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 ABSTRACT 

Due to contact with English, United States Spanish is undergoing a process of 

simplification which reduces the amount of verb forms that speakers regularly use.  

While some verb forms remain relatively stable, those which are more cognitively 

complex are declining in usage by speakers of U.S. Spanish (Silva-Corvalán, 1994).  The 

verb forms most susceptible to simplification, namely, the imperfect subjunctive, 

conditional and synthetic future, are also those which are used to express politeness in 

Spanish, particularly when making requests.  This is because verbs which express 

temporal and material distance are more removed from the moment of enunciation, and 

this removal serves as a politeness marker which allows the interlocutor a discursive 

space to reject the request being made (Haverkate, 2010). 

The present study analyzes how language contact affects the use of verb forms to express 

politeness when making requests.  A verbal politeness scale was developed and applied to 

requests made by speakers in three levels of contact with English.  The results indicate 

that verbal politeness decreases as contact with English increases.  However, this 

decrease in verbal politeness is sharper for men, indicating that women utilize more 

morphological politeness markers than men.  Furthermore, lexical politeness strategies 

were also considered, and those which serve as compensatory strategies to accommodate 

a decline in verbal politeness increased in contact situations.  

The conclusions drawn from this investigation demonstrate that language contact changes 

the way requests are made in United States Spanish.  However, sociolinguistic forces, 

such as language contact, are subject to social pressures, such as unequal power relations.  
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In the case of U.S. Spanish, unequal power relations motivate women to retain the use of 

verb forms currently undergoing simplification in order to present themselves as polite.  
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SINOPSIS 

Debido al contacto con el inglés, el español estadounidense está experimentando un 

proceso de simplificación, lo cual reduce la cantidad de formas verbales que se utilizan 

regularmente. Mientras algunas formas verbales se mantienen relativamente estables, las 

que son cognitivamente más complejas son utilizadas cada vez menos por los hablantes 

del español estadounidense (Silva-Corvalán, 1994). Algunas de las formas verbales más 

susceptibles a la simplificación, concretamente, el imperfecto del subjuntivo, el 

condicional y el futuro sintético, también son las que se utilizan para expresar la cortesía, 

particularmente cuando se trata de hacer peticiones. Este fenómeno se debe al hecho de 

que los verbos que expresan distancia temporal y material son más apartados del 

momento de enunciación, y este distanciamiento sirve como marcador de cortesía que le 

permite al interlocutor un espacio discursivo para rechazar la petición (Haverkate, 2010).  

Esta investigación analiza cómo el contacto lingüístico afecta el uso de formas verbales 

como marcadores de cortesía en las peticiones. Se elaboró una escala de cortesía verbal 

que fue aplicada a peticiones hechas por hablantes en tres diferentes niveles de contacto 

con el inglés. Los resultados indican que la cortesía verbal disminuye a medida que 

aumenta el contacto con el inglés. Sin embargo, el declive en cortesía verbal es más 

drástico para los hombres, lo cual indica que las mujeres utilizan más marcadores 

morfológicos de cortesía que los hombres. Además, se consideró el uso de estrategias 

léxicas de cortesía, y las que sirven como estrategias compensatorias para acomodar el 

declive en cortesía verbal aumentaron de uso en las situaciones de contacto.  
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Las conclusiones derivadas de esta investigación demuestran que el contacto lingüístico 

cambia la manera en que se expresan las peticiones. No obstante, las fuerzas 

sociolingüísticas, como el contacto lingüístico, están sujetas a presiones sociales, como 

las relaciones de poder. En el caso del español de los Estados Unidos, la desigualdad que 

caracteriza las relaciones de poder social motiva a las mujeres a mantener el uso de 

ciertas formas verbales que están en un proceso de simplificación para poder presentarse 

de manera más cortés.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Contact linguistics 

 When languages come in contact with each other, they often undergo changes 

whose effects range from almost undetectable to quite drastic, if contact is prolonged.  

Although these changes are regular, rule-governed processes which have been observed 

in many of the world’s languages which currently enjoy a high level of prestige, speakers 

of contact varieties frequently experience criticism.  Even today, in spite of the 

universality of phenomena observed in contact varieties, these languages may still be 

viewed as unnatural, ungrammatical, and corrupt.   

 Given that most, if not all, languages have undergone changes due to contact, the 

field of study of contact linguistics has enjoyed a long history of ideological changes and 

refinements, especially regarding the question of permeability.  When historical 

linguistics thrived in the 19th century, contact linguistics became a vital field of study and 

questioned the views of traditional “genealogical” linguistics, which assigned a single 

source to each current language (Winford, 2003).  The evidence that linguists observed in 

a variety of languages led them to conclude that most languages had experienced a 

transfer of material, introduced by speakers of another language.  However, there was 

great disagreement as to what type of material was transferable.  Although compelling 

evidence demonstrated that lexical items could be transferred from one language to 

another, contact linguists differed in their assessment of the degree of permeability of 

other levels of language.  On one hand, linguists such as Antoinne Meillet (1921) and 

Edward Sapir (1927) found languages mostly impenetrable beyond the lexical level.  On 

the other hand, Schuchardt (1928) believed that “even closely knit structures, like 
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inflectional endings, are not secure against invasion by foreign material” (cited in 

Weinreich, 1966, p. 29).   

 Although the field lost momentum for a few decades, Weinreich has renewed 

interest in contact linguistics from a structuralist point of view.  He attempts to reconcile 

the opposing views on permeability by citing a lack of definition regarding levels of 

language, such as syntax and morphology.  Weinreich asserts that structural transfer 

beyond the lexical level is based on the degree of boundedness of morphemes, their 

function, and the degree of similarity between the two languages in contact; the more 

bound a morpheme, and the greater its grammatical function, the less likely it is to 

experience transfer (1966).  Although Weinreich only focuses on transfer, which he refers 

to as interference, his greatest contribution is that he recognizes both structural and non-

structural factors as motivators of linguistic change.  In addition to linguistic factors, 

Weinreich cites cultural and psychological factors as well as the relative status of both 

languages in terms of usefulness, mode of use, function in social advance, and literary-

cultural value to the speakers involved (1966).  In the 1980s, Thomason and Kauffman’s 

work takes a more liberal view on language permeability, affirming that any element of 

any language may be incorporated into another language given the right circumstances 

(1988).  This view is later supported by Winford, who states that the only limits on 

transferability are those of Universal Grammar, but that the social context will determine 

what is actually transferred (2003).   

The field of contact linguistics has also benefitted from the development of 

sociolinguistics.  For example, Labov’s work on phonological variation provides models 

for observing changes in progress rather than retroactively.  Furthermore, sociolinguistics 
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has also helped to frame contact linguistics by recognizing that languages are inherently 

and systematically variable, thus the potential for change is found within the language 

and is activated by external social forces (Silva-Corvalán, 1994).  In this manner, the 

growth of sociolinguistics has led to a more balanced view of language permeability.  As 

stated by Silva-Corvalán, transfer beyond the lexical level can occur when parallel forms 

are available in both languages and will not give rise to radically new structures, but may 

cause: 

- Extension of discursive-pragmatic functions of one structure  

- Change in frequency of use of two similar forms 

- Loss of semantico-pragmatic restrictions (Silva-Corvalán, 19934) 

 In sum, the field of contact linguistics has evolved to present languages as 

inherently variable, and these variations, under the proper circumstances, will give rise to 

linguistic change.  Although lexical change is most common and most readily observable, 

other levels of the language are also susceptible to adaptation.  However, these changes 

do not usually bring about radically different structures, but pragmatic differences or 

changes in frequency of existing structures.   

These changes may occur in three types of contact situations—maintenance, shift, 

and new language creation.  In each of these situations, it is important to consider the 

power relations that characterize the speakers of the languages in contact.  The 

superstrate language, as opposed to the substrate language, is the one which enjoys the 

most social prestige and is usually the language that influences the other.  In this 

investigation, the language of study is Spanish in contact with English in the United 
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States.  As the substrate language, Spanish is more permeable than English in this 

context.  The first two types of contact situations, maintenance and shift, are observed in 

the case of United States Spanish.  Maintenance occurs mostly in the Southwest near the 

US-Mexico border, but also in some areas of New York and southern Florida (Potowski 

& Carreira, 2010; Sánchez, 1982).  In a situation of language maintenance, both 

languages remain mostly intact at all levels, but the substrate language may experience 

lexical borrowing.  Structural borrowing, at the morphological and syntactic level, is 

possible but less frequent (Winford, 2003).  A situation of maintenance may be diglossic 

or employ frequent code-switching.  While a diglossic situation refers to the different 

social and communicative domains that correspond to either the substrate or superstrate 

language, a situation characterized by code-switching involves the use of both languages 

within the same communicative event or discourse.   

In contrast to maintenance, the second type of contact situation, language shift, 

occurs when one language is partially or totally abandoned.  When abandonment of a 

native language occurs, this process is usually complete after three generations (Fishman, 

1966; Veltman, 2000).  Although uncommon, shift may occur when a substrate language 

displaces a more established language.  When this occurs, substratum influence usually 

begins with phonetic and syntactic patterns (Winford, 2003).  More frequently, 

superstratum influence causes a language with less social prestige to be abandoned by its 

speakers; this process usually begins with loanwords and later incorporates features from 

other levels of the language (Winford, 2003).  In the case of US Spanish, superstratum 

influence has exerted pressure on Spanish, mostly in the form of lexical borrowings, but 

also at other levels of the language.   
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While borrowing, also known as transfer, is evident in US Spanish, other contact 

phenomena have also been observed.  Silva-Corvalán has observed changes in the 

Spanish of Los Angeles, and in addition to transfer, has identified the processes of 

simplification, overgeneralization, analysis and convergence (1994).  Simplification is 

used to describe the reduction of forms in order to lighten the cognitive load of managing 

two linguistic systems.  Related to simplification is overgeneralization, a process in 

which one form is applied to contexts in which it was not originally used.  Analysis is 

also a strategy aimed at lightening the cognitive load of the bilingual brain by using more 

periphrastic rather than synthetic constructions.  Finally, convergence occurs when two 

linguistic systems become more similar in structure due to contact.   

While convergence is often the result of transfer, the three other aforementioned 

processes (simplification, overgeneralization, and analysis) are only indirectly caused by 

contact with the superstrate language.  In contrast to transfer, the processes of 

simplification, overgeneralization, and analysis are caused by variation already found 

within the substrate language but are accelerated by pressure from the dominant 

language.  By applying these contact phenomena to the variety of Spanish spoken in Los 

Angeles, Silva-Corvalán finds that the verb system has undergone simplification, 

reducing the number of forms that speakers have in their verbal repertoire.  Similarly, the 

process of overgeneralization has resulted in the expansion of simpler verb forms at the 

expense of more cognitively complex forms (1994).  Both of these observations can be 

used to explain the data in the current study, as we will see both simplification and a 

pragmatic overgeneralization of simpler forms usually used in informal situations which 
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now extend to formal situations.  In the following section, simplification and 

overgeneralization will be reviewed as well as their implications for the current study. 

1.2 Simplification of the verb system 

 The present study focuses on politeness expressed through verb morphology in 

requests made by speakers in contact situations.  Silva-Corvalán’s work on simplification 

and overgeneralization in the Spanish verb system (1994) will inform the tendencies 

observed in the current investigation.  Firstly, it should be mentioned that Silva-Corvalán 

finds more evidence of verb simplification in variable contexts as opposed to categorical 

contexts.  In this investigation, politeness expressed through verb morphology is always 

optional rather than categorical because the speech act of making a request may be 

realized without any politeness markers.  After dividing her participants into foreign and 

native-born generational groups, Silva-Corvalán determines that the verb system of 

native-born Spanish speakers has undergone tense and mood simplification, resulting in 

the loss of absolute-relative forms which express hypothetical ideas through “weak 

assertive verb morphology.”  More specifically, the verb system of native-born speakers 

often does not contain the conditional and imperfect subjunctive forms, particularly in 

cases where these forms are not required.   

 According to Silva-Corvalán, the lack of use of the imperfect subjunctive and 

conditional forms affects the execution of hypothetical discourse by native-born speakers.  

Without these forms, when presented with hypothetical questions, these groups of 

speakers appear more assertive than monolingual speakers.  These forms are also 

undergoing simplification in the contact varieties spoken by the participants in this 

investigation, and the loss of these forms is central to the current investigation.  In 
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addition to expressing hypotheticals and uncertainty, the conditional and imperfect 

subjunctive are also used for indicating politeness.  According to Haverkate, it is 

precisely their hypothetical nature that makes these forms polite (2002).  When a speaker 

makes a request, using weak assertive morphology suggests that she is unsure whether or 

not the request will be fulfilled.  In contrast, strong assertive morphology causes the 

speaker to appear overbearing and demanding.  By using forms associated with 

hypothetical discourse, such as the conditional and imperfect subjunctive, a speaker 

making a request utilizes verbal politeness to indicate that the request is not an order, but 

is a wish that is contingent upon many factors, including the will and capability of the 

hearer.  In sum, Silva-Corvalán’s conclusions regarding the weakening of the ability to 

express uncertainty through verb morphology can also be applied to the expression of 

politeness through verb morphology.   

 When the speakers in Silva-Corvalán’s investigation did not express uncertainty 

through verb forms, they often relied on other strategies to preserve the meaning not 

conveyed morphologically.  In order to avoid appearing overconfident or certain about 

hypothetical statements, the speakers frequently attached instances of anchoring, 

qualifications, and disclaimers to their statements (1994, p. 80).  While anchoring 

consists of anecdotes, which can serve to illustrate a hypothetical situation, the other two 

strategies she identifies serve as downgraders that can weaken an assertion.  

Qualifications are generally introduced with modal verbs such as creer ‘to think/believe’, 

and disclaimers involve phrases such as pero no sé ‘but I don’t know.’  Each of these 

strategies allows a speaker to express lexically what is not conveyed morphologically.  If 

speakers can use lexical strategies to compensate for a lack of morphological options 
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regarding uncertainty, they can also be expected to use similar strategies to express 

politeness.  Therefore, in addition to verbal politeness, this investigation will also explore 

the compensatory lexical strategies used to indicate politeness in contact varieties of 

Spanish.   

 Besides the strategies of anchoring, qualifications, and disclaimers, Silva-

Corvalán identifies other strategies employed by native-born speakers to express 

uncertainty.  For example, they often rely heavily on the context established by the 

interlocutor.  However, this strategy would not be available for making polite requests 

because face-work for politeness is accomplished solely by the speaker.  Silva-Corvalán 

also finds evidence of using modal verbs to express hypotheticals when complex verb 

morphology was unavailable.  This strategy will also be considered in the current 

investigation, as modal verbs can be used to indicate that the speaker is not certain that 

the request can and will be fulfilled. 

 In conclusion, Silva-Corvalán’s work on verbal simplification in a contact variety 

of Spanish will inform the direction of this investigation.  Two of the verb tenses clearly 

undergoing simplification for native-born speakers, the conditional and imperfect 

subjunctive, have been noted to limit a speaker’s stylistic choices when trying to appear 

uncertain or express a hypothetical idea.  These tenses are also used to express politeness, 

because uncertainty towards the speech act positions the speaker as not wanting to 

impose upon the hearer’s autonomy.  In other words, the hypothetical nature associated 

with these tenses also makes them polite in the sense that they allow the hearer the 

freedom to fulfil or reject the request.   
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 However, in this investigation, verbal politeness will not be limited to the analysis 

of conditional and imperfect forms.  While these forms are considered the most polite for 

making requests (Haverkate, 2002), any verb beyond the imperative form can indicate 

some level of politeness.  Therefore, in this investigation, a politeness index will be used 

in order to determine the level of verbal politeness used in requests based on the verb 

morphology chosen by the speaker.  Given that any morphological distancing, whether 

temporal or material, from the moment of enunciation can be seen as an attempt to appear 

less overbearing, the index used to calculate the level of verbal politeness will range from 

the imperative (the least polite form) to the imperfect subjunctive (the most polite form).  

Each finite verb form used by the participants in this investigation will be measured 

according to the verbal politeness index based on the amount of temporal and material 

distance it creates between the enunciation and the moment in which it is produced.  As 

verb forms increase in distance, they increase in politeness, and also in semantic 

complexity.  Therefore, speakers in contact situations with greater pressure from the 

dominant language are expected to use less polite verb morphology and less complex 

structures.  Nevertheless, a shrinking verbal repertoire does not necessarily indicate a loss 

in meaning, and these speakers may still be able to indicate politeness through lexical 

strategies when complex verb morphology is no longer available.   

1.3 Politeness and gender 

 In the previous section, a connection between verbal politeness and language 

contact has been established.  While contact linguists have clearly demonstrated that the 

process of verb simplification is systematic and predictable (for example, Henzl, 1977, 

Hernandez-Chavez 1993), until now, this process has been assumed to operate 
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universally on contact varieties regardless of speaker sex.  However, Silva-Corvalán 

mentions that first-generation foreign-born males were more likely to demonstrate 

characteristics of simplification than foreign-born females (1994).  Although she does not 

postulate the reason for females’ resistance towards simplification, it is possible that 

gender roles have provided more opportunities for women to remain within the 

immigrant community and more opportunities for men to venture further away from 

domestic space where the substrate language is used.  In this investigation, the researcher 

will demonstrate that the gendered tendencies observed by Silva-Corvalán in first-

generation speakers can be applied to the speech community at large and extend to 

second- and third-generation speakers as well.   

 While gender roles greatly influence the time spent in domestic and public space, 

this is not the only explanation that can be used to account for gender differences in 

verbal simplification.  In Spanish, the tenses that are considered most polite are also those 

that are undergoing simplification in contact situations.  Consequently, if politeness 

norms carry gender differences, then the expression of politeness through verb 

morphology can also be expected to reflect gendered patterns.   

 Although the relationship between gender and politeness is still viewed as 

controversial, many investigations regarding a wide variety of languages conclude that 

women are more sensitive to stylistic differences and place more emphasis on using the 

prestige variety than men with similar social characteristics (for example, Trudgill, 1982; 

Wolfram, 1969; Alvi & Rasool, 2013).  These stylistic sensitivities and use of prestige 

forms also indicate a preference for formally expressing politeness in communicative 

situations through formality, deference, and attention to the interlocutor’s face wants.  
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Therefore, although the process of verb simplification is expected to affect both women 

and men in contact situations, women may demonstrate a resistance towards this process 

in the context of making requests.  Not only are women encouraged to remain in 

domestic space, where the immigrant language is frequently spoken, but they also appear 

to value stylistic differences of the prestige variety more than men.  For these reasons, the 

process of verb simplification is expected to reveal significant gender differences for the 

speech act of making a request.   

1.4 Research questions 

 The purpose of this investigation is to identify relationships between the degree of 

language contact, verbal politeness, lexical politeness, and speaker sex.  In this 

investigation, the requests of Spanish speakers in three levels of contact with English are 

analyzed.  The first level represents a situation of monolingualism in which almost no 

contact with English is evident; this level will serve as a control group to which the other 

two groups will be compared.  The second level offers a situation of stable bilingualism, 

while the third presents a greater amount of contact with English.  Using these three 

populations, the current investigation will address the following research questions:  

- When making requests, do speakers in contact situations use less 

complex verb morphology? 

- Do women in contact situations use more complex verb morphology 

than men when making requests?  

- If women undergo verbal simplification at the same rate as men, do 

they indicate politeness in other ways at a higher rate than men, for 

example, through lexico-pragmatic strategies? 
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1.5 Organization of the investigation 

 The next chapter presents a review of relevant theoretical and investigative works 

relating to the topic.  It first discusses the most widely used frameworks for 

understanding politeness and then considers politeness in relation to gender, verb 

morphology, and the Spanish language.  Chapter 3 describes the sociolinguistic 

characteristics of the three groups of participants in this investigation and details the 

development of the verbal politeness scale as well as the methodology for applying the 

scale.  Subsequently, Chapter 4 describes the results for this investigation, first in terms 

of verbal politeness and then of lexico-pragmatic politeness strategies.  Finally, Chapter 5 

offers a discussion of the results, draws conclusions and offers pedagogical implications 

for Spanish speaking students of United States Spanish.   

  



13 
 

 
 

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

2.1 Linguistic politeness 

 Politeness is a complex phenomenon that determines not only what is said, but 

also how it is expressed in social situations.  According to social anthropologist Esther 

Goody, human beings have developed strategies that allow them to successfully manage 

interpersonal relationships, and, consequently, live in groups (1978).  Many of these 

strategies that allow for successful social interaction are directly related to politeness.  

Given that politeness affects not only the content but also the delivery of speech acts, 

many politeness markers are extralinguistic or paralinguistic, such as pitch, tone, facial 

expressions, and hand movements.  However, this investigation will focus solely on 

linguistic markers of politeness.  Linguistic politeness markers typically include both 

lexical selection and verb morphology, as speakers select elements of their language to 

communicate without alienating their interlocutor.  By developing a linguistic repertoire 

that includes politeness markers, speakers are able to maneuver social situations through 

language choices that meet their needs while still considering the needs, wants, and goals 

of others.  From this perspective, linguistic politeness will be understood to comprise the 

set of principles and linguistic strategies shared by a speech community which permit 

individuals to use language in order to accomplish goals without offending the other.   

 Linguistic politeness has been widely studied since the 1980s in a variety of 

disciplines within the social sciences.  While an interdisciplinary approach is necessary to 

understanding the complexities of verbal interactions, both pragmatics and linguistic 

anthropology have been particularly successful at establishing a theoretical framework 

for the field.  Unfortunately, the diverse approaches used to study politeness have not 
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been consolidated into a single framework.  Researchers continue to cite the tensions 

between competing theories and the lack of consensus regarding a definition of verbal 

politeness (Fraser, 1990; Meier, 1995; Dimitrova-Galacsi, 2002).  Furthermore, Held 

(1992) describes politeness as a “definitionally fuzzy and empirically difficult area.”  It is 

most likely due to these empirical challenges that no single proposal has been universally 

adopted for the study of linguistic politeness.   

2.2 Frameworks of linguistic politeness 

 According to Keckses (2014), two main braches of politeness studies have guided 

most of the research from the 1980s to present day.  The first vein of studies, referred to 

as Politeness and Impoliteness I, focuses on speakers’ and hearers’ personal assessment 

of discourse production as either polite or impolite based on their interpretation of their 

socio-cultural group’s communicative norms.  In contrast, Politeness and Impoliteness II 

uses Brown and Levinson’s theory (1987), Gricean maxims, and speech acts to create 

models for studying politeness through a rationalist approach.   

 Politeness and Impoliteness I is a newer, qualitative model that focuses on 

individual evaluations of discourse and resists essentialist notions of culture, noting that 

speakers may reject their group’s communicative norms and do not always choose to act 

in a rational manner.  As one of the proponents of this line of investigation, Eelen (2001) 

notes that classical theories of politeness produce simplistic binaries, conceiving speech 

as either polite or impolite, and are biased towards production rather than interpretation.  

However, Politeness and Impoliteness I has failed to create a productive model of study 

and, by focusing on isolated communicative events, is not able to identify patterns or 

principles which can further guide the field of study (Kecskes, 2014).   
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 In contrast, Politeness and Impoliteness II seeks to create frameworks which can 

be applied both interculturally and intraculturally to identify and predict patterns of 

interaction.  Although this vein of research has been criticized for presenting culture as a 

fixed set of values and for overemphasizing commonalities across cultures, these 

critiques have not been supported by the creation of a new model that could serve to 

analyze a variety of communicative situations.  Therefore, although Politeness and 

Impoliteness II presents several weaknesses, this classical line of research continues to 

provide the most suitable model for current investigations on politeness and is still widely 

used when seeking to identify the types of strategies used by a particular speech 

community.   

 As previously mentioned, the group of studies that ascribes to Politeness and 

Impoliteness II is based on the theoretical work of Brown and Levinson (1978; 1987).  

Before reviewing their seminal investigation on politeness, several other approaches 

which fall under this category should also be considered.  One of these is that of Robin 

Lakoff, who has consolidated the principles of politeness phenomena into three main 

tenants.  Lakoff’s influential work on women and language (1975) has combatted the 

essentialist notion that feminine speech should be viewed as a deviation of masculine 

norms, noting how women and men capitalize on shared notions of communication in 

different ways.  Her work on politeness points to three implicit rules that can be used to 

describe and predict why linguistic behavior is perceived as polite or impolite within a 

particular social context.  These rules refer both to content (what is said and what words 

are used) and grammatical features.  The three rules are: 

  -Formality: Keep aloof 
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  -Deference: Give options 

  -Camaraderie: Show sympathy 

 Lakoff’s rules will correspond to those of other researchers, who identify distance 

as an important element in politeness.  Her first rule, “keep aloof,” implies that a speaker 

may use distance as a means of expressing politeness.  This may entail using the passive 

voice, avoiding emotionally charged vocabulary, choosing formal pronouns or 

impersonal pronouns, and opting for formal phrases rather than colloquialisms.  

Similarly, her second rule, “give options,” includes the use of euphemisms, hedges, and 

any indication that the listener’s status is superior to that of the speaker.  In contrast, the 

third rule, “show sympathy,” reflects the speaker’s attention to the listener’s desire to be 

liked and treated with friendliness.  While the first two rules are often applied 

simultaneously, the first and third rules are generally incompatible, as the former 

capitalizes on social distance and the latter seeks to reduce this distance.  Lakoff notes 

that the application of these rules varies according to context, both situational and 

cultural.  In a more recent article, Lakoff also notes how the application of these rules has 

evolved over time; as public space becomes privatized, the emphasis has shifted from 

formality to camaraderie, giving rise to the increased usage of the third rule in public 

space (Lakoff, 2005).  Furthermore, Lakoff’s analysis of politeness norms will be 

important to this investigation as they relate to gender expectations and the ways gender 

is performed linguistically in social situations.   

 Another approach to Politeness and Impoliteness II is Fraser’s work on 

conversational mitigation (1980).  He defines mitigation as the attempt to carry out the 
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illocutionary force of a speech act while softening the perlocutionary force through a 

variety of linguistic maneuvers.  These maneuvers include distance, disclaimers, tag 

questions, and hedges and may be motivated by altruistic or self-serving motives.  While 

self-serving mitigation reflects the speaker’s desire to avoid any negative consequences 

of performing a speech act, altruistic mitigation is employed in order to soften the effect 

on the hearer.  Fraser notes that mitigation is not the same as politeness, but that both 

phenomena often coincide.  While mitigation involves the use of strategies in order to 

soften an unfavorable message, politeness is viewed in broader terms.  For Fraser, 

politeness is the degree of appropriateness with which a speaker acts within a social 

context.  When speakers participate in a conversation, they enter into a “conversational 

contract” that involves recognizing their rights and responsibilities toward each other and 

determines what content is acceptable within a given scenario.  Fraser’s work on 

conversational mitigation has contributed to our understanding of the use of specific 

strategies to achieve desired effects when a message is undesirable.   

 Given that the aforementioned work by Fraser focuses mostly on conversational 

mitigation, his article “Perspectives on Politeness” (1990) also warrants review.  Here 

Fraser identifies four main treatments of politeness: 

- The social-norm view 

- The conversational-maxim view 

- The face-saving view 

- The conversational-contract view 



18 
 

 
 

The first of these presents politeness as a series of norms that prescribe proper 

behavior within a society.  The second, based on Grice’s Conversational Principle (1975), 

evaluates politeness in terms of what is appropriate and relevant.  According to Fraser, 

Lakoff’s rules (1975) and Leech’s maxims, which include considerations such as tact, 

generosity, modesty, and sympathy, (1983) ascribe to this view of politeness.  The third 

treatment of politeness, in contrast to the second, notes that speakers often flout Grice’s 

maxim of quantity in order to attend to the implicit desires of the hearer to be liked and 

not inhibited.  One of the most productive theories that corresponds to this view is that of 

Brown and Levinson (1978; 1987), which will later be discussed in detail.  Finally, the 

fourth view of politeness is one that Fraser himself proposed.  Although he adopts 

Grice’s maxims and recognizes the importance of face, Fraser maintains that the 

interlocutors in a conversation enter into a contract whose terms may change based on the 

context.  In this sense, politeness is not a series of strategies, but a general understanding 

that characterizes the expectations of all conversations, which may or may not be 

followed within a particular communicative event.  Although Fraser identifies specific 

strategies that may be used within a conversation, he considers these to be mitigation 

techniques rather than politeness devices.  

A third approach to Politeness and Impoliteness II is Kasper’s distinction between 

strategic politeness and social indexing (1990).  According to Kasper, most theoretical 

works focus on strategic politeness, which consists of performative linguistic actions 

employed to avoid conflicts during conversation.  These linguistic actions are applied to 

speech acts in order to reduce the possibility of offending an interlocutor or receiving 

unwanted consequences of performing the speech act.  These strategies would include 
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Leech’s maxims (1983) and Lakoff’s rules (1975).  In contrast, social indexing is not 

related to a single speech act, but is a general principle evident in all linguistic 

interaction.  Social indexing describes the linguistic choices a speaker makes in 

grammatically marking utterances in order to reflect the social ranking and distance 

between the speaker and listener.  Although social indexing is most easily understood 

through languages such as Japanese, in which social marking is obligatory, Spanish also 

requires the speaker to choose either a formal or informal personal pronoun when 

addressing a listener.  Similarly, terms of address in English would correspond to social 

indexing.   Kasper cites a developmental study which concludes that children acquire 

social indices before politeness strategies in order to support her treatment of these two 

categories as separate phenomena (Ervin-Tripp, Guo, Lampert, 1990).   

2. 3 Brown and Levinson’s Framework of Politeness 

2.3.1 Introduction to Brown and Levinson’s Framework 

Although three aforementioned approaches have greatly contributed to the 

development of what Kecskes (2014) refers to as Politeness and Impoliteness II, the most 

influential work in this line of research, and for politeness research in general, is that of 

Brown and Levinson.  Their publication of Politeness: Some universals in language use 

(1987), previously published in 1978, offers the most comprehensive approach to 

identifying patterns of politeness strategies across a variety of cultural and situational 

contexts.  Their development of specific lists of strategies and superstrategies that 

describe universal tendencies across all languages has made their work the most 

commonly cited as a theoretical framework for politeness research.  According to these 

two authors, all human beings have the desire to preserve their own self-image and 
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possess strategies that allow them to do so; furthermore these strategies are not language-

specific but universal, as they have been observed in a variety of unrelated languages that 

have not been in contact with each other.  However, due to cultural and linguistic 

differences, these strategies will not materialize in the same way in all contexts even 

though they are motivated by the same universal principles.  For example, not all 

languages consider certain speech acts to have the same level of imposition, and, 

consequently, will mitigate to different extents.  Furthermore, languages which are rich in 

grammatical markers of deference and distance will often warrant fewer lexical markers 

of politeness in some speech acts.  

