7, GG9, GGIO). Downgraders (i.e., expressions such as 

"unfortunately") are less of a commitment to positive content than the other adjuncts. 

Only three GG responses containing two or more positive adjuncts were wholly 

sympathetic to the addressee-in the other cases, the adjuncts were used to soften "insult 

added to injury" (i.e., an unpleasant remark in addition to the refusal of the raise). 

Table 4. 17: Number of Positive Forms and Adjuncts per Response; Request; 
Lower-Status Interlocutor (DCT#l) 

Number of Positive Forms: 0 1 2 3 4 5 
AEs - 42% 33% 17% - 8% 
GEs 25% 17% 58% - - -
GGs 29% 21% 36% 7% 7% -

Fewer than half of the AEs used no mitigating adjuncts. Most used one or two 

rnitigators per response. Over half of the GEs did not use such mitigation. A sizeable 

majority of GGs used no mitigating adjuncts and none used more than one. 

Table 4. 18: Number of Mitigating Adjuncts per Response; Request; Lower-Status 
Interlocutor (DCT#l) 

Number of Mitigating Adjuncts 0 1 2 3 
A Es 42% 42% 17% -
GEs 67% 25% - 8% 
GGs 79% 21% - -

Content of Functional Categories26 

Excuses and Reasons: As noted above, none of the AEs gave reasons, perferring 

excuses instead. In all the AE excuses, financial inability was cited. The GGs, on the other 

26The discussion of content of refusals used for each DCT situation will center on major 
(i.e., frequently occurring) categories and those categories which give particular insight 
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hand, gave a wider range of excuses and reasons. Out of six responses containing excuses, 

two containing reasons, and two responses that included both an excuse and a reason, 

eight mentioned financial inability, three stated that it was too soon to give a raise after 

only one year of employment, and one stated that the addressee was already well-paid. 

The use of a reason following an excuse weakens the mitigating effect of the excuse, as it 

acknowledges the fact that the refusal is not based solely on considerations beyond the 

speaker's control. The distribution of GE excuses and reasons lay midway between the 

GG and AE patterns. Of the seven excuses and two reasons, six clearly cited financial 

problems, one implied financial reasons, but did not necessarily state that there was 

financial inability {"I can't pay you more than the ordinary salary, especially in times of 

recession."), and one stated that it was too soon for a raise. In addition, one GE's 

expectation of negative consequences to the speaker functioned as a reason, namely, . " . .if 

I pay you more money, some of the other workers will ask for more money tomorrow .... " 

(GE9). 

Like some of the GGs, but none of the AEs, GE 1 ("not your place to ask") and 

GE2("one year isn't long enough") suggest that it is inappropriate for the employee to 

request a raise in the first place. Giving a reason of this nature does not, however, 

necessarily involve criticism of eliciting speech act, e.g.: ." .. lch halte es nach einem Jahr 

einfach zu friih um darauf einzugehen." {"I consider it too soon to give you a raise after 

only one year"-GG13). 

into the "flavor" of the refusals performed by each subject group. Minor and less 
expressive functional categories will not be discussed. 
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The excuses given by the AEs tended not to be very specific (e.g., "I cannot fit pay 

raises in my budget" or "I can't afford any pay raises"). Only three AEs give further 

explanation: ." .. business is not that good." (AE4); ." .. we don't have enough of a profit 

coming in." (AES); ." .. business has been slow ... " (AE12). Although fewer GGs gave 

excuses than AEs, their excuses tended to be more specific: ." . .leider sind ... die 

Umsatzzahlen nicht entsprechend, so daB ich Ihrem Wunsch nicht entsprechen kann." 

(." .. unfortunately, the sales figures are not adequate, so I cannot fulfill your wish."-GG6); 

." .. angesichts unserer geringen Gewinnspanne momentan ... " (." .. considering our low 

profit margin at the moment ... "-GG7); ." .. Sie wissen, wie prekar die Situation im 

Buchhandel ist. ... " (." .. you know how precarious the situation is in the bookstore 

business .... "-GG9); ." .. zur Zeit lauft's nicht so gut..." (." .. at the moment it's not going so 

well ... "-GG12); ." .. Der Buchladen befindet sich noch in der Aufbauphase und finanziell ist 

da absolut kein Spielraum fur eine Gehaltserhohung." (." .. The book store is still in its 

start-up phase and there is absolutely no latitude for a pay raise."-GG14). 

