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This article extends the validity of politenesstheory ( P. Brown & S. Levinson, 1987) by investigating
the nonlinguistic aspects of politeness in 2 cultures. Politenessstrategiesexpressed through different
channels of communication (silent video, speech, full-channel video and audio, and transcripts of
speech ) were examined, and it was found that politeness strategies were communicated nonlinguistically as well as linguistically and that nonlinguistic strategy usage was related to social and
contextual factors. Two studies revealed that Koreans' politeness strategieswere influenced more by
relational cues, whereas Americans' strategies were influenced more by the content of the message.
This research represents a 1st attempt to explore the nonlinguistic communication of politeness
across cultures.

might provide information about Mary's perceptions of her interpersonal relationships and her construal of her social environment. Politeness theory (E Brown & Levinson, 1987), a
"social psychological theory of language usage" (Holtgraves &
Yang, 1990, p. 719 ), suggests that Mary, when confronted with
the news of the acceptance or the rejection, can take five possible
courses of action. Labeled as superstrategies, these courses of
action, in increasing order of politeness, are (a) stating the news
baldly on record, with no politeness to couch the message (e.g.,
just saying "The paper has been accepted!" ); (b) displaying positive politeness by indicating solidarity with the target ("This is
a terrific paper, but they made a mistake and rejected it. Let's
work on it and I'm sure it will get in"); (c) displaying negative
politeness by respecting the target's freedom of action, using
restraint, and being formal and self-effacing ("I'm awfully sorry
the paper was rejected. It is my fault; I should have added the
additional data. Could you suggest what I should do next?");
(d) stating the news offthe record by hinting or using metaphor,
irony, or understatements ("Perhaps another journal would better fit our needs"); or, (e) in the most polite case, not conveying
the message at all.
Which of these superstrategies might Mary adopt? Politeness
theory asserts that the strategies individuals use depend on the
nature and context of the social relationship between the
speaker and the target. Specifically, politeness theory suggests
that speakers will be more polite when (a) the relative power
of the target over the speaker increases, (b) the social distance
between the target and the speaker increases, and (c) the degree
of imposition on the target increases. Politeness theory predicts
that Mary will use one oftbe more polite superstrategies when
she has to convey bad news (because bad news is more imposing
than good news) and when she is conveying the news to her
advisor (the person who has the greatest relative power over
Mary and probably the most social distance). Conversely, the

Consider the following scenario (familiar to some): Mary, a
graduate student getting ready to face a dismal job market, receives a letter informing her that a paper coauthored with her
advisor, a fellow graduate student, and a senior undergraduate
has just been accepted by a prestigious journal with very few
revisions. Mary rushes to share the good news with her coauthors. Consider another alternative: Mary reads that the article
has been rejected. She knows that the paper will need major
revisions if it is to be accepted in any journal. She has the unpleasant task of conveying the news to her coauthors. How will
Mary convey the good and bad news? And how will she convey
the news differently to her advisor, to her peer, and to the
undergraduate?
Politeness T h e o r y
These are interesting questions for social psychologists because the manner in which such messages are communicated
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theory predicts that Mary will use one of the less polite superstrategies when she has to convey good news to a peer or to an
undergraduate.
The validity of politeness theory across different cultures has
been demonstrated in anthropological (Baxter, 1984; R. Brown
& Gilman, 1989; Smith-Hefner, 1988) as well as experimental
social psychological studies (Holtgraves & Yang, 1990, 1992).
For example, Holtgraves and Yang used vignettes in which a
speaker made a request to a target. They manipulated the power
of the target over the speaker, the social distance between the
target and the speaker, and the size of a request. American and
Korean participants rated the likelihood that different politeness strategies would be used in these vignettes (1990) or indicated exactly what they would say to make the request (1992).
Overall, the results validated the effect of power and size of imposition on politeness and provided mixed support for the distance variable. These results provided some evidence for the linguistic universality of politeness theory: Although Americans
and Koreans weighed power and distance differently in their politeness strategy usage patterns, politeness theory provided a
valid explanation of strategy usage in both cultures. The present
study expanded the current research literature on politeness
theory by posing two research questions: Can politeness theory
be extended to nonlinguistic channels of communication? and
Is the nonlinguistic communication of politeness universal or
culture specific?
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visions are just "part of life" and do not necessarily have much
bearing on her own or her coauthors' perceived competence. In
the second case, Mary appears much more disappointed about
the rejection, pessimistic about the paper's future chances of
acceptance, and even dismayed that more work has to be done.
The present study moved beyond a purely linguistic theory of
politeness to examine the communication of politeness through
nonlinguistic channels. P. Brown and Levinson's (1987) work
on politeness described the linguistic strategies individuals use
to communicate face threats and examined how power, distance, and size of imposition affect strategy usage. The present
study attempted to explore the linguistic as well as nonlinguistic
cues and strategies used to communicate politeness. Specifically, we examined politeness strategy usage in four different
channels commonly used in past nonverbal research: a purely
nonlinguistic channel (silent video), a purely linguistic channel
(transcripts of speech ), and two channels with mixed linguistic
and nonlinguistic cues (full channel, including video and
speech, and speech alone). The examination of different channels provided information about (a) the types of politeness
strategies that are transmitted nonlinguistically, (b) whether
linguistic and nonlinguistic channels of communication
transmit different types of politeness strategies, and (c) whether
nonlinguistic strategy usage is related to the social and
contextual relationship between the speaker and the target.

Types of NonlinguisticStrategies
Nonlinguistic Aspects o f Politeness
Although the sociolinguistic research has contributed greatly
to refining politeness theory, one potentially important aspect
of politeness theory has been ignored in the literature. P. Brown
and Levinson (1987) speculated that politeness theory extends
to nonverbal behavior; to our knowledge, however, no studies
have examined the nonlinguistic aspects of politeness theory.
This neglect of nonverbal behavior is surprising. First, much of
day-to-day communication is not purely verbal or linguistic in
nature; for example, face-to-face communication and telephone conversations both include a mix of linguistic and nonlinguistic communication cues. Second, politeness theory originated out of Erving Goffman's (1967) conceptualization of
"facework," or communicative strategies used to preserve the
self-esteem and "face" of both the communicator and the
target. Goffman suggested that a great deal of facework occurs
through expressive behavior and nonverbal channels of communication. Interpretation of polite utterances to save face,
therefore, depends not only on the semantic content of the utterance but also on the accompanying nonverbal cues--vocal,
kinesic, and facial--that contextualize the utterance. Consider
the earlier example of Mary telling her coauthors about a rejection. She might say, "Well, guess what? The editors said ' n o ' looks like it's back to square one!" with a confident vocal tone,
directly gaze at the listener, shrug her shoulders, and smile, or
she could say the same thing with a downcast gaze, a hesitant
tone of voice, and no smile. Even though the linguistic content
is the same, the two scenarios will be interpreted quite differently. In the first case, Mary appears optimistic that revisions
will improve the paper and that the rejection and upcoming re-