Brown and Levinson’s proposal is based on the work of Irving Goffman (1974) 

regarding social interaction and the presentation of the public self.  These findings led 

Brown and Levinson to develop the concept of positive and negative face.  Positive face 

represents the desire that a rational being has that his or her wants are also desired by 

others.  Negative face, conversely, is the desire to not be impeded or hindered by others.  

It is inevitable that in certain communicative situations, the positive and/or negative face 

(usually of the listener) will be threatened; these types of communicative events are 

referred to as face-threatening acts (Brown & Levinson, 1978).  Some examples of 

speech acts that may threaten positive face are expressions of disagreement, complaints, 

insults, and accusations because these acts suggest that the speaker’s desires do not align 

with those of the listener.  On the other hand, requests, orders, suggestions, and advice 

challenge negative face in the sense that they threaten the autonomy of the hearer. 

If an individual decides to commit a face-threatening speech act, the speaker must 

balance the relative importance of three different factors: being efficient, maintaining 
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his/her own face, and minimizing the threat to the other’s face.  Being efficient tends to 

be more important in dangerous, urgent situations, while minimizing the threat to a 

listener’s face may take precedence when the speaker is in an inferior social position to 

the listener.  Additionally, speakers must take into account both social distance and 

power relations between the interlocutors as well as the level of imposition generally 

caused by this speech act within their particular culture.  Brown and Levinson are careful 

to note that not all speech acts imply the same level of threat across cultures; for example, 

asking where someone is going poses a strong threat in Tamil culture yet not in most 

Western societies.   

When speakers choose to commit face-threatening acts, they may draw upon a 

large repertoire of mitigation strategies that can soften the effect of the threat towards the 

listener.  Brown and Levinson have developed a list of strategies that play to the positive 

and negative face of the listener.  Positive politeness strategies imply that the speaker has 

similar goals or desires as those of the listener, while negative politeness strategies 

suggest that the speaker does not want to impose or that the imposition is minimal.  

Positive politeness strategies include the use of slang or in-group speech patterns, humor, 

and optimism.  Additionally, the speaker may emphasize some area of common ground, 

assume an informal tone, or offer some type of remuneration in the form of approval, 

sympathy, or cooperation. 

Although positive politeness strategies can be very successful in a variety of 

communicative situations (see, for example, Jansen & Janssen, 2010 on positive 

politeness in business letters), the focus of this project is confined to the use of negative 

politeness strategies.  There are five universal principles of negative politeness that result 
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in ten concrete strategies that speakers may use for the attenuation of face-threatening 

speech acts.  These strategies are: 

1. Be indirect 

2. Question, hedge 

3. Be pessimistic 

4. Minimize the imposition  

5. Give deference 

6. Apologize 

7. Impersonalize 

8. State the speech act as a general rule 

9. Nominalize 

10. Express indebtedness to listener (Brown & Levinson, 1978, p. 136)  

Each of these strategies will be further explained in the subsections that follow. 

2.3.2 Be indirect 

 The first strategy, “Be indirect,” denotes using an indirect speech act rather than 

explicitly stating a request in order to avoid presenting the speaker as overbearing.  By 

using indirect speech acts, the speaker may imply what is desired in a way that the 

listener can choose not to receive the intended interpretation of the message.  There are 

two types of indirectness, conventional and nonconventional.  The following three 
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phrases illustrate the difference between a direct, conventionally indirect, and 

nonconventionally indirect realization of a request. 

- Direct request: Turn on the air conditioner.   

- Conventionally indirect request: Can you turn on the air conditioner? 

- Nonconventionally indirect request: It’s a bit hot in here1. 

As demonstrated in the examples above, the two types of indirectness differ in 

their level of opacity and explicitness.  The first type, conventional indirectness, makes 

use of conventions of form and conventions of means in order to indirectly state a want or 

need while still going on record.  While conventions of form refer to the types of 

syntactic phrases that are used, conventions of means denote the semantic devices 

employed by the speaker. There are four categories of conventionally indirect devices for 

making requests:  

- Questioning hearer’s ability to do X (Can you…?) 

- Questioning hearer’s willingness to do X (Would you mind…?) 

- Addressing nonobviousness of compliance (Will you…?) 

- Proposing a suggestion (How about…?) (Blum-Kulka, 1989) 

It is interesting to note that all of the conventionally indirect strategies are realized 

through an interrogative, which allows the hearer to respond to the question or proposal, 

affording him or her a sense of agency within the conversation.  The advantage of using a 

conventionally indirect speech act is that there are generally only two possible 

interpretations—a literal and a conventionalized.  In a cross-cultural study involving four 

                                                 
1 All examples in this work are the creation of the author unless otherwise indicated by a citation.  
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different languages, each language revealed a preference for conventionally indirect over 

nonconventionally indirect strategies, suggesting that the principles which allow 

conventionally indirect requests to be interpreted successfully are universal (Blum-Kulka, 

1989).  

On the other hand, nonconventional indirectness is characterized by a greater 

opacity and a greater number of possible interpretations.  Nonconventional indirectness 

makes use of Grice’s conversation principles and contextual cues.  In this subcategory, a 

speaker makes either a strong or weak hint which is contextually related to the implied 

request.  While strong hints make reference to the requested act, a weak hint only 

references related factors.  For example, if a speaker desires that a hearer provide 

transportation to an event, a weak hint would involve questioning whether or not the 

hearer has a car, while a strong hint might state that the speaker does not have a means of 

transportation.  For this investigation, conventional indirectness will be considered a 

mitigation strategy of negative politeness, and nonconventional indirectness, or the use of 

hints, will be counted as going-off record (see 2.3.12 for Going-off record).  

When using an indirect speech act in place of a specific request, there is always 

tension between wanting to be understood and not wanting to go on record for the face-

threatening act (Brown & Levinson, 1987).  Although conventionally indirect requests 

increase the possibility of successful execution, nonconventional indirectness allows the 

speaker deniability.  In a cross-cultural study of requests, all languages exhibited a higher 

instance of conventionally direct requests; however, when nonconventional indirectness 

was used, speakers preferred weak hints rather than strong hints, opting for a greater level 

of opacity and ambiguity (Blum-Kulka, 1989).  It appears that culture, context, power 
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relations, and the level of imposition implied in the speech act are all relevant factors 

which influence a speaker’s choice of which type of indirectness to use when making a 

request.   

2.3.3 Question, hedge  

 The second strategy proposed by Brown and Levinson is to question or hedge.  

This strategy is closely related to the first because questioning is a means of implying 

indirectness.  However, the type of questioning implied in the first strategy creates 

indirectness through the use of interrogatives, whereas this type of questioning is 

intended to mitigate the effect or force of a face-threatening act.  Traditionally, a hedge is 

a particle that qualifies the degree to which a noun or predicate is a member of a class.  

Examples of hedges are sort of, quite, and kind of.  However, hedges can also refer to any 

phrase which suggests the speaker is unsure, hesitant, or insincere about the statement 

being made (Lakoff, 1975; Coates, 2004).  Brown and Levinson assert that hedges serve 

to mitigate a threat to the hearer’s face by avoiding commitment to the enunciation; this 

can be accomplished through the following types of hedges: 

- Hedges addressed to illocutionary force 

- Hedges addressed to Grice’s Maxims 

- Hedges addressed to politeness strategies 

- Prosodic and kinesic hedges (Brown and Levinson, 1987) 

The first category of hedges includes a variety of surface forms such as particles 

which address the speaker’s attitude towards making the statement and adverbial 

modifiers which may address the felicity conditions or soften the force of a performative 
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verb.  Examples of this type of hedging include: in a sense, if you can, I’m afraid, I 

suppose, and perhaps.  In non-Western languages, other particles which reflect attitude, 

emotion, or unlikeliness also correspond to this category. 

The second category of hedges corresponds to Grice’s cooperative principles of 

Quality (saying only what is true), Quantity (not saying too much or too little), Relevance 

(saying only what pertains to the topic), and Manner (avoiding ambiguity).  While I think 

may constitute a hedge on quality, more or less reflects a hedge on quantity.  An example 

of a relevance hedge is: This may not be relevant, but… Likewise, an example of a hedge 

on manner is: If you see what I mean.  In each of these phrases, the speaker employs a 

phrase which allows the face-threatening act to be introduced with a lessened severity. 

In works by Lakoff (1975) and Holmes (1987), women were found to produce 

more hedges, suggesting they asserted less authority in conversation.  However, as noted 

by Coates (2004), hedges do not always indicate a downgrading, but can also serve as 

intensifiers, which may be used to express confidence in one’s assertion.  After 

considering the data from Holmes (1987), Coates asserts that women used hedges more 

frequently to express confidence while men’s hedges more frequently reflected 

uncertainty.  Furthermore, since hedges often reflect the attitude of the speaker towards 

the enunciation, the conversational topics chosen by men and women may explain 

Holmes’s finding regarding the higher frequency of hedges by women (Coates, 2004).   

The third types of hedges, those addressed to politeness strategies, are often 

directly related to Grice’s Maxims but signal that the speaker realizes the enunciation is a 

direct violation of the hearer’s face wants.  These phrases include: To be honest and I 
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hate to have to say this, but… The use of these hedges may suggest that the speaker feels 

it is necessary to go on record even though the assertion would have been more 

appropriate off record (Brown & Levinson, 1987). 

Finally, the fourth type, prosodic and kinesic hedges, involves the use of a higher 

pitch, gestures of uncertainty, hesitations, and fillers.  These strategies suggest the 

speaker is unsure or reluctant to realize the face-threatening act.  Brown and Levinson 

note that a higher pitch has often been associated with tentativeness and disbelief; 

however, paralinguistic features will not be considered in this investigation.   

2.3.4 Be pessimistic 

The third strategy, “Be pessimistic,” involves questioning the felicity conditions 

necessary for a speech act to be realized.  In this strategy, the speaker adopts the 

perspective that the felicity conditions are not able to be met and that the request cannot 

be realized.  Some ways to question felicity conditions involve the use of auxiliary modal 

verbs such as could/would/might.  These forms express a greater pessimism than 

can/will/may and suggest that the speaker has situated the proposition in a hypothetical 

world in which the request cannot be completed.   

It is interesting to note that English has a variety of different modal verbs that can 

express varying grades of pessimism or uncertainty regarding felicity conditions (could, 

would, might) while, in Spanish, these gradations are realized through verbal morphology 

(puedes (present indicative), podías (imperfect indicative), podrías (conditional), 

pudieras (imperfect subjunctive)). The use of verbal morphology to indicate politeness 

will be addressed in detail in a later section.  However, it should be noted that Brown and 
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Levinson cite the frequent use of the subjunctive and future tenses in a variety of Western 

and non-Western languages to express pessimism as a politeness strategy.  Both the 

subjunctive and future tenses express unreality, doubt, or uncertainty.  Conversely, in 

languages which use a specific verb form to mark habitual behavior, this tense would not 

express politeness given that it situates the request in a reality in which the request is 

probably possible.  Although Brown and Levinson cite the tendency to express politeness 

through non-present indicative tenses, they are cautious to present the phenomenon as 

completely universal because the nuances of each language’s verb system and semantics 

will determine what possible conjugations are available as politeness markers. 

2.3.5 Minimize the imposition 

The fourth negative politeness strategy involves minimizing the level of 

imposition that the face-threatening act imposes on the hearer.  When calculating whether 

or not to go on record and how much to attenuate the face-threatening act, a speaker 

usually considers the social distance between the interlocutors, the power relations 

between them, and the seriousness of the imposition (Brown & Levinson, 1987).  One 

way to mitigate the face-threating act is by insinuating that the request does not imply a 

high level of imposition.  In English, this strategy may employ the use of adverbs such as 

just or euphemisms such as borrow instead of use or take.  Lakoff (1975) also notes the 

use of euphemisms as a politeness strategy as a means of addressing difficult or 

emotionally-charged topics indirectly. 

Another way to suggest that the level of imposition is minimal is through the use 

of diminutives.  In English, phrases such as a bit, a little, and a taste can soften the face-

threatening act.  In Spanish, as well as other languages, a diminutive morpheme is often 
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used to express politeness.  The suffixes { –ito } and { -ico } applied to nouns suggests 

that the speaker is only asking for something small, for example: ¿Me traes un vasito de 

agua? ‘Can you bring me a little glass of water?’  Although the use of diminutives in 

Spanish is often associated with feminine speech, De Marco has found that both men and 

women make frequent use of this strategy, but have different perceptions about which 

situations are ameliorated by the use of a diminutive and when they should be avoided 

(2011).   

2.3.6 Give deference 

 Given that face-threatening acts infringe upon the hearer’s autonomy, another 

way to minimize the threat is by conveying deference to the speaker.  This may be 

accomplished either by humbling the speaker or treating the hearer as superior.  Both of 

these politeness markers suggest that the power relations between the interlocutor favor 

the hearer in spite of the fact that the speaker has chosen to impose.   

 One of the most conspicuous forms of deference is the use of honorifics.  In 

languages such as Japanese, sentences are almost always marked in terms of power 

relations between the interlocutors (Kasper, 1990).  Similarly, in romance languages such 

as Spanish, although not all sentences are explicitly marked, a speaker is obligated to 

select either a formal or informal pronoun to address the hearer.  Although English does 

not distinguish between formal and informal personal pronouns, the use of titles and full 

names rather than nicknames may also index a social hierarchy between two 

interlocutors.   
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 Based on their data in a variety of languages, Brown and Levinson assert that 

terms of address are sensitive to face-threatening acts.  For example, the use of the 

honorific term sir would not be appropriate in a phrase such as Wow, sir, the weather is 

quite cold today, but would in situations of complaints, redresses, or requests, such as 

Excuse me, sir, do you mind if I take this seat?  The investigators also note how face-

threatening acts prompt the switch from informal to formal address pronouns in Tamil 

when two interlocutors are similar in social status and have equitable amounts of power.  

Furthermore, when making requests, Tamil speakers use honorific titles with those who 

would not typically receive a marker of deference in a non-threatening speech act. 

2.3.7 Apologize 

 When choosing to go on record for a face-threatening act, the speaker may also 

express politeness by apologizing for the act, thereby expressing reluctance to infringe 

upon the negative face wants of the hearer.  Brown and Levinson liken this strategy to the 

use of hesitation, which was previously discussed within the use of prosodic and kinesic 

hedges.  The researchers cite four ways to communicate a form of apology: 

- Admit the impingement 

- Indicate reluctance 

- Give overwhelming reasons 

- Beg forgiveness 

Examples of the first form of apology include: I’m sure you’re probably busy, 

but… and I know this is a lot, but…  Examples of the second form of apology are: I 

normally wouldn’t ask this, but… and I don’t want to bother you, but…   Both the first 
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and second types of apologies are generally characterized by an assertion followed by the 

word but.  The third type of apology takes on a different strategy by suggesting that the 

speaker does not want to make the face-threatening act but has no other choice.  

Examples of overwhelming reasons provided by Brown and Levinson are: I simply can’t 

manage to… and I can’t think of anybody else who could…  Other investigators use the 

term “grounder” to describe reasons or justifications used to mitigate a face-threatening 

act (for example, Blum-Kulka, 1989; Martí Arnándiz, 2012). 

2.3.8 Impersonalize Speaker and Hearer 

 Another strategy Brown and Levinson have identified is impersonalization, 

particularly by avoiding the pronouns I and you.  According to Blum-Kulka (1989), 

requests can be speaker-oriented (can I), hearer-oriented (can you), inclusive (can we), or 

impersonal (it should).  Considering this strategy proposed by Brown and Levinson, 

speaker-oriented and hearer-oriented requests would suggest a greater level of threat.  For 

this reason, these two types of requests that use personal pronouns can be rephrased as 

inclusive or impersonal in order to mask the responsibility of the interlocutors in making 

and fulfilling the request.   

 Brown and Levinson identify several ways to realize this strategy.  The first of 

these is to eliminate the second person pronoun when stating an imperative.  Although 

the imperative form does not inflect for person in many languages, it is possible in 

English and Spanish.  However, in both languages, the explicit use of a personal pronoun 

in conjunction with the imperative form can sound more offensive and threatening (for 

example, recógelo ‘pick it up’ versus recógelo tú ‘you pick it up’).  While the use of a 

pronoun with an imperative form may be used to intensify the imposition directed 
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towards an interlocutor, it is more frequently used to establish a contrast (for example, 

recógelo tú, no dejes que lo haga ella ‘you pick it up, don’t leave it for her to do’).  

Although imperatives are not generally compatible with politeness, the use of the 

personal pronoun would intensify the level of threat to the hearer, so the elimination of 

the pronoun slightly limits the level of threat associated with this verb form. 

 Another way in which impersonalization may mitigate a face-threatening act is by 

using impersonal phrases such as It seems that, It appears that, or It is important to.  In 

Spanish, impersonal phrases such as Es necesario que ‘It is necessary that’ and Es 

importante que ‘It is important that’ also serve this purpose.  Similarly, impersonalization 

may occur through stative phrasing.  This strategy is particularly productive in Spanish 

through the impersonal se and passive voice constructions, which remove the 

responsibility of the agent.  For example, rather than directly referencing the commitment 

of the hearer, the speaker may use an impersonal construction in order to minimize the 

threat to the hearer, as in ¿Se puede explicar la respuesta? ‘Can the answer be explained’ 

rather than ¿Me puedes explicar la respuesta? ‘Can you explain the answer to me?’.   

Similarly, by avoiding a direct reference to the speaker, he or she is able to save face by 

denying responsibility for the face-threatening act.  The well-known statement attributed 

to Reagan and other politicians, Mistakes were made, is a classic use of this strategy. 

 Personal pronouns can also be deleted in active phrases in languages such as 

Spanish, which encode for person and number through verb morphology.  Even though 

the agent is deducible from the verb ending, by choosing not to explicitly mention the 

agent, the enunciation appears less threatening.  In this sense, Brown and Levinson would 

argue that (Yo) quisiera ‘(I) would like” is more polite than Yo quisiera ‘I would like’.    
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 When pronouns are employed in face-threatening acts, they also appear more 

polite if pluralized.  In English, the use of we rather than I implies that the speaker is not 

solely responsible for the imposition.  In addition to pluralizing first-person pronouns, 

many languages including Spanish also permit the pluralization of second-person 

pronouns.  In this case, by using Ustedes ‘you (plural)’ rather than tú/Usted ‘you 

(singular, informal or formal)’ or by using third-person plural rather than third-person 

singular verb forms, the hearer is less directly committed to the face-threatening act.  

Similarly, third-person singular pronouns can also be replaced with a generic pronoun 

such as one, although this strategy sometimes sounds cumbersome and archaic. 

 Also included in this strategy is the use of temporal distance.  In the same way 

that personal pronouns are deictic and make explicit reference to the interlocutors, verb 

tenses are also deictic and make reference to the moment of enunciation.  By using a 

tense that temporally separates the face-threatening act from the moment of enunciation, 

the level of imposition is lessened.   

2.3.9 State the speech act as a general rule 

 Besides impersonalizing, another way to dissociate the interlocutors from their 

involvement in a face-threatening act is to state the speech act as if it were a general rule 

rather than an isolated instance.  This type of language is often used in requests in public 

space, such as Passengers are asked not to smoke or Smoking is prohibited rather than Do 

not smoke.  For this reason, the researchers refer to this language as “airline-ese.”  

Furthermore, North American teachers in Brown and Levinson’s data used many 

constructions like We don’t sit on tables, we sit on chairs rather than explicit directives.  



34 
 

 
 

When a request is stated as a general rule, it is less of a threat to the hearer because the 

statement appears to be true independent of the interlocutors’ actions.   

 While this strategy appears very similar to the previous one, the use of pronouns 

may differ when the face-threatening act is expressed as a general rule rather than by 

impersonalizing.  In the previous strategy, the speaker or hearer may be presented in a 

plural form (such as we rather than I).  In this strategy, the use of a plural form 

incorporates a larger group, which often includes both interlocutors, as is the case in We 

don’t sit on tables.  Also possible in this strategy is the use of a noun which includes the 

either one or both of the interlocutors as part of a larger set.  For example, the flight crew 

rather than I, or passengers as opposed to you. 

2.3.10 Nominalize 

 The penultimate strategy proposed by Brown and Levinson is to nominalize 

actions by replacing active constructions with passive constructions.  While verbs used in 

a face-threatening act directly involve the interlocutors, using noun phrases presents them 

as passive recipients.  In this manner, the researchers note how similar phrases in English 

which differ in their level of action implied by the verb also differ in levels of formality.  

While active verbs are associated with informal speech, their nominal equivalents are 

more characteristic of formal written language.  The following three sentences offered by 

the researchers represent three levels on a continuum from active verbs to nominal 

phrases: 

   - I am surprised that you failed to reply. 

   - I am surprised at your failing to reply. 
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   - I am surprised at your failure to reply.  

While the first sentence uses an active verb (failed), the second uses a gerund 

(failing), which is a nominalized form, and the third uses a noun (failure).  The use of a 

noun phrase conceals the negative action of the hearer, whereas the verb emphasizes the 

hearer’s oversight.   

 The tendency to associate nominal forms with formality and politeness was also 

noted in Tamil, and could potentially apply to other languages as well.  For instance, Me 

sorprendió tu falta de respuesta ‘You failure to reply surprised me’ would appear less 

threatening than Me sorpendió que fallaras en responder ‘I am surprised that you failed 

to respond’ because the presentation of the hearer’s lack of action in a noun rather than 

verb form masks the inaction of the hearer.   

2.3.11 Express indebtedness to hearer 

 A final negative politeness strategy offered by Brown and Levinson is to go on 

record as having incurred a debt.  This is generally expressed in phrases such as: I’d be 

very grateful if… or I would really appreciate…  This type of strategy may occur before 

or after a head act.  In Spanish, this strategy is often expressed in requests through 

phrases such as Le agradecería… ‘I would be grateful’ or Si…estaría muy agradecida. 

‘If…I would be very grateful’.  This strategy seems to have the opposite effect of 

minimization, the fourth negative politeness strategy.  When a speaker minimizes the 

level of imposition associated with a face-threatening act, the intent is to suggest that the 

act does not require a great commitment from the hearer.  Conversely, by expressing 

indebtedness, the speaker suggests that the hearer’s compliance requires a significant 
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effort.  By expressing indebtedness, the speaker recognizes that the face-threatening act 

impedes the hearer’s negative face wants and therefore redresses other face wants, 

particularly the desire to have autonomy and power over others.  An expression of 

indebtedness is an attempt to suggest that the power relations between the interlocutors 

favor the hearer even though the speaker has chosen to commit a face-threatening act. 

2.3.12 Going off-record 

 The ten strategies of negative politeness explained in the previous subsections are 

linguistic tools used by speakers to mitigate the illocutionary force of face-threatening 

acts.  However, an additional strategy related to negative politeness is to go off-record.  

This strategy is treated separately because it is not a device that can be incorporated into a 

request, but instead changes the request into a different type of enunciation.  When a 

speaker decides rather or not to commit a face-threatening act, he or she usually considers 

the weightiness of the speech act in addition to the social distance and power relations 

between the interlocutors.  If the level of threat is too high, the speaker may choose to go 

off-record and avoid making an explicit or conventionally indirect request.  By going off 

record, the speaker avoids directly implicating either of the interlocutors in the face-

threatening act. 

 While the first ten strategies of negative politeness are mechanisms of mitigation 

used to modify head acts, going off-record actually replaces the head act with a different 

speech act.  An off-record enunciation would have the same intended illocutionary force 

but would be expressed through a higher level of opacity.  For instance, rather than 

making a request, a speaker may choose to make a related statement and hope that the 

hearer can infer the intended meaning.  According to Blum-Kulka (1989), although going 
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off-record may not be the most accurate way to present a face-threatening act, it allows 

the speaker deniability if he or she eventually decides that the risk is too high or if either 

of the interlocutors wishes to opt out.  Brown and Levinson identify ten ways of going 

off-record, but the two that are most applicable to this investigation and which are 

observed in the data are: 

- Give hints 

- Give association clues 

 For requests, the most important of these off-record strategies are the first two, 

giving hints and association clues.  For Brown and Levinson, the difference between 

hints and association clues are that hints activate reasons or motivations for realizing the 

request and association clues make use of shared experiences between the interlocutors.  

Both of these categories require the hearer to use background knowledge, rather 

linguistic, cultural, or situational, in order to arrive at the speaker’s intended meaning.  

The following two examples illustrate the difference between a hint and an association 

clue for going off-record to request that the hearer drive the speaker to work.   

- Hint: I will need to be at work soon. 

- Association clue: Gosh, I have a headache again. (If the interlocutors 

recall a previous situation in which the speaker had a headache and the 

hearer offered transportation.) 

 Not all researchers of politeness distinguish between these two subcategories of 

going off-record.  For Blum-Kulka, both of the examples listed above are considered 

hints, or non-conventional indirect speech acts (see 2.3.2).  These can either be strong 
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hints, if a reference to an element of the request is mentioned, or mild hints, if no 

reference to any element within the request is mentioned (Blum-Kulka, 1989).  

2.4 Critiques of Brown and Levinson’s proposal 

 Although Brown and Levinson’s framework continues to serve as the theoretical 

base for many investigations on linguistic politeness, it has also faced several types of 

criticism.  The attractive simplicity of their model has given rise to several critiques 

including: (1) their claim of universality, (2) the lack of specificity regarding concepts 

such as positive and negative face and face-threatening acts, (3) the lack of attention to 

speakers’ motives, (4) the rigid treatment of conversational turns.  The validity of these 

criticisms is explored below. 

 Although Brown and Levinson have successfully demonstrated similar linguistic 

tendencies in a variety of unrelated languages, their claim to universality has been 

contested.  For example, Matsumoto (1988) maintains that the concept of face 

overemphasizes individual autonomy at the expense of the interpersonal, collaborative 

nature of communication.  For Matsumoto, politeness strategies should not be presented 

as universals because they are not as pertinent to Eastern cultural norms, which 

emphasize collaboration and community rather than the preservation of an individual’s 

face (also, Barnlund, 1975).  Likewise, in her analysis of Polish speech communities, 

Wierzbicka (1985) also hints at the possibility that different cultural norms could 

necessitate different politeness frameworks.  In spite of these criticisms, the data in this 

investigation reflects the tendencies Brown and Levinson have proposed in a variety of 

cultural settings.  
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Secondly, several researchers have questioned Brown and Levinson’s definition 

of positive and negative face as well as what constitutes a face-threatening act. 

Widdowson (1984) notes that while requests are generally accepted as threats to negative 

face, they could also signal solidarity, which is a play towards positive face.  

Furthermore, Meier argues that both positive and negative face reflect the same 

underlying desire to validate the wants of the hearer and could therefore be subsumed 

under the same category (1995).  Stated differently, given that negative face redress 

implies the intent to not inhibit the actions of an interlocutor, the speaker is actually 

signaling that she has the same wants as her interlocutor and is really engaging in positive 

face redress.  In addition to questioning the accuracy of the terms “positive and negative 

face,” others have noted that the definition of face-threating act should also be revisited.  

Wilson, Kim & Meischke (1991) maintain that what causes a speech act to become a 

face-threatening act remains theoretically unclear.  Finally, others argue that the term 

face-threatening act is overly pessimistic and suggest that communication is a balance of 

face-threatening and face-flattering acts, which can be used in tandem (Kerbrat-

Orecchioni, 2005; also described as face enhancing acts in Sifianou, 1992).  Although it 

remains unclear how positive and negative face sometimes intersect, in this investigation 

the politeness strategies considered are those that are generally accepted as negative 

politeness strategies.  In regards to the definitional inexactness of face-threatening acts, 

the current investigation has established scenarios that are widely accepted as face-

threatening acts, and the results will demonstrate that the participants viewed them as 

such.   
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A third critique of Brown and Levinson’s proposal lies in the obfuscation of a 

speaker’s motives.  Akio Yabuuchi (2006) notes that Brown and Levinson’s proposal 

does not give sufficient attention to the desire of speakers to be admired by their 

interlocutors.  These researchers believe that Brown and Levinson’s model assumes 

altruistic motivations in spite of the fact that these strategies may be used with 

insincerity.  However, this critique does not seem relevant for empirical linguistic 

investigations such as this one, given that the verbal production, rather than interior 

motives, will be the subject of investigation.  Regardless of whether the motives of a 

speaker are altruistic or egoistic, the strategies employed will still have the same 

mitigating effect. 

A final critique, which reflects the rise of Politeness and Impoliteness I, is that 

conversations are not lineal or static and therefore cannot be analyzed through a series of 

isolated enunciations (Bravo, 2010).  While Brown and Levinson treat mitigation as 

linguistic tools that can be applied to individual speech acts, newer discourse studies have 

shown that conversations are interactive and collaborative and should be analyzed 

globally.  However, given that the purpose of this investigation is to identify 

morphological strategies and compensatory lexical strategies within a dyadic 

conversation, this criticism will have minimal effect on the analysis.   

In sum, Brown and Levinson have offered the most comprehensive proposal for 

framing research on politeness.  It is important to remember that these researchers never 

intended for their work to be used as an “exhaustive taxonomy” that can be applied to 

quantitative studies, but as a set of general principles that guide our understanding of how 

politeness is enacted in similar ways throughout most cultures (1987, p. 21).  Through the 
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various critiques of their work, the application of Brown and Levinson’s work has 

evolved to the benefit of politeness research.  Whereas it used to be applied 

prescriptively, investigations now use Brown and Levinson’s analysis of positive and 

negative politeness strategies as explanatory guidelines that can offer a logical 

perspective as to why speakers modify their speech acts and why so many similarities can 

be observed both interculturally and intraculturally.  In this manner, the current 

investigation will adopt Brown and Levinson’s concept of positive and negative 

politeness in order to validate the morphological, lexical, and discursive maneuvers that 

speakers use when making requests. 

Now that the general frameworks for politeness have been presented, the 

following sections will present the findings of relevant studies on several pertinent areas 

of research that relate to the present investigation.  The areas that will be discussed are: 

politeness and speaker sex, politeness and verb morphology, and politeness strategies 

used in Spanish by three types of populations: native speakers, second-language speakers, 

and heritage speakers.   

2.5 Politeness and speaker sex 

 As noted by Jennifer Coates (2004), until the 1980s, feminine speech had been 

largely excluded from sociolinguistic investigations.  Thereafter, the growing interest in 

minority populations gave rise to a variety of studies on sex differences in speech.  

However, research on gender and sex differences, rooted in a tradition of minority speech 

populations, often reduces this complex phenomenon into a simple binary in which 

feminine speech is perceived as a marked style versus standard masculine speech 

(Coates, 2004).  Linguistic differences based on speaker sex should not be viewed as 
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categorical, but in terms of frequency.  Furthermore, sex is not a social variable that 

directly corresponds to linguistic traits, but acts in conjunction with other social variables 

such as class and ethnicity.  Because of this variable’s complex relationship with other 

social categories, it is important to reject simplistic notions of gendered speech 

differences, such as the “folk linguistic” misconceptions that women’s speech is more 

conservative or more polite than men’s.   