In terms of specificity, the GEs' excuses resembled the GGs', although there was a 

somewhat lower proportion of specific excuses in the GE data: . " .. the situation (state) of 

the store isn't very well at the moment." (GE4); ." .. the bank wants that I pay the credit 

back immediately." (GES); ." .. the financial situation isn't too good that days ... " (GEIO); 

and ." .. my budget is rather tight." (GEi 1). 

Regardless of the extent of specificity, all of the excuses used by the subjects were 

fairly watertight and functioned as an elaboration on negative ability. If the boss says that 

s/he cannot afford to give any pay raises, the only way the employee could attempt to get 
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around the excuse would be to directly contradict the boss, clearly a risky strategy given 

the power dynamics between the interlocutors. 

Compliments: Because certain functional categories exhibit considerable 

uniformity across responses (i.e., statements of regret, which always took the same form, 

'I'm sorry'), the content of only the more expressive positive forms will be discussed, i.e., 

compliments, statements of empathy, statements of positive opinion, promise of future 

acceptance and wish. 

All of the AEs' compliments strongly emphasized the interlocutor's qualities as an 

employee: ." .. You are a valued asset to this company .... " (AEI); ." .. I am pleased with 

your performance ... " (AE3); ." .. we value your position here at the store ... " (AES); ." .. we 

really like your work. .. " (AE6); "you deserve [the raise]" (AE7); and "I really value your 

good work. .. " (AEIO). 

The GGs, on the whole, expressed somewhat less enthusiasm in their compliments 

than the AEs: ." .. wir sind auch sehr zufrieden mit Ihnen ... " (." .. we're also very satisfied 

with you ... ", GG I); . " . .Ich weiB Ihre Arbeit zu schatzen ... " (." . .I value your work. .. ", 

GGIO); ." .. natilrlich bin ich mit Ihrer Arbeit sehr zufrieden ... " (." .. of course I am very 

satisfied with your work. .. ", GGI I); "Sie sind wirklich gut. .. " ("You are really good ... ", 

GG12). 

With the exception of GE12, the GE compliments were somewhat lukewarm, 

compared to the AEs and GGs: ." .. you are a good worker ... " (GE6), ." . .I appreciate your 

work. .. " (GE8), ." .. you are a good worker indeed ... " (GEIO), and, ." . .I really enjoy 

having you working here and so far you did a real good job selling the books ... " (GE12). 
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In two cases, GG compliments were considerably weakened by their position 

adjoining an unfavorable (from the hearer's perspective) strategy. Thus, while GG4 stated 

that, ." .. Auch mir macht es SpaB mit Ihnen zusammenzuarbeiten .... " (." .. I also enjoy 

working with you .... "),the compliment was followed by negative willingness. In the case 

of GG9, the compliment, . " . .ich [ schatze] Ihre Arbeit sehr ... " (." . .I value your work very 

much ... "), follows a criticism of the request implying that the request is not really justified 

because the employee is already in a high pay category. Similarly, a compliment used by 

one of the GEs, "I know that you are one of my best workers ... " (GE9), was followed by 

a statement of negative consequences to the speaker (namely that other employees would 

want raises if the addressee received one), which expressed unwillingness to accommodate 

the request. 

Other Positive Forms: Of the statements of empathy, those used by AES were 

stronger than the ones used by GG13 and GE7. While AES overflows with solidarity, 

." .. We can talk a little about your needs right now, I'm certainly sympathetic ... ", the 

German statements of empathy are more reserved: "Ich kann den Wunsch nach 

Erhaltserhohung verstehen ... " ("I can understand the wish for a pay raise ... "-GG13); and 

." .. I can understand your request ... " (GE7). 

Similarly, the AE statements of positive opinion are stronger and more of a 

commitment to the positive content : "I'd love to give you a raise .. " (AE9) and ." .. [I] 

would like to increase your pay ... " (AElO), as contrasted with ." .. es freut mich, daB Sie 

geme bier arbeiten ... "(." .. I'm glad that you enjoy working here ... "-GGI 1). This functional 

category was not used by the GEs. Two other particularly positive strategies appeared in 
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the AE data, but not in either the GG or GE data, a promise: ." .. as soon as I can, I will put 

you at the top of my list." (AE2), and a wish: ." . .I wish we could give you a raise ... " 

(AE6). 