E Brown and Levinson (1987) proposed that the superstrategies (bald on record, positive and negative politeness, off the
record, and no communication) are the five possible ways to
linguistically communicate face-threatening information, and
specific politeness substrategies are subsumed under each superstrategy. Will these same types of superstrategies and substrategies emerge when nonlinguistic cues are also taken into
account? There are several reasons to suggest that analysis of
nonlinguistic strategies will yield a slightly different typology of
politeness strategies. First, Brown and Levinson designed their
typology of strategies exclusively for linguistic communication,
and most linguistic rules that govern interpersonal communication do not necessarily generalize to nonlinguistic domains. Second, although many of Brown and Levinson's linguistic substrategies can be communicated both linguistically and nonlinguistieally (e.g., being deferential or.apologetic), some of the
linguistic substrategies do not have nonlinguistic counterparts.
For example, one linguistic substrategy speakers use to couch a
request is to impersonalize the request by omitting first and second person pronouns or nominalize the request by using the
passive voice. Obviously, such strategies cannot be communicated nonlinguistieally. Third, there is evidence that the five
types of superstrategies, as described by Brown and Levinson,
are not as clearly differentiated as once assumed. For example,
recent research (Craig, Tracy, & Spisak, 1986; Lim & Bowers,
1991; Scollon & Scollon, 1983 ) suggests that positive and negative strategies may not be mutually exclusive categories but that
people often use a mix of both types of strategies. Furthermore,
the typology and organization of strategies may be different for
different social situations.
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All of this evidence suggests that when nonlinguistic channels
of communication are taken into account, politeness strategies
will not strictly conform to the typology of superstrategies and
substrategies as proposed by P. Brown and Levinson (1987).
However, because no past studies have explored nonlinguistic
politeness, we cannot propose any concrete predictions about
the structure of nonlinguistic politeness strategies. Therefore,
we first attempted to delineate the strategies expressed through
linguistic and nonlinguistic channels of communication (i.e.,
What types of superstrategies will be transmitted when nonlinguistic channels are taken into account?).

How Different Channels Communicate Different
Strategies
The most polite superstrategy, other than omitting the message altogether, is communicating the message off the record.
According to E Brown and Levinson (1987), off-the-record
strategies allow speakers to say things "in such a way that it is
not possible to attribute only one clear communicative intention to the act," and these strategies are "essentially indirect uses
of language" (p. 211 ). Off-the-record strategies are particularly
amenable to nonverbal channels of communication. Nonverbal
or nonlinguistic behavior is extremely subtle and is often used
to communicate thoughts and feelings that cannot be communicated verbally. Such behavior is often used to convey the
"true" meaning of a statement, for example, smiling when making a sharp remark to show that the remark was a joke. Thus,
nonlinguistic cues allow the speaker to hint, imply, or suggest
the information indirectly through expressions or tone of voice,
in effect facilitating off-the-record communication o f t h e " t r u e "
message. Our first hypothesis was that off-the-record politeness
strategies would most often be conveyed through nonlinguistic
channels.

Relationship Between Strategy Usage and SocialContextual Factors
P. Brown and Levinson (1987) proposed that communicators' choice of superstrategies (in increasing order of politeness:
bald on record, positive politeness, negative politeness, off the
record, and no communication) depends on power, distance,
and level of the imposition. Specifically, as power, distance, and
imposition increase, individuals will use higher level superstrategies. For example, politeness theory suggests that negative
strategies are more "polite" than positive strategies and that individuals will use more negative strategies than positive strategies when speaking with a powerful person. Recent research,
however, has provided equivocal evidence supporting Brown
and Levinson's (1987) hierarchy of superstrategies. For example, individuals do not necessarily use more negative strategies
than positive strategies under situations in which theoretically
more politeness is required (Craig et al., 1986; Field, 1991; Lee,
1993; Lim & Bowers, 1991; Scollon & Scollon, 1983). On the
other hand, there is considerable evidence that communicators
simply use more elaborate strategies to indicate more politeness
(R. Brown & Gilman, 1989; Lee, 1993). For example, Mary
the graduate student might tell her colleagues that their paper

was rejected by saying (a) " I ' m so sorry to tell you the paper
was rejected" or (b) "I am so sorry about our paper; it was
rejected and it appears to be my fault because I did not include
the additional data. I am sure you will never be able to forgive
me. But if you will consider giving me another chance, I will be
greatly indebted to you if you let me try salvaging the manuscript?' These are both negative politeness strategies and might
be considered as equally polite on the basis of Brown and Levinson's hierarchy. But, clearly, the latter strategy seems to be
more polite than the former one. Thus, instead of considering
politeness in terms of a choice of superstrategies, it might be
more appropriate to consider politeness in terms of the extent
to which strategies are used.
We now consider in more detail how the power, distance, and
strength of the imposition affect the extent to which strategies
are used. First, politeness theory posits that, as the power of the
listener over the speaker increases, more politeness is needed
to communicate the face-threatening information. Thus, one
would be more polite to a more powerful other than to a less
powerful other. In terms of Mary's example, one would expect
Mary to be more polite when communicating to her superior
than when communicating to her peer or subordinate because
her superior, by definition, has more power over Mary.
Second, politeness theory posits that, as the social distance between the speaker and the listener increases, politeness increases.
In other words, one would be more polite to someone who is more
socially distant (say, a stranger ) than to someone who is more socially close (say, a family member). How does social distance differ
within a hierarchical setting? Because individuals occupying the
same level within the hierarchy are likely to have more similar
experiences, be more familiar with one another, and interact more
informally with one another (Kanter, 1977; Mintzberg, 1973),
distance is greater with superiors and subordinates than with peers.
Thus, one would expect more politeness with superiors and subordinates than with peers.
In a hierarchical situation, both power and social distance
define any interpersonal interaction. Thus, in organizational hierarchies, power and distance are not orthogonal, separate dimensions but are necessarily related and must be considered in
conjunction with one another (Lee, 1993). How will power and
distance together affect strategy usage in hierarchical settings?
P. Brown and Levinson (1987) did not consider how social and
contextual cues may differentially affect different strategies; according to politeness theory, individuals simply tend to use
more strategies as power and distance increase (R. Brown &
Gilman, 1989; Field, 1991). However, it is likely that some
strategies are more sensitive to distance differences and some
are more sensitive to power differences. For example, one would
expect the strategy of being deferential to be more sensitive to
power differences because the strategy itself directly refers to the
power relationship between the speaker and the listener. Conversely, the strategy of emphasizing common ground would be
more sensitive to distance differences because the strategy itself
directly refers to the similarity and familiarity between the
speaker and the listener. Therefore, our second hypothesis was
that some strategies (specifically power-sensitive strategies)
would be used more with superiors than with subordinates and