 According to Penelope Eckert, sociolinguistic studies tend to use sex rather than 

gender as an independent variable, given that information regarding speaker sex is 

generally more readily available than gender (1989).  Whereas sex is a biological 

variable, gender is a much more complex social variable which relates to one’s 

orientation and role within a society.  However, researchers have found it acceptable to 

use a biological variable when conducting quantitative investigations and draw 

conclusions about social variables given the high correlation between sex and gender. 

Although speaker sex may be treated as a binary, it is important to remember that gender, 

a social variable, interacts in complex ways with other social categories which manifest 

themselves in a variety of linguistic choices.  

 Several researchers have noted how simplistic notions of gender obscure the 

intricate interweaving of various socially constructed variables that are reflected through 

verbal communication. For example, Labov discovered that women in Philadelphia lead 

vowel changes in lower socioeconomic strata yet resisted the change in higher 

socioeconomic groups (1984).  Similarly, Eckert found that female adolescents in Detroit 

used innovative vowel pronunciations to affirm social class membership more than their 

male counterparts, demonstrating that gender did not have a uniform effect on the 
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population, but accentuated social class differences (1989).  Eckert maintains that the 

widening of class differences based on gender is due to the fact that females have a 

greater need to draw upon linguistic capital than males, who are afforded social capital 

through their membership in a privileged gender category.  

The connection between linguistic capital and social capital directly relates to 

politeness markers in the sense that politeness is a means of gaining linguistic capital for 

members of a social group who may have less prestige within a community.  Several 

researchers have identified ways in which women make use of linguistic capital to a 

greater extent than men of similar socioeconomic and ethnic groups.  One way to take 

advantage of linguistic capital is to use standard speech or markers of prestige dialects 

rather than vernacular forms.  For studies that indicate a higher use of prestige markers 

among women, see Silva-Corvalán, 2001; Trudgill, 1982; Wolfram, 1969.  The 

association of feminine speech with more standard forms and fewer vernacular forms has 

led to the oversimplified conclusion that women are more courteous than men. However, 

Mills (2004) cautions against making generalized statements about politeness and gender 

by noting that politeness norms are often associated with feminine middle class speech.  

Mills asserts that researchers’ understanding of politeness is generally guided by middle 

class norms, which often focus on negative politeness strategies.  African American 

working class communities may evaluate these politeness strategies differently, causing 

them to adopt politeness norms not considered by most researchers.  In this manner, 

politeness and gender are also interconnected with class and ethnicity.   

 As demonstrated in the previously mentioned studies, particularly those of Labov, 

Eckert, Trudgill, and Wolfram, sociolinguists have already discovered important findings 
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regarding sex differences at the phonological level.  Other instances of male and female 

differences at this level of language include Cedergren (1973), Fontanella de Weinberg 

(1987), and Rissel (1989).  At the morpho-syntactic level, the question of synonymy 

makes identifying patterns of sex differences more complicated but still a viable field of 

study (see Klein, 1979; Silva-Corvalán, 1985 Gutiérrez, 2013).  However, in order to 

analyze sex differences in verbal politeness, one must consider linguistic production at 

the discursive-pragmatic level of language.  The discursive-pragmatic level is often 

difficult to analyze empirically, considering the wide variety of strategies speakers use in 

order to indicate politeness compounded with the problem of synonymy.  In spite of 

methodological challenges, several investigations have uncovered interesting phenomena 

regarding the ways in which men and women differ in their use of politeness markers.   

 Robin Lakoff’s seminal work Language and Woman’s Place (1975) sparked 

interest in the field of gender and politeness by asserting that women were socialized into 

behaving in ways that characterized them as powerless, without the authority to state their 

needs and wants directly.  Although the characterization of women as powerless speakers 

has been criticized, many other important works on gender and politeness, such as that of 

Holmes (1995), continue to suggest that women’s use of indirect speech acts is a direct 

consequence of unequal power relations in society. More recent empirical investigations 

have found similar tendencies, such as women’s use of indirect, formal speech more than 

their male counterparts, but have avoided associating these strategies with weakness or 

lack of agency.  In fact, using linguistic politeness maneuvers may signal a means of 

capitalizing on a certain type of power. 



45 
 

 
 

 One study which challenges the association of women’s use of indirectness with 

powerlessness is that of Macaulay (2001).  In her analysis of male and female 

interviewers, she found that women utilized more indirect requests for information.  The 

use of indirect questioning was often found to be a politeness strategy, but was also a 

mechanism of maintaining a position of power by surreptitiously prompting interviewees 

to answer difficult questions.  By engaging interviewees indirectly in uncomfortable or 

challenging questions, female interviewers were able to obtain information successfully 

without disrupting the questioning process.  Another study which found a higher instance 

of indirect politeness moves among women is Garcia (1993).  By using a conversational 

analysis framework, Garcia concluded that Peruvian females used more impersonal 

requests than men, and were the only participants who used weak hints, the most indirect 

request strategy.  Although she does not associate women’s indirect style with a means of 

gaining power, the examples she provides indicate that linguistic politeness through 

indirectness is a tool frequently employed by women to achieve compliance from their 

interlocutor.  

 In addition to indirectness, investigations have also pointed to the more frequent 

use of other politeness markers among women.  In her analysis of workplace emails, 

Bierebeck (2008) found that women used more modal verbs and interrogatives than men 

when making requests in English.  Similarly, Morpeth (2012) found that women used 

more greetings, closings, and expressions of thanks in workplace emails in Flemish.  

However, other politeness markers such as please did not show significant differences in 

relation to speaker sex.  Finally, in a study of Pakistani speakers of Urdu, Alvi and 

Rasool (2013) observed a higher use of modal verbs, hedges, and ultracorrect forms 
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among women participants.  Their conclusion suggests than women are more sensitive to 

stylistic differences and monitor themselves more closely than men in order to present an 

image of prestige and to avoid offending their listener.  While these studies may suggest 

that women employ a higher frequency of politeness markers, it is important to 

contextualize each of these investigations within a single community of practice 

characterized not only by gender, but also but class and ethnicity norms which affect the 

kinds of strategies available to individuals. 

 When politeness strategies are divided into positive and negative face redress, it is 

clear that we are unable to make generalizations about the linguistic behavior of men and 

women, even if they are speakers of the same language.  Elena Ruzikova analyzed 

strategies used by Spanish-speaking clients when making requests to service employees 

in Cuba and found that women surpass men in their use of positive politeness strategies 

but used fewer negative politeness strategies (2007).  Conversely, Garcia (2002), who 

studied Spanish speakers in Venezuela, concluded that women used more markers of 

deference and indirectness, both strategies of negative politeness, while men preferred to 

emphasize solidarity, a marker of positive politeness.  The opposite tendencies presented 

in these two studies indicate that sex differences vary according to the communicative 

norms of specific communities and according to situational context.  Consequently, in 

studying politeness and speaker sex, the goal is not to develop lists of categorical 

differences, but to recognize that both sexes have strategic and stylistic tools that allow 

them to communicate effectively in accordance with their community’s norms and as a 

member of certain social categories such as gender, ethnicity, and class. 
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 As cultural norms change over time, our evaluation of linguistic tools and their 

association with certain social categories may evolve.  The changes in a society’s 

perception of what behaviors are valued and deemed appropriate for different groups will 

inevitably alter what is considered acceptable or polite behavior for women and men.  

Robin Lakoff has noted how Western society’s move from private to public has 

problematized traditional politeness norms (2005).  As communication becomes 

increasingly more public, situations which were once characterized by formal registers of 

speech now favor informal, friendly, or “nice” speech patterns.  Consequently, public 

figures, such as politicians, are now expected to be “nice” rather than diplomatic.  As 

women become more visible in the public sphere, particularly in politics, it becomes 

increasingly difficult for them to navigate politeness norms.  On one hand, they are 

expected to uphold the “niceness” that the public desires; on the other hand, their 

niceness if often perceived as weakness or incompetency.  Lakoff believes that these 

conflicting expectations are changing the way women’s use of politeness strategies is 

evaluated in public communicative situations. In conclusion, while politeness norms are 

reflective of class, ethnicity, and gender norms, the role afforded to individual members 

of society and their degree of agency in public space will also determine what politeness 

strategies they are expected to use at any historical moment.  

2.6 Politeness and verb morphology 

2.6.1 Introduction to verbal politeness 

 Based on Brown and Levinson’s (1978) series of strategies, it is evident that 

politeness can be expressed at a variety of levels of a given language.  Intonation, lexical 

selection, syntactic structure, and verbal morphology all take on pragmatic connotations 



48 
 

 
 

that allow an individual to indicate politeness, particularly when making a request.  The 

following examples demonstrate how politeness can be expressed at different levels of 

language: 

- Intonation: using a higher pitch, using a questioning tone (Brown & 

Levinson, (1987) 

- Lexical selection: using euphemisms, formal vocabulary (Lakoff, 

1975) 

- Syntactic structure: using nominal phrases as opposed to active verbs 

(Brown & Levinson, 1987) 

- Verbal morphology: using past, future, or subjunctive forms 

(Haverkate, 2002) 

Of the four levels listed above, verb morphology will be the focus of this 

investigation since the simplification of the verb system in United States Spanish is 

expected to directly affect the way politeness is expressed.  In Spanish, morphemes are 

attached to the root of a verb in order to express tense, aspect, and mood, all of which 

have implications for politeness.  Due to its rich verbal morphology, the Spanish 

language has a variety of options that differ in levels of (im)politeness.  The combination 

of different moods and tenses creates a matrix of many different linguistic choices 

available to speakers making requests which differ in perspective, temporality, and 

materiality.  While linguistic politeness is used to refer to any strategy realized through 

language production, verbal politeness will denote only those strategies expressed 

through verb morphology.  In this investigation, the pragmatic differences associated 

with the imperative, present, imperfect, future, conditional, and imperfect subjunctive 
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verb forms will be considered.  The proceeding sections will discuss the syntax and 

pragmatics of the six aforementioned verb forms which are considered in this study.   

2.6.2 Imperatives 

 Searle’s classification of speech acts places requests in the category of directives 

(1976).  Directives, in contrast with assertives, aim to influence the behavior of the hearer 

by making a proposition.  According to Searle, the illocutionary intent of directives is to 

make “the world match the words,” while assertives try to make the “words match the 

world” (1976).  In addition to requests, orders are also part of the category known as 

directives (as well as other speech acts such as giving advice).  The principle difference 

between orders and requests is that orders are pragmatically marked forms which use 

imperative structures while requests may take on a variety of verb tenses (Haverkate, 

2002). 

 In Spanish, as in other languages, the imperative mood differs from other moods 

in that it always expresses second-person reference.  The imperative mood may refer to a 

singular or plural second-person reference in addition to first-person plural references 

which also include the hearer.  Because the second-person reference is always required, 

the subject of imperative sentences in usually not expressed.  When the subject is given, 

it is used for emphasis or for contrastive purposes, as in Hazlo tú ‘You do it’ (Haverkate, 

2002).   

 Another distinguishing characteristic of the imperative is that it differs 

morphologically in affirmative and negative structures whereas other moods do not 

morphologically mark for affirmatives or negatives.  In the imperative mood, while 
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affirmative structures use imperative morphology, for example, hazlo ‘do it’, negative 

structures use subjunctive morphology, as in no lo hagas ‘don’t do it’.  Harris (1998) 

asserts that these differences are purely morphological and that both negative and 

affirmative commands are semantically imperative in their mood.  Another 

morphological difference between negative and affirmative forms is that clitics are 

attached to affirmative verb forms but precede negative verb forms, as demonstrated in 

the previous examples. 

 Although it would be convenient to assume that imperative forms are only used 

for orders and non-imperative forms are used for other speech acts, such as requests, the 

difference is more nuanced.  Haverkate (2002) notes that orders are generally expressed 

through imperatives, but that these forms may also be used to express other speech acts 

such as requests, invitations, and wishes.  The following examples demonstrate a variety 

of uses of imperative forms. 

- Order: ¡Escúchame!  
‘Listen to me!’ 

- Request: Oye, escúchame, por favor.  
‘Hey, listen to me please.’ 

- Invitations: Pase y siéntese.  
‘Come in and sit down.’ 

- Wishes: Reciba mi más sincera enhorabuena.  
‘Receive my sincerest congratulations.’ (Haverkate, 2002) 

Although these examples complicate the general intuition that imperatives are 

used for orders, the pragmatic differences between the imperative and non-imperative 

forms still reveal that the imperative implies less politeness than non-imperatives.  In 



51 
 

 
 

observing the first two examples from the previous list, it is evident that in order for an 

imperative form to indicate a request, which is less forceful than an order, it must be 

softened through the use of lexical elements such as cajolers and is also characterized by 

a different intonation pattern (Haverkate, 1979).  When the imperative form is used as a 

directive and is not modified through intonation or mitigators, its only interpretation is an 

order, which contains no negative politeness strategies and compels the hearer to comply. 

2.6.3 Indicative mood: present, imperfect, future tenses 

 In contrast to the imperative mood, the indicative mood is generally more polite 

and is not used for orders.  However, some present tense directives, when not mitigated 

by lexical markers of politeness, may be interpreted as orders, such as a mother sternly 

saying to a child: Te lo comes todo ‘You eat (present indicative) it all’.  Aside from this 

type of phrase, directives in the indicative mood are usually interpreted as more polite 

than those in the imperative mood.  Requests can be realized through present, imperfect 

and future verb forms.  Of these three tenses, the present will be the least polite as it 

associates requests with the current moment.  By using the present tense, a speaker is not 

separating the request from the moment of enunciation. 

 In contrast, when a speaker uses an imperfect or future tense verb form to 

formulate a request, the result is that the desired action is temporally separated from the 

moment in which the face-threatening act is made.  According to Brown and Levinson 

(1978), temporal distance is a negative politeness strategy because it distances the request 

from the moment of enunciation, making the imposition seem less imminent.  

Consequently, the use of a non-present tense form, such as the future or imperfect, allows 

the speaker to make requests while minimizing the threat to the listener’s face.  However, 
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not all requests can be transposed from present to non-present forms without a change in 

meaning.  The following examples illustrate that some temporal transpositions may alter 

the temporality of the request, or may change the type of speech act. 

- Present: Quiero un vaso de agua.  
‘I want a glass of water.’ 

- Imperfect: Quería un vaso de agua.  
‘I wanted a glass of water.’ 

- Future: *Querré un vaso de agua.  
‘I will want a glass of water.’ 

- Present: ¿Me traes un vaso de agua?  
‘Can you bring me a glass of water?’ 
 

- Imperfect: *¿Me traías un vaso de agua?  
‘Were you bringing me a glass of water?’ 

- Future: ¿Me traerás un vaso de agua?  
‘Will you bring me a glass of water?’  

As demonstrated in the two sets of examples above, not all requests are available 

in each of the three indicative forms utilized in this study.  It appears that speaker-

centered requests favor a transposition to the imperfect tense while hearer-centered 

requests favor the future tense; this phenomenon is likely due to the fact that hearer-

centered requests can express politeness through doubt or uncertainty, which is an 

available interpretation of future verb forms.  In the first set of examples, the use of the 

future tense may suggest that the speaker does not want the request to be realized 

immediately, but at some moment in the future.  In the second set, the request in 

imperfect could be interpreted as a question about past events, thus changing the type of 

speech act. 
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When pragmatically appropriate, the realization of a request in the imperfect 

allows the speaker to situate the request in a previous moment in time.  Mariana 

Chodorowska-Pilch (2000) demonstrates how the imperfect is used in Spanish to 

attenuate the face-threatening speech act of making a request.  According to 

Chodorowska-Pilch, the imperfect is undergoing a process of grammaticalization in 

which temporal distance becomes synonymous with interpersonal distance.  Although the 

polite imperfect is most common with the modal verbs querer ‘to want’ and poder ‘to be 

able to,’ she maintains that this strategy can be applied to most any Spanish verb. The 

Real Academia Española also recognizes the “imperfecto de cortesía” as a means of 

attenuating a request or an affirmation (2009, p. 1750).  Similarly, Brown and Levinson 

(1987) note that the “polite past” is available in many languages and provide examples in 

Tamil and English.  In English, there is a continuum of levels of removal from the present 

which signify increasing levels of distance, and, therefore, politeness.  The three 

sentences that follow represent increasing temporal distance towards the past. 

- I am wondering if you could help. 

- I have been wondering if you could help. 

- I was wondering if you could help. 

The first sentence, in the present tense, uses no temporal distance.  The second, in the 

present perfect, situates the enunciation slightly in the past, and the third applies the 

greatest amount of distance and deference. 

 In the same way that the imperfect implies politeness, the future tense can also be 

used to reorient the deictic time of the enunciation.  In Spanish, there is a periphrastic 
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form and a synthetic form for the future tense.  The periphrastic form, ir + infinitive, as a 

conveyor of motion towards the future, cannot be used to express politeness.  The 

synthetic form, however, is often used to express politeness in requests.  This form is 

effective as a politeness marker not only because it resituates the petition in a moment 

other than the present, but also because it indicates uncertainty, probability, or possibility.  

In addition to creating temporal distance, it also reflects Brown and Levinson’s negative 

politeness strategy “Be pessimistic” by suggesting that the speaker doubts the request can 

be fulfilled.  According Mattoso Camara, while this form is sometimes strictly temporal, 

it is often used as “temporal con tinte modal” (1957).  This use of the synthetic future 

forms is referred to in the Real Academia Española as the “futuro de conjetura,” which is 

characterized as having a modal value (2009, p. 1771).  The use of the synthetic future to 

express politeness is not exclusive to Spanish.  Brown and Levinson note that in Tamil 

the courteous way to ask for a cigarette is with the future rather than the present tense 

(1987).   

2.6.4 Non-indicative forms: conditional and imperfect subjunctive 

 As demonstrated in the previous section, temporal deixis is a strategy that allows 

a speaker to create distance between the face-threatening act and the moment of 

enunciation.  In addition to temporal distance, material distance may also be used as a 

politeness marker.  Material distance situates the enunciation in a different reality, in a 

hypothetical world in which the proposition may not be realized.  This type of distance is 

expressed through a non-indicative and non-imperative mood.  In the discussion of the 

synthetic future tense above, it was suggested that the future tense may be interpreted as 
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more polite than the imperfect because it also has a modal character, expressing 

uncertainty regarding the content of the enunciation.   

 The conditional also has a modal character and is used to describe events contrary 

to reality.  Its association with unreality is evident in its use in the apodosis of 

hypothetical sentences, such as: Si tuviera tiempo iría contigo ‘If I had time I would go 

with you’.  This semantic property associated with the conditional allows a speaker to 

politely make a request without affirming that the listener will comply.  The Real 

Academia Española recognizes the use of the conditional to implicate politeness in cases 

of demands, questions, and expressions of desire (1981, p. 474).  Haverkate corroborates 

this assertion by comparing the polite use of the conditional to the “condicional de 

posibilidad,” a phenomenon observed in both romance and non-romance languages to 

indicate that the speaker is unsure of the content of the enunciation.  However, Haverkate 

views the polite conditional and the “condicional de posibilidad” as the same 

phenomenon due to the fact that the unreality is what makes the conditional polite.  In 

other words, the conditional’s association with counterfactual or doubtful information is 

employed by a speaker to insinuate that the request is dependent upon the will and 

capability of the hearer, and may not be realized.   

 Although the conditional is similar to the future in that both employ temporal 

distance and uncertainty, the conditional has a stronger modal character and is therefore 

considered more polite.  Furthermore, the future is an absolute tense while the conditional 

only indirectly addresses future events, such as the realization of a request, because the 

point of reference is an “unspecified moment in the past” (Haverkate, 2002).  In 

comparing the future with the conditional, it is evident that there is a greater amount of 
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uncertainty and material distance associated with the latter, as illustrated in the examples 

below.  

- ¿Me podrás traer un vaso de agua?  
‘Could (future) you bring me a glass of water?’  

- ¿Me podrías traer un vaso de agua?  
‘Could you bring me a glass of water?’ 

Although the conditional is consistently associated with politeness because of its 

temporal and hypothetical distance, there are slight differences in the various ways it can 

be used to make requests.  There are three main uses of the conditional in directives, as 

demonstrated in the examples that follow: 

- ¿Podrías traerme un vaso de agua? 
‘Could you bring me a glass of water?’ 

- Estaría muy agradecida si me trajeras un vaso de agua. 
‘I would be very grateful if you brought me a glass of water.’ 

- ¿Podría pedirte que me trajeras un vaso de agua? 
‘Could I ask you to bring me a glass of water?’ 

In the first example, the conditional is used to mitigate the effect of a face-

threatening act by questioning the felicity conditions necessary for its realization, in this 

case, the ability of the hearer.  In the second example, the conditional is used in 

conjunction with the imperfect subjunctive to express indebtedness, Brown and 

Levinson’s tenth strategy.  In the third example, the conditional is used as a preparatory 

device to ask for permission to make a request.  Although English does not mark for the 

conditional in the same way, this use of the conditional is similar to the use of “if 

clauses” in directives, such as: Help me with this suitcase, if I may ask.  This use of the 
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conditional causes some to conclude that conditionals may constitute their own category 

of speech acts (Van der Auwera, 1986).   

 In addition to the conditional, the imperfect subjunctive is also used as a 

politeness marker because it expresses both unreality and temporal distance.  The 

imperfect subjunctive should be considered the most polite of all verb forms mentioned 

in this section because it expresses the most amount of temporal and material distance.  

Like the conditional, the imperfect is used to express events that are uncertain; however, 

rather than expressing conditions or possibilities, the imperfect subjunctive is used to 

indicate an event that is contrary to reality, expressing a greater amount of doubt or 

“pessimism” (in Brown and Levinson’s use of the term).  This difference between the 

conditional and imperfect subjunctive can be observed in hypothetical sentences such as 

the previously mentioned Si tuviera tiempo iría contigo.  While the conditional iría is 

used to express something that would happen, the imperfect subjunctive tuviera is used to 

propose an alternate reality.  In this sense, the use of the imperfect subjunctive in requests 

is described by Haverkate as a double metaphorical process in which both types of 

distance, temporal and material, create “a strategic, two-dimensional space which may be 

filled by a non-cooperative reaction by the hearer without the speaker losing face” (2002, 

p. 39).  

In summary, Spanish verb morphology provides the speaker with a variety of 

options that imply different levels of politeness.  The verb forms analyzed in this 

investigation ordered from most to least polite are: imperative, present, imperfect, future, 

conditional, and imperfect subjunctive.  As the temporal and material distance increase, 

so does the level of politeness.  Based on the research available for Spanish and other 
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languages, it appears that temporal and material distance are associated with deference, 

pessimism, and the desire to provide an out for both interlocutors.   

2.7 Studies in politeness: Native, second language, and heritage speakers 

2.7.1 Introduction 

 There are three types of populations that should be considered in their use of 

politeness strategies.  Native, second language, and heritage speakers demonstrate 

varying levels of lexical, morphological, syntactic, and pragmatic knowledge, all of 

which affect a speaker’s selection and execution of politeness strategies.  Within each of 

these categories, there is also a great amount of variation due to regional and social 

factors as well as experience with the target language.  Furthermore, individual style will 

also greatly affect the type and amount of politeness strategies used in any given 

situation.  The following subsections will present a brief review of politeness 

investigations carried out with native, second language, and heritage speakers. 

2.7.2 Politeness and native speakers of Spanish 

 Many aspects of politeness have been studied in native speakers of Spanish who 

live in a region in which Spanish is the dominant language.  Some of these investigations 

focus on the types of politeness strategies used while others attempt to determine regional 

preferences and contrast the use of strategies in different dialects of Spanish.  These 

studies employ a variety of methodologies; among the most common are discourse 

completion tasks, role-playing, and participant observation.   

One commonly studied theme is the use of positive and negative politeness 

strategies.  When compared with other languages such as English, Spanish is considered 
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to place a higher emphasis on positive politeness strategies (Márquez Reiter, 2000).  This 

assertion seems to agree with cross-cultural empirical investigations.  In an investigation 

on politeness strategies used by speakers of English, French, Hebrew, and Spanish, 

Argentinean Spanish speakers used fewer downgraders and more direct requests than the 

speakers of other languages (Blum Kulka, 1989).  However, these results should be 

interpreted as characteristic of only one regional dialect of Spanish.   

There also appears to be a continuum from positive to negative politeness 

preferences which places Spaniards, Venezuelans, and Argentineans towards the positive 

end and Mexicans and Peruvians towards the negative end of the spectrum with other 

countries located somewhere in between (Márquez Reiter & Placencia, 2005).  This 

assertion coincides with García (1993), who found that Peruvian speakers opted for 

expressions of deference rather than camaraderie when making requests, characterizing 

them as a negative politeness culture.  Furthermore, sex differences within a country also 

influence the preference for positive or negative politeness.  For example, Ruzickova 

(2007) finds that Cuban women surpass men in their use of positive politeness strategies 

but use fewer negative politeness strategies in service encounters.  Conversely, García 

(2002) concludes that Venezuelan women are more indirect and deferent, both indicators 

of negative politeness, while men prefer to emphasize solidarity, a feature of positive 

politeness.  Each of these studies indicates that a speaker’s use of positive and negative 

politeness strategies is influenced by many factors, including sex and country of origin. 

In addition to positive and negative politeness, other studies focus on codification 

and discourse analysis (Briz, 2004; Dumitrescu, 2011) and still others on the effects 

technology has on mitigation (Alcoba Rueda, 2004; Noblia, 2004).  In sum, politeness 
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has been studied from different linguistic and social perspectives, but should always be 

contextualized as a representation of a specific regional, situational, and social style of 

communication to which native speakers may or may not choose to conform.  It should 

also be noted that studies focusing on the use of specific politeness indicators used by 

native speakers, such as García (1993) and García (2002) find that Spanish speakers used 

mitigation strategies that closely align with Brown and Levinson’s (1987) list of negative 

politeness strategies.  Therefore, when using native Spanish speakers as a control group, 

the use of Brown and Levinson’s politeness strategies should provide an acceptable 

framework for identifying the ways in which Spanish speakers mitigate requests.  

2.7.3 Politeness and second-language speakers of Spanish 

 Second language speakers vary greatly in their linguistic competency.  While 

some may have a strong command of lexical features of the L2, others may excel in their 

use of grammatical structures.  In spite of these differences, one commonality among 

second-language speakers is that their prior cultural experiences differ from those of 

native speakers.  The study of intercultural pragmatics can shed light on the ways second-

language speakers approach communicative situations differently from native speakers.  

If pragmatic socialization is defined as “the ways in which children are socialized to use 

language in socially appropriate ways” (Blum-Kulka, 1997, p. 3), then appropriate and 

polite language use can be assumed to reflect cultural norms acquired in the native 

culture.  Consequently, L2 speakers will differ in their use of pragmatic strategies to 

express politeness.   

There are several general observations regarding the pragmatic competency of 

second-language speakers which should be mentioned.  Firstly, when L2 speakers 



61 
 

 
 

approach a communicative situation, features of the L1 may appear at varying degrees.  

While some have used the term “pragmatic interference” or “pragmatic transfer” to 

describe this phenomenon, Sharwood-Smith and Kellerman (1986) propose the term 

“cross-linguistic influence” to avoid assigning negative connotations to this natural 

process and to reflect the constant interaction between the native and second language.  

Cross-linguistic influence may cause a speaker to apply pragmatic norms from the native 

language, such as the amount of mitigation needed in a face-threatening act, or the type 

of politeness strategies generally used in such situations.   

In addition to pragmatic influences from the native language, L2 speakers also 

tend to rely more heavily on avoidance strategies and negotiation with their interlocutor 

and use fewer instances of formulaic language (Kecskes, 2014).  One type of formulaic 

language particularly important for politeness is the use of situation-bound utterances, 

which are set ways of expressing commonly occurring ideas within a culture (Kecskes, 

2003).  Examples of situation-bound utterances in American English are: “How’s it 

going?” and “Break a leg!”  When a situation-bound utterance exists in the second 

language and not in the native language, speakers must rely on other linguistic and 

paralinguistic tools to ensure communication.   

Finally, in addition to cross-linguistic influence and relying less on formulaic 

language, second-language users are also found to monitor their linguistic production 

more than native speakers and therefore use more careful speech patterns (Kecskes, 

2014), which could cause L2 speakers to use more formal language when expressing 

politeness. Although formality is associated with deference and, consequently, with 
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politeness, overestimating the level of formality can have the reverse effect, particularly 

in cultures in which positive politeness prevails.   

Although politeness has not been widely studied in Spanish as a second or foreign 

language, three studies deserve mention.  The first of these is a role-playing study 

conducted by Félix-Brasdefer (2004) which compares the mitigation strategies used by 

L1 and L2 speakers of Spanish.  Although the L2 speakers were considered advanced in 

terms of grammatical competence, they used fewer mitigation strategies than native 

speakers.  Furthermore, the types of mitigation used by native speakers included more 

morphological complexity, such as the use of the conditional, subjunctive, and modals.  

The researcher concludes that even when second-language speakers possess a strong 

control of grammatical and lexical features in a language, they lack the pragmatic 

competency necessary to attenuate face-threatening acts in ways comparable to those of 

native speakers.   

A similar study was conducted with native and L2 speakers of English whose first 

language was Venezuelan Spanish (García, 1989).  In role-playing activities, the 

researcher determined that the L2 speakers used more positive politeness strategies while 

the native speakers used more negative politeness strategies when making requests.  She 

then concludes that each group relied on distinct cultural styles which caused the L2 

group to suffer negative outcomes by not adopting the expected communicative style.  

Based on the results of García (1989) and Félix-Brasdefer (2004), it is evident that L2 

speakers draw on their own cultural style and, even when attempting to express 

politeness, lack the pragmatic and cultural competency necessary to do so in a way that 

produces the most harmonious outcome.   
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Finally, a study conducted by Martí Arnándiz (2012) demonstrates that the gender 

of L2 speakers also influences their use of politeness markers.  When Spanish-speaking 

students of the same L2 proficiency level were prompted to produce requests in English, 

sex proved to be a statistically significant variable for the use of mitigation tools.  

Women used more internal and external modifiers to mitigate their requests.  The 

investigator concludes that the female participants possessed a higher pragmatic 

competency but comparable grammatical competency.  She also notes that gender is one 

of the most neglected social factors of foreign language learning.   