Criticism and Negativity: Four of the GG responses could be perceived as being 

reproachful or implying criticism (In two of these cases, this negativity was somewhat 

indirect, and interpretation thereof would depend on other features such as intonation or 

nonverbal cues, which are, of course, missing in the written responses.). Two of the 

reasons given by GGs expressed criticism of the employee's request. In one case, the 

speaker said that it was too soon to ask for a raise after only one year of employment 

(GG7). In the other instance, the speaker asserted that the employee was already well­

paid, suggesting that the request for the pay raise was unjustified (GG9). The response 

given by GG3 contained a submerged face threat: "Wenn Sie sich fur Ihre Leistungen 

nicht ausreichend entlohnt fiihlen, werde ich mir dies in Ruhe iiberlegen miissen." ("If you 

don't feel sufficiently compensated for your achievements, I'll have to think it over 

undisturbed"). The initial remark carries a possible hint of criticism, as the speaker does 

not seem to agree with the addressee. The way in which GG3 used postponement holds 

the interlocutor in limbo and underscores the speaker's power over the hearer. The attack 

used by GGS · involved criticism of the interlocutor for wanting a raise: "Laut der 

Wirtschaftlichen Lage miissen Sie froh sein [sic] das Sie einen Job haben." ("In the current 

economic situation you should be glad to have a job at all"). By emphasizing the weakness 

of the hearer's position and his/her low status, GGS made this a response that definitely 

added insult to injury. There was also a case of implied criticism, in which the speaker 
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said, "Mir war klar, daf3 Sie so eine F orderung stellen [sic] werden. . .. " ("It was clear to 

me that you would make such a demand."-GG7). 

Four GE responses involved some sort of negativity. One of the GEs made critical, 

insulting remarks and asserted his own superiority: "Dear Mr X, who do you think you 

are?! You're really not in the position to demand an increase in pay! If I wanted to raise it 

up, I'd tell you." (GEI), and other GE responses could be interpreted as containing a mild 

implied criticism of the interlocutor's request: "Like you said, you' re here only for one 

year. I'm sorry but I can't give you an increase in pay after such a short time." (GE2) and 

an indirect guilt trip: ." .. but you know that I can't decide this here in the store .... " (GE3). 

One GE was rather abrupt in his use of postponement: "I'm very busy at the moment. ... " 

(GE4). 

Attitudes Towards the Interlocutor: There are differences between the Americans 

and the Germans in the overall tone of their responses in terms of sympathy for the 

worker's position. Based on features such as use of statements of negative ability, 

excuses, and positive forms, and the tone and content of these forms, as well as other 

features described below, one can say that all of the AEs expressed a positive view, 

whereas only half of the GGs and fewer than half of the GEs were clearly sympathetic. 

Nearly half of the GGs and half of the GEs displayed a rather neutral attitude towards the 

employee. At the same time, one GG and one GE exhibited some degree of hostility. 

Thus, the attitude patterns of the GEs resembled those of the GGs, and both differed from 

the AEs. 
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Table 4. 19: Attitude Expressed Toward Lower-Status Interlocutor Making a 
Request (DCT#l) 

sympathetic neutral hostile 
AEs 100% 0% 0% 
GEs 50% 43% 7% 
GGs 42% 50% 8% 

The labelling of various responses as "neutral" or "hostile" is based on features 

that displayed an uncaring attitude or negativity. The neutral responses included: 

• a cool forewarn and postponement without any softeners-"W enn Sie sich fiir Ihre 

Leistungen nicht ausreichend entlohnt fiihlen, werde ich mir dies in Rube iiberlegen 

miissen." ("If you don't feel sufficiently compensated for your achievements, I'll have 

to think it over undisturbed."-GG3); 

• implied and overt criticism of the request-"Mir war klar, daB Sie so eine Forderung 

stellen [sic] werden. Aber ehrlich gesagt, angesichts unserer geringen Gewinnspanne 

momentan sieht es da leider schlecht aus. AuBerdem ist ein Jahr au ch nicht gerade ein 

Zeitraum, nach <lessen Ablauf eine Gehaltserhohung dringend gerechtfertigt ware." ("I 

knew that you would make such a demand. But to be honest, considering our low 

profit margin at the moment, it looks bad, unfortunately. Also, a year isn't exactly a 

period of time, at the end of which a pay raise would be terribly justified." -GG7); 

• a guilt trip and implied criticism of request-"Nun, Sie wissen, wie prekar die Situation 

im Buchhandel ist. Fur mich selbst bleibt weniger als fiir Sie. Sie werden bereits in e. 

sehr hohen Tarifgruppe bezahlt, da ich Ihre Arbeit sehr schatze. Aber leider ist 

momentan nicht mehr drin."("Well, you know how precarious the situation is in the 

book-selling business. For me there is less left over than for you. You are already very 