NONLINGU1STIC POLITENESS
peers and that other strategies (specifically distance-sensitive
strategies) would be used least with peers.
How will politeness strategies differ for good news and for
bad news? Politeness theory posits that individuals will be more
polite when the size of the threat is larger. Here, it is obvious
that bad news is more threatening than good news. Bad news
threatens the target's needs to be appreciated and acknowledged
(rejection of one's paper undoubtedly undermines these needs
considerably), as well as the target's needs to be free of impositions (rejection of one's paper necessarily suggests additional
rounds of revisions, again undoubtedly impinging on the
target's freedom). Our third hypothesis was that individuals
would be more polite when communicating bad news than
when communicating good news.
C u l t u r e a n d N o n l i n g u i s t i c Politeness

Cross-Cultural Similarities
One of the more unique characteristics of politeness theory is
its claim of universality. According to P. Brown and Levinson
(1987), politeness theory is not culture specific; rather, it describes strategy usage in all cultures. In this article, we compare
the nonlinguistic communication of politeness in the two cultures: America and Korea. These two cultures were selected because they were compared for linguistic politeness strategies by
Holtgraves and Yang ( 1990, 1992) and, more important, because they represent very different traditions in terms of construals of the self, others, and relationships (Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Triandis, 1989). If politeness strategies are found
to be similar across these two diverse cultures, one can have
more confidence regarding the generality of nonlinguistic strategies in the communication of politeness. When nonlinguistic
channels are taken into account, will politeness strategies still
show universal trends across cultures? By and large, there is
more universality in nonlinguistic communication than in linguistic communication (Ekman & Friesen, 1975). Our fourth
hypothesis was that types of politeness strategies, communication of strategies across different channels, and the effects of
social-contextual cues on politeness would show similar patterns across the Korean and American samples.

Cross-Cultural Differences in Interpretation of Social
and Contextual Cues
Holtgraves and Yang (1992) found that power, distance, and
size of imposition had the predicted effect on politeness strategies in both Korean and American samples; in other words, politeness increased when power was high, when distance was
high, and when the size of the imposition was high. Politeness
varied more with power and distance differences, however,
among Koreans than among Americans. In other words, differences in social or relational factors were weighed more heavily
by the Korean participants. This is consistent with other research (Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Shweder & Bourne, 1984;
Triandis, 1989) suggesting that individuals from Eastern cultures pay more attention to interpersonal and relational cues. In
contrast, Americans rely less on relational cues but more on
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the content of the verbal exchange to infer meaning (DeMente,
1988; Hynson, 1990; Park, 1987). Our final hypothesis was that
Koreans' usage of politeness would be more differentiated according to the social relationship and American usage of politeness would be more differentiated according to the content of
the message.
Summary
On the basis of the tenets of politeness theory and previous
research, this article examines the following question: What
types of politeness strategies will be transmitted when nonlinguistic channels are taken into account? Also explored are the
following hypotheses:
Hypothesis 1." More off-tbe-record politeness strategies are
conveyed via nonlinguistic channels.
Hypothesis 2: For some strategies, strategy usage will be
different when communicating to superiors than to subordinates and peers; for other strategies, strategy usage will be
different when communicating to peers than to superiors and
subordinates.
Hypothesis 3: Individuals will be more polite when communicating bad news than when communicating good news.
Hypothesis 4: Types of politeness strategies, communication
of strategies across different channels, and the effects of socialcontextual cues on politeness will show similar patterns across
the Korean and American samples.
Hypothesis 5." Koreans' usage of politeness strategies will be
more sensitive to relational cues, whereas Americans' usage of
politeness strategies will be more sensitive to the content of the
message.
T h e P r e s e n t Studies
In summary, the goal of the present research was, first, to examine the nonlinguistic communication of politeness and, second, to
examine whether the nonlinguistic communication of politeness
is universal or culture specific. A novel methodology was introduced in the present research to examine politeness. Most social
psychological investigations of politeness theory (e.g., Field, 1991;
Holtgraves & Yang, 1990, 1992) have coded responses to vignettes
to examine politeness strategies. Such studies have contributed
greatly to extending and refining the theory. However, the methodology is somewhat artificial and is limited to examining only the
linguistic aspects of the theory. Keeping such limitations in mind,
we conducted a more naturalistic, real-life study examining politeness conveyed through both verbal and nonverbal channels of
communication. Instead of using a paper-and-pencil test to generate responses to different scenarios, we asked participants to communicate to their targets as if they were really talking to them.
Moreover, instead of using experimenter-concocted vignettes, we
asked participants to think of "real-life" targets from their workplace and asked them to convey information relevant to their
work. By videotaping these interactions, we were able to conduct
fine-grained analyses of the communication of politeness via
different channels of communication.
In this article, we discuss two studies that investigated politeness
in the hierarchical communication of good and bad news in two
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different cultures. In the first study, participants were employees
of a Korean brokerage firm. In the second study, particilxmts were
American graduate students. Both sets o f participants were videotaped communicating good and b a d news to a superior, subordinate, or peer from their workplace. Because it was i m p o r t a n t that
the news be realistic and relevant to the participants' real-life work,
these messages were framed differently for the two samples. For
the Korean broker sample, the good news and bad news related to
an increase or decrease in commission. For the A m e r i c a n graduate
student sample, the good news and bad news related to the acceptance or rejection of a paper submitted for publication. Note that,
in b o t h studies, the good and bad news was relevant to the target
as well as to the participant: The commission increase or decrease
affected all four people (three targets and the participant), as did
the acceptance or rejection o f the paper for the graduate student
sample. The message, therefore, was potentially face threatening
to any of the three targets when it was b a d news. In summary, each
participant was videotaped role-playing six scenarios (two types
o f messages [good news and bad news] by three types of targets
[superiors, subordinates, and peers] ).
The results from the two studies are presented separately because the studies involved different scenarios and because such a
presentation allows for a more careful consideration o f the nonverbal expression o f politeness behavior within each culture. Behavior
is examined separately from the following sources o f communication: silent video ( n o speech), speech ( n o video), full channel
(audio and video), and transcripts o f speech. Finally, results from
the two studies are c o m p a r e d meta-analyticaUy to permit us to
make tentative conclusions about the generality of the nonverbal
expression of politeness.
Method