2.7.4 Politeness and heritage speakers of Spanish  

 Given that this investigation will focus on the relationship between language 

contact and verbal politeness, it is also necessary to review studies on politeness with 

speakers of this contact variety of Spanish.  In the case of Spanish in the United States, 

Spanish is the minority language and is therefore reduced to informal and domestic 

situations while the majority language, English, is used in academic and formal 

situations.  In the previous two subsections, studies on politeness strategies used by 

native speakers and second-language speakers have been mentioned.  Second language 

speakers were shown to differ from native speakers not only in their command of lexical 

and grammatical features, but also in their use of discourse-pragmatic strategies such as 

those of politeness.  However, L1 and L2 are just two ends of a spectrum which overlook 

a wide range of speakers who share characteristics of both L1 and L2 populations 

(Benmamoun, Montrul, & Polinsky 2013).  These speakers are known as heritage 

speakers, a population that has until recently been overlooked in quantitative linguistic 

studies.   
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Although many researchers have attempted to define the complex heterogeneous 

group of heritage speakers, the definition most frequently used is that of Guadalupe 

Valdés, who describes them as “individuals raised in homes where a language other than 

English is spoken and who are to some degree bilingual in English and the heritage 

language” (2000).  Based on this definition, it is evident that heritage speakers may 

possess a wide range of abilities, from purely receptive to native-like fluency.  In spite of 

their wide range of abilities, what they share is some level of competency in both the 

native (minority) language and in the dominant language, which, due to extensive use in 

academic and formal communicative situations, becomes the preferred language by 

adulthood.  Unlike second-language learners, heritage speakers are exposed to the 

immigrant language in childhood either before or during their acquisition of English 

(Montrul, 2012).   

Because of their early exposure to the immigrant language in a natural 

environment, heritage language learners usually have an advantage over L2 learners in 

some levels of the target language, namely phonology and syntax (Montrul, 2012).  

However, due to their limited use of the target language outside the home, heritage 

speakers are often not provided with the necessary input to manage pragmatic subtleties.  

Since pragmatic socialization usually does not occur outside the home, heritage speakers 

may apply characteristics of informal speech to situations which favor a greater degree of 

tact or mitigation.  More specifically, a heritage speaker may be unfamiliar with 

situation-bound utterances relating to formal communicative tasks; for example, a 

speaker may use greeting such as “what’s up” instead of “how are you,” resulting in 

pragmatic failure or impoliteness.  However, Kecskes notes that the behavior of non-
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native speakers who possess a strong command of the oral language is often evaluated 

according to the socio-cultural norms of the native speech community, resulting in 

pragmatic differences being interpreted as deliberate rudeness (2012).  Given the native-

like fluency and pronunciation of many heritage speakers, Kecskes’s observations would 

certainly apply to heritage speakers.   

Although there has been little empirical research conducted regarding the 

pragmatic competency employed by heritage speakers, their unique abilities which 

differentiate them from native and L2 speakers would suggest that their use of politeness 

strategies may differ from those of the aforementioned groups.  Two important 

investigations have demonstrated how heritage speakers may apply pragmatic strategies 

from the dominant language, resulting in pragmatic failure or unwanted interpretations.  

The first of these investigations, conducted by Domnita Dumitrescu (2011), focuses on 

the speech act of expressing gratitude.  The researcher’s results indicate that even though 

the heritage speakers demonstrated a greater control of the language than their L2 

counterparts, they often failed to sufficiently elaborate their enunciations and applied 

more negative politeness strategies than the native speakers.  Dumitrescu attributes these 

differences to pragmatic transfer from the dominant language and “communicative 

insecurity.” 

In addition to expressions of gratitude, politeness has also been investigated 

through the use of request strategies used by Spanish heritage speakers.  Pinto and 

Raschio (2007) compared requests given by native Spanish, native English, and heritage 

Spanish speakers.  While native Spanish speakers used a more direct approach than 

English monolinguals, the Spanish bilinguals used techniques similar to those of English 
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monolinguals.  When making requests, they used more modifiers and indirect speech acts 

compared with native Spanish speakers.  The researchers postulate that Spanish heritage 

speakers adhere more closely to English language norms when speaking the minority 

language, creating a “unique intercultural style” by referencing one language lexically 

and another pragmatically.   

In summary, due to their exposure to Spanish as a minority language, heritage 

speakers do not experience the same pragmatic socialization as native speakers.  

Although they may demonstrate a strong control of phonetic and lexical features, they are 

often not afforded the opportunity to develop sociopragmatic maneuvers that allow them 

to handle face-threatening speech acts in situations outside the home.  Given the findings 

of Dumitrescu (2011) and Pinto and Raschio (2007), it is clear that linguistic contact 

situations lead to the development of different pragmatic strategies than those used by 

native speakers.  Although heritage speakers are exposed to the language at an earlier age 

than second language speakers, both of these groups can be expected to employ strategies 

that native speakers may avoid.  

In the chapter that follows, the sociolinguistic characteristics of the participants 

and the methodology for the investigation will be explained.  The chapter will detail the 

processes for establishing a verbal politeness scale, collecting data, and coding the 

results.   
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3. METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Introduction 

 This chapter provides a rationale for the study locations chosen for this 

investigation as well as an explanation of the materials and procedures used to analyze 

verbal politeness along with other types of politeness strategies.  Section 3.2 offers 

pertinent demographic information for the two study locations where a contact variety of 

Spanish is used.  Section 3.3 characterizes the participants of this investigation as 

members of three different types of language situations, one of Spanish dominance and 

two of language contact.  Section 3.4 describes the three sections of the instrument used 

in this investigation while 3.5 outlines the data collection procedures.  Sections 3.6 and 

3.7 explain the development and application of the verbal politeness index.  Finally, 3.8 

details the methodology for identifying and coding non-morphological, or lexico-

pragmatic, strategies.   

3.2 Spanish in the Southwest 

3.2.1 A history of Spanish in the Southwest 

 The Spanish language has a rich history of usage in the United States.  It was the 

first European language introduced to the North American continent, long before the 

United States became a country (Kanellos, 2002).  After the Spanish settled in regions 

now belonging to the United States, Spanish-speaking populations began to establish 

themselves in areas throughout the Southwest, particularly in land that is now part of 

Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, and California.  After a transfer of rule from Spain, to 

Mexico, and finally to the United States in 1848 with the signing of the Treaty of 
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Guadalupe Hidalgo, these Spanish-speaking populations then became US citizens.  

Although these populations were quite successful in maintaining their native language, 

the pressures from the majority language eventually led to reduced use of Spanish.  The 

pressure to assimilate, through overt racism and “linguiscism,” or language 

discrimination motivated by racism, incited many Spanish-speaking enclaves in the 

Southwest to adopt English, especially in public space (Martínez, 2008).   

 In Texas, Anglicization was realized through legislation that both restricted the 

use of Spanish and promoted the use of English in a region that was once Spanish-

dominant.  From 1841, Texas began to publish laws in English, and in 1858, Spanish was 

replaced by English as the language taught in schools (Martínez, 2008).  Although 

bilingual education is now offered, the orientation of most programs is one of transition 

to English rather than maintenance of Spanish.  In spite of the social and political 

pressure to displace the minority language, Spanish continues to survive through the 

replenishing of native speakers that arrive as immigrants from Spanish-speaking 

countries.   

 Using Lewis’s (1972) classification of four types of bilingualism—stable, 

dynamic, transitional, and vestigial—Sánchez (1982) notes that each may be found in 

regions of the Southwest.  A situation of stable bilingualism, in which Spanish is mostly 

maintained even in some domains outside the home, is found at the Texas-Mexico 

border.  In this area, a high concentration of Spanish speakers has allowed for use of 

Spanish in schools, commerce, and the domestic sphere.  Dynamic bilingualism is a 

situation in which the majority language threatens the displacement of the minority 

language, but is still renewed through immigration.  Transitional bilingualism, however, 
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relegates the minority language to fewer domains so that extensive language loss occurs.  

Finally, vestigial bilingualism retains the minority language only in set expressions and 

cultural references.  The following subsections will demonstrate how the two contact 

situations used in this study, Brownsville and Houston, are representative of stable and 

transitional bilingualism, respectively.   

3.2.2 Brownsville, Texas 

 Brownsville, Texas is a city located on the Texas-Mexico border, directly across 

from Matamoros, Mexico.  According to the 2010 US Census data, Brownsville had a 

population of 175,023.  At the time of data collection in 2013, the population was 

estimated at 181, 713.  According to the US Census five-year estimates, 149,961 (86% of 

the total population) identified as Hispanic or Latino.  Of the Hispanic population in 

Brownsville, two-thirds were born in the US and one-third was born abroad.  Almost all 

of the foreign-born population in Brownsville was from Mexico (49,592 out of 50,814, or 

98%).   

The high concentration of Hispanics and their mostly homogenous national origin 

allow Brownsville to be one of the few areas in the United States in which Spanish can be 

maintained intergenerationally.  According to Solé (1990), the Southwest has a higher 

rate of Spanish maintenance than other areas in the United States, with Texas leading in 

the highest rates of retention.  Furthermore, Spanish is more likely to be maintained 

where there is a greater concentration of a single ethnic group, as is the case with 

Mexicans and Mexican Americans in Brownsville (Solé, 1990).  However, given the 

large percentage of native-born Hispanics and Spanish’s minority status within the 

United States, the linguistic situation of Brownsville should be characterized as one of 
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bilingualism rather than Spanish monolingualism.  Although 90% of the Hispanic 

population of 149,961 speak Spanish, of these speakers, 52%  of them speak English 

“very well” and another 14% speak English “well,” while only 12% report speaking 

English “not at all” (US Census, 2013).  Furthermore, not all Hispanics are choosing to 

maintain the minority language, as 13% of the native-born population does not speak any 

Spanish (US Census, 2013).  

 Based on the current data on language use in Brownsville, it is clear that the 

region is largely bilingual.  However, Spanish language displacement is most probable by 

younger generations when the oldest generation is also native-born (Sole, 1990).  Given 

Brownsville’s large native-born Hispanic population (about two-thirds of all Hispanics), 

one must question the future vitality of Spanish in the region.  Nevertheless, there is 

evidence that a “critical mass effect” will encourage Brownsville Latinos to maintain, and 

possibly renew, their use of Spanish.  According, to Linton, (2004), when enough 

language users choose to maintain a language, and when the perceived number of 

bilinguals reaches a “critical mass,” speakers associate more positive benefits with 

bilingualism and become more likely to retain the language.  The prevalence of bilinguals 

in Brownsville appears to meet these guidelines and may provide enough motivation for 

younger generations to maintain the minority language, just as previous generations in 

the region have chosen to do so.   

3.2.3 Houston, Texas 

 Houston is a much larger city than Brownsville, with a more diverse population of 

minority groups.  At the time of the US Census, the population within the city limits of 

Houston totaled 2,099,451 and was estimated at 2,205,806 when data was collected in 
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2013.  While Brownsville’s population is 86% Hispanic, Houston’s is about 40% 

Hispanic (US Census, 2013).  Furthermore, the diversity within the Hispanic population 

is much greater.  In Brownsville, 98% of foreign-born Hispanics are of Mexican origin, 

while in Houston, the Spanish-speaking population comes from a greater variety of home 

countries.  The following table uses population estimates from 2013 to illustrate the 

countries of origin of the Hispanic population in both Brownsville and Houston.  It 

should be noted that the population estimates do not exactly match those of other 

population estimates in 2013 also published by the US Census.   
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Table 3.1 Hispanic population by country or origin 

 Brownsville  Houston  

Total population 177,795  2,134,707  
Hispanic or Latino 166,015  931,154  
Mexican 161,065 97% 707,516 76% 
Puerto Rican 273 <1% 9,251 1% 
Cuban 175 <1% 7,611 <1% 
Dominican 89 <1% 1,708 <1% 
Central American: 897 <1% 153,554 16% 
           Costa Rican 28  1,030  
           Guatemalan 171  23,904  
           Honduran 354  37,328  
           Nicaraguan 14  5,773  
           Panamanian 14  1,033  
           Salvadoran 316  83,591  
           Other  0  895  
South American: 302 <1% 25,130 3% 
           Argentinean 65  2,193  
           Bolivian 0  808  
           Chilean 0  703  
           Colombian 155  11,472  
           Ecuadorian 0  1,439  
           Paraguayan 0  88  
           Peruvian 43  2,947  
           Uruguayan 0  862  
           Venezuelan 39  4,291  
           Other 0  327  
Other Hispanic or Latino: 3,214 2% 26,384 3% 

           Spaniard 212  5,395  
           Spanish 132  3,188  
           Spanish American 0  144  
All other Hispanic or Latino 2,870  17,657  

 As demonstrated in the table above, the Hispanic population in Houston 

comprises a wide variety of nationalities.  Although the majority of Houston Hispanics 

are of Mexican origin, many other countries are well represented, and new arrivals are 
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adding more diversity to the Hispanic population.  While Mexican immigrants are still 

the majority, of the 419,487 foreign-born Hispanics, about two-thirds (285,696) were 

from Mexico while other countries in Central America make up about one-fourth of 

foreign-born Hispanics in Houston (US Census 2010).  This greater diversity in terms of 

country of origin coupled with the lower concentration of Hispanics in Houston creates a 

situation in which there is greater pressure from the majority language.  Rather than a 

situation of stable bilingualism, Houston demonstrates a situation of transitional 

bilingualism.  As a result, many speakers of Hispanic origin in Houston have acquired 

Spanish during childhood yet received almost no formal education in Spanish and 

generally reserve the minority language for communication with relatives, often using 

English in their responses to Spanish-speaking individuals; this description corresponds 

well to Lipski’s characterization of a situation transitional bilingualism (2008, p. 57-58). 

 Although many Hispanics are retaining the minority language, the data show a 

lower rate of retention than in Brownsville.  The table that follows depicts the language 

usage of foreign and native born Hispanics in Brownsville and Houston. 

Table 3.2 Language usage of Hispanics in Brownsville and Houston 

 Brownsville Houston 
Total Hispanic population 149,961  832,975  

Native-born 99,951   413,289   
Speak only English 13,255 13% 105,154 25% 
Speak another language  86,696 87% 308,135 75% 

Foreign-born 50,010  419,686  
Speak only English 1,769 4% 13,893 3% 
Speak another language 48,241 96% 405,793 97% 

 While the language usage patterns are very similar for the foreign-born groups, 

native-born individuals in Houston are more likely to use English only.  These data 
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suggest that Houston Hispanics are more rapidly shifting to English monolingualism than 

those in Brownsville.  The lack of homogeneity in Houston’s demographics as a whole 

and within the Hispanic population can explain these different patterns of language 

maintenance and loss.   

3.3 Locations and participants 

In order to determine how pressure from English, the dominant language, may 

affect the way bilinguals make requests, three different levels of language contact were 

used in this study—one in which Spanish is the majority language and two in which 

different degrees of pressure from the dominant language encourage phenomena such as 

simplification.  The three levels of contact are as follows: 

(1) Spanish dominance (near monolingualism): Mexico City, Mexico  

(2) Stable English-Spanish bilingualism: Brownsville, Texas 

(3) Transitional English-Spanish bilingualism: Houston, Texas 

With each level, contact with English increases and exerts a greater pressure on 

Spanish speakers to simplify their linguistic system.  The first level, Spanish dominance, 

serves as the control group in which the language of investigation is the majority 

language.  Mexico City was chosen as the control group given its distance from the 

Texas-Mexico border and lack of influence from English structures and sociopragmatic 

norms.  The second level, stable English-Spanish bilingualism, represents a situation in 

which English is the dominant language yet Spanish is still available to speakers in both 

public and private communicative situations.  The third level, transitional English-
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Spanish bilingualism, is characterized by a more rapid shift towards English and the use 

of the minority language often restricted to the private sphere.  Although both situations 

of bilingualism are similar in that Spanish speakers have had limited access to formal 

instruction in Spanish, they differ in the amount of linguistic input generally available in 

the minority language, especially outside the home.   

In each of the three locations, participants consisted of undergraduate university 

students between 18 and 29 years old enrolled in language or literature classes.  The three 

universities selected were Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México in Mexico City, 

University of Texas-Pan American in Brownsville, Texas, and University of Houston in 

Houston, Texas.  Although socioeconomic factors were not directly controlled, each of 

these institutions tends to attract middle class students who are often the first generation 

in their family to receive a college degree.   

In the Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, the researcher selected 

participants enrolled in literature courses.  In Brownsville and Houston, the participants 

consisted of students enrolled in Intermediate Spanish for Heritage Students.  The 

literature students in Mexico City and the Spanish for Heritage Students in Texas were 

chosen so that students in all three locations were most likely receiving an education in 

humanities and would have similar educational interests and goals.  In the two language 

contact locations, the Intermediate Spanish for Heritage Students course is the first of two 

intermediate-level heritage language classes offered.  Students enter this level of Spanish 

either by successfully completing Beginning Spanish for Heritage Speakers or by taking a 

placement exam.  Only students at the intermediate level were considered because those 

placed in lower levels may not have acquired the productive skills needed to complete 
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written tasks, and students in higher level courses would have already received formal 

instruction on the complex tenses that affect the ability to encode politeness through verb 

morphology, namely the conditional and the imperfect subjunctive. Because these tenses 

are not taught during Intermediate Spanish I at either the Brownsville or Houston 

locations, explicit instruction would not influence a student’s production.   

3.4 Questionnaire 

 In each of the three locations the researcher administered a three-part 

questionnaire. The first section solicits biographical information regarding age, sex, 

language use, and origin. For students in Mexico, this section allowed the researcher to 

eliminate students who did not meet the following criteria: 

- Between 18 and 29 years old 

- Born in Mexico 

- Has not lived in another country for more than 1 year 

- Does not speak another language at home 

 For students in Houston and Brownsville, the biographical section allowed the researcher 

to determine age of arrival to the United States, when applicable, and country of origin of 

the participant’s parents and grandparents.  This portion of the questionnaire allowed for 

the elimination of students who did not meet the following criteria: 

- Between 18 and 29 years old 

- Born in US or Spanish-speaking country 

- If not born in US, arrived before age 12 

- At least one parent or grandparent born in Spanish-speaking country 
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The second section in the questionnaire consists of a verbal cloze test designed to 

elicit a variety of absolute and absolute-relative verb tenses in order to determine what 

tenses are available in a participant’s verbal repertoire.  Whereas absolute tenses situate 

an event in relation to the moment of enunciation, an absolute-relative tense uses another 

previously mentioned event as a point of temporal reference.  The cloze test was adapted 

from Gellón (2015).  For this investigation, these results will not be analyzed, but will 

serve as data for further research.  This portion of the questionnaire served to confirm that 

students in contact situations demonstrated at least a minimum control of indicative verb 

forms with occasional usage of higher-rated verb forms in politeness-neutral contexts.  

Although the use of verb tenses varied among participants, general control of Spanish 

tenses is evident among all participants, even those in contact situations, given that they 

are enrolled in intermediate-level courses.   

Finally, the third section will serve as data for the present investigation.  This 

section is composed of twelve hypothetical situations which require the participant to 

formulate requests in Spanish.  Each item establishes a possible scenario in which the 

participant would need to ask for something and includes a picture of the interlocutor to 

whom the request should be made.  The items include four formal situations, four 

informal public situations, and four informal familial situations to which the participant is 

asked to respond.  Each of the levels of formality included two female and two male 

interlocutors. It should also be noted that the pictures used to represent the receiver of 

each request were designed to roughly control for ethnic bias; each of the pictures 

portrays a person who could presumably be Hispanic, with light skin tone and dark hair.  
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The following examples illustrate each of the three formality levels included in the 

questionnaire: 

- Formal: Está en una entrevista de trabajo. ¿Cómo le pediría al 
entrevistador que le mande más información acerca del trabajo? 
‘You are at a job interview.  How would you ask the interviewer to 
send you more information about the job?’ 
 

- Informal public: Usted está cenando con sus amigos. ¿Cómo le 
pediría a la mesera un plato extra? 
‘You are having dinner with friends.  How would you ask the waitress 
for an extra plate?’ 
 

- Familial: Está en el aeropuerto listo para hacer un viaje familiar. 
¿Cómo le pediría a su papá que le ayude con la maleta?  
‘You are at the airport ready for a family vacation.  How would you 
ask your dad to help you with your suitcase?’ 

The following table summarizes the content of the twelve items in this section of the 

questionnaire. 
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Table 3.3: Content of items in questionnaire 

Item Formality level Interlocutor 
sex 

Summary of prompt 

1 informal public female ask a waitress for an extra plate 
2 informal familial female ask your aunt for a knife to cut a cake 
3 formal male ask an interviewer to send you more 

information regarding a job 
4 formal male ask an office manager to leave a package for 

you 
5 formal female ask your boss to change the time of a 

meeting 
6 informal familial male ask your dad to help carry a suitcase 
7 informal familial male ask your uncle to help you clean the kitchen 
8 formal female ask a secretary to change your appointment 

time 
9 informal public male ask a waiter to bring you a glass of water 
10 informal public female ask someone to pass you a menu 
11 informal public male ask someone for use of an empty chair 
12 familial female ask your mom to stop at a gas station 

For a copy of the questionnaire given to students in Houston and Brownsville, see 

Appendix A.  The questionnaire given to participants in Mexico City differs only in the 

first section, which solicits biographical information.  For this section, see Appendix B. 

3.5 Data collection procedures 

 For each of the three locations, authorization to collect data was obtained from the 

participants’ university.  In Mexico City, permission was granted by the university’s 

Department of Language and Philosophy.  At both Texas institutions, an Internal Review 

Board approved the researcher’s investigation after determining that the project was in 

compliance with the guidelines established by the Committee for the Protection of 

Human Subjects.  Upon receiving approval to conduct research in each study location, 

the researcher went to participants’ classes to administer the questionnaire while the 
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course instructor was present.  The data was collected in Mexico City in November of 

2014 and in Brownsville in February of 2015.  Data in Houston was collected twice—in 

November of 2014 and January of 2015.  Participants were given as much time as needed 

to complete the questionnaire, approximately 25 minutes.  Those who did not meet the 

investigation criteria in terms of age, origin, or language use (see section 3.3) or who did 

not provide this information were not considered.  An additional two students at the 

Houston location and three students at the Brownsville location were not considered 

because they failed to answer several of the items in the third section.  A total of 306 

participants were included in this investigation—118 from Mexico, 76 from Brownsville, 

and 112 from Houston—for a total of 3672 tokens of requests.  The table below 

summarizes the number of eligible participants from each category whose questionnaires 

will be considered in this investigation. 

Table 3.4 Number of participants by location and sex 

Location Females Males Total 
Mexico City 68 50 118 
Brownsville, TX 49 27 76 
Houston, TX 66 46 112 

Totals 183 123 306 

 After collecting eligible questionnaires, they were coded for location and speaker 

sex.  Each questionnaire was assigned an identification code which includes the 

participant’s location (M/B/H), sex (M/F), and an identification number.  For example, 

BF22 represents a female from Brownsville while HM13 represents a male from 

Houston.  The results were then analyzed to determine the degree of politeness expressed 

through verb morphology and the type and quantity of other politeness markers used by 

female and male participants in each of the three locations.   
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3.6 Index of verbal politeness 

 In order to determine the degree of politeness indicated through verb morphology, 

a verbal politeness scale was established.  Based on the theoretical works of Haverkate 

(1994, 2002) and Brown and Levinson (1978, 1987) the scale assigns a level of politeness 

to each of the verb tenses considered in this investigation.  According to Brown and 

Levinson, more complex tenses entail more face work, or effort to mitigate the face-

threatening act of making a request (1978).  For example, a speaker may opt to distance 

himself from the speech act either temporally (through verb tense) or hypothetically 

(through verb mood) in order to appear less demanding to the listener.  The scale includes 

five levels of complexity which indicate five different levels of verbal politeness.  The 

table below indicates the five levels of verbal politeness with their pragmatic implications 

as well as a sample conjugation. 

Table 3.5: Scale of verbal politeness 

Level Tenses Pragmatic 
implication 

Example of 
conjugation 

1 Imperative  necessary ¡mira! 
2 Present indicative or subjunctive real or probable miras/mires 
3 Synthetic future or imperfect 

indicative 
probable mirarás/mirabas 

4 Conditional possible mirarías 
5 Imperfect subjunctive unreal miraras  

As demonstrated in the table above, the scale of verbal politeness ranges from the 

least polite form, which compels the listener to comply, to the most polite form, which 

frees the listener from any obligation of completing the request.  This scale reflects the 

third strategy of negative politeness proposed by Brown and Levinson (1978), “Be 

pessimistic”.  A greater degree of doubt that the request will be completed indicates a 
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greater degree of politeness.  As the number or level assigned to each verb tense 

increases, there is also an increase in the level of uncertainty that the listener will comply.   

 The least courteous verb form in the scale is the imperative, which is a marked 

form that can indicate impoliteness (Haverkate, 1994).  However, it should be noted that 

an imperative does not always imply a directive; in certain communicative situations, 

when accompanied by other features such as a tag question or positive politeness marker, 

an imperative may be interpreted as a request rather than an order (for example, 

pásamelo, ¿sí? ‘pass it to me, yes?’). 

 The second form in the verbal politeness scale is the present tense.  The scale does 

not differentiate between the present indicative and subjunctive because the mood will 

depend on the lexical selection of the speaker (a strategy that will be discussed later).  

Furthermore, provided that the participants in contact situations did not always use 

standard thematic vowels, at times it was not possible to determine whether the 

participant intended the subjunctive or indicative mood.   

Following the present tense, the next forms in the politeness scale are the 

synthetic future and the imperfect subjunctive.  These two tenses were assigned the same 

level of politeness because they both attenuate using the same strategy of temporal 

distance.  Currently, there are no investigations or theoretical works that differentiate 

between the levels of politeness of these two tenses.  Although it could be argued that the 

synthetic future, often used to express probability, may indicate more pessimism or doubt 

than the imperfect, this distinction could not be supported by current research. 
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The final forms in the politeness scale are the conditional and imperfect 

subjunctive, respectively.  Due to its counterfactual quality, the conditional is interpreted 

as more polite than the imperfect or future because it does not directly refer to a specified 

moment in time, but is an absolute-relative tense that avoids making an explicit reference 

to the moment in which the request is desired or completed.  Finally, the imperfect 

subjunctive suggests the highest level of verbal politeness by means of expressing the 

greatest amount of doubt that the request will be fulfilled.  By creating both temporal and 

material (hypothetical) distance, the imperfect subjunctive allows the listener the most 

freedom to decide whether or not to comply. For a more detailed explanation of the 

pragmatic implications of each of the conjugations considered in this investigation, see 

section 2.6.    

In some of the tokens, no verb was used.  In the 9th item, which prompts 

participants to ask a male waiter for a glass of water, several tokens appear with no verb, 

such as the following, Un vaso de agua por favor ‘A glass of water please’ (MM16)2.  

These phrases will not be considered when calculating the verbal politeness index of each 

participant. However, any type of attenuation, such as the phrase por favor will be 

considered when analyzing lexico-pragmatic strategies.  

3.7 Applying the verbal politeness index 

3.7.1 Introduction 

 Four different types of requests were found in the production of the 306 

participants--direct, direct with mitigation phrases, conventionally indirect, and 

                                                 
2 All examples are reproduced with the orthography and punctuation provided by the participants.  
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nonconventionally indirect requests.  These categories have also been used in cross-

cultural research by Blum-Kulka (1989), who uses the term “head request” to refer to the 

main clause which could stand alone as a request.  Phrases that are not part of the head 

request, which may also contain verbs, are known as supportive moves.  In the 

subsections that follow, the procedures for identifying the main verb within the head 

request and assigning this verb a number from the verbal politeness index will be 

described for each of the four types of requests made by participants. 

3.7.2 Direct requests and direct requests with mitigation phrases 

In a direct request, only one conjugated verb appears, and is thus the verb that 

counted towards the verbal politeness index. For example in Papá, ayudame con esta 

maleta ‘Dad, help me with this suitcase’ (HF41), the verb ayúdame is an imperative form 

and is assigned a level 1 on the verbal politeness scale. 

 However, many of the direct requests were accompanied by a mitigation phrase 

that also contained a verb.  In calculating the politeness index of each token, only the 

verb in the head request was considered.  For example, in Joven, si no sera mucha 

molestía me podria traer un vaso de agua por favor ‘Boy, if it will not be too much of a 

bother could you bring me a glass of water please’ (HF19), the verbal politeness index 

only takes into account the second verb, as the first verb forms part of a mitigating 

phrase.  Other examples of mitigating phrases that are not part of the head request are si 

es possible ‘if it’s possible’, si tiene chanza ‘if you have a chance’, and si se puede ‘if it 

can be done’.  The verbs in these phrases are not part of the actual request, but serve as 

mitigation phrases that lessen the grade of imposition directed towards the listener.  In 

some cases, the verb in the mitigation phrase indicated a higher level of verbal politeness 
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than the verb in the head request; however, in this investigation, the conjugations of verbs 

outside the head request were not taken into account.  In other words, each request which 

contains a verb is only assigned one number on the verbal politeness index which reflects 

the level of politeness of the verb within the head request. 

3.7.3 Conventionally indirect requests 

The third sentence type, a conventionally indirect request, often contains two 

conjugated verbs, and the procedure for assigning these tokens a verbal politeness level 

will require further explanation. As mentioned in the review of literature, a 

conventionally indirect request is one that questions the felicity conditions necessary for 

the request to be realized.  Even though the request is not explicit, it is considered 

conventionalized because the illocutionary force can immediately be understood by a 

listener who shares the same cultural and language background.  One way to create a 

conventionally indirect request is through the use of a modal verb.  The most common 

modal in the results was poder.  Note how in the following sentence pairs the use of 

poder changes the request from direct to indirect by questioning the hearer’s ability to 

realize the request:  

  (1) Ayúdame con la maleta.  
‘Help me with my suitcase.’ 

  (2)¿Puedes ayudarme con la maleta?  
‘Can you help me with my suitcase?’  

In addition to poder, other modal verbs included convenir and querer.  When a 

modal verb is used, it becomes the main verb of the head request and is therefore the verb 

that will be considered when assigning the token a number from the verbal politeness 



86 
 

 
 

index.  In example (2) above, this item would be a 2 on the verbal politeness index 

because the modal verb puedes is conjugated in the present tense.  

Besides using a modal verbal, indirect requests may be created through the use of 

phrases such as es possible que or hay forma que followed by another conjugated verb.  

These phrases are used to suggest that the speaker is unsure if the listener is capable and 

willing to carry out the request.  In these cases, the first verb is that of the head request 

and is the verb that is counted in the verbal politeness index.  The following examples 

indicate the verb that is considered the main verb in the head request which will be used 

to calculate the level of verbal politeness: 

  (3) Buenos días. Sólo quiero comentarle que se me dificulta llegar tan  
  temprano y me gustaria saber si existe la posibilidad de que la junta sea  
  en otro horario. (MF1) 
  ‘Good morning.  I just want to mention to you that it is difficult for me to  
  arrive so early and I would like to know if there exists the possibility for  
  the meeting to be at a different time.’ 

  (4) Debido a la reunión que tuvimos muy temprano, ¿hay posibilidad de  
  que la siguiente reunión sea un poco mas tarde? (MF2) 
  ‘Given that the meeting we had was very early, is there a possibility that  
  the next meeting be at a different time?’ 

