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Politeness strategies are essential to understanding how individuals navigate social interactions and
maintain relationships in various cultures. Developed by sociolinguists Penelope Brown and Stephen
Levinson in the 1980s, these strategies provide a framework for analyzing how people manage face in
communication. The concept of "face" refers to an individual's self-esteem or public image, which they
seek to maintain during social interactions. This article will explore the key components of Brown and

Levinson's politeness theory, the types of politeness strategies, and their implications in everyday
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communication.

Understanding Face and Politeness

To grasp the essence of Brown and Levinson's politeness strategies, it is crucial to first understand the

concepts of face and politeness.



Face

Face is a term that describes the positive social value a person claims for themselves in a given

interaction. It is divided into two main components:

1. Positive Face: This refers to the desire to be liked, appreciated, and valued by others. It

encompasses the need for approval and acceptance within a social group.

2. Negative Face: This aspect represents an individual's desire for autonomy and freedom from

imposition. It reflects the need to be unimpeded in their actions and decisions.

Both positive and negative face are integral to social interactions, and individuals often employ

strategies to protect their own face as well as that of others.

Politeness

Politeness can be understood as the strategies used to manage face during communication. Brown
and Levinson propose that individuals will employ politeness strategies to mitigate potential face-
threatening acts (FTAs), which are behaviors that could potentially harm someone’s face. These

strategies are crucial in maintaining social harmony and reducing the risk of conflict.

Types of Politeness Strategies

Brown and Levinson categorize politeness strategies into four main types: bald on-record, positive
politeness, negative politeness, and off-record indirect strategies. Each of these strategies serves

different communicative purposes and is appropriate in varying contexts.



1. Bald On-Record

Bald on-record strategies are the most direct form of communication. They involve delivering a

message without any attempt to soften the impact. This strategy is often used when:

- The speaker has a close relationship with the listener.
- There is a low risk of face threat.

- The context warrants a straightforward approach.

Example: “Close the window.”

In this case, the speaker is making a clear, unambiguous request. This strategy may be perceived as

rude if used inappropriately, as it does not take into account the listener's feelings or the social

context.

2. Positive Politeness

Positive politeness strategies aim to enhance the listener's positive face. These strategies involve

expressing friendliness, solidarity, and appreciation. They often include:

- Compliments
- Expressions of interest in the listener’s needs

- Use of inclusive language (e.g., “we” instead of “you”)

Example: “I really love the way you’ve organized this project. Could you share your insights on how

you did it?”

In this scenario, the speaker not only makes a request but also acknowledges the listener's efforts,

which fosters goodwill and promotes a positive social atmosphere.



3. Negative Politeness

Negative politeness strategies focus on safeguarding the listener's negative face. These strategies are
more indirect and often include hedging, apologizing, or using conditional forms to minimize the
imposition. They are particularly useful when the speaker is aware that their request may be
unwelcome or intrusive.

Example: “I’'m sorry to bother you, but could you help me with this?”

Here, the speaker acknowledges the potential annoyance their request may cause and apologizes,

which helps to mitigate the face threat.

4. Off-Record Indirect Strategies

Off-record strategies involve indirectness and ambiguity, allowing the listener to interpret the message
without feeling pressured. This strategy is often used when the speaker wants to avoid imposing on
the listener or when the social stakes are high.

Example: “It’s getting a bit chilly in here.”

In this case, the speaker is not directly requesting that the window be closed. Instead, they are hinting

at the desire for the window to be closed while allowing the listener to draw their own conclusion.

Factors Influencing Politeness Strategies

Several factors influence the choice of politeness strategies in communication. Understanding these

factors can provide insight into why individuals choose one strategy over another.



1. Social Distance

Social distance refers to the degree of familiarity between the speaker and the listener. In situations
where individuals are close friends or family, bald on-record strategies may be more acceptable.
Conversely, in formal or unfamiliar contexts, negative politeness strategies are more common to avoid

face threats.

2. Power Dynamics

The relative power between the speaker and listener plays a crucial role in determining politeness
strategies. When the speaker holds less power (e.g., a subordinate addressing a superior), they are

more likely to employ negative politeness strategies to show deference.

3. Cultural Context

Different cultures have varying norms regarding politeness. For example, in collectivist cultures,
maintaining harmony and group cohesion may take precedence, leading to a preference for positive

politeness strategies. In contrast, individualistic cultures might prioritize directness and efficiency.

Applications of Politeness Strategies

Understanding Brown and Levinson's politeness strategies has practical implications across various

fields, such as linguistics, communication studies, and intercultural relations.



1. Interpersonal Communication

In everyday interactions, individuals can benefit from being aware of politeness strategies to navigate
conversations more effectively. Choosing the appropriate strategy can help maintain relationships and

prevent misunderstandings.

2. Business Communication

In professional settings, understanding politeness strategies can aid in negotiations, team dynamics,
and customer interactions. Employing the right strategy can enhance collaboration, foster a positive

work environment, and improve overall communication effectiveness.

3. Language Learning

For language learners, grasping politeness strategies is essential for successful communication in a
new language. Recognizing how to adapt speech according to social context can lead to more

meaningful interactions and deeper cultural understanding.

Conclusion

Politeness strategies, as articulated by Brown and Levinson, offer valuable insights into the
complexities of human communication. By understanding the concepts of face and the various
strategies employed to protect it, individuals can enhance their social interactions. The four main types
of strategies—bald on-record, positive politeness, negative politeness, and off-record—serve different
communicative purposes and are influenced by factors such as social distance, power dynamics, and
cultural context. Recognizing and applying these strategies can lead to more effective and harmonious

communication in both personal and professional settings.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main components of Brown and Levinson's politeness

theory?

Brown and Levinson's politeness theory is based on the concepts of 'face,' which includes 'positive
face' (the desire to be liked and approved) and 'negative face' (the desire to be autonomous and free
from imposition). They propose strategies that speakers use to maintain face in interactions,
categorized into positive politeness, negative politeness, off-record indirect strategies, and bald-on-

record.

How do positive politeness strategies work in communication?

Positive politeness strategies focus on enhancing the listener's positive face by expressing friendliness,
solidarity, and approval. Techniques include using compliments, showing interest in the listener's
needs, and employing inclusive language, which helps to create a sense of camaraderie and minimize

social distance.

Can you give an example of a negative politeness strategy?

An example of a negative politeness strategy is using hedging or indirect language to make a request
less imposing. For instance, instead of saying 'Give me that book,' a speaker might say, 'Could you
possibly pass me that book?' This approach acknowledges the listener's autonomy and minimizes the

imposition.

What role does culture play in Brown and Levinson's politeness

strategies?

Culture significantly influences the use of politeness strategies as different cultures have varying norms
regarding face and interaction. For example, some cultures may prioritize collective harmony and use
more positive politeness, while others may emphasize individualism and prefer negative politeness to

avoid direct confrontation.



How can understanding politeness strategies improve interpersonal

communication?

Understanding politeness strategies can enhance interpersonal communication by helping individuals
navigate social interactions more effectively. By recognizing and applying appropriate strategies,
speakers can reduce misunderstandings, foster positive relationships, and improve collaboration in

both personal and professional contexts.
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