Study 1: Korean Sample
Participants. Thirty-six stockbrokers from a large brokerage firm in
Korea participated in the study. All of the participants were male be-

Table 1

Three-Factor Solution: Factor Loadings After Rotation
Dimension

Factor 1

Factor 2

Factor 3

Attentive
Concerned
Seeking agreement
Encouraging
Polite
Approving
Deferential
Positive
Empathic
Professional
Open
Affiliative
Joking
Uncertain
Indirect
Avoidant
Apologetic

.91
.87
.85
.82
.80
.76
.73
.70
.66
.63
.23
.18
-.28
-.03
.10
-.57
.42

- . 1l
.08
.24
.14
-.40
.29
-.28
.05
.59
-.08
.92
.92
.73
.08
-.22
.05
.06

- . 16
-.02
.07
.09
.27
.21
.40
-.03
.09
- . 17
- . 17
.14
.00
.86
.75
.66
.55

Note. Numbers in boldface indicate dimensions loading on each
factor.

cause there were no female brokers or managers in the firm with supervisory responsibilities (the present study's design required participants
with real-life superiors and subordinates within the firm). Participants
were selected by the firm's managers to take part in this study,
Procedure. Participants were tested individually in an office within
the brokerage firm. Participants were first asked to think of a peer, a
superior, and a subordinate from their work. A peer was defined as
"someone at the same level as you are, whom you work fairly closely
with--maybe a member of your group or team." A superior was defined
as "someone you report to who supervises you," and a subordinate was
defined as "someone who reports to you, whose work you supervise."
Participants were asked to think of a specific person in each of the three
categories. To make their targets more salient, participants were asked
to write down the target's name and to rate each target on (a) the extent
to which the target had power over the participant and (b) the extent to
which the participant felt close to the target. Participants were then
shown two messages, one of which was good news and one of which was
bad news. The good news involved an increase in commission to the
group because of good work, and the bad news involved a decrease in
commission because of poor work. A senior employee at the firm was
consulted before the messages were framed so as to make them realistic
and relevant to the brokers.
Next, participants were asked to imagine how they would communicate the good news and the bad news to each target. Participants then
role-played how they would actually tell each target about the good news
and the bad news. These role-play scenarios were videotaped. Overall,
each participant role-played six different scenarios: transmitting good
news to a specific superior, subordinate, and peer and transmitting bad
news to a specific superior, subordinate, and peer. The sequence in
which participants role-played the scenarios was counterbalanced. After
the participants had completed the role-play for all six scenarios, they
were debriefed and the experiment was terminated. Because there were
36 participants each generating six scenarios, there was a total of 216
clips.
Coding. Several types of data were collected from each of the clips
generated from the experimental procedure: (a) full-channel videotapes of the role-play scenarios with both video and audio data, (b)
videotapes with video data only (i.e., silent video and no audio data),
(c) audiotapes generated from the videotapes (i.e., speech only, no
video data), and (d) transcriptions of the verbal content of participants'
role-play. We tried to obtain pure tone-of-voice data by content filtering
the speech, but background noise such as traffic made it impossible to
obtain usable samples.
Coding categories were first drawn from E Brown and Levinson's
( 1987 ) lists of substrategies for positive (p. 102) and negative politeness
(p. 131 ). These categories were carefully selected to represent different
politeness strategies through a "bottom-up" approach.
There are two different coding methodologies from past research on
politeness. One method was used by Holtgraves and Yang (1992), who
asked coders to categorize participants' responses into one of the five
superstrategies described by P. Brown and Levinson ( 1987 ). The second method was used by Lee (1993), who asked coders to rate substrategies from politeness theory on a 9-point scale (substrategies are
simply more specific strategies that could be subsumed under the
broader superstrategies) and then created larger composite strategies by
analyzing how the substrategies related to one another. For this study,
Lee's coding methodology was more appropriate for several reasons.
First, as mentioned, we do not expect nonlinguistic politeness strategies
to assume the same structure as linguistic strategies, so imposing Brown
and Levinson's structure on the nonlinguistic data would not he appropriate. Second, in examinations of specific situations (e.g., communicating bad news in a hierarchy), a more specific structure is appropriate. She found that although participants did not use all of the strategies
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Table 2

Between-Factor and Within-Factor Correlations
Korean sample
Variable
Other oriented
Al~liative
Circumspect

Other
oriented
.64

American sample

Attiliative

Circumspect

-.05
.83

-.04
-.02
.21

Other
oriented
.50

Affiliative

Circumspect

.44
.51

.16
-.05
.58

Note. All correlations along the diagonals are mean correlations among individual variables defining a
composite variable. All correlations off the diagonals are mean correlations between the individual variables
of one composite variable and the individual variables of a different composite variable. In a well-defined
set of composites, the mean correlations offthe diagonal should be substantially lower than the mean correlations on the diagonal. For the present composites, the median correlation on the diagonal is .55, and the
median correlation offthe diagonal is -.03.

Only strategies that could be communicated nonverbally, such as
seeking agreement and being apologetic, were included. Thus, five substrategies that were purely linguistic (e.g., going on record as incurring a
debt by saying "Do me a favor") were excluded. All in all, 20 categories
reflecting different substrategies were generated.
Categories that captured positive politeness strategies included being
affiliative, attentive, concerned, approving, encouraging, supportive,
empathic, emotional, and positive; seeking agreement; and joking.
These categories correspond to P. Brown and Levinson's ( 1987 ) politeness strategies of noticing or attending to the target; showing interest,
approval, and sympathy for the target; seeking agreement; asserting
common ground; joking; asserting knowledge of the target's wants and
concerns; being optimistic; and asserting reciprocity. No nonverbal parallel could be found for the strategies of giving gifts to the target or asking
and giving reasons.
Categories that captured negative politeness included being indirect,
not being open, being apologetic, minimizing the imposition, and being
uncertain, professional, and deferential. These categories correspond to
Brown and Levinson's ( 1987 ) strategies of being indirect, hedging, being pessimistic, minimizing the imposition, being deferential, and being
apologetic. No nonverbal parallel could be found for the strategies of
impersonalizing the target and the speaker, nominalizing, or going on
record as incurring a debt. Two other categories were included: being
avoidant and being critical.
Four different sets of coders who were all native speakers of Korean
(four coders for the full-channel, video, and audio and two coders for
the transcripts) rated the full-channel video and audio, video only, audio only, and transcript data. Within each set, half of the coders rated
the clips or transcripts in the order in which the data were generated,
and the other half rated the clips or transcripts in the reverse order. Each
clip or transcript was rated on the 20 categories on a 9-point scale. Thus,
each coder rated each clip on every category on a 9-point scale ranging

described by Brown and Levinson, some oftbe strategies were more fine
grained than what the theory posits. For example, minimizing the
threat was one of the strategies in Brown and Levinson's list, but participants used a variety of methods to minimize the threat; some discredited the source of the information, some disagreed explicitly with the
bad news, and some decreased the importance and significance of the
bad news. This more bottom-up approach (forming strategies from the
data), rather than a top-down approach (forming strategies from the
theory), was better able to extract a specific typology of strategies for
the specific situation being studied.

from not at all ( 1 ) to extremely (9). All of the coding was conducted in
Korean. Each coder rated 216 clips on 20 different categories.

Study 2: American Sample
Participants. Thirty graduate students (15 women and 15 men)
from Harvard University participated in the study. Only graduate students were recruited because they are likely to work with superiors (e.g.,
advisors), peers (other graduate students), and subordinates (e.g., undergraduate research assistants) in their research. Students were recruited from a posted sign-up sheet. They were paid for their
participation.
Procedure. As in Study 1, participants were asked to role-play delivering good and bad news to three targets. In Study 1, the bad news
was a reduction in commission, and the good news was an increase in
commission. Although this type of good news and bad news would be
realistic in the organizational life of Korean brokers, the same piece
of information would have much less relevance to graduate students.
Therefore, the content of the good news and bad news was adjusted for
the present sample: The good news was the acceptance of a paper by a
major journal, and the bad news was the rejection of a paper by a major
journal. The remainder of the procedure and the coding system used
were the same as for Study 1.
Coders were native speakers of English. Four sets of coders with four
coders each rated the full-channel video and audio clips, video-only
clips, audio-only clips, and transcripts. The same 20 dimensions coded
in Study 1 were used to code the clips and transcripts in Study 2. All of
the coding was conducted in English.
Results

Preliminary Considerations: Principal-Components
Analysis and Creation o f Composite Variables
Each o f the 36 Korean p a r t i c i p a n t s p r o d u c e d 6 clips
( c o m m u n i c a t i n g two types o f news to t h r e e levels in the hierarchy; a total o f 216 clips). Each o f the 30 A m e r i c a n p a r t i c i p a n t s
also p r o d u c e d 6 clips ( a total of 180). T h e m e a n o f the judges'
ratings o f each of the 20 d i m e n s i o n s was c o m p u t e d across the
216 clips of the K o r e a n s a m p l e a n d the ! 80 clips o f the American sample separately. E a c h of the 20 ratings was standardized
to e l i m i n a t e correlations resulting from any systematic g r o u p
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Table 3

Reliabilities oJTudges' (Js) Ratings of Behaviors
Korean sample
Video and
audio

Video

American sample

Audio

Video and
audio

Transcript

Video

Audio

Transcript

Variable

4Jsa

IJb

4Js

IJ

4Js

1J

2Js

IJ

4Jsa

IJ b

4Js

IJ

4Js

1J

4Js

1J

Other oriented
Affiliative
Circumspect

.72
.75
.41

.39
.42
.15

.57
.74
.41

.25
.42
.15

.72
.84
.73

.39
.57
.40

.60
.74
.35

.43
.59
.21

.70
.69
.68

.37
.36
.35

.64
.80
.55

.31
.50
.23

.62
.59
.48

.29
.27
.19

.71
.71
.68

.38
.38
.35

a Reliability ofthe mean of these judges' ratings, bReliabilityof a typical singlejudge.

differences between the Korean and American samples. This
was done for all four channels of communication.
Principal-components analyses were conducted on the standardized ratings across all four channels to reduce the number of
strategies into a few global ones. To use the same global strategies
for both samples for all channels, we conducted principal-components analyses on the standardized data from both samples over
all four channels. A step-up-by-oneprincipal-componentsanalysis
with varimax rotation yielded a satisfactory, theoretically interpretable three-factor solution. This solution was supported by an
examination of the intercorrelations between the factors and
within the factors. Table 1 shows the factor loadings of this threefactor solution. Three dimensions (emotional, trivializing, and
critical) did not load on any of the three factors, and raters reported confusion about the interpretation of these ratings. These
three dimensions were dropped from all subsequent analyses. Table 2 shows the average between-composite and within-composite
variable correlations; as can be seen, the three-factor solution was
satisfactory for both the Korean and American samples.
On the basis of the principal-components analysis, three
composite variables were created: affiliative strategies (open,
affiliative, and joking), circumspect strategies (uncertain, indirect, avoidant, and apologetic), and other-oriented strategies
(attentive, concerned, seeking agreement, encouraging, polite,
approving, deferential, positive, empathic, and professional).
The affiliative composite variable consisted exclusively of positive politeness strategies. Circumspect consisted of negative politeness strategies (uncertain, avoidant, and apologetic) and one
off-the-record strategy (indirect), The last composite, other oriented, was a mixed bag of positive strategies that acknowledged
the listener's needs (attentive, concerned, seeking agreement,
encouraging, polite, approving, positive, and empathic) and
negative politeness strategies that minimized the imposition
(deferential and professional). Although P. Brown and Levinson ( 1987 ) considered all politeness to be oriented toward others, our analysis separated other-orientation from affiliation and
circumspection.
The principal-components analysis addressed the exploratory question about the kinds of strategies individuals use
when nonlinguisticchannels are taken into account. The typology of strategies showed a considerable amount of overlap with
the structure of linguistic strategies proposed in politeness theory. Affiliativenessand circumspection consisted of positive and

negative politeness strategies, respectively. Although other-oriented strategies consisted of a mix of both positive and negative
strategies, this result is consistent with past research suggesting
that the delineation of positive and negative strategies may not
be clear cut and that individuals tend to use a mixture of both
types of strategies (Craig et al., 1986; Lim & Bowers, 1991;
Scollon & Scollon, 1983 ).

Reliability o f Judges" Ratings
The effective reliabilities (Rosenthal & Rosnow, 1991 ) of the
judges were calculated for each composite and each channel.
The interjudge reliabilities ranged from .35 to .84, with a mean
of .63, for the Korean sample. The interjudge reliabilities
ranged from .48 to .80, with a mean of .65, for the American
sample (see Table 3 ).

Study 1: Korean Sample
Separate analyses of variance were performed for each dependent variable (other oriented, affiliative, and circumspect);
hierarchy (communicating to superior, peer, or subordinate),
news (good news or bad news), and channel (full channel with
video and audio, video only, audio only, or transcript) were in-

Table 4

Hierarchy, News, and Channel Effects Across Composite
Ratings Among Koreans and Americans
Other oriented
Source

df

F

Atfiliative

r

Circumspect

F

r

F

r

28.26**
25.54**
57.72**

.67
.65
.79

81.46"*
12.26"*
121.90"*

.84
.51
.88

.49
.59
.84

167.30"*
6.22*
118.30"*

.93
.43
.90

Koreans
Channel
Hierarchy
News

3
2
1

19.28**
16.95"*
1.42

.60
.81
.20

Americans
Channel
Hierarchy
News

3
2
1

6.04*
0.40
67.08**

* p < .005. **p < .0001.

.42
.12
.84

9.06**
15.25"*
66.73**
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Figure 1. Ratings of other-oriented, affiliative, and circumspect strategies across different communication
channels: Korean participants.

dependent variables. Table 4 illustrates the results of the analyses of variance for the hierarchy, news, and channel effects for
each composite rating.
Channel effects. Analyses of variance revealed significant
channel effects for all three composite variables (see Table 4 for
F values, significance levels, and effect sizes). These effects were
examined further in a planned contrast comparing the purely nonlinguistic channel (silent video) and the channels incorporating
linguistic information; weights o f - 1 (full), - 1 (audio), - I
(transcript), and 3 (video) were used. This contrast was significant
for all three composites: other orientation, F ( l, 70) = 9.93, p =
.0024, r = .472; affiliativeness, F ( l, 70) = 28.65, p < .0001, r =
.67; and circumspection, F ( l, 70) = 101.43, p < .0001, r = .86.
The means of these three variables across the four channels are
presented in Figure 1. Korean participants were rated as most circumspect in the nonlinguistic channel. In contrast, ratings of
affiliation and other orientation showed the opposite trend; these
ratings were lowest in the nonlinguistic channel, suggesting that
these strategies are communicated through language. This finding
provides support for Hypothesis l: For Korean participants, the

indirect strategy (circumspection) was conveyed mostly through
the nonlinguistic channel.
Hierarchy effects. Analyses of variance of other-oriented,
afliliative, and circumspect ratings all showed significant effects
for hierarchy (see Table 4 for F values, significance values, and
effect sizes). To examine the effect of power, we conducted contrast analyses using weights of - 1 (subordinate), - I (peer),
and 2 (superior); power effects predict that individuals will behave differently toward superiors than they do toward peers and
subordinates). These contrasts were significant for other orientation, F ( 1, 70) = 30.70, p < .0001, r = .68, and circumspec2 Effect size estimates were calculated by means of the following formula ( Rosenthal & Rosnow, 1991 ):
~
r = ViF

F × dfnumerator
x dfnu--~erat--~r)+ d - ~ n o m i n a t o r '

where the dfnumerator is always 1 and the dfdenominator is always the
number of participants minus 1.
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Figure2. Ratings of other-oriented, atfiliative,and circumspect strategiesacross different hierarchy levels:
Korean participants.

tion, F( 1, 70) = 24.49, p < .0001, r = .64, but did not reach
conventional levels of significance for affiliation.
To test the effect of social distance, we conducted a quadratic
contrast using the weights - 1 (superior), 2 (peer), and - 1
(subordinate); distance effects predict that individuals will behave differently toward peers than they do toward superiors or
subordinates. This quadratic contrast was significant for affiliation, F( 1, 70) = 48.28, p < .0001, r = .76. The means of the
other-oriented, circumspect, and affiliative ratings across hierarchies are illustrated in Figure 2.
These results provide partial support for Hypothesis 2. Some
strategies (namely other-orientation and circumspection) were
more sensitive to power effects and were used significantly more
when communicating with superiors than when communicating with peers and subordinates. Other strategies (namely
affiliation) were more sensitive to distance effects and were used
more when communicating with peers.
News effects. The means of good and bad news for affiliative and circumspect ratings are shown in Figure 3. Analyses of variance revealed that Korean participants were rated
as significantly more circumspect and significantly less

affiliative when delivering bad news rather than good news
(see Table 4 for F values, significance values, and effect
sizes). There was no difference on other-orientedness in the
delivering of good and bad news. Overall, support for Hypothesis 3 was mixed. As Hypothesis 3 predicted, more circumspection was used for bad news than for good news; however, instead of being more affiliative when the imposition was
larger (bad news), individuals were more affiliative when the
imposition was smaller (good news).

Study 2: American Sample
The same analyses of variance, with similar contrast
weights, were conducted with the American data.
Channel effects. The channel effect was significant for all
three composites (see Table 4 for F values, significance values, and effect sizes). The means across the four channels are
shown in Figure 4. The planned contrast examining whether
the video channel was different from the other channels, using weights o f - 1 ( f u l l ) , - 1 ( a u d i o ) , - 1 (transcript), and 3
(video), was significant for ratings of affiliativeness, F( 1, 84 )
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Figure 3. Ratings of other-oriented, afl~liative, and circumspect strategies across different messages: Korean participants.

= 11.60, p = .001, r = .54, and circumspection, F ( 1, 84) =
413.41, p < .0001, r = .91. For the other-oriented composite
variable, the p l a n n e d contrast was n o t significant, F ( 1, 84) =
0.02, p = .8810, r = - . 0 3 . Again, these findings provide support for Hypothesis 1: Off-the-record, indirect strategies
( c i r c u m s p e c t i o n ) were mostly c o m m u n i c a t e d via the n o n l i n guistic channel.
Hierarchy effects. The means of the other-oriented, circumspect, and affiliative ratings across hierarchies are illustrated in Figure 5. The analysis o f variance showed a significant hierarchy effect for affiliation a n d circumspection (see
Table 4 for F values, significance values, and effect sizes).
The contrast analysis, using the weights - 1 ( s u b o r d i n a t e ) ,
- 1 (peer), and 2 (superior) to test the effect o f power, was
significant for ratings o f circumspection, F ( 1, 56) = 10.81, p
= .0017, r = .53. The quadratic contrast, using the weights
- 1 ( s u b o r d i n a t e ) , 2 (peer), and - 1 (superior) to test the

effect of distance, was significant for affiliation, F ( 1, 56) =
26.92, p < .0001, r = .70. Thus, A m e r i c a n participants were
more circumspect to superiors and more affiliative to peers.
These findings provide partial support for Hypothesis 2:
Some strategies ( c i r c u m s p e c t i o n ) are more sensitive to power
differences, and some strategies (affiliation) are more sensitive to distance differences.
News effects. Significant news effects were found for all of the
politeness composite ratings. American participants were rated as
significantly more other oriented and afffliative when delivering
good news and as significantly more circumspect when delivering
bad news (see Table 4 for F values, significance values, and effect
sizes). The means of good and bad news for the atraliative and
circumspect ratings are shown in Figure 6. Support for Hypothesis
3 was mixed: Individuals were more circumspect when delivering
bad news but were more other oriented and affiliative when delivering good news.
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Figure 4.

R a t i n g s of other-oriented, affiliative, a n d c i r c u m s p e c t strategies across different c o m m u n i c a t i o n
channels: A m e r i c a n p a r t i c i p a n t s .

Meta-Analysis: C o m p a r i s o n of the Two C u l t u r e s
How did the effects of hierarchy, channel, and news differ
across cultures? We compared the effects from the Korean and
American samples using meta-analytic techniques. The analysis revealed cross-cultural similarities in the usage of affiliation
and circumspection strategies but marked differences in otherorientation.

Similarities Between Samples
Table 5 lists, for each effect, the significance of the effect size
comparisons between the Korean and American samples. Striking similarities between the two samples are apparent in ratings
of affiliation and circumspection for the hierarchy, channel, and
news main effects. The effect sizes of the contrasts we examined
not only were in the same direction but were similar in magnitude. Examination of the recta-analytic comparisons shows
that, by and large, these effects and significance levels were not
significantly different from one another (p > . 1). The only exception was for the comparison of ratings of circumspection for

the channel effect; the effect size comparison was marginally
significant (Zr = 3.08, p = .001 ). However, the effect sizes were
in the same direction and were both significant (r = .86 in the
Korean sample, r --- .97 in the American sample).
The effect sizes and significance levels of the affiliative and
circumspect ratings in the hierarchy, channel, and news effects
were combined meta-analytically. The combined effect sizes
and significance values are listed in Table 6. All in all, strategy
usage was consistent across both cultures. Furthermore, channel, news, and hierarchy effects were similar across both cultures for affiliation and circumspection.

Differences Between Samples
Table 5 shows that the contrast effects for other-orientation
were different between the Korean and American samples. Koreans were rated as significantly more other oriented to superiors than to subordinates and peers, but this effect was not apparent in the American sample. Meta-analytic comparisons revealed that the Korean and American effect sizes were
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Figure5. Ratings of other-oriented, affiliative,and circumspect strategiesacross different hierarchy levels:
American participants.

significantly different (Zr = 3.31, p = .0005), as were the significance levels (Z = 4.26, p = .00001 ).
Koreans were rated as significantly less other oriented in the
video-only channel as compared with the other channels.
Again, this trend was not apparent for the American sample. A
comparison of the Korean and American effect sizes and significance levels shows that these values were significantly
different (Zr = 2.08, p = .02, for the effect size comparison and
Z = 2.82, p = .002 for the significance level comparison).
In the American sample, good news was rated as more other
oriented than bad news. The same effect was evident in the Korean sample, but the effect was considerably smaller. The effect
sizes for the news variable were significantly different between
the Korean and American samples (Zr = 3.92, p = .00004), as
were the significance levels of the news effect (Zr = 3.60, p =
.0002).
These effects provide support for Hypothesis 5. Ratings of
other-orientation differed on the basis of power and distance for
Koreans but not for Americans, suggesting that Koreans rely
more on relational cues in using other-oriented strategies. In
contrast, ratings of other-orientation differed on the basis of the

type of news for Americans but not for Koreans, suggesting that
Americans rely more on contextual cues in using other-oriented
strategies.
Discussion
These findings have important theoretical implications for
politeness theory. First, these results highlight the value of examining nonlinguistic aspects of politeness theory. Quite apart
from contextualizing linguistic utterances, nonlinguistic channels communicate politeness independent of linguistic channels
of communication. A second contribution of this study is the
finding that even when nonlinguistic channels are taken into
account, strategy usage is affected by social and contextual cues
in ways similar to the propositions of linguistic politeness put
forth by P. Brown and Levinson (1987). A third contribution
is that some aspects of the usage of politeness strategies seem
to be universal, whereas others appear to be culture specific.
Specifically, Koreans and Americans used the strategies of
affiliation and circumspection similarly, but they differed in the
manner in which they used the strategy of other-orientation.
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In addition to the theoretical findings, this article involves
two key methodological innovations for politeness research.
First, nonlinguistic channels of communication were considered in addition to linguistic channels of communication. We
compared the communication of politeness via a purely linguistic channel (transcripts), a purely nonlinguistic channel (video
only), and two mixed channels (audio and full-channel video
plus audio) of communication. This methodology permitted an
examination of the manner in which different channels convey
different messages. In addition, this fine-grained examination
of different channels of communication was important because
it contributes to the ecological validity of politeness theory: The
two mixed channels represent some of the more common
modes of interpersonal communication such as face-to-face and
telephone communication. Previous research has, to some extent, neglected the ecological validity of politeness theory by

examining only transcripts and language. Second, the present
research used a naturalistic approach to examine politeness.
Instead of responding to experimenter-concocted vignettes,
participants generated their own responses to realistic target
persons about realistic face-threatening information. The coding of the politeness strategies was also more naturalistic. Coders did not assign each behavior to one of the superstrategies
prescribed by politeness theory; rather, they rated the behavior
intuitively on a variety of substrategies. These ratings were then
combined to create the composite strategies. In essence, we
coded the strategies bottom-up from the data as opposed to topdown from the theory.

S u m m a r y and Interpretation o f Results
Similarities across cultures. Across both linguistic and
nonlinguistic channels of communication, three main types of
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Table 5

Effect Size Comparisons Between the Korean and American Samples

Source (contrast weights)
Hierarchy (subordinate, peer, superior)
Other oriented ( - 1, - I, +2)
Atiiliative ( - I , +2, -1)
Circumspect ( - 1, - I, +2)
Channel (video + audio, audio, transcript, video)
Other oriented ( - 1, - 1, - 1, +3)
Attiliative ( - 1, - 1, - 1, +3)
Circumspect ( - 1, -1, - 1, +3)
News
Other oriented
Afliliative
Circumspect

Korean r

American r

Effect size
comparison
~)

.68
.76
.64

-.03
.70
.53

.0005
.31
.26

.47
.67
.86

-.03
.54
.91

.02
.22
.001

.20
.79
.88

.84
.84
.90

.00004
.28
.36

a Pearson rs were converted to Fisher's zrs, and the Z value of the difference between the two effect sizes was
computed with the formula Z = (Zrl - Zr2) + ~ I

+ ~3/2
1 - 3]It/2. The P value reported here is that

associated with the Z value (Rosenthal & Rosnow, 1991 ).

strategies were used in both the Korean and American samples:
other-orientation, affiliation, and circumspection. These strategy composites roughly correspond to P. Brown and Levinson's
(1987) differentiation between positive strategies that acknowledge others' needs and negative strategies that m i n i m i z e threat;
affiliation comprises purely positive strategies, circumspection
comprises negative and off-the-record strategies, and other-orientation comprises both positive and negative strategies.
Across both cultures, participants used the strategies of
affiliation and circumspection in a similar manner. T h a t is, both
Americans and Koreans were more affiliative toward peers and
more circumspect toward superiors. Similarly, both were more

Table 6

Combining Effect Sizes and Significance Values
Source
Hierarchy
Other oriented
Affiliative
Circumspect
Channel
Other oriented
Afflliative
Circumspect
News
Other oriented
Atfiliative
Circumspect

Combined r a

Combined pb

.42
.73
.59

.02
.00001
.002

.26
.62
.93

.18
.0001
.00000001

.58
.81
.89

.02
.000004
.00000004

a The combined r was calculated by converting the Pearson rs to Fisher's
z transformation of r, computing the mean of the Fisher's zrs, and then
converting the Fisher's zrs back to Pearson rs (Rosenthal & Rosnow,
1991 ). t'The Z values corresponding to the p values from the two cultures were found, and the sum of the two Z values was divided by the
square root of two (Z = ZI + Z2/V2). Finally, thep value associated with
the new Z value is presented as the combined p value.

affiliative and less circumspect when delivering good news. Furthermore, for both Americans and Koreans, circumspection
was more apparent from the purely nonverbal channel o f behavior (i.e., the silent video channel). These findings support
the predictions o f politeness theory. First, circumspection
(composed o f the more polite negative politeness and off-therecord strategies) should be exhibited more toward superiors.
Second, the strategy of being circumspect was associated with
delivering bad news, whereas the strategy o f being affiliative was
associated with delivering good news. The finding that, in both
cultures, the nonlinguistic video channel seems to be used the
most in the expression o f circumspection suggests that negative
and off-the-record strategies may be communicated through
nonlinguistic behavior.
Our results also revealed some unexpected findings regarding
affiliation strategies. Although distance differences predict less politeness with peers (because of closer social distance) and less 190liteness when delivering good news (because o f lower imposition),
we found that, in both the Korean sample and the American sample, individuals were more affiliative when communicating to
peers and when communicating good news. This suggests that, in
addition to redressing face-threatening information, specific positive politeness strategies may be used to maintain close interpersonal relationships and to accentuate face-enhancing events such
as good news. This is consistent with P. Brown and Levinson's
(1987) assertion that positive politeness strategies are not only
used to redress face threats but are used as a kind of social accelerator in which the speaker indicates that he or she wants to "come
closer" to the target. Affiliation, a distance-sensitive strategy, seems
to perform this role.
Differences across cultures. The strategy that exhibited the
most cross-cultural variability was other-orientation (a strategy
composed of some positive and some negative politeness
strategies). Koreans used different levels o f other-orientation
depending on the status o f the target (they were most other ori-
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ented toward their superiors), whereas Americans were equally
other oriented toward all three targets, suggesting that Koreans
pay more attention to interpersonal and relational cues. In contrast, Americans used other-oriented strategies when they delivered good news rather than bad news, but Koreans did not vary
in other-orientation depending on the type of information being
communicated, suggesting that Americans are affected more by
the content of the message than by their relationship with the
target of the message.
All in all, these findings support assertions that, in "lowcontext" cultures (e.g., American culture; Cohen, 1987; Hall,
1976), the content of communication is extremely important:
Directness and accuracy are valued, and relationships are based
on equality rather than hierarchy (Hynson, 1990). In "highcontext" cultures (e.g., Korean culture), however, the relational
and hierarchical context rather than the content of the message
per se conveys meaning (Hofstede, 1980). In such cultures, individual identity is embedded in socially defined roles. Therefore, contextual factors such as group membership and the roles
of target and speaker are used in conveying and interpreting
meaning.
Conclusions

Future research should address some of the limitations of this
study. It would be worthwhile to examine the pure vocal channel using only tone-of-voice cues. As a result of loud background noise, the audio material from Korea did not permit
content filtering to extract vocal cues. Furthermore, the nature
of the hierarchy and the content of the communication differed
for the two samples in this study. The American sample consisted of graduate students, whereas the Korean sample consisted of brokers. Each sample was given different types of messages to convey because of the differences in the work environment, and this may have confounded the results. Future studies
should compare similar samples of participants from each culture. Furthermore, although it is clear that politeness is conveyed nonlinguistically, it would be useful to identify specific
nonverbal behaviors that convey politeness and to establish
whether these behaviors are universal.
Despite these limitations, this article makes some noteworthy
contributions in the social psychological examination of politeness theory. First, methodologically, we used a more naturalistic
situation to examine politeness strategies: Participants roleplayed situations in which they generated their own strategies
rather than responding to vignettes. Second, whereas previous
studies have focused on examining transcripts alone, we examined several different channels of communication such as silent
video, audio, and the full audio and video channel. This allowed
for a detailed, in-depth analysis of politeness behavior not only
in linguistic channels but also in nonlinguistic channels. Third,
instead of coding superstrategies, as outlined by E Brown and
Levinson (1987), we coded substrategies and then combined
them, as suggested by the data, into three composite strategies.
This permitted us to combine positive and negative strategies,
as suggested by recent critiques of Brown and Levinson's work,
and to define strategies that were more specific, ecologically
valid, and situationally relevant to our study. Fourth, previous

research has examined politeness as a response to face-threatening acts (delivering bad news), but this study suggests that
politeness strategies are used as a response to non-face-threatening acts as well. Participants across both cultures used more
affiliative strategies in delivering good news to peers,
Clearly, future investigations of politeness theory should pay
close attention to nonverbal channels of communication. Politeness is communicated through both language and nonverbal
behavior. Furthermore, whereas some linguistic as well as nonverbal strategies seem to be universal, others are culture specific. Perhaps many misunderstandingsthat occur between cultures are due to the miscommunication of politeness. Consider
the example of Mary at the beginning of the article. If Mary
was a Korean telling her American subordinate about a paper
rejection, the subordinate might feel that Mary did not exhibit
appropriate levels of politeness based on the imposition of the
bad news because Koreans' usage of strategies is more sensitive
to relational cues than to the content of the message. Had Mary
been an American telling her Korean advisor about good news,
the same problem might have occurred. Mary would be more
sensitive to the content of the message and might exhibit a level
of politeness deemed inappropriate when speaking to her advisor. The present research suggests that these miscommunications can be fruitfully examined by focusing on cross-cultural
similarities and differences in the communication of politeness.
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