  (5) Seria posible que la reunion siguiente fuera mas tarde? (HF23) 
  ‘Would it be possible for the next meeting to be later? 

In sum, the verb that initiates the indirect speech act of questioning the felicity 

conditions of a request is the verb that will be considered when calculating the verbal 

politeness index.  However, it should be noted that es possible ‘is it possible’ as the head 

request is not considered to have the same effect as the mitigation phrase si es possible ‘if 

it is possible’.  Note the difference in function of es possible in the following two 

phrases: 
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 (6) ¿Es posible que cambiemos la hora de la siguiente reunión? 
 ‘Is it possible that we change the time of the next meeting?’ 

 (7) Quiero que cambiemos la hora de la siguiente reunión si es posible. 
 ‘I want us to change the time of the next meeting if possible.’ 

While in (6) the verb es denotes the head request, in (7) this verb is part of a mitigation 

phrase added on to the head request and would not be calculated in the verbal politeness 

index.   

 One additional case of conventionally indirect requests deserves mention.  In 

many instances, the indirect request was preceded by the phrase cree que or crees que ‘do 

you think/believe that’.  Given the fact that creer que is not generally available to 

speakers in different verb tenses, this was interpreted as a modifier rather that the initiator 

of the head request. Therefore, in tokens such as crees que hay posibilidad de que se 

cambie la hora de mi cita ‘do you think there is a possibility that my appointment time 

can be changed’, the verb hay is the one susceptible to modulation (haya, habrá, habría) 

and is the main verb of the head request which will be counted in the verbal politeness 

index.   

3.7.4 Nonconventionally indirect requests 

 In some cases, the participants opted to use a nonconventionally indirect speech 

act rather than direct or conventionally indirect requests.  Brown and Levinson (1978) 

refer to the strategy as “going off-record” while other researchers consider these 

enunciations to be hints (see section 2.3.12 for a more detailed explanation).  The 

difference between a conventionally indirect and nonconventionally indirect speech act is 

that the former has only two possible interpretations and usually draws from a set 
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repertoire of sentence starters while the latter is simply a statement or question that helps 

the listener infer what the speaker would like.  As stated in the literature review, phrases 

like Is it possible for you to turn on the air? are conventionally indirect while Gee, it’s 

kind of hot in here are nonconventionally indirect speech acts.  In this study, 

nonconventionally indirect speech acts were not calculated in the verbal politeness index 

given that they are often not available in a variety of conjugations.  Furthermore, the use 

of the present tense in a direct or conventionally indirect speech act has a much different 

illocutionary force than the use of present tense in an off-record request.  In the 11th item, 

a large portion of the participants chose to use a nonconventionally indirect speech act.  

Instead of explicitly asking to use an unoccupied chair at a nearby table, many 

participants produced tokens such as ¿Esta ocupada? ‘Is it taken?’ (MF35).  The verbal 

politeness scale will not be applied to these items. 

3.7.5 Calculating the verbal politeness index 

 The level of verbal politeness of each token was calculated (with the exception of 

indirect speech acts and those with no verb) and an average level of verbal politeness was 

determined for each participant.  The results were coded in Excel and exported to SPSS 

in order to calculate the descriptive statistics and statistical significance of variance of 

location and speaker sex.  These analysis of variance were conducted for the overall 

verbal politeness scores as well as the verbal politeness scores in each of the three 

formality levels.  Finally, a multivariate ANOVA was conducted in order to determine if 

an interaction between location and speaker sex exists. 
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3.8 Lexico-pragmatic strategies 

3.8.1 Types of lexico-pragmatic strategies 

 In addition to morphological politeness, other politeness markers were also 

considered in order to determine the relationship between verbal morphology and lexico-

pragmatic strategies.  When speakers in contact situations use fewer verb forms, they 

often depend more on lexical strategies to express the meanings not available through 

verbal morphology; for example, when hypothetical or unreality is not indicated through 

the use of the imperfect subjunctive and conditional, speakers may qualify their 

statements with adverbial phrases which express similar meanings (Silva-Corvalán, 

1994).  It is for this reason that lexico-pragmatic strategies will also be considered in 

relation to verbal politeness.  The non-morphological strategies included in this 

investigation are: 

  1. Modal verbs 

  2. Questioning of felicity conditions 

  3. Going off-record 

  4. Mitigation phrases 

  5. Grounders 

  6. Recognitions of favor 

 Although other politeness markers are sometimes used in Spanish, these strategies 

have been observed in a variety of languages (Brown and Levinson, 1987) and were the 
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most commonly occurring strategies identified in the data set.  The subsections that 

follow will describe the identification and codification of each of these strategies.   

3.8.2 Modal verbs 

 The first lexico-pragmatic strategy considered in this investigation is the use of a 

modal verb in the head request.  Although this strategy involves the use of verbs, it 

should be noted that the first portion of the investigation focuses on morphology while 

this strategy is determined by the lexical selection of the participants.  The four modal 

verbs identified in this investigation are poder, querer, gustar, and convenir ‘to be able 

to, to want, to be convenient/advisable’.  By using a modal verb, the request is translated 

from a direct to a conventionally indirect speech act.  Given that this part of the 

investigation is not concerned with morphology, the conjugation of the modal verb is not 

considered.  The use of modal verbs was counted for each participant in each of the 

formality levels. 

3.8.3 Questioning of felicity conditions 

 The next strategy considered was the questioning of felicity conditions.  As with 

the previous strategy, by questioning the felicity conditions, the request is stated as a 

conventionally indirect speech act, which recognizes the fact that the listener may not 

have the will or capacity to comply with the request.  Six subgroups of phrases were 

identified: 

1. Ser posible que  
‘To be possible that’ 

2. Haber posibilidad que / Haber forma que / Existir la posibilidad que 
‘To exist a possibility/a way that’ 
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3. Creer que 
‘To believe that’ 

4. Tener 
‘To have’ 

5. Inconvenir / Molestar / Ser molestia 
‘To be an inconvenience / bother / to be a bother’ 

6. Other 

 The first group of phrases, (1) Ser posible que, questions the possibility of the 

request being fulfilled.  This group of phrases does not directly address the willingness of 

the listener, but is aimed towards questioning the felicity conditions outside the control of 

the listener.  The verb in this set lends itself to a variety of conjugations, for example Es 

posible que, Será posibile que, Sería posible que ‘is/will be/would be possible’.  As with 

the first group, the second set of phrases, (2) Haber posibilidad que / Haber forma que / 

Existir la posibilidad que, does not directly engage the disposition of the listener, but 

questions general conditions that would impede the fulfillment of the request.  As with 

(1), the verbs in this set are available in Spanish in a variety of tenses.  

 Unlike groups (1) and (2), the third subgroup, (3) Creer que, focuses the attention 

on what the listener perceives to be true regarding the conditions necessary for the 

fulfillment of the request.  Pragmatically, the verb in (3) only functions in present tense.  

Furthermore, only second person formal and informal forms (cree, crees) are considered; 

if the verb is conjugated in first person (creo), it becomes a statement rather than an 

elicitation for the listener to evaluate the possibility of complying with the request.   

 The fourth group, (4) Tener, is the most concrete manner of questioning felicity 

conditions that was identified in this investigation.  In this set, the participant focuses on 
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one condition necessary for the listener to comply: having the materials to do so.  

Although the participant is concerned with the existence of these materials in the present, 

the verb “tener” may be conjugated in a variety of tenses. 

 The fifth group, (5) Inconvenir / Molestar / Ser molestia, addresses the affective 

conditions associated with fulfilling the request.  This category corresponds to the 

politeness strategy “Minimize the imposition” (Brown & Levinson, 1987).  The verbs in 

this set may appear in a variety of conjugations.  Moreover, the phrase may be modified 

with mucho/mucha ‘much/a lot’ as in Te molesta mucho si… ‘Does it bother you a lot 

if…’ or Sería mucha molestia si… ‘Would it be a lot of a bother if…’.  The verb 

inconvenir appears to be a neologism adopted by some speakers in contact situations to 

denote the idea of inconveniencing someone, and, while not utilized in Spanish 

monolingual environments, its intended use as a modal verb used to question felicity 

conditions is clear.   

 Given that different communicative situations may provide other types of phrases 

that question felicity conditions, the final set, (6) Other, allows for any use of this strategy 

that does not correspond to the first five sets of phrases.  For example, in item 11, when 

asking for use of an empty chair, by asking if the chair is occupied, a participant is 

choosing to question the felicity conditions necessary for the listener to relinquish the 

nearby chair.   

 The number of phrases used to question felicity conditions was counted for each 

participant in the three levels of formality in the questionnaire.  Although uncommon, in 

some instances a participant chose to use two phrases within the same request.  This 
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strategy was used most often with the third group, (3) Creer que, and another phrase from 

the list above.  For example, in the phrase Crees que exista la posibilidad de cambiar la 

hora de la próxima reunión? ‘Do you think there exists the possibility to change the time 

of the next meeting?’ (MF10), both creer que and exisitir la posibilidad are used to 

question the possibility that the request may be fulfilled.  In tokens which contain two 

phrases used to question felicity conditions, the two phrases are counted separately.   

3.8.4  Going off-record 

 In order to appear less demanding, a speaker may choose to avoid a direct request 

by “going off-record” (Brown & Levinson, 1987).  This strategy differs from the first two 

because it creates a nonconventionally indirect speech act, allowing for many possible 

interpretations.  Given that each item poses a different communicative situation, the off-

record speech acts were not identified by groups.  Instead, the use of off-record strategies 

was simply quantified.  One subtle difference should be noted which often appeared in 

item 11.  When a participant simply asks if a nearby chair is occupied, she is producing 

an off-record speech act.  Conversely, when a participant asks if the chair is occupied 

before asking if she can take it, the same question is interpreted as a felicity condition.  

Although the content of the enunciation is the same, this subtle difference in 

contextualization creates a difference in the level of indirectness employed by the 

speaker.  Note the difference in strategies used in the following two examples: 

  (8) Off-record: Disculpe, ¿está ocupado? (MF26)  
  ‘Excuse me, is it occupied?’ 

  (9) Questioning of felicity conditions: ¿Esta ocupada esta silla? ¿Me la  
  puedo llevar? (MF28) 
  ‘Is the chair occupied? Can I take it? 
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 In example (8), the speaker is making a nonconventionally indirect speech act 

because the hearer may or may not receive the intended interpretation.  It should also be 

noted that off-record speech acts, also referred to as hints, are generally incompatible 

with the use of other lexico-pragmatic strategies.   

3.8.5 Mitigation phrases 

 Unlike the first three sets of strategies, modal verbs, felicity conditions, and going 

off-record, the use of mitigation phrases does not create indirect or semi-indirect speech 

acts.  The phrases in this set of strategies are added to direct requests in order to minimize 

the level of imposition.  In this investigation, four groups of phrases were considered: 

1. Si es posible / Si se puede 
‘If it is possible / If it can be done’ 

2. Si no es (mucha) molestia 
‘If it is not (mucho of) a bother’ 

3. Si tiene tiempo / chanza 
‘If you have time / a chance’ 

4. Other 

 Each of these adverbial phrases signals to the listener that the request should only 

be fulfilled if it causes minimal threat to his or her negative face wants.  The phrases in 

this list do not appear to be subject to modulation through different conjugations, 

although could appear in forms other than the present tense in nonstandard speech.  

However, since these strategies are not part of the head request, the conjugation of the 

verb will not be considered.   

 Although these strategies appear quite similar to the first and fifth groups of 

phrases in 3.7.3 (Questioning of felicity conditions), these phrases include the adverb si 
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‘if’ and, as subordinate clauses, do not form part of the head request.  The amount and 

type of mitigation phrases was calculated for each participant within each formality level. 

3.8.6 Grounders 

 A grounder is any reason or justification as to why the request is being made or 

why the listener should comply.  Grounders are considered politeness strategies because 

they validate the need to make a face-threatening act (see 2.3.7).  Due to the fact that each 

of the twelve items presents a different communicative situation, the kinds of grounders 

will vary from one item to another.  In this category of politeness strategies, only the 

number of grounders will be counted.  For example, in Necesito ayuda con esta maleta, 

está muy pesada y no puedo sola. ‘I need help with this suitcase, it’s very heavy and I 

can’t by myself.’ (MF25), two reasons are given.   

3.8.7  Recognition of favor 

 When a language user makes a request, recognizing that the listener would be 

doing him or her a favor rather than fulfilling an order is also considered a politeness 

strategy (see 2.3.11).  Five different manners of recognizing favor are indicated through 

the following words and phrases: 

  1. Hacer el favor / Pedir el favor 
  ‘Do a favor / Ask a favor’ 

  2. Agradecer 
  ‘To thank’ 

  3. Ser amable 
  ‘To be so kind’ 
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  4. Por favor / Porfa / Please3 
  ‘Please’ 

  5. Gracias 
  ‘Thank you’ 

 The first three words and phrases are available to the user in a variety of tenses 

and generally appear as a preparator (term used by Blum-Kulka, 1989).  However, the 

conjugation used in these phrases was not taken into consideration.  The last two, given 

their syntactic independence and prevalence in the data set, are analyzed separately from 

the first three.  While the first three strategies are coded separately, the last two are 

grouped together as one category.  Although it could be argued that porfa indicates more 

positive politeness and por favor is a marker of negative politeness, this difference was 

not considered in the current investigation. The amount and type of phrases used to 

recognize favor were counted for each participant in each of the three formality levels.  

Given the frequent occurrence of please and thank you, and their syntactic independence, 

the fourth and fifth categories will be analyzed apart from the first three.  

3.8.8 Analysis of lexico-pragmatic strategies  

 The six aforementioned strategies were coded in Excel independent from the 

verbal politeness data.  Each token was analyzed separately to determine the type and 

amount of politeness strategies used.  While some tokens contained no politeness 

strategies apart from verbal morphology, some tokens exhibit a variety of politeness 

strategies simultaneously, as demonstrated in the following example: 

  (10) Podría mandarme mayor información acerca del trabajo, en verdad  
  estoy interesada. Gracias. (MF2) 

                                                 
3 Some participants chose to use the word “please” within Spanish phrases. 
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  ‘Could you send more information about the job, I truly am   
  interested. Thank you.’  

In this token, a modal verb (poder), grounder (estoy interesada), and recognition of favor 

(gracias) are utilized.  Each of these strategies was coded for separately to determine the 

amount of each type of lexico-pragmatic strategies used by the participants in each group.  

 The results were then exported to SPSS in order to calculate the significance of 

variance for the use of each of these strategies by the six groups of participants—Mexico 

females, Mexico males, Brownsville females, Brownsville males, Houston females, and 

Houston males.  The results for the use of the lexico-pragmatic strategies were then 

compared to the average verbal politeness index of each of the six groups in order to 

identify patterns between the use of verbal morphology and the use of other strategies for 

expressing politeness.   
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4. RESULTS 

4.1 Introduction 

 This chapter presents the results of the present investigation. First, in 4.2, several 

examples of the participants’ production are provided for each of the twelve items on the 

questionnaire.  This section is intended to offer an overview of the kinds of responses 

used by the participants to formulate requests.  Second, 4.3 provides the quantitative 

results for the verbal politeness index.  While 4.3.1 presents the descriptive statistics for 

the overall verbal politeness scores, 4.3.2 analyzes the verbal politeness index scores with 

respect to language contact; these scores are separated into the three different levels of 

formality included in the instrument.  Similarly, 4.3.3 analyzes the verbal politeness 

scores with respect to speaker sex in each of the formality levels. The results of the two 

previous sections are summarized in 4.3.4 so that the interaction between sex and 

language contact is considered.  In contrast, section 4.4 presents the lexico-pragmatic 

strategies used by participants.  While 4.4.2 through 4.4.7 present examples and 

descriptive statistics for individual strategies, the final two subsections evaluate the effect 

of location and speaker sex on the use of all strategies.  Finally, the conclusions regarding 

general tendencies, responses to the research questions, and the relationship between 

morphological and lexical strategies are discussed in section 4.5.  

4.2 Examples of Requests 

4.2.1 Introduction 

 The twelve-item questionnaire administered to participants in Mexico City, 

Brownsville, and Houston prompted responses with a variety of morphological and 
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lexical strategies for expressing politeness.  While some participants employed multiple 

strategies for almost all items, others opted for a more direct approach in which very few 

strategies were used.  In order to gain a holistic perspective of the results, several 

examples of participants’ responses are provided in the subsections that follow.  For each 

item, a sample of responses from a female and male respondent in each location are 

included.  These items are not presented in the order in which they appear on the 

questionnaire, but according to formality level.  The four familial items are presented 

first, followed by the four informal public items, and finally the four formal public items 

in order to show how the lexical and morphological strategies change as formality 

increases.  

4.2.2 Familial Requests 

4.2.2.1 Item 2 

 The first item on the questionnaire that represents a familial situation is Item 2. 

The prompt for this item appears as follows: 

2. Usted está en la casa de su mamá celebrando el cumpleaños de su tía.  ¿Cómo le 
pediría a su tía un cuchillo para cortar el pastel?  

_______________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________ 

Translation: You are at your mother’s house celebrating your aunt’s birthday. How 
would you ask your aunt for a knife to cut the cake? 
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The examples below indicate a variety of responses provided by the participants4. 

(1) Tía, ¿Podrías prestarme un cuchillo para cortar el pastel por favor? 
(MF36) 
‘Aunt, could you lend me a knife to cut the cake please?’ 
 

(2) Oye, tía, ¿podría pasarme un cuchillo, por favor? (MM31) 
‘Hey, aunt, could you pass me a knife, please?’ 
 

(3) Tía, ¿Donde estan los cuchillos para cortar el pastel? (BF16) 
‘Aunt, where are the knives to cut the cake?’ 
 

(4) Oye tía, no tiene un cuchillo para cortar el pastel? (BM15) 
‘Hey, aunt, you don’t have a knife to cut the cake?’ 
 

(5) ¿Tia, nececsito un cuchillo para cortar el pastel, me puedes traer una? 
(HF11) 
‘Aunt, I need a knife to cut the cake, can you bring me one?’ 
 

(6) ¡Tía! ¿Donde ay un cuchillo? Hací puedo ir cortando el pastel. 
(HM19) 
Aunt! Where is a knife? That way I can start cutting the cake.  
 

 As seen in these examples, the general tendency was to use few lexical strategies 

of politeness.  The most common strategies were the use of a justification, such as 

explaining that it was necessary in order to cut the cake.  This strategy was especially 

common among participants who did not use morphological politeness, as in examples 

(5) and (6).  In addition to justifications, a significant number of participants opted to go 

off record; rather than asking for a knife, some simply asked the aunt if she had a knife or 

where the knives could be found, as in examples (3) and (4).  Furthermore, most 

participants addressed the aunt personally, a strategy which draws upon positive 

politeness through familiarity.  In terms of morphological strategies, the participants 

                                                 
4 As with examples in the previous chapter, the orthography of participants’ responses has not been 
changed. 
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frequently used the conditional form podrías as well as present tense forms.  It should be 

noted that present tense forms used in off-record requests, such as (3) and (4), are not 

considered in the verbal politeness index.  Off-record requests were utilized in both 

contact and non-contact varieties of Spanish. 

4.2.2.2 Item 6 

 The next item representing a familial situation is Item 6, as indicated below.  

6.  Está en el aeropuerto listo para hacer un viaje familiar.  ¿Cómo le pediría a su papá 
que le ayude con la maleta?  

______________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________ 

 

Translation: You are at the airport ready to take a family trip. How would you ask your 
dad to help you with your suitcase?  

The examples that follow are a sampling of the participants’ responses. 

(7) Oye papa me podrías ayudar con la maleta por favor, esta muy 
pesada. (MF42) 
‘Hey dad could you help me with the suitcase please, it’s very heavy.’  
 

(8) Oye jefe traete esa maleta para aca. (MM11) 
‘Hey boss bring the suitcase over here.’ 
 

(9) Dad, me puedes ayudar con la maleta. (BF15) 
‘Dad, can you help me with the suitcase.’ 
 

(10) Eh, papá, ayudame. (BM9) 
‘Hey, dad, help me.’ 
 

(11) Papa, me puede ayudar con mi maleta por favor? (HF12) 
‘Dad, can you help me with my suitcase please? 
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(12) ¡Papá agárrame la maleta, porque se me va a caer! (HM17) 
‘Dad, grab my suitcase, because it’s going to fall!’ 

As in the previous item, the general tendency was to use lower-rated verbs on the 

verbal politeness scale.  However, given that the interlocutor is part of the immediate 

family, this item prompted responses with even less social distance, as evidenced by the 

greater amount of imperative forms and few lexical strategies of politeness.  The 

interlocutor was almost always addressed directly, with titles such as papá, dad, and jefe, 

which can be viewed as strategies of positive politeness which draw upon the 

interpersonal relationship between the interlocutors.  The use of justifications, as well as 

the phrases please and thank you, frequently appeared.   

4.2.2.3 Item 7 

 The third item indicating a familial situation is Item 7, as pictured below. 

7. Está en una fiesta familiar celebrando la graduación de su primo.  ¿Cómo le pediría a  

su tío que le ayude a limpiar la cocina?   

_____________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________ 

 

Translation: You are at a family celebration for your cousin’s graduation. How would 
you ask your uncle to help you clean the kitchen? 

The subsequent examples indicate the kinds of responses frequently produced by the 

participants.  
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(13) Hay que apurarnos para ir a celebrar la graducación, así que ¡A 
limpiar la cocina! (MF35) 
‘We have to hurry to go celebrate the graduation, so let’s clean the 
kitchen!’ 
 

(14) Oiga tío, me echa la mano a limpiar la cocina? (MM1) 
‘Hey uncle, lend me a hand with the kitchen?’ 
 

(15) Voy a limpiar la cosina porque va vinir gente me puedes ayudar 
(BF31) 
‘I’m going to clean the kitchen because people are coming. Can you 
help me?’ 
 

(16) Hey tío me puedes ayude a limpiar la cocina? (BM16) 
‘Hey uncle, can you help me clean the kitchen?’ 
 

(17) Tio favorito, ¿me prodia ayudar a limpiar la cocina porfa? (HF37) 
‘Favorite uncle, could you help me clean the kitchen please?’ 
 

(18) ¿Me ayuda a limpiar la cocina por favor? (HM7) 
‘Can you help me clean the kitchen please?’ 

 For this item, the most common lexical strategies of politeness were variations of 

the word please, such as in (17) and (18), and providing justifications, as in (13) and (15).  

Due to the informality of the situation, few morphological politeness strategies were 

utilized.  Although some participants opted for higher-rated verbs, such as the conditional 

podría, and in very few cases, the imperfect subjunctive pudiera, most participants used 

present tense and imperative verb forms.  In some instances, the verb forms were not 

written with standard orthography, and the researcher had to determine which verbal 

paradigm was intended by the participant.  For example, in (17) the verb form prodia 

could represent a conditional form (podría) or an imperfect form (podía); given the 

inclusion of the letter r, this verb was assigned a level four on the politeness scale, which 

corresponds to the conditional.   
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 Many of the Spanish monolingual participants utilized strategies of inclusiveness 

to lessen the impact of the request.  For example, (13) utilizes first-personal plural verb 

forms, suggesting the request involves others beyond the interlocutor.  Similarly, other 

participants emphasized how cleaning the kitchen would be a collaborative effort. 

4.2.2.4 Item 12 

 The fourth and final item indicating a familial situation is Item 12.  This prompt is 

featured below. 

 
12. Está de viaje con su mamá.  ¿Cómo le pediría que pare en la siguiente gasolinera? 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

 

Translation: You are on a trip with your mom. How would you ask her to stop at the next 
gas station? 

Participants’ responses are represented in the following examples. 

(19) Má, ¿podrías parar en la gasolinera, por fa? (MF59) 
‘Ma, could you stop at the gas station, please?’ 
  

(20) Má, el tanque está casi vacio. Adelante hay una gasolinera para que 
lo llenemos. (MM21) 
‘Ma, the tank is almost empty. There’s a gas station ahead so we can 
fill it.’ 
 

(21) Mamá, podrías pararte en la siguiente gasolinería? (BF38) 
‘Mom, could you stop at the next gas station?’ 
 

(22) ¿Mom, té puedes parar en la siguiente gasolinera? (BM16) 
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‘Mom, can you stop at the next gas station?’ 
 

(23) Mamá, los podemos pararnos en la siguiente gasolinera por favor? 
(HF30) 
‘Mom, can we stop the in the next gas station please?’ 
 

(24) Mamá por favor parate en la siguiente gasolinera, si se puede. 
(HM10) 
‘Mom please stop at the next gas station, if possible.’ 
 

In this item, most participants used the lexical strategies of adding variations of 

the word please, as in (19), (23) and (24).  Furthermore, a common strategy was to use 

the inclusive we rather than ask the interlocutor to perform the request alone.  In (23), the 

participants avoids direct imposition by asking, ‘Can we stop’ instead of ‘Can you stop.’  

Although less common than the use of please and the inclusive we, some participants 

decided to go off-record by stating that there was a gas station nearby or that the car 

would need gas soon.  For example, (20) avoids a direct request by mentioning the 

circumstances and indirectly proposing an option.  While some participants utilized 

strategies of morphological politeness through the conditional forms podrías and 

podríamos, most participants used present tense and imperative forms.  Given the 

informality of the situation and the relationship to the interlocutor, these lower-rated verb 

forms are still considered appropriate to the context.   

In sum, the four familial situations most commonly produced low levels of verbal 

politeness and few lexical strategies.  These tendencies indicate a general tendency to 

emphasize familiarity over imposition when making requests to family members.  

Furthermore, social distance appears to be an important factor.  While situations 

involving the mother and father favored imperative forms, higher-rated verbs were used 

when addressing the aunt and uncle.   
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4.2.3 Informal Public Requests 

4.2.3.1 Item 1 

 The first item on the questionnaire, Item 1, represents an informal public 

situation.  As in each of the four situations with this level of formality, the interlocutor is 

an unfamiliar person who is relatively equal in power to the speaker within the given 

communicative event. The first informal public item is shown below.  

1. Usted está cenando con sus amigos.  ¿Cómo le pediría a la mesera un plato extra? 

 ______________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________ 

 

Translation: You are having dinner with your friends. How would you ask the waitress for 
an extra plate? 

The following sentences offer a variety of responses provided by the participants. 

(25) Señorita, podría traerme un plato extra. Por favor. (MF2) 
‘Ma’am, could you bring me an extra plate. Please.’ 
 

(26) ¿Sería tan amable de darme un plato extra? (MM25) 
‘Would you be so kind to give me an extra plate?’ 
 

(27) ¿Disculpe, si nos puede traer un plato extra que nos hace falta? 
(BF5) 
‘Excuse me, if you can bring us an extra plate because we’re missing 
one?’ 
 

(28)  Me podría dar un plato extra. (BM10) 
‘Could you give me an extra plate?’  
 

(29) ¿Descurpe, puedemos tener un plato extra? (HF11) 



107 
 

 
 

‘Excuse me, can we have an extra plate?’ 
 

(30) Disculpe, si me podría traer un plato extra por favor? Gracias. 
(HM2) 
‘Excuse me, if you could bring me an extra plate please? Thank you.’ 
 

 As evident in the examples above, many participants utilized the phrases please 

and thank you, and some offered a justification for the request, as in (27).  Furthermore, 

many participants opted for preparators, such as excuse me (27), (29), (30), and the use of 

titles including señorita ‘ma’am’ and mesera ‘waitress’.  Another strategy worth noting is 

the use of si (‘if’) to appear less imposing.  This strategy was commonly used in contact 

situations, and often introduced a dependent clause without an independent clause, such 

as in (30).  The use of if without an independent clause may indicate an intent to express 

uncertainty without the morphological complexity of a hypothetical statement that 

requires a protasis and apodosis.  This strategy is further discussed in 4.3.2.1 as is it is 

responsible for some of the variation in verbal politeness scores.  While the present tense 

was common in this item, the conditional was used more frequently than in the familial 

situations, as shown in (25), (26), (28) and (30).  Although more frequent among 

participants in Mexico City, participants in language contact situations also made use of 

morphological politeness markers through conditional forms; however, in contact 

situations, the conditional was mostly limited to the modal verb poder ‘to be able to’, 

while in Mexico City the conditional was applied to other verbs.  The greater variety of 

conditional forms used by participants in Mexico City suggests that this is a productive 

verb form for monolingual speakers and a fixed phrase for many bilingual speakers.  
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4.2.3.2 Item 9 

 The second informal public item on the questionnaire, Item 9, appears below. 

9.  Ha salido a cenar con sus amigos.  ¿Cómo le pediría al mesero que le traiga un vaso de 
agua?  

______________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________ 

 

Translation: You’ve gone out to dinner with your friends. How would you ask the waiter 
to bring you a glass of water? 

The subsequent examples are responses provided by the participants. 

(31) Mesero, me podría traer un vaso de agua por favor (MF5) 
‘Waiter, could you bring me a glass of water please’  
 

(32) Disculpe, ¿Te molesto con un vasito con agua? (MM6) 
‘Excuse me, can I bother you with a little glass of water?’ 
 

(33) Mesero, me trai una agua por favor? (BF2) 
‘Waiter, bring me a glass of water please?’ 
  

(34) Mesero, ¿puedes a traiges un vaso de agua por favor? (BM17) 
‘Waiter, can you bring a glass of water please?’ 
 

(35) Joven, si no sera mucha molestía me podria traer un vaso de agua 
por favor. (HF19)  
‘Young man, if it would not be too much of a bother, could you bring 
me a glass of water please?’  
 

(36) Disculpe, me puede traer un vaso de agua, por favor? (HM6) 
‘Excuse me, can you bring me a glass of water, please?’ 

 As evident in these examples, the most common strategies used on this item were 

the use of please (31), (32), (33), (34), (35), (36), and excuse me (32), (36).  Another 
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strategy identified in some of the responses was the use of a diminutive to minimize the 

imposition; in (32), the participant asks for a vasito ‘little glass’ of water.  As with the 

previous example, titles were used to address the waiter before stating the request.  

Furthermore, the modal verb poder was often employed in order to form a conventionally 

indirect request, as in (31), (34), (35), and (36).  In terms of morphological strategies of 

politeness, the conditional was frequently used, and in contrast to the familial situations, 

almost no imperative forms are found in the data.  While the conditional was frequently 

observed in Mexico City, participants in contact situations used the present tense with 

greater frequency.  

4.2.3.3 Item 10 

 Item 10 was the third item in the questionnaire with an informal public situation 

and is included below. 

10. Está en un bar local.  ¿Cómo le pediría a esta persona que le pase un menú? 

 _________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________ 

Translation: You are at a local bar. How would you ask this person to pass you a menu? 

 The following examples reflect the participants’ responses to this item. 

(37) ¿Podrías acercarme la carta? (MF19) 
‘Could you move the menu closer to me?’  
  

(38) Disculpe, ¿le molestaría proporcionarme un menú? (MM32) 
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‘Excuse me, would it bother you to provide me a menu?’ 
 

(39) Hola me puede hacer el favor de pasarme el menú? Gracias (BF3) 
‘Hi can you do me the favor of passing me the menu?’ 
 

(40) Perdon por molestar, me puede pasar el menu por favor. (BM18) 
Sorry for bothering, can you pass me the menu please.’  
 

(41) Perdon, me puede pasar los menus cerca de Usted? Gracias. (HF8) 
‘Sorry, can you pass me the menus close to you? Thank you.’  
 

(42) ¿Hola, me podía pasar el menú? (HM24) 
‘Hi, could you pass me the menu?’ 
 

 As seen in the examples above, the use of please and thank you (39), (40), and 

(41), was a frequently used strategy.  Additionally, apologizing for the imposition 

commonly appeared in the responses given by participants in contact situations, as in (40) 

and (41).  Another strategy observed more frequently in contact situations than in Mexico 

City was the explicit use of the formal second person pronoun usted (41).  While 

participants in Mexico City tended to utilize conditional verb forms, participants in 

contact environments used more present tense verbs.  However, other verb forms, such as 

the imperfect (42) were also noted. Given that the imperfect was only found in the 

production of participants in contact varieties for this item, its use can be viewed as the 

result of simplification of the conditional; while the temporal value is maintained, the 

modal value is not expressed, thus appearing slightly more assertive (Silva-Corvalán, 

1994, p. 40, 86).  

4.2.3.4 Item 11 

 The final item on the questionnaire of this formality level is Item 11.  Following 

this item is a sample of participants’ responses.  
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11. Ha salido a tomar algo con unos amigos.  ¿Cómo le preguntaría a esta persona en una 
mesa cercana si puede usar la silla vacía?  

 
____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

  

Translation: You have gone out for a drink with some friends. How would you ask this 
person at a nearby table if you can use the empty chair?  

(43) ¿Está usando esta silla? ¿Me la podría prestar? (MF46) 
‘Are you using this chair? Could you let me borrow it?’  
 

(44) Disculpa, ¿Alguien esta ocupando la silla? ¿Podría tomarla? 
(MM28) 
‘Excuse me, is someone occupying this chair? Could I take it?’  
 

(45) Disculpe, podria agarrar esta silla o esta ocupada? Gracias. (BF4) 
‘Excuse me, could I grab this chair or is it occupied? Thank you.’  
 

(46) ¿Disculpe, esta ocupada esta cilla? (BM12) 
‘Excuse me, is this chair occupied?’  
 

(47) ¿Disculpe, cree que pueda usar la silla vacia? (HF59) 
‘Excuse me, do you think that I could use the empty chair?’  
 

(48) Puedo usar esta silla? (HM28) 
‘Can I use this chair?’  

 In many of the responses provided by the participants, the preparator excuse me 

was used to introduce the request.  Many also asked if the chair was occupied by 

someone else.  When a participant asked if the chair was occupied before asking if he or 

she could use it, the strategy was considered a questioning of the felicity conditions, as in 

(43) and (44).  In contrast, sometimes this question was used as an off-record request, 

such as in (46).  This item produced the most off-record requests by simply asking if the 

chair was being used.  Although off-record requests were found in the data produced by 
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participants from Mexico City, asking if the chair was occupied or available usually 

preceded an actual request.  In Mexico City, asking about the availability of the chair was 

more frequently used as a questioning of felicity conditions before producing a direct or 

conventionally indirect requests.  In contrast, speakers in contact situations often used an 

inquiry about the availability of the chair as an off-record request, eliminating the need to 

produce a face-threatening act which would require more morphological politeness 

strategies.  In this sense, the more frequent use of off-record requests by speakers in 

contact situations can be interpreted as a means of avoiding morphological politeness 

strategies or compensating for the lack of morphological resources to express politeness.  

In addition to off-record requests and questioning of felicity conditions, some participants 

opted for a direct request with no morphological politeness strategies and the use of a 

modal verb as the only lexical strategy, as seen in (48).   

4.2.4 Formal public requests 

4.2.4.1 Item 3 

 The highest formality level in this questionnaire denotes formal public situations.  

In each of these situations, the level of imposition associated with the request is higher, 

mostly because the interlocutor has a greater level of power within the communicative 

event.  In some instances, however, the request requires more formality because it implies 

an action that the interlocutor would not routinely realize for the speaker.  The first 

formal public item is pictured below, followed by examples of the participants’ 

responses. 
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3. Está en una entrevista de trabajo.  ¿Cómo le pediría al entrevistador que le mande más 
información acerca del trabajo? 

______________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________  

 

Translation: You are at a job interview. How would you ask the interviewer to send you 
more information about the job? 

(49) Buenos dias, ¿sería posible que me pudiera proporcionar 
información extra acerca del trabajo? Por favor, Gracias. (MF37) 
‘Good morning would it be possible for you to provide me extra 
information about the job? Please, thank you.’  
 

(50) Ya que tiene mi información de contacto, le agradecería que me 
enviara mas información acerca del trabajo que estare ejerciendo. 
(MM30)  
‘Now that you have my contact information, I would be very grateful 
is you sent me more information about the job that I will be doing.’  
 

(51) ¿Si no es molestia, me podría enviar más información acerca del 
trabajo? (BF8) 
‘If it’s not a bother, could you send me more information about the 
job?’   
 

(52) ¿Me puedes dar mas información? Estoy muy interesado. (BM11) 
‘Can you give me more information? I’m very interested.’  
 

(53) Muchas gracias por tomar su tiempo para entrevistarme se que esta 
muy ocupado y sino es mucha molestia me puede mandar un correo 
electrónico con mas informacion acerca de este trabajo. (HF48) 
‘Thank you very much for taking your time to interview me I know 
that you are very busy and if it’s not too much of a bother can you 
send me an email with more information about the job.’  
 

(54) ¿Si me puede mandar más información acerca del trabajo a mi 
correo electronico? Gracias (HM26) 
‘If you can send me more information about the job to my email?’ 
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 In contrast to the situations in the first two levels of formality, these responses 

tended to be longer, as they included more lexical strategies.  Participants frequently 

questioned the felicity conditions for the request, by asking if it was possible (49) or if 

would not be too bothersome for the interlocutor (51), (53).  Similar to questioning the 

felicity conditions was the use of if by participants in contact situations without the use of 

a dependent clause (54).  Furthermore, many offered a justification (50), (52), and the 

phrases please and thank you were also common lexical markers of politeness.  This item 

also prompted a greater use of morphological strategies of politeness, such as the 

conditional (49), particularly in the Spanish monolingual group.  In contact situations, 

when morphological strategies of politeness were not used, the requests frequently made 

use of multiple lexical strategies of politeness to avoid pragmatic errors.  For example, in 

(53), there are two recognitions of favor (muchas gracias… ‘thank you very much…’ and 

se que está muy ocupado ‘I know you are very busy’) followed by a questioning of 

felicity conditions and the use of a modal verb.  These strategies compensate for the lack 

of morphological politeness, creating a request that is pragmatically appropriate without 

the use of higher-rated verbs.   

4.2.4.2 Item 4 

 The second item of the highest formality level is Item 4, as indicated in the 

following prompt followed by corresponding examples of participants’ production. 
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4.  Usted acaba de llamar a la oficina de los apartamentos donde vive.  ¿Cómo le pediría a 
este empleado que le deje su paquete en la puerta?  

____________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________ 

 

Translation: You have just called the office of the apartments where you live. How would 
you ask this employee to leave a package at your door?  
 

(55) ¡Hola! ¿Puedes dejar el paquete en mi departamento, por favor? Te 
lo agradecería mucho. (MF39) 
‘Hi! Can you leave the package at mi apartment, please? I would be 
very grateful.’   
 

(56) Buen día, sería tan amable de dejar el paquete en la puerta por favor. 
(MM23) 
‘Good morning, would you be so kind as to leave the package at the 
door please.’   
 

(57) Mi paquete acaba de llegar. ¿Podría dejarlo en mi puerta para poder 
recogerlo? Muchas gracias. (BF49) 
‘My package just arrived. Could you leave it at my door for me to pick 
up? Thank you very much.’  
 

(58) Me ase el favor de dejar el paquete en la puerta, por favor? (BM16) 
‘(Can) you do me the favor of leaving the package at the door, please?’  
 

(59) Señor recibi un paquete me lo pudiera dejar en la puerta de mi 
apartamento. (HF65) 
‘Sir, I received a package could you leave it for me at the door of my 
apartment?’  
 

(60) Hola, estoy esperando un paquete. Por favor dejelo en frente de mi 
puerta. (HM34) 
‘Hi, I’m expecting a package. Please leave it in front of my door.’ 
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 In this item, the most common lexical strategies of politeness were the use of 

preparatory phrases such as Hola ‘Hi’ (60), Buen día ‘Good morning’ (56), and other 

greetings, as well as prefacing the request with a justification, such as in (57) and (60).  A 

large number of participants utilized the modal verb poder ‘to be able to’, often with 

morphological strategies of politeness expressed through the conditional form (57).  

However, in contact situations, some male speakers utilized an imperative verb form 

(60), which was not found in any of the responses from monolingual participants. It 

should also be noted that some female participants, in both contact and non-contact 

situations, utilized the highest rated verb form, the imperfect subjunctive in this item (59).  

4.2.4.3 Item 5 

 The fifth item on the questionnaire representing a formal public situation is 

pictured below with a sample of responses from the participants. 

5.  Acaba de tener una reunión muy temprana con su jefa.  ¿Cómo le pediría  que cambie 
la hora de la siguiente reunión?  

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

 
Translation: You just had a very early meeting with your boss. How would you ask her to 
change the time of the next meeting? 

(61) Disculpe, si no es mucha molestia, quisiera pedirle que si por favor 
podríamos cambiar la hora de la siguiente reunión. (MF40) 
‘Excuse me, if it’s not too much of a bother, I would like to ask you is 
we could please change the time of the next meeting.’  
 

(62) ¿Y será que podemos posponer 1 o 2 horas la siguiente junta? 
(MM9) 
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‘And would it be possible to postpone the meeting by one or two 
hours?'   
 

(63) Disculpe, cree que para la siguiente cita podría cambiar el horario a 
una hora un poco mas tarde, ya que tengo dificultades para llegar a la 
hora planeada. (BF43) 
‘Excuse me, do you think that for the next meeting you could change 
the time to a little later, since I have difficulties arriving at the 
scheduled time.’  
 

(64) Me gustaría saber si ai algo que se pueda hacer sobre la hora de la 
siguente reunión. (BM25)  
‘I would like to know if there’s something that can be done about the 
time of the next meeting.’  
 

(65) ¿Es posible que pueda cambiar la hora de la siguiente reunión? 
(HF40) 
‘Is it possible that you can change the time of the next meeting?’   
 

(66) Hola señora queria saber si pudemos cambiar la hora de la siguiente 
reunión. (HM29) 
Hi ma’am I wanted to know if we can change the time of the next 
meeting.’  

 As in other items from this formality level, the responses are more extensive and 

include more lexical and morphological markers of politeness.  Firstly, many participants 

questioned the felicity conditions of being possible (65) or not being too bothersome (61) 

for the interlocutor.  Furthermore, justifications (63) and diminutives (63) were also 

noted.  Another common strategy was the use of the inclusive we, which avoids directly 

implicating the interlocutor without some commitment from the speaker. Some 

participants opted to indirectly ask for a later meeting time; for example, (64) leaves the 

request open to interpretation rather than explicitly asking to delay the meeting. 

Morphological politeness markers were also prevalent, with many requests formed in the 

imperfect, conditional, and imperfect subjunctive.  As seen in the previous item, when 

morphological strategies were not utilized, lexical strategies were employed.  
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4.2.4.4 Item 8 

 The final item that will be discussed is Item 8, featured below with corresponding 

responses. 

8. Acaba de llamar a la oficina del dentista.  ¿Cómo  le pediría a la  secretaria que cambie 
la hora de su cita?  

___________________________________________ 

___________________________________________ 

___________________________________________ 

___________________________________________ 

 
Translation: You have just called the dentist’s office. How would you ask the secretary to 
change the time of your appointment? 
 

(67) Buenas tardes, llama la paciente… y me gustaría saber si pueden 
cambiar mi cita a otro horario. (MF1) 
‘Good afternoon, this is … and I would like to know if you (plural) 
can change my appointment to another time.’   
 

(68) Buenos días, llamo por que quisiera cambiar la hora de mi cita, me 
será difícil llegar a esa hora. (MM13) 
‘Good morning, I’m calling because I would like to change the time of 
my appointment, it will be difficult for me to arrive at that time.’   
 

(69) ¿Ustéd cree que sea posible cambiar la hora de la cita? (BF46) 
‘Do you think that it’s possible to change the appointment time?’  
 

(70) Disculpe, pero no puedo hacer la cita, si me puede asignar algún otro 
horario? (BM22) 
‘I’m sorry, but I can’t make the appointment, if you can assign me 
another time?’   
 

(71) Buenas, hay alguna manera de cambiar mi hora de cita? (HF38) 
‘Good (morning), is there any way to change the time of my 
appointment?’   
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(72) Cambia la cita que tengo a las doce hasta la una por favor. (HM27) 
‘Change the appointment I have from twelve until one please.’  

 
 In many of the participants’ responses, the direct imposition on the interlocutor 

was avoided by using the second person plural form (67), by making a statement of wants 

rather than a request (68), or by questioning the felicity conditions necessary for the 

realization of the request (69), (71).  Some participants provided a justification, such as in 

(68) and (69), and preparators involving greetings (67), (78), (71) or apologies (70).  

Although infrequent, some pragmatic errors resulted from the use of imperative forms 

among the male participants in Houston, as demonstrated in (72); while this response 

includes the lexical politeness marker please, it does not fully efface the lack of distance 

implied through the verb form.   

 In sum, while the lowest formality level prompted many lower-rated verb tenses 

and few lexical politeness markers, the highest formality level favored more face work 

through the use of both lexical and morphological strategies.  Although individual style 

was clearly a factor, distinct patterns can be observed in terms of the amount of 

morphological and lexical strategies used in each formality level.  However, it is also 

evident that participants in contact situations have a different approach to making 

requests than those in a monolingual environment.  In the next section, a statistical 

analysis of the morphological strategies used by participants will help to determine how 

social and contextual factors contribute to differences in approach for producing requests.  
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4.3 Verbal politeness 

4.3.1 Overall verbal politeness 

 This section presents the overall results of the verbal politeness index (VPI) 

scores for all twelve items on the questionnaire.  When an off-record request was 

produced, the VPI was not calculated.  Both direct and conventionally indirect requests 

were considered in calculating VPI scores by determining the level of politeness for the 

main verb in the head request.  For an explanation of the procedures used to determine 

which verbs were counted and how the VPI was applied, see section 3.7.  The table 

below presents the average verbal politeness scores of all twelve items on the 

questionnaire for all participants in each of the three locations.    

Table 4.1 Verbal politeness averages 

Location N Mean VPI Std. Deviation 
Mexico 118 2.89 0.48 
Brownsville 76 2.67 0.67 
Houston 112 2.47 0.58 

 As demonstrated in the table above, the VPI decreases as contact with English 

increases.  While the average VPI in Mexico is 2.89, in Brownsville it lowers to 2.67 and 

drops to 2.47 in Houston.  Furthermore, it is evident that the situation of monolingualism 

in Mexico produces less variation than situations of language contact.  The standard 

deviation in Mexico is 0.48 and increases in the two contact situations.  Brownsville 

appears to have the most variation in terms of VPI scores.  This was due to the fact that a 

subgroup of female participants overcorrected in the direction of prestige by using 

higher-rated verb forms, namely the conditional, in informal situations.  Overall, it 
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appears that introducing the variable of language contact yields more variation and lower-

rated verbs, or lower levels of verbal politeness. 

 When the results are subdivided by participant sex, each of the locations 

demonstrates similar tendencies with respect to this variable.  The table that follows 

presents the average VPI for males and females in each location.  

Table 4.2 Verbal politeness averages and participant sex 

Location Sex N Mean 
VPI 

Std. 
Deviation 

Mexico 
Male 50 2.81 0.51 
Female  68 2.96 0.44 

Brownsville 
Male 27 2.48 0.66 
Female  49 2.77 0.66 

Houston 
Male 46 2.34 0.62 
Female  66 2.56 0.56 

 According to these results, within each of the locations, the VPI scores for female 

participants are higher than that of male participants.  However, the difference between 

the sexes is greater in contact situations.  While the difference between male and female 

VPI scores is 0.15 in Mexico, this difference in Brownsville is 0.29, and 0.22 in Houston.  

The greatest difference in Brownsville can be explained by the subgroup of female 

participants who utilized higher-rated verb forms in informal situations.  In sum, two 

tendencies should be noted regarding the overall VPI.  Firstly, as contact with English 

increases, verbal politeness decreases; secondly, the contact situations produce a greater 

amount of morphological variation than the situation of monolingualism.  The 

implications of the findings regarding language contact and speaker sex will be discussed 

in detail in the subsequent sections.  
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4.3.2 Verbal politeness and language contact 

4.3.2.1 Verbal politeness and language contact: Overall VPI 

 This section will address the first research question: When making requests, do 

speakers in contact situations use less complex verb morphology?  As previously 

demonstrated in Table 4.1, language contact appears to negatively influence verbal 

politeness.  As contact with English increases, the overall VPI scores decrease.  In order 

to evaluate the significance of these findings, a one-way ANOVA was conducted for VPI 

and level of contact.  The effect of location was significant, F (2, 303) = 14.00, p < .001. 

A Tukey post hoc test determined that Mexico was significantly different from 

Brownsville to p < .05 and from Houston to p < .01.  Likewise, Brownsville was 

significantly different from Houston to p < .05.  There was a medium effect size for 

location, ƞ2 = 0.13.  

The significance of these results verifies that participants in language contact 

situations use less complex verb morphology, or lower levels of verbal politeness, than 

monolingual speakers of Spanish.  While participants in Mexico City made use of higher-

rated verb forms, such as the conditional and imperfect subjunctive, these conjugations 

were less common in contact situations.  One notable difference between requests by 

speakers of monolingual and contact varieties was the syntax patterns used to express 

hypotheticals.  The changes in verbal politeness levels associated with hypotheticals 

contributed to the difference in overall VPI scores of the three locations.  The following 

three examples illustrate how monolingual and bilingual speakers of Spanish approached 

using hypothetical to express requests. 
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(73) Agradecería mucho si pudiera enviarme más información sobre el 
empleo. (MF19) 
‘I would greatly appreciate if you could send me more information 
about the job.’ 
 

(74) Si me puede mandar más información acerca del trabajo a mi correo 
electronico? Gracias. (MH26) 
‘If you can send me more information about the job to my email? 
Thank you.’ 
 

(75) Para familiarme [familiarizarme] más con el trabajo y con su 
permiso, si me manda más información? (HM20) 
‘In order to familiarize myself more with the job and with your 
permission, if you (can) send me more information?’ 
  

Example (73) is characteristic of the production of request hypotheticals in 

Mexico City.  Participants in this location often produced sentences with an imperfect 

subjunctive form in the protasis and a conditional form in the apodosis.  In contrast, (74) 

illustrates a common tendency noted in the data of Brownsville and Houston.  Although 

the addition of si ‘if’ indicates uncertainty, which can be interpreted as a politeness 

marker (Brown & Levinson 1987), the hypothetical meaning is not expressed 

morphologically.  The use of si ‘if’ without the use of an independent clause or 

hypothetical verb morphology can be viewed as an expression of politeness that avoids 

using verb forms subject to simplification in contact situations.  Similarly, (75) uses si ‘if’ 

as a politeness marker without hypothetical verb morphology; although the participant 

begins the request with a justification, there is no apodosis to complete the hypothetical 

statement introduced in the phrase si me manda más información ‘if you (can) send me 

more information’.  

In addition to variation in hypothetical structures, the significant difference 

between overall VPI scores in Mexico and the two contact situations is also due to other 
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request types.  Another common pattern used in both monolingual and contact varieties 

was the use of a modal verb in a single independent clause to produce conventionally 

indirect requests.  The following two examples demonstrate how participants in Mexico 

and Houston generally utilized modals.  

(76) Disculpa. ¿Me podrías traer un vaso con agua? Por favor. (MF20) 
‘Excuse me. Could you bring me a glass of water? Please.’ 

  
(77) Me puedes traer un vaso de agua por favor (HM21) 

‘Can you bring me a glass of water please’ 
 

In Mexico City, the conditional form of poder ‘to be able to’ was frequently used 

to express verbal politeness.  Although conditional forms were also found in the requests 

produced by participants in Houston and Brownsville, these conjugations were less 

recurrent, as present tense morphology was often preferred. In sum, the use of higher-

rated verb forms in both hypothetical expressions and conventionally indirect requests 

with modals caused the overall VPI scores in Mexico City to be significantly higher than 

those in the two contact situations. 

4.3.2.2 Verbal politeness and language contact: Familiar VPI 

 While the section above indicates that the overall VPI scores differ significantly 

based on the level of contact with English, it is also necessary to determine how these 

scores vary within different levels of formality.  The instrument used in this investigation 

has 12 items, 4 which represent familial situations, 4 with informal public situations, and 

4 with formal public situations.  Each of these three formality levels will now be analyzed 

separately.   
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 The 4 familial situations prompted the participants to produce a request in the 

following communicative events: 

- Asking an aunt to provide a knife for cutting a birthday cake 

- Asking a father to help carry a suitcase at the airport 

- Asking an uncle to help with cleaning the kitchen 

- Asking a mother to stop at the next gas station while on a road trip 

A one-way ANOVA was conducted for the average VPI score for the familial 

situations (VPIfamilial) in the three levels of contact with English.  The descriptive statistics 

are indicated below.  

Table 4.3 Descriptive Statistics for familial VPI and contact situation 

Location N 
Mean 

VPIfamilial 
Std. Deviation 

Mexico 118 2.19 0.65 

Brownsville 76 2.31 0.68 

Houston 112 2.11 0.66 

 In contrast to the overall VPI scores, those of VPIfamilial do not appear to decrease 

in contact situations.  In fact, Brownsville, which is the group with an intermediate level 

of language contact, demonstrates a higher VPI score than the monolingual group.  It is 

possible that this group is beginning to lose some of the situation-based pragmatic 

restrictions and is overgeneralizing the use of a higher-rated form.  Although this 

tendency does not describe the behavior of the entire group of participants from 

Brownsville, it did cause an increase in the average VPIfamilial score.   

 The effect of location was not significant, F (2, 303) = 2.34 to p < .05.  However, 

this is not surprising given that the lower-rated forms are semantically less complex as 
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they do not express either temporal or material distance.  These forms are present in even 

the most simplified verbal repertoire and are widely used in contact situations.  Both in 

monolingual and in contact situations, participants tend to use lower-rated verb forms 

such as the imperative and present indicative when making requests to family members.  

The lack of social distance in these communicative events makes these lower-rated verb 

forms pragmatically appropriate. 

4.3.2.3 Verbal politeness and language contact: Informal public VPI 

 There were 4 informal public situations included in the questionnaire.  These 

situations imply more social distance than the familial situations because the participants 

were prompted to make requests to strangers.  However, these situations were still 

characterized as informal because they were located in casual settings in which the 

interlocutor did not have more social power than the speaker.  The 4 informal public 

situations in the questionnaire are: 

- Asking a waitress for an extra plate 

- Asking a waiter for a glass of water 

- Asking a woman to pass the participant a menu 

- Asking a male for an unoccupied chair at his table  

A one-way ANOVA was conducted for the average VPI score for the informal 

public situations (VPIinformal) for the three levels of language contact.  The descriptive 

statistics are presented in the table below.  
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Table 4.4 Descriptive Statistics for informal public VPI and contact situation 

Location N 
Mean 

VPIinformal 

Std. 

Deviation 

Mexico 118 3.11 0.60 

Brownsville 76 2.63 0.77 

Houston 112 2.49 0.70 

 While the familial VPI scores are similar among all three levels of contact, the 

informal public VPI scores show differences with respect to location.  The VPI scores 

drop considerably from the monolingual group to the contact groups.  Furthermore, the 

scores are more widely distributed in the contact situations.  The effect of location was 

significant, F (2, 303) = 26.27 to p < .001.  A Tukey post hoc test determined that Mexico 

was significantly different from Brownsville to p < .001 and from Houston to p < .001.  

However, Brownsville was not significantly different from Houston to p < .05.  There 

was a large effect size for location, ƞ2 = 0.17.  These results indicate that the effect of 

language contact versus monolingualism is significant while the difference between 

levels of contact with English is not enough to be significant in this type of 

communicative event. 

4.3.2.4 Verbal politeness and language contact: Formal public VPI 

 Finally, there were 4 formal situations in the questionnaire.  These situations 

pragmatically favor the highest level of politeness because they involve unknown 

interlocutors that have a higher level of social power than the participants or imply a 

greater imposition than the previous situations.  These items include: 

- Asking an interviewer to send more information about a job 
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- Asking an apartment office employee to leave a package at the 

participant’s door 

- Asking a boss to change the time of a staff meeting 

- Asking a secretary at a dentist office to change the participant’s 

appointment time 

In order to determine the significance of variance based on level of contact, a one-

way ANOVA was conducted for the average VPI score in these formal situations 

(VPIformal).  The descriptive statistics are indicated in the table that follows.  

Table 4.5 Descriptive Statistics for formal public VPI and contact situation 

Location N Mean VPIformal 
Std. 

Deviation 

Mexico 118 3.45 0.63 

Brownsville 76 3.04 0.80 

Houston 112 2.81 0.77 

As expected, this situation produces the highest VPI levels in each of the three 

locations.  There is a considerable decline in VPI scores as contact with English 

increases.  The contact situations also provide a wider range of scores than the 

monolingual group.   

The effect of location was significant, F (2, 303) = 22.87 to p < .001.  A Tukey 

post hoc test determined that Mexico was significantly different from Brownsville and 

Houston to p < .001.  However, Brownsville and Houston were not significantly different 

to p < .01.  It should be mentioned that other post hoc tests do indicate a significant 

difference between the two contact groups; an LSD post hoc test finds a significant 
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difference between Brownsville and Houston to p < .001.  There was a large effect size 

for location, ƞ2 = 0.17 

4.3.2.5 Verbal politeness and language contact: All formality levels 

 The graph below presents the verbal politeness scores for each formality level 

separated into the three locations. 

Figure 4.1 Verbal politeness scores for all formality levels 

 

 In Mexico City, the average VPI in situations of high formality was 3.44, which 

drops to 3.11 in the medium formality level, and 2.19 in situations of low formality.  The 

difference in VPI scores between the highest and lowest formality levels is 1.25.  In 

Brownsville, the three formality levels produced VPI scores of 2.99, 2.60, and 2.28, with 

a difference of 0.71 between the highest and lowest levels of formality.  For Houston, the 

average VPI scores for each level were 2.78, 2.46, and 2.10, which reveals a difference of 

0.68 between the most and least formal situations.  When comparing these differences, it 

is evident that the participants in Mexico City, a Spanish-dominant environment, adjusted 

their verbal politeness markers according to the situational context more than the 
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participants in contact environments.  The difference in VPI scores from the highest and 

lowest formality levels in Mexico City, 1.25, is almost twice that of the difference in 

scores in Houston 0.68.  According to these results, the participants in a Spanish-

dominant environment exhibit a greater pragmatic range in morphological options for 

marking politeness.  These findings are consistent with Silva-Corvalán’s (1994, p. 3) 

assertion that contact situations can prompt a loss in semantic and pragmatic restrictions, 

causing speakers to mark different communicative events with the same style.   

 Furthermore, by comparing all formality levels, it is evident that situations of high 

formality produce the greatest difference among participant groups.  In situations of high 

formality, participants from Mexico City utilized higher-rated verbs, such as the 

conditional and imperfect subjunctive, more frequently than participants in contact 

situations.  In contrast, the lowest level of formality, familial situations, did not reveal 

any significant differences in VPI scores between the monolingual and contact groups.  

Although not statistically significant, it is interesting to note that speakers in Brownsville 

surpassed the VPI of Mexico City for familial situations.  Their higher VPI scores in this 

level are due to a subgroup of participants who overgeneralized the use of higher-rated 

verb forms not usually consistent with low-formality situations.  This observation is also 

consistent with the fact that language contact can cause a loss in semantico-pragmatic 

restrictions (Silva-Corvalán, 1994, p. 3), prompting some participants to utilize the same 

higher-rated verb forms in all levels of formality without making pragmatic adjustments 

in verb morphology.  Finally, the higher VPI score in Brownsville compared to that of 

Mexico City in the familial situations coincides with the findings of Gutiérrez (2013), 

which identify an increase in the use of the diminutive{ –ito } in contact situations.  In 
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this study, the diminutive loses semantic restrictions and is overgeneralized to become an 

identity marker.  Similarly, in the present investigation, the modal verb poder ‘to be able 

to’ in the conditional form, podría ‘could’, may be undergoing a loss in semantico-

pragmatic restrictions.  Given its extended use in Brownsville throughout all formality 

levels, the conditional podría may be losing its association with politeness in favor of a 

more general association with making a request.   

 In sum, the most important observations concerning verbal politeness and 

language contact are that  

- As contact with English increases, verbal politeness decreases. 

- High formality situations produce the greatest difference in VPI 

scores with respect to language contact. 

- Low formality situations produce no significant difference in VPI 

scores with respect to language contact.  

- Participants in a language contact situation do not adjust verbal 

morphology according to situational context as much as participants 

in a non-contact environment.  

4.3.3 Verbal politeness and speaker sex 

4.3.3.1 Verbal politeness and speaker sex: Overall VPI 

 In addition to analyzing VPI scores with respect to contact situation, it is also 

important to consider differences in VPI with respect to speaker sex.  This analysis will 

be used to address the second research question: Do women in contact situations utilize 

more verbal politeness than men?  As demonstrated in Table 4.2, speaker sex appears to 
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affect the type of verb morphology used to formulate requests.  In this section, the 

average verbal politeness scores for all twelve items are presented for female and male 

participants, as depicted in the table below. 

Table 4.6 Descriptive statistics for average VPI and speaker sex 

Speaker sex N Mean VPI 
Std. 

Deviation 

Female 183 2.77 0.56 

Male 123 2.54 0.62 

 While female participants averaged a VPI score of 2.77, males produced an 

average VPI of 2.54.  A one-way ANOVA was conducted to determine the effect of this 

social variable on the overall VPI scores.  The effect of speaker sex was significant, F (1, 

300) = 11.02, p < .001.   

4.3.3.2 Verbal politeness and speaker sex: Familial VPI 

 While the previous subsection indicates that speaker sex is significant for overall 

VPI, the following subsections will evaluate the significance of this variable in each of 

the formality levels, beginning with the lowest level.  The lowest level of formality is 

comprised of familial situations.  For an explanation of the four situations in the familial 

VPI, see section 4.3.2.2.  The results for the average familial VPI are indicated in the 

chart below. 
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Table 4.7 Descriptive statistics for familial VPI and speaker sex 

Sex N 
Mean 

VPIfamilial 

Std. 

Deviation 

Female 183 2.26 0.62 

Male 123 2.12 0.71 

 Female participants produced an average VPI of 2.26, only slightly higher than 

that of males, which was 2.12.  A one-way ANOVA was conducted to determine the 

effect of speaker sex on VPI scores in familial situations.  For this level of formality, the 

effect of speaker sex was not significant, F (1, 300) = 3.17, p < .001.  In these items, both 

male and female participants frequently utilized imperative forms and present tense 

forms.  Although some participants in each location opted for higher-rated verbs forms, 

the majority of participants did not include strong markers of verbal politeness. 

4.3.3.3 Verbal politeness and speaker sex: Informal public VPI 

 The intermediate level of formality, informal public situations, was also analyzed 

with respect to speaker sex.  For a description of each of these items, see section 4.3.2.3.  

The table that follows presents the average VPI scores for both sex groups in this 

formality level.   

Table 4.8 Descriptive statistics for informal public VPI and speaker sex 

Sex N 
Mean 

VPIinformal 

Std. 

Deviation 

Female 183 2.82 0.72 

Male 123 2.62 0.74 

 Whereas females averaged a VPI of 2.84, the mean VPI of males was 2.65, 

yielding a difference slightly higher than that of the previous formality level.  A one-way 
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ANOVA was conducted to determine the effect of speaker sex on VPIinformal scores.  In 

these items, the effect of speaker sex was not significant, F (1, 300) = 6.24, p < .001.  

Although the VPI scores in this formality level are higher than those of the previous 

level, both sexes demonstrated similar linguistic tendencies.   

4.3.3.4 Verbal politeness and speaker sex: Formal public VPI 

 The VPI scores for the highest level of formality in the questionnaire, formal 

public (described in section 4.3.2.4), are indicated in the table below. 

Table 4.9 Descriptive statistics for formal public VPI and speaker sex 

Sex N Mean VPIformal 
Std. 

Deviation 

Female 183 3.21 0.73 

Male 123 2.92 0.82 

 These items revealed the greatest difference in VPI scores with respect to speaker 

sex.  The average verbal politeness score of females was 3.21, which is 0.29 higher than 

that of males, 2.92.  After conducting a one-way ANOVA, it was determined that the 

effect of speaker sex on VPI scores in this level was significant, F (1, 300) = 12.30, p < 

.001. This is the only formality level in which speaker sex was significant.   

4.3.3.5 Verbal politeness and speaker sex: All formality levels 

 The graph that follows presents the verbal politeness scores for each formality 

level separated by participant sex. 
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Figure 4.2 Verbal politeness scores for all formality levels and speaker sex 

 According to the results presented above, the difference between male and female 

participants’ VPI scores in the highest level of formality is 0.29.  The difference in VPI 

scores in the medium level of formality is 0.20, and is 0.14 in the lowest level of 

formality.  The highest level of formality, formal public situations, yields the greatest 

difference between the VPI scores of males and females and is the only level in which 

speaker sex is statistically significant.  In the lower levels of formality, the scores of male 

and female participants are not significantly different.  In response to the second research 

question, it can be concluded that female participants use significantly higher verbal 

politeness levels, but only in situations of high formality.  Situations of lower formality 

do not pragmatically favor enough verbal politeness through temporal and material 

distance in order to observe significant differences between the linguistic behavior of 

male and female participants.  Although formality levels and gender have not been 

formally researched, these findings are consistent with those of Blum-Kulka (1989), who 

asserts that greater levels of imposition favor a greater number of politeness strategies; 
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when more politeness strategies are involved, it is possible to see a greater difference 

between the linguistic behavior of women and men.  

 In conclusion, the most important observations regarding verbal politeness and 

speaker sex are: 

- Female participants produce significantly higher overall VPI scores. 

- Female participants produce significantly higher VPI scores in the 

highest level of formality, which favors the use of higher-rated verb 

forms. 

- Although female participants exhibit a higher VPI score than males in 

the lower two levels of formality, these differences are not statistically 

significant. 

4.3.4 Interaction of language contact and speaker sex 

 While language contact and speaker sex both have a significant effect on verbal 

politeness scores, in order to fully answer the second research question, it is also 

important to determine if there is a significant effect for the interaction of these two 

variables.  A two-way ANOVA was performed to evaluate the significance of the 

interaction between speaker sex and language contact.  There is no significant effect for 

the interaction between speaker sex and language contact on overall verbal politeness 

scores, F (2, 299) = 0.15, p < .01.  Likewise, when a two-way ANOVA was performed to 

evaluate the interaction between these two variables in each of the three formality levels, 

there was no significant effect.    
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 In conclusion, although speaker sex and language contact both have a significant 

effect on the way morphological strategies are used to express politeness, these two 

variables do not appear to interact.  In other words, language contact does not affect the 

way differences in speaker sex are manifested linguistically.   

4.4 Lexico-pragmatic politeness  

4.4.1 Introduction 

 This section will address the third research question: If women undergo verbal 

simplification at the same rate as men, do they indicate politeness in other ways at a 

higher rate than men, for example, through lexico-pragmatic strategies?  Since the 

previous section has determined that women do not demonstrate the same rate of 

simplification as men, it is possible that no significant differences in lexical strategies 

will be observed.  In other words, given that women retain a higher level of verbal 

politeness in contact situations, there may be no motivation to demonstrate a higher level 

of politeness through lexical strategies.  In order to determine if women and men differ in 

their usage of lexical politeness strategies, the frequency of each of the six lexico-

pragmatic strategies will be presented.  Given that each of these strategies varies in 

length, complexity, and the number of times it can appear within a request, each one will 

be presented separately.  Although each of these strategies connote varying degrees of 

politeness, the amount of strategies used per participant will also be considered.  The 

final two subsections will evaluate the significance of location and speaker sex on the 

amount of lexico-pragmatic strategies used per item.   
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4.4.2 Modal verbs 

 Even though modal verbs can be conjugated to express morphological politeness, 

a participant’s choice to use a modal verb reflects a lexical selection.  The four modal 

verbs identified to produce requests in this investigation were poder, querer, gustar, and 

convenir ‘to be able to, to want, to convenience’.  The most frequent of these was poder, 

while querer and convenir were seldom used.  Of the 3,684 requests analyzed in this 

investigation, 2,422 (66%) included a modal verb in the head request.  The following 

examples demonstrate how modal verbs were utilized by participants in this 

investigation.  The modal verb is indicated in bold.  

(78) Disculpe la molestia pero ¿podría cambiar la hora de mi cita por 
favor? (MF12) 
‘I’m sorry for bothering but, could you change my appointment time 
please?’  
 

(79) Tio no le gustaria ayudarme a limpiar la concina, entre los dos 
acavamos pronto (BM18) 
‘Uncle, wouldn’t you like to help me clean the kitchen, between the 
two of us we will finish quickly’   
 

(80) Si me puede cambiar la hora de mi cita, por favor? (HM6) 
‘If you can change the time of my appointment, please?’ 
 

 As observed in these responses, a modal verb allows the request to be presented 

indirectly, by questioning whether or not the interlocutor is willing or able to oblige.  

Given that poder comprises almost all modal verbs identified in the data, all modals were 

counted as one category.  The descriptive statistics for usage of modal verbs are 

presented below.  
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Table 4.10 Descriptive statistics for modal verbs 

Location Sex N modals N requests 
Avg modals per 

request 

Mexico 
Female 483 816 0.59 

Male  323 600 0.54 

Brownsville 
Female 465 588 0.79 

Male  213 336 0.63 

Houston 
Female 558 792 0.70 

Male  378 552 0.68 

Total  2420 3684 0.66 

 In each of the six population groups, more than 50% of the tokens included a 

modal verb in the head request.  However, modal verbs were more common in contact 

situations.  Furthermore, women used more modal verbs than men.  While women used 

modals in 59% of requests in Mexico City, modals account for 79% of the verbs in the 

head request in Brownsville and 70% of the verbs in Houston.  Men in Mexico City used 

modals in 54% of requests, and men in Brownsville and Houston used modals at a rate of 

63% and 68%, respectively.  The greater frequency of modals among female participants 

may indicate a greater reliance on conventionally indirect requests, as modals transpose a 

speech act from a direct request to a question of ability or willingness.   

 The more frequent use of modal strategies in contact situations may be an attempt 

to use higher-rated, or more polite, verb forms without having to conjugate a variety of 

lexical items.  By regularly using poder in higher-rated conjugations, participants can 

maintain a high level of verbal politeness even if the conditional and imperfect 

subjunctive are no longer productive forms in their verbal repertoire.  In this sense, the 
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greater frequency of modal verbs in contact situations, particularly among female 

participants, can be viewed as a compensatory strategy which allows for verbal politeness 

markers in spite of the pressure from contact with English.  The verb form podría ‘could’ 

may be undergoing a process of lexicalization in which it becomes part of a set phrase 

used for making requests and becomes less associated with its grammatical meaning.  

The high occurrence of modals among bilingual speakers is consistent with the findings 

of Fairclough and Belpoliti (2016), who identify an abundance of modals in written 

compositions. 

4.4.3 Questioning of felicity conditions 

 Similar to modal verbs, questioning felicity conditions is considered a politeness 

marker because it transposes a request into a conventionally indirect speech act.  The six 

categories of felicity conditions identified in this investigation were: 

7. Ser posible que  
‘To be possible that’ 

8. Haber posibilidad que / Haber forma que / Existir la posibilidad que 
‘To exist a possibility/a way that’ 

9. Creer que 
‘To believe that’ 

10. Tener 
‘To have’ 

11. Inconvenir / Molestar / Ser molestia 
‘To be an inconvenience / bother / to be a bother’ 

12. Other 

The final category allows for the use of other mechanisms for questioning felicity 

conditions.  In this questionnaire, the most commonly identified strategy for questioning 
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felicity conditions was asking if a chair was occupied before making a request to use the 

chair.  The items below demonstrate how felicity conditions were used as politeness 

markers in this questionnaire.  The felicity condition is indicated in bold. 

(81) Hola, Buenos días, habla su paciente de las 2 de la tarde. No me va a 
ser posible llegar a esa hora. ¿sería pertinente si modifica la hora de 
mi cita? De favor. (MF25) 
‘Hi, good morning, this is your 2 o’clock patient.  It’s not going to be 
possible for me to arrive at that time. Would it be pertinent if you 
change the time of my appointment? Please.’ 
 

(82) Disculpa, ¿no crees que haya la posibilidad de cambiar el horario de 
la siguiente reunión? (MF38) 
‘Excuse me, do you not think there is a possibility to change the time 
of my next meeting?’   
 

(83) Disculpe, ¿le molestaría proporcionarme un menú? (MM32) 
‘Excuse me, would it both you to provide me with the menú?’  
 

(84) Tía, tiene un cuchillo que podamos usar para cortar el pastel? 
(BF28) 

‘Aunt, do you have a knife we can use to cut the cake?’  
 

(85) Buenas mañanas señorita, ¿es posible en cambiar mi hora de cita? 
(HM20) 
‘Good morning, ma’am, is it possible to change the time of my 
appointment?’ 
 

 While participants in Mexico City utilized a variety of phases to question the 

felicity conditions of a request, participants in contact situations generally preferred 

categories (1), (4), and (6).  Their most common phrases were es posible ‘is it possible’, 

tiene ‘do you have’, and está ocupada la silla ‘is this chair being used’.  Another 

difference in the use of these phrases in contact and non-contact situations was the variety 

of verb forms used within these phrases.  While participants in Mexico City employed a 

variety of verb forms, these phrases were usually realized in present tense by participants 
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in Brownsville and Houston, as in (84) and (85).  Finally, Spanish monolingual 

participants sometimes utilized two phrases that denote felicity conditions.  For example, 

(82) uses categories (2) and (3) with the phrases crees que ‘do you think that’ and haya la 

posibilidad ‘there is a possibility’.  The use of two strategies within the same item 

demonstrates a syntactic complexity not utilized by those in contact situations.  The 

descriptive statistics regarding the frequency of use of this strategy are found in the table 

below. 

Table 4.11 Descriptive statistics for felicity conditions (FC) 

Location Sex N FC N requests 
Avg FC per 

request 

Mexico 
Female 125 816 0.15 

Male  84 600 0.14 

Brownsville 
Female 41 588 0.07 

Male  24 336 0.07 

Houston 
Female 83 792 0.10 

Male  36 552 0.07 

Total  393 3684 0.10 

 Questioning felicity conditions was not as prevalent in the data as using modal 

verbs.  However, speakers in contact situations use this strategy even less frequently than 

those in non-contact situations.  In Mexico City, females used felicity conditions in 15% 

of their requests, while males used them in 14% of their requests.  In contact situations, 

this all groups used felicity conditions in 7% of requests, which the exception of Houston 

females, who used this strategy 10% of the time.   

 Unlike modal verbs, questioning the felicity conditions necessary for a request to 

be fulfilled does not always relieve a grammatical burden.  By using modal verbs, a 
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participant can avoid conjugating a less frequently used verb, which may not be 

cognitively accessible.  Conversely, felicity conditions do not necessarily alleviate these 

cognitive demands.  Felicity conditions may be constructed so that a lesser used verb is 

not conjugated, as in (83) and (85).  However, felicity conditions can also be phrased in a 

way that requires two conjugated verbs, such as (81), and often in ways that favor the use 

of a non-indicative mood, as in (82).  The syntactic complexities that can arise from using 

felicity conditions could explain why this strategy is used more frequently in Mexico City 

than in the two contact situations.   

4.4.4 Going off-record 

 Unlike the first two lexico-pragmatic strategies, going off-record creates a non-

conventionally indirect speech act.  Whereas the first two strategies require very little 

inference to arrive at the intended meaning of the request, going off-record is a more 

semantically opaque strategy.  When a participant chooses an off-record request, it is 

possible that the interlocutor will not interpret the utterance as a request.  Off-record 

requests were identified mainly in items 2 and 11, which involve asking an aunt to 

provide a knife in order to cut a cake and asking a nearby restaurant patron to use an 

empty chair.  However, item 6, asking a father to help with a suitcase, also prompted one 

off-record response.  Examples of off-record requests are provided below. 

(86) Tía, ¿sabes dónde está el cuchillo del pastel? No lo encuentro. 
(MF50) 

‘Aunt, do you know where the knife for the cake is? I can’t find it.’  
 

(87) Está ocupando la silla? (BF16) 
‘Are you using this chair?’   
 

(88) Papa esta viejo pero no anciano (BM10) 
‘Dad you’re old but not elderly’  
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(89) Disculpe, esta vacia esta silla? (HM41) 
‘Excuse me, is this chair empty?’ 
 

Asking a restaurant diner if a chair was occupied was the most frequently 

observed off-record strategy, followed by asking where the knives were located.  In each 

of these items, using an off-record request allowed participants to avoid directly 

appealing to the interlocutor’s will.  In each of these cases, the intended meaning of the 

utterance is easily inferred from context, and it could be argued that these off-record 

requests have been conventionalized so that the meaning is now immediately attainable.  

More opaque off-record requests were rarely used by participants, regardless of their sex 

or location.  One example, however, is (88); rather than directly asking the father to help, 

the participant uses humor and highlights the interlocutor’s ability to help.  This request 

is not easily inferred from the context, which makes its use more risky, as the interlocutor 

might not understand that a request is being made.  The descriptive statistics for off-

record requests are indicated below. 

Table 4.12 Descriptive statistics for off-record requests (ORR) 

Location Sex N ORR N requests 
Avg ORR per 

request 

Mexico 
Female 27 816 0.03 

Male  18 600 0.03 

Brownsville 
Female 16 588 0.03 

Male  15 336 0.04 

Houston 
Female 18 792 0.02 

Male  19 552 0.03 

Total  113 3684 0.03 
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 Going off-record was the most infrequent lexical strategy identified in this 

investigation.  There were few differences in frequency for this strategy, as most groups 

utilized off-record requests in 3% of items, with the exception of Brownsville males and 

Houston females, who utilized this strategy in 4% and 2% of items, respectively.  Given 

the risk involved in producing a semantically opaque request, this strategy was not widely 

used by any of the groups.   

4.4.5 Mitigation phrases 

 The fourth lexical strategy considered was the use of mitigation phrases.  In 

contrast to the first three strategies, which express politeness by making a request less 

direct, this strategy is used to mitigate the force of a request without changing the level of 

directness.  The four types of mitigation phrases identified for this investigation are: 

5. Si es posible / Si se puede 
‘If it is possible / If it can be done’ 

6. Si no es (mucha) molestia 
‘If it is not (mucho of) a bother’ 

7. Si tiene tiempo / chanza 
‘If you have time / a chance’ 

8. Other 
These phrases never form part of the head request but can be found preceding or 

following the head request.  Although the semantic content is similar mitigation phrases 

differ from questioning felicity conditions in that they are modifiers which are external to 

a request.  The following examples provide a sample of the ways in with mitigation 

phrases were used by participants.  The mitigation phrase is indicated in bold. 
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(90) Me encantaría, que de ser posible, me mande más información 
acerca del trabajo, por favor (MF33)  
‘I would love, if it’s possible, for you to send me more information 
about the job, please’  
 

(91) Tío, podrias apoyarme para que limpiemos la cocina, claro si no te 
interrumpa en tus actividades. (MF37) 
‘Uncle, could you help me so that we can clean the kitchen, of course, 
if it doesn’t interrupt you from your activities.’   
 

(92) Si no es mucha molestía, me puede dejar mi paquete en la puerta. 
(MM14) 
‘If it’s not too much of a bother, can you leave me package at the 
door?’   
 

(93) ¿Disculpe podría prestarme esta silla si nadie la está ocupando?   
(BF1) 
‘Excuse me, could you lend me this chair if no one is using it?’  
 

(94) ¡Papa, si tienes chanza me puedes ayudar con esta maleta en 
particular! Esta muy pesada para mí. (BF7) 
‘Dad, if you get a chance can you help me with this suitcase in 
particular! It’s too heavy for me.’   
 

(95) ¿Si esta bien puedes cambiar la hora del siguiente reunion? (HF11) 
‘If it’s okay can you change the time of the next meeting?’   
 

(96) Mamá por favor parate en la siguiente gasolinera, si se puede. 
(HM10) 
Mom please stop at the next gas station, if it’s possible.  

This strategy prompted a variety of different types of responses, given that many 

different conditions could be used to mitigate requests, depending on the context of each 

event.  The phrases si es posible ‘if it’s possible’ and si no es mucha molestia ‘if it’s not 

too much of a bother’ were used most frequently, yet other phrases appeared in the 

production of participants from all three locations.  Although infrequent, participants in 

Mexico City demonstrated a greater variety in syntactic placement of mitigation phrases, 

as some embedded them within the head request, as in (90).  The descriptive statistics for 

this strategy are included in the table that follows. 
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Table 4.13 Descriptive statistics for mitigation phrases (MP) 

Location Sex N MP N requests 
Avg MP per 

request 

Mexico 
Female 14 816 0.02 

Male  12 600 0.02 

Brownsville 
Female 39 588 0.07 

Male  13 336 0.04 

Houston 
Female 28 792 0.04 

Male  21 552 0.04 

Total  127 3684 0.04 

Mitigation phrases were not frequently used in any of the three locations.  

However, all groups of contact varieties used this strategy at least twice as frequently as 

those in Mexico City.  In the aforementioned location, both male and female participants 

used mitigation phrases in 2% of requests.  In contact situations, all participant groups 

used this strategy in 4% of requests, with the exception of Brownsville females, who 

demonstrated a frequency of 7%.   

The higher occurrence of mitigation phrases in contact situations can be explained 

by the fact that it is an external politeness marker which does not affect the syntax of the 

head request.  This strategy has similar semantic content to the second lexico-pragmatic 

strategy, questioning felicity conditions; however, while felicity conditions may 

necessitate the need for two verb conjugations within the head request, mitigation phrases 

can be added without altering the syntax of the head request.  This syntactic 

independence may explain why felicity conditions are used more frequently in the non-

contact variety and mitigation phrases occur more often in the two contact varieties of 

Spanish.   
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4.4.6 Grounders 

 Grounders are justifications or reasons given which validate the need for making a 

request.  Like mitigation phrases, grounders are external to the head request.  Given that 

each request has a different context, this strategy was not categorized.  Examples of 

grounders are identified in bold in the examples below.  

(97) Quedo mucho desorden por la fiesta, no hay quien me ayude ¿me 
ayudaría? (MM25) 

‘There’s a lot of mess from the party, there’s no one to help me, would 
you help?’  
 

(98) Tío me podría ayudar limpiar la cocina porque se ve que va ser 
mucho para una sola persona? (BF5) 
‘Uncle could you help me clean the kitchen because it looks like it’s 
going to be a lot for one person?’  
 

(99) La reunión de hoy fue muy temprano. ¿Le gustaría cambiar la hora 
de la siguiente reunión? Así más gente viniera. (HF9) 

‘The meeting today was very early. Would you like to change the time 
of the next meeting? That way more people would come.’  
 

(100) Ma puedes parar en una gasolinera tengo hambre. (HM38) 
‘Ma can you stop in a gas station I’m hungry.’ 
 

 Although using only one grounder was more common, some responses included 

two, as shown in (97) and (99).  Some grounders focused on the needs of the speaker 

(100), some on the situation (97), and others on the benefit of the interlocutor (99).  The 

descriptive statistics regarding the number and frequency of grounders are included in the 

table below. 
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Table 4.14 Descriptive statistics for grounders 

Location Sex 
N 

grounders 
N requests 

Avg grounders 

per request 

Mexico 
Female 149 816 0.18 

Male  91 600 0.15 

Brownsville 
Female 101 588 0.17 

Male  54 336 0.16 

Houston 
Female 79 792 0.10 

Male  61 552 0.11 

Total  535 3684 0.15 

 In general, it appears that the use of grounders decreases as contact with English 

increases.  There is an average of 0.18 grounders per token among female participants in 

Mexico City, and 0.17 among their male counterparts.  In Brownsville, the use of 

grounders slightly decreases for women, to an average of 0.17, but slightly increases for 

men, to an average of 0.16.  The occurrence of this strategy lowers dramatically in 

Houston, as women and men use grounders an average of 0.10 and 0.11 times per token, 

respectively.  Although this is an external politeness strategy which does not affect the 

syntax of the head request, using a grounder does require some syntactic and 

morphological knowledge, as it creates an additional clause and an additional verb 

conjugation.  While grounders are most often expressed in present tense and can be 

simple sentences, such as tengo hambre ‘I’m hungry’ (100), the decrease of grounders in 

Houston can reflect their tendency toward verb simplification and shorter utterances.  

4.4.7 Recognitions of favor 

 The final lexico-pragmatic strategy analyzed in this investigation is the use of 

words or phrases that allow the speaker to go on-record as incurring a debt by explicitly 
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recognizing that the interlocutor would be doing him or her a favor.  The five categories 

for this strategy are: 

  1. Hacer el favor / Pedir el favor 
  ‘Do a favor / Ask a favor’ 

  2. Agradecer 
  ‘To thank’ 

  3. Ser amable 
  ‘To be so kind’ 

  4. Por favor / Porfa / Please 
  ‘Please’ 

  5. Gracias 
  ‘Thank you’ 

 The first three recognitions of favor were analyzed together, as these phrases 

include a conjugated verb and affect the syntax of the head request.  These three phrases, 

especially (2) and (3), favor complex verb morphology and were often utilized in 

conditional forms.  The last two recognitions of favor were analyzed as one category; the 

use of any variation of please and thank you has a much greater syntactic independence 

than the first three phrases and does not include a conjugated verb or alter the head 

request.  Examples of recognitions of favor are indicated below, with the realization of 

this strategy in bold. 

(101) Oiga, disculpe. Tengo una cita para X día, pero me surgió un 
percanse. ¿Sería tan amable de cambiarme la cita para otro día? 
(MF5) 
Hey, excuse me. I have an appointment for X date but a problem 
came up.  Would you be so kind as to change the time for me for 
another day?  
 

(102) Le agradecería muchísimo que me mandara más información. 
(MF15) 
I would greatly appreciate you sending me more information.  
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(103) Tía. ¿Me haria el favor de traerme un cuchillo para cortar el 
pastel? Gracias. (BF49) 
Aunt. Would you do me the favor of bringing me a kinfe to cut the 
cake? Thanks.   
 

(104) Hola buenas tardes, ¿hablo a la oficina? Joven me puede hacer el 
favor de dejar el paquete en la puerta, gracias. (BM3) 
Hi good afternoon. Am I speaking with the office? Sir, could you do 
me the favor of leaving the package at the door, thanks.   
 

(105) Por favor dejes el paquete en la puerta se lo agradezco mucho. 
(HF50) 
Please leave the package at the door I thank you very much.   
 

(106) Disculpe, si me podría traer un vaso de agua por favor? Gracias. 
(HM2) 
Excuse me, if you could bring me a glass of water please? Thanks.  
 

As demonstrated in the examples above, while the first three recognitions of favor 

are internal to the request, the last two, please and thank you, can be added at the 

beginning or end of the request without any syntactic modifications.  Although the verb 

conjugation used to express the first three types of recognitions of favor was not 

considered for this section, distinct patterns of usage should be noted.  Participants in 

Mexico City frequently used conditional verb morphology to express the phrases hacer el 

favor ‘do a favor’, agradecer ‘to thank’ and ser amable ‘to be so kind’, as in examples 

(101) and (102).  In contrast, participants in contact situations often utilized present tense 

morphology when including these phrases.  For example, (104) uses present tense 

morphology to denote a recognition of favor, and (105) uses a recognition of favor as a 

separate present tense phrase added to the head request.  In general, participants in 

Mexico City used these phrases as part of the head request to form conditional sentences 

while participants in contact situations often avoided conditional morphology, sometimes 

by adding the phrase as an external politeness marker.  The subsequent table contains the 
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descriptive statistics for the first three types of recognitions of favor, hacer el favor ‘do a 

favor’, agradecer ‘to thank’ and ser amable ‘to be so kind’. 

Table 4.15 Descriptive statistics for recognitions of favor (RF) 

Location Sex N RF N requests 
Avg RF per 

request 

Mexico 
Female 56 816 0.07 

Male  49 600 0.08 

Brownsville 
Female 29 588 0.05 

Male  22 336 0.07 

Houston 
Female 23 792 0.03 

Male  12 552 0.02 

Total  191 3684 0.05 

 This strategy is more common in Mexico City, as 7% of requests produced by 

females and 8% of requests produced by males contain a recognition of favor.  In 

Brownsville, women used this strategy in 5% of requests, and men in 7% of requests.  

The frequency of this strategy in the production of Brownsville males can be explained 

by its prevalent use by two participants, who used hacer el favor in almost all items of 

medium and high formality; given the small amount of participants in this group, the 

linguistic choices of these two informants greatly affected the results of this group.  

Recognitions of favor were notably scarce among participants in Houston, as they 

occurred in 3% of requests made by women and 2% of requests made by men.  The more 

frequent use among monolingual Spanish speakers reflects the fact that this strategy 

favors complex verb morphology that is subject to simplification.   

 The use of variations of please and thank you were calculated separately, as these 

phrases do not present any syntactic or morphological demands on the speaker.  Since 
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both please and thank you may appear in the same request, the frequencies in the table 

below reflect the average number of times this strategy appeared per token. 

Table 4.16 Descriptive statistics for please and thank you (P/TY) 

Location Sex N P/TY N requests 
Avg P/TY per 

request 

Mexico 
Female 369 816 0.45 

Male  230 600 0.38 

Brownsville 
Female 214 588 0.36 

Male  128 336 0.38 

Houston 
Female 348 792 0.44 

Male  224 552 0.41 

Total  1513 3684 0.40 

 The use of these phrases was quite frequent in the data set; the only strategy that 

was used more often was that of modal verbs.  This strategy does not appear to be 

affected by language contact.  Women and men in Mexico City averaged 0.45 and 0.38 

instances of please and thank you, respectively.  In Brownsville, the frequency is less for 

women, at 0.36 but the same for men, at 0.38.  In Houston, the frequencies for women 

and men are 0.44 and 0.41, respectively.  Given the lack of grammatical knowledge 

needed for the inclusion of these phrases, it is logical to assume that it would not be 

affected by language contact.  The greatest difference in usage is found between men and 

women in Mexico City, where the frequencies differ by 0.07.  This difference is not 

evident in contact situations, as men surpass women in their use of these phrases in 

Brownsville, and differ from women by on 0.03 in Houston.  Although a study on 

second-language Spanish speakers found that women greatly surpass their male peers in 
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the use of please and thank you (Martí Arnándiz, 2012), heritage speakers do not appear 

to demonstrate these gender differences.   

4.4.8 Lexico-pragmatic strategies and language contact 

 Given that verbal politeness declines in language contact situations, it was 

expected that lexical markers of politeness would increase, in order to avoid pragmatic 

errors.  While some lexical strategies did increase in use, others declined in frequency, 

and others did not appear to be affect by language contact.  Of the six lexico-pragmatic 

strategies considered in this investigation, two increased in contact situations, three 

decreased, and two did not demonstrate significant changes in frequency.  The table 

below summarizes the tendencies  

Table 4.17 Average occurrence of lexico-pragmatic strategies per token 

  Increase in 
Contact 

Decrease in 
Contact No Change 

Location Sex Modals MP FC G RF OR P/TY 
Mexico Female 0.59 0.02 0.15 0.18 0.07 0.03 0.45 

Male 0.54 0.02 0.14 0.15 0.08 0.03 0.38 
Browns. Female 0.79 0.07 0.07 0.17 0.05 0.03 0.36 

Male 0.63 0.04 0.07 0.16 0.07 0.04 0.38 
Houston Female 0.70 0.04 0.10 0.10 0.03 0.02 0.44 

Male 0.68 0.04 0.07 0.11 0.02 0.03 0.41 

 Both modal verbs and mitigation phrases (MP) increase in usage in contact 

situations, while felicity conditions (FC), grounders (G) and recognitions of favor (RF) 

decrease in usage.  Two other strategies, going off-record (OR) and using please and 

thank you (P/TY), do not reveal significant changes due to language contact.   
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 The increase in modals and mitigation phrases can be viewed as compensatory 

strategies which alleviate the need to manage more complex verb conjugations 

undergoing simplification.  In the case of modals, by using a modal verb in multiple 

requests, the participant only has to conjugate one frequently used verb rather than 

multiple verbs representing different lexical items.  For example, rather than making 

requests using verbs traer ‘to bring’, cambiar ‘to change’, dejar ‘to leave’ and ayudar ‘to 

help’, a participant may choose to begin all requests with the modal verb poder ‘to be 

able to,’ eliminating the need to conjugate a variety of different lexical items.  Although 

modal verbs are commonly used in non-contact situations to express requests, this 

strategy becomes more valuable in contact situations, where speakers may not find a 

variety of verbs to be cognitively accessible.   

Additionally, the use of mitigation phrases may also reflect a compensatory 

strategy which allows for politeness markers while still avoiding complex verb 

morphology, such as conditionals and hypotheticals.  Conditional and hypothetical verb 

morphology is frequently avoided by speakers in contact situations, given that these 

forms are subject to simplification (Silva-Corvalán, 1994, p. 26-31).  By using a 

mitigation phrase, a speaker is able to express semantic content often expressed by 

monolingual speakers through the questioning of felicity conditions.  Since phrases 

denoting felicity conditions often favor hypothetical and conditional morphology, the 

transfer of this semantic information to a mitigation phrase reflects a compensatory 

lexical strategy.  For example, in (83), a participant from Mexico City uses the phrase le 

molestaría proporcionarme un menú ‘would it bother you to provide me with a menu’ to 

express a request.  As part of the head request, the participant chooses to question the 
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felicity condition of being bothersome in order to express politeness and give the 

interlocutor a means of rejecting the proposition.  This phrase, like other felicity 

conditions, pragmatically favors conditional morphology.  In contact situations, the use of 

felicity conditions declined, and the idea of being bothersome was removed from the 

head request and added as a mitigation phrase.  Instead of asking whether or not it would 

be bothersome, participants in contact stations frequently used the phrase si no es mucha 

molestia ‘if it’s not too bothersome’ to the end of a request.  By adding this phrase rather 

than incorporating the idea into the head request, conditional morphology is avoided, and 

present tense forms can be used to express a similar idea.  Another example of mitigation 

phrases used in place of felicity conditions is the high occurrence of si es posible ‘if it’s 

possible’ at the end of a phrase rather than beginning the request with sería posible 

‘would it be possible’.  In other words, using mitigation phrases can be viewed as a 

compensatory strategy which allow participants to express politeness while avoiding verb 

conjugations which are subject to simplification.   

In general, lexico-pragmatic strategies which allowed participants to express 

politeness while avoiding complex verb morphology tended to increase in frequency in 

contact situations.  On the other hand, phrases which added to the morphological and 

syntactic demands of the participant declined in contact situations.  In addition to felicity 

conditions, which often require hypothetical or conditional constructions, recognitions of 

favor and grounders declined in contact situations.  Recognitions of favor also work well 

with complex verb morphology, as seen in examples (101), (102) and (103).  Although 

recognitions of favor can be phrased in present tense, this limits the politeness and 

productivity of this strategy as a politeness marker.  Finally, grounders, or justifications, 
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decline in contact situations, most likely because they necessitate the use of another 

phrase.  Providing a reason requires the addition of another clause with its own 

conjugated verb.  Although not all verb forms are undergoing simplification, contact 

speakers may avoid grounders in order to simplify the syntactic demands of producing 

requests.   

Although some strategies appear to be affected by language contact, the use of 

please and thank you, as well as going off-record, do not reveal significant changes in 

frequency.  While going off-record may seem like a strategy for expressing indirectness 

without complex verb morphology, there were few items on the questionnaire that 

prompted off-record responses.  The small number of occurrences may explain the lack 

of differences observed for this strategy.  Finally, the use of please and thank you, which 

present almost no syntactic or morphological demands, showed no differences between 

contact and non-contact groups.  Although speakers of contact Spanish could overextend 

the use of these phrases in order to avoid more complex politeness markers, the results 

did not indicate such a tendency. 

In order to determine if the overall amount of lexico-pragmatic strategies is 

affected by language contact, a one-way ANOVA was conducted for the amount of 

lexical strategies per token.  There was no significant effect for location, F (2, 3708) = 

2.69, p < .01.  Although some strategies are used more frequently in contact situations 

and others in non-contact situations, there is no overall effect for language contact on the 

amount of lexico-pragmatic strategies used.   



158 
 

 
 

4.4.9 Lexico-pragmatic strategies speaker sex 

 In addition to language contact, the effect of speaker sex was also analyzed to 

determine if it had a significant effect on the amount of lexico-pragmatic strategies used 

in an item.  A one-way ANOVA was conducted for the effect of speaker sex on the 

amount of lexical strategies used per token.  There was a significant effect for speaker 

sex, F (1, 3708) = 15.50, p < .0001.  Overall, women used more lexico-pragmatic 

strategies per item than men.  In addition to differences in verbal politeness scores, there 

is also a significant difference in the amount of lexical politeness markers with respect to 

speaker sex, suggesting that women place more emphasis on both lexical and 

morphological politeness.   

 While speaker sex is significant for the amount of politeness strategies used per 

item, it is also useful to determine if there is a significant effect for speaker sex with 

respect to individual strategies.  The two strategies which increase in usage in contact 

situations, modal verbs and mitigation phrases, were selected for this type of analysis.  

Given that the third research question only addresses contact Spanish, the frequency of 

each of these two strategies was analyzed for men and women in contact situations, 

excluding the data from Mexico City.  Women from Brownsville and Houston were 

treated as one group, and men from Brownsville and Houston were treated as a separate 

group.  First, a Chi-square test was performed for the frequency of occurrence of modal 

verbs for women and men in contact situations; the type of modal verb was not 

considered.  Women used significantly more modal verbs than men χ2 (1, N = 2277) = 

14.70, p < .001.   
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 A Chi-square test was also conducted for the frequency of mitigation phrases for 

men and women in contact situations.  Since frequency is the focus of this research 

question, no distinction was made between types of mitigation phrases.  There was no 

significant difference between the frequency of mitigation phrases used by men and 

women in contact situations, χ2 (1, N = 2277) = 1.33, p < .01.   

4.5 Verbal and lexical politeness markers 

In conclusion, both morphological and lexical strategies vary with respect to 

language contact and speaker sex.  The greatest differences are observed for verbal 

politeness scores in situations of medium and high formality, where both speaker sex and 

location are significant.  While lexical strategies also differ with respect to both social 

variables, not all lexical strategies are effected.  In general, lexical markers which allow 

for fewer syntactic and morphological demands appear to serve as compensatory 

strategies which allow language users in contact situations to express politeness without 

conditional and hypothetical verb morphology.   

In regards to the first research question, speakers in contact situations do use less 

complex verb morphology when making requests, but only in situations of medium and 

high formality.  Concerning the second research question, women in contat situations use 

more complex verb morphology than men, in situations of medium and high formality.  

Lower formality situations do not favor enough social distance to warrant higher-rated 

verb forms, so these items did not produce and statistically significant differences. 

With respect to the third research question, women in contact and non-contact 

situations utilize more lexical politeness strategies than men.  However, not all individual 
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strategies reveal significant differences with respect to speaker sex.  For modal verbs, a 

strategy used more frequently on contact situations, there is a significant difference 

between the linguistic behavior of male and female speakers of contact varieties.   

The final chapter will evaluate these findings in relation to other relevant 

investigations on gender, politeness and language contact situations.  It will also discuss 

pedagogical implications and the limitations of the present research.  Finally, suggestions 

for future exploration of this topic will be offered.   
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5. CONCLUSIONS 

5.1 Introduction 

 The purpose of this study was to determine how language contact and speaker sex 

influence the way politeness markers, both lexical and morphological, are used when 

making requests.  For morphological politeness, the Spanish verb system allows for a 

variety of verb forms which separate the interlocutors from the speech act through 

temporal and material distance, creating a range of levels of politeness.  However, as verb 

forms increase in temporal and material distance, the cognitive demands placed on the 

speaker also increment, as more polite verb forms become more abstract and farther 

removed from the time and place of enunciation.  This study has explored how language 

contact affects the way verb forms are used in different levels of contact with English.  

By analyzing the requests of Spanish speakers in three levels of contact with English—a 

situation of Spanish dominance, a situation of stable bilingualism, and a situation of 

English dominance—it is evident that the pressures exerted on a contact variety of 

Spanish encourage simplification of the verb system, which results in lower levels of 

verbal politeness.  However, speakers in contact situations are not left without any 

linguistic resources for expressing politeness.  Although verbal politeness decreases, 

speakers of contact Spanish are able to indicate politeness through lexical selection.  By 

adding words or phrases which express politeness, bilingual speakers of Spanish were 

able to avoid pragmatic errors of impoliteness.   

 While trends in morphological and lexical politeness markers can be identified 

with respect to language contact and speaker sex, it is important to note that there was a 

large amount of internal variation as well.  In other words, although the two social 
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variables in this investigation demonstrated significant effects on the use of verbal and 

lexical politeness, each population revealed a wide variety of politeness strategies that 

varied from one speaker to another.  Nevertheless, the amount of internal variation was 

smaller in Mexico City than in contact situations.  The greater differences in terms of 

politeness markers in contact situations reflects the heterogeneous nature of bilingual 

language users.  While some regularly use the minority language in both domestic and 

public space, others only use the language at home, and some have merely occasional 

exposure when visiting relatives.  Furthermore, speakers in contact situations may differ 

in their orientation toward Spanish; some may value language maintenance, while others 

may have a neutral or negative view of using the minority language, particularly outside 

the home.  Finally, speakers in contact situations may have different ideologies regarding 

sociopragmatic norms in Spanish.  If some bilingual language users associate Spanish 

with a higher level of politeness than English, some may prefer to apply Anglo-American 

norms, and still others may believe that Spanish requires more politeness than English 

within the domestic sphere but not in the public domain.  In sum, contact varieties of 

Spanish cannot be characterized as a single, homogenous group, but consist of speakers 

with varying levels of exposure, ideologies toward Spanish, and beliefs regarding 

sociopragmatic norms.   

 In addition to sociolinguistic variation based on the factors mentioned in the 

preceding paragraph, politeness is always an inherently variable phenomenon given that 

it reflects an individual’s personal style.  When making requests, speakers may choose to 

add multiple politeness markers or may prefer not to include any.  A language user is free 

to use varying amounts of (im)politeness and still make his or her speech act understood.  
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Although the sociopragmatic norms of the speech community impose limitations on 

personal style, a speaker has the autonomy to adhere to or reject these norms, particularly 

if the speaker does not completely identify with the norms of the group, as is often the 

case in language contact situations.  When analyzing politeness markers, it is necessary to 

recognize a speaker’s right to develop and transmit an individual style which reflect his 

or her attitude towards the language, other speakers and the communicative event.  In this 

manner, although patterns regarding the use of politeness markers are evident, these 

general tendencies should be treated as flexible norms which propose general limitations 

on the pragmatic acceptability of utterances while still allowing for an individual to assert 

a personal communicative style.  

 In the subsequent sections, conclusions will be drawn with respect to variation in 

the use of politeness strategies, and the scope of this investigation will be evaluated.  In 

5.2, general observations regarding pragmatic errors are presented, and in 5.3, the 

implications of formality levels are discussed.  Section 5.4 and 5.5 offer conclusions 

concerning location and speaker sex, respectively.  These findings are then summarized 

in 5.6 in order to answer the research questions proposed in Chapter 1.  Finally, 5.7 

presents pedagogical implications, 5.8 proposes directions for future studies, and 5.9 

identifies the limitations of the present study. 

5.2 Pragmatic errors 

 Of the 3,672 tokens analyzed in this investigation, only six pragmatic errors were 

noted.  A pragmatic error occurred when a speaker’s proposition was clear, but the 

utterance lacked a sufficient level of politeness for the communicative situation.  

Pragmatic errors in politeness were only identified among men in contact situations and 
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occurred when an imperative form was used in a situation of medium or high formality.  

The examples below indicate typical pragmatic errors found in the data.   

(1) Cambia la cita que tengo a las doce hasta la una por favor. (HM27) 
‘Change the appointment I have from twelve to one please.’   
 

(2) Por favor, mandeme mas información sobre el trabajo (HM14) 
‘Please, send me more information about the job’   
 

(3) Deja el paquete en la puerta. (BM4) 
‘Leave the package at the door.’   
 

(4) Cambie la hora de la siguiente reunión. (BM4) 
‘Change the time of the next meeting.’  

A group of three native speakers of Spanish from different cities in Mexico 

agreed that these four utterances, along with two others, lacked sufficient mitigation 

strategies in order to be considered polite.  In each of these requests, the use of imperative 

forms, combined with the absence of lexical politeness markers, makes these requests 

pragmatically inappropriate for the context.  Although (1) and (2) include the lexical 

politeness marker please, native speakers found these requests insufficient in the amount 

of social distance and politeness maneuvers expressed.  According to the native speakers 

asked to evaluate these requests, an unknown interlocutor should be addresses in a non-

imperative verb form.  Similar requests made with present tense forms and few lexical 

politeness markers were deemed appropriate, suggesting that verbal politeness is 

prioritized over lexical politeness.  

 Although imperative forms were also present among monolingual speakers, these 

forms were reserved for familial situations, where social distance in minimal.  Speakers 

in Mexico City were able to adjust the amount of politeness required for different 

communicative situations.  While most participants in Brownsville and Houston were 
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also aware of situational differences, a few pragmatic errors arose from the lack of 

politeness strategies expected for making a request to someone of greater social power or 

someone who is not well known.  In conclusion, speakers in contact situations were 

generally aware of situational differences and reflected this knowledge in the way they 

formulated requests.  The small amount of pragmatic errors demonstrates that speakers 

who are not regularly exposed to the minority language can still find ways to produce 

sociopragmatically appropriate requests.  However, a small amount of errors was caused 

by the application of a lower-rated verb form in a situation which favored a greater level 

of politeness.  It is interesting to note that the only pragmatic errors identified in the data 

were produced by males in contact situations.  Possible explanations of this phenomenon 

will be discussed in 5.5, in which the effect of speaker sex is discussed.  

5.3 Formality level  

 In this investigation, participants were prompted to make requests in three 

different levels of formality.  Familial situations represented the lowest level of formality, 

followed by informal public situations, and finally formal public situations.  As discussed 

in the previous section, lower-rated verb forms, along with the lack of lexical politeness 

strategies, are considered socially acceptable in familial situations.  However, 

communicative events realized in public space generally require the addition of more 

politeness markers, both morphological and lexical.  Although formality is a subjective 

category, there were significant differences in the way requests were approached in the 

three different formality levels.   

 Familial situations produced the lowest levels of verbal politeness for all three 

locations.  The average VPIs in Mexico City, Brownsville and Houston were 2.19, 2.31 
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and 2.11, respectively.  When divided by speaker sex rather than location, the average 

VPI was 2.26 for women and 2.12 for men.  VPI scores close to 2.0 indicate that only 

occasional modulations of tense and mood occurred, as level 2 represents the present 

tense, and temporal and material distance become evident in levels 3, 4 and 5.  For 

familial situations, the imperative and present tense forms were frequently used, 

suggesting that speakers of all three varieties of Spanish found these forms most adequate 

for expressing requests.   

 In the lowest level of formality, no significant differences were found with respect 

to location or speaker sex.  These finding demonstrate that speakers in both contact and 

non-contact situations avoid tense and mood modulations when making requests to 

family members.  The lack of significant differences in this level of formality was 

expected, as lower-rated verb forms, which are acceptable in these situations, are not 

undergoing simplification and do not present considerable cognitive demands on the 

speaker. 

 In the medium level of formality, participants made requests in public situations 

not characterized by power incongruences.  The average VPIs in Mexico City, 

Brownsville and Houston were 3.11, 2.63 and 2.49, respectively.  The average VPI for 

women in all locations was 2.82, as opposed to that of 2.62 for men.  Although the effect 

of location was statistically significant, that of speaker sex was not.  In this formality 

level, the greatest difference in VPI scores is found between contact and non-contact 

varieties.  In Mexico City, an average VPI of 3.11 indicates that participants regularly 

utilized temporal and material distance to express requests, as any score above 3 

expresses both temporal and material distance on the verbal politeness scale.  In contrast, 
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speakers in contact situations utilized fewer temporal and material modulations, as 

indicated by average VPIs less than 3.  These results indicate that speakers of non-contact 

varieties are more engaged in using morphological politeness strategies to differentiate 

between public and private requests. 

 The highest level of formality, formal public situations, involved formulating 

requests to an interlocutor with a greater amount of social power, thus necessitating the 

use of more politeness maneuvers to express deference.  This level, which favors the 

highest occurrence of politeness markers, offers the best opportunity to observe 

differences between contact and non-contact varieties as well as differences with respect 

to speaker sex.  For formal public situations, the average VPI scores were 3.45 in Mexico 

City, 3.04 in Brownsville, and 2.81 in Houston.  Overall, men averaged a VPI of 2.92, 

while women produced an average VPI of 3.21.  Both location and speaker sex produced 

statistically significant VPI scores.  According to these results, situations of high 

formality produce the greatest amount of difference based on location and speaker sex.  

These results reflect findings from other investigations on Mexican Spanish which 

indicate that situations of higher formality favor a greater amount of social distance.  

Félix-Brasdefer (2006) finds that Mexican men employ more direct requests in informal 

situations and more indirectness in formal situations; while morphological politeness is 

not the subject of his study, indirectness may be express through verb conjugations.  

Similarly, studies on other languages have found that formality levels guide the amount 

of mitigation and level of indirectness of an utterance (Wierzbicka, 2003; Wolfson, 

1989). 
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 Although formality level is not widely researched, these results reflect other 

findings which characterize contact varieties of Spanish as lacking some elements of 

formal register (Valdés, 2000).  Of all items on the questionnaire, those of high formality 

produced the most differences with respect to the two social variables in this 

investigation.  Firstly, these items revealed the greatest difference in verbal politeness 

scores between participants of contact and non-contact varieties.  Secondly, these items 

generated the greatest gender gap between scores of women and men.  According to these 

results, contact situations are characterized by a verbal repertoire with fewer verb forms, 

which causes speakers to use lower-rated verb forms when making requests.  However, 

the effect of contact is not the same for all speakers, as women retained higher-rated 

verbs forms than men.  The implications of the effect of language contact and gender will 

be further explored in the following two sections.  

 Based on the findings of VPI scores in each formality level, it is evident that 

formality is a subjective category with general parameters which allows for variation at 

the individual level.  For this reason, formality can be interpreted as a range of 

communicative options with loosely defined upper and lower bounds which are agreed 

upon by a speech community.  Within these upper and lower bounds, a range of 

sociopragmatically acceptable strategies is available.  For example, the lowest level of 

formality appears to establish upper and lower boundaries at the imperative (level 1) and 

synthetic future (level 3), as most tokens were found between this range of verb forms.  

In contrast, the highest level of formality seems to have upper and lower boundaries at 

the synthetic future (level 3) and the imperfect subjunctive (level 5).  While these 

boundaries appear somewhat rigid in the non-contact variety, they seem to be widening in 
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contact situations.  In both contact situations, the standard deviation of scores is larger 

than in Mexico City, suggesting less of a consensus regarding the use of verb forms in 

each formality level.  Although there is a clear tendency towards verb simplification and 

using lower-rated verb forms in contact varieties, the opposite tendency is also evident 

for some participants.  For example, in Brownsville, some female participants used 

higher-rated verb forms, such as the conditional, even in familial situations, a tendency 

almost entirely absent from the data in Mexico City.  In this sense, not only is verb 

simplification occurring, but there is also a loss in pragmatic restrictions which allows for 

a wider range of upper and lower bounds of verbal politeness for each formality level.  

The overgeneralization of pragmatic norms is often characteristic of speakers of contact 

varieties of Spanish, who may apply either formal or informal markers indiscriminately 

(Irizarry Muñoz, 2000).  This weakening of pragmatic restrictions can be explained by a 

lack of exposure to different formality levels and the tendency to overgeneralize one form 

to other pragmatic contexts.   

5.4 Language contact 

 Across all formality levels, language contact has a negative effect on verbal 

politeness, causing VPI scores to decrease.  The average VPI for all formality levels was 

2.89 in Mexico City, 2.67 in Brownsville and 2.47 in Houston.  The effect of language 

contact was statistically significant, demonstrating that as contact with English increases, 

verbal politeness levels decline.  As speakers use lower-rated verbs, they appear more 

certain that the request will be fulfilled.  When higher-rated verb forms decline in usage, 

hypothetical morphology is gradually erased from speakers’ requests, causing verbal 

politeness levels to decline.  While the effect of verb simplification does not have 
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significant effects on familial requests, it does pose challenges for requests in higher 

levels of formality, in which communicative norms warrant the use of temporal and 

material distance to express an understanding of the social distance between interlocutors.   

 Although verbal politeness decreases in contact situations, as noted in 5.2, very 

few requests with pragmatic errors were produced.  This is due to the fact that speakers in 

contact situations are not left without communicative resources.  When language contact 

causes the verb system to reduce in forms, speakers may still be able to express lexically 

what is no longer expressed morphologically.  In this sense, language contact also 

produced significant changes in the use of lexico-pragmatic strategies.  A total of six 

lexical strategies were considered in this investigation.  While some of these strategies 

appeared unaffected by language contact, some declined and other increased in usage in 

contact situations. 

 The use of please and thank you, as well as going off-record, were two strategies 

that were not affected by language contact.  The use of please and thank you neither 

complicates nor alleviates the cognitive burden of indicating politeness in requests.  

Conversely, three strategies decreased in frequency in contact situations.  The use of 

felicity conditions, grounders and recognitions of favor are three lexical politeness 

strategies that declined in usage as contact with English increased.  Each of these 

strategies necessitates an additional verb conjugation, which adds to the cognitive 

demands of the utterance.  Furthermore, the use of felicity conditions and recognitions of 

favor also encourage the use of higher-rated verb forms undergoing simplification in 

contact situations.  Similar to verbal politeness scores, these three strategies are used less 



171 
 

 
 

frequently by bilingual speakers of Spanish, most likely due to the syntactic and 

morphological challenges they pose. 

 However, it was also expected that some lexical strategies would increase in 

language contact situations.  Although this was not the case for every lexical strategy, 

modal verbs and mitigation phrases were used more frequently in Houston and 

Brownsville than in Mexico City.  Both of these strategies can be seen as a means of 

expressing politeness while avoiding higher-rated verb forms undergoing simplification.  

Modal verbs allow the language user to avoid conjugating multiple lexical items by 

repeating the same conjugation for multiple communicative situations.  Mitigation 

phrases allow a speaker to give the listener a means of opting out of the request or 

appearing less confident that the request will be fulfilled without indicating these 

limitations through verb morphology.  The use of mitigation phrases in requests is similar 

to the use of qualifications and disclaimers noted by Silva-Corvalán in the hypothetical 

discourse of bilingual Spanish speakers (1994, p. 80, 81).  In her study, Silva-Corvalán 

finds that when speakers in contact situations lose the ability to express doubt and 

certainty through verb morphology, they often express these ideas through lexical 

phrases, such as but I don’t know and modal verbs, such as creer ‘to believe.’  The 

tendencies observed in both hypothetical discourse and requests point to a larger 

phenomenon occurring in language contact situations.  As contact exerts pressure on a 

minority language, speakers find ways to make their discourse production less synthetic 

and more analytical, a process which transfers information from a morphological to a 

lexical schemata.  In the case of requests, using modal verbs and mitigation phrases allow 
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for politeness to be expressed through lexical selection, alleviating the need for higher-

rated, hypothetical verb morphology.   

 When the total use of lexico-pragmatic strategies is considered, language contact 

does not have a statistically significant effect.  This is most likely a reflection of the 

syntactic and morphological complexity required of some lexical strategies.  The general 

tendency observed in this investigation is that only those strategies which can be used to 

compensate for lower levels of verbal politeness were found to increase in contact 

varieties.  

5.5 Speaker sex 

 In addition to language contact, the other social variable considered in this 

investigation was speaker sex.  With respect to overall levels of verbal politeness, women 

produced an average VPI of 2.77 compared to that of 2.54 by men.  This difference was 

statistically significant, indicating that women generally used higher-rated verb forms 

than men when making requests.  When divided into the three formality levels, only the 

highest level of formality produced a statistically significant difference with respect to 

speaker sex.  Although female participants produced higher VPI scores in all formality 

levels, the lower levels did not yield statistically significant differences.   

 In addition to morphological politeness strategies, differences in use of lexical 

strategies were also considered.  Women used more lexico-pragmatic strategies per item 

then men, a difference which proved statistically significant.  In contact situations, the 

two lexical strategies which were used more frequently than in Mexico City were also 

tested for significant differences between men and women.  While female speakers in 
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Houston and Brownsville used significantly more modals than males, the difference in 

mitigation phrases was not significant.   

 The results of this investigation point to differences in the ways men and women 

approach the speech act of making a request.  In terms of morphological and lexical 

strategies, women used more politeness markers than men.  While this does not mean that 

women are more polite, these findings do suggest that women place more emphasis on 

using linguistic politeness, at least when making requests.  The statistically significant 

differences with respect to speaker sex for verbal politeness scores and lexical markers of 

politeness concord with assertions made by other researchers who find that women use 

more modals and interrogatives when making requests (Bierebeck, 2008), more closely 

monitor their speech (Alvi & Rasool, 2010), and use more prestige markers (Trudgill, 

1982).  With respect to gender differences in Spanish, García (1993) has also noted that 

women often prefer a greater amount of indirectness in an attempt to preserve the 

autonomy of the interlocutor.  Together, this body of research indicates that women more 

frequently select a style of careful speech in which politeness markers are one identifying 

feature.   

 However, gender differences with respect to linguistic politeness markers should 

not be used to attribute certain behaviors, personalities or beliefs to an entire gender of 

language users.  Previous studies asserting that women are more polite, for example, 

Holmes (1995), have been criticized for generalizing women’s actions and failing to 

recognize that some speakers within a gender group may reject these norms (Mills, 

2003).  Furthermore, it is important to view politeness as a social construction which has 

deemed some behaviors more appropriate for men and others for women; while some 
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utterances may be considered appropriate for one gender, the same linguistic production 

may be evaluated as inappropriate for members of another gender (Mills 2005).  In this 

sense, differences in linguistic politeness should not be interpreted as reflections of 

inherent gender differences but attempts to conform to gendered behavior patterns that 

society has posited for women and men.  In this investigation, a greater frequency of 

lexical politeness markers, combined with a higher level of verbal politeness, may reflect 

women’s awareness of social expectations that they use more linguistic politeness if they 

want their utterance to be considered polite in relation to their gender orientation.   

 The gender differences in linguistic politeness observed in this investigation are 

not universal tendencies acting on all language users in the same way.  As language 

contact is introduced, speakers of Spanish in the United States are given less exposure to 

the minority language and begin to use progressively fewer verb forms, avoiding those 

that express hypothetical and conditional morphology (Silva-Corvalán, 1994).  As these 

verb forms decline in frequency, requests made by United States Spanish speakers reduce 

in morphological complexity and, consequently, in verbal politeness.  However, the data 

in this investigation reveal that women in contact situations retain a higher level of verbal 

politeness than men.  These differences can be interpreted as an awareness of social 

norms that oblige women to use more linguistic politeness markers than men in order to 

be considered polite (Lakoff, 2005; Holmes & Meyerhoff, 2003; Holmes, 2005).  By 

resisting simplification of the verb system and retaining higher-rated verb forms, women 

in contact situations are able to continue participating in normative gendered behavior by 

maintaining a relatively high level of linguistic politeness.   
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 In light of these findings, it can be concluded that sociolinguistic forces, such as 

simplification due to language contact, are subject to the parameters of societal forces, 

such as differences in gender behavior expectations.  In this manner, higher levels of 

morphological politeness used by women in contact situations can be explained by 

unequal power relations which motivate women to retain the use of higher-rated verb 

forms.  When women are afforded less social capital through a privileged gender status, 

other forms of capital, such as linguistic capital, become more valuable (Bourdieu, 1991).  

By retaining the use of conditional and hypothetical verb morphology, women can utilize 

high levels of verbal politeness as a source of symbolic capital, taking advantage of 

linguistic tools in order to gain legitimacy within a communicate situation.  This can also 

explain why women in contact situations use higher rates of modal verbs, allowing them 

to manage more complex verb morphology, which ensures verbal politeness, while 

avoiding the need to conjugate multiple lexical items.   

 In conclusion, the gender differences in this investigation reflect societal norms 

that evaluate men’s and women’s linguistic behavior according to different standards.  

Overall, women utilized more linguistic politeness markers than men and found ways to 

continue expressing politeness even when verb simplification occurs.  These strategic 

maneuvers allow women in contact situations to continue to linguistically enact gendered 

behavior in the minority language by adhering to the expectation that they express a 

higher level of politeness than men in similar communicative situations.  
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5.6 Research questions 

 Through both quantitative and qualitative analysis, this investigation has sought to 

answer three research questions regarding gender, language contact and linguistic 

politeness.  Each question will be addressed separately.   

- When making requests, do speakers in contact situations use less 

complex verb morphology? 

 Overall, speakers in contact situations utilize less complex verb morphology than 

speakers in non-contact situations.  The application of the verbal politeness index to 

requests made by speakers in contact and non-contact situations indicates that the process 

of verb simplification underway in contact situations yields lower levels of verbal 

politeness.  However, the level of formality that characterizes the communicative 

situation is also a factor.  There is a statistically significant difference between the verbal 

politeness levels of contact and non-contact speakers in situations of medium and high 

formality, but not in situations of low formality.  While speakers in contact situations 

utilize less complex verb morphology than those in non-contact situations when making 

requests in public, there are no significant differences in verbal politeness when making 

requests to family members.   

- Do women in contact situations use more complex verb morphology 

than men when making requests?  

 Women in contact situations utilize more complex verb morphology, or higher 

levels of verbal politeness than their male counterparts.  While this difference is 

statistically significant overall, different patterns emerge when the results are divided into 
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three formality levels.  The highest formality level, characterized by making requests to 

someone of greater power, reveals a statistically significant difference between verbal 

politeness levels of men and women; however, the low formality levels do not generate 

statistically significant differences. 

- If women undergo verbal simplification at the same rate as men, do 

they indicate politeness in other ways at a higher rate than men, for 

example, through lexico-pragmatic strategies? 

 According to the results for the previous research question, it is evident that 

women do not undergo verbal simplification at the same rate as men.  However, there are 

some statistically significant differences for the use of lexico-pragmatic politeness 

markers as well.  Overall, women utilize more lexical politeness markers than men.  In 

contact situations, women use significantly more modal verbs than men, likely a strategy 

which allows them to retain a higher level of verbal politeness. 

5.7 Pedagogical implications 

 This study has demonstrated how verb simplification affects the way requests are 

produced by speakers of United States Spanish.  As contact with English increases, 

speakers use progressively lower levels of verbal politeness, sometimes resulting in 

pragmatic errors.  These findings can be used to improve curriculum design in courses of 

Spanish for heritage learners.  Given that heritage learners are infrequently exposed to 

Spanish outside the home, their sociopragmatic competency can be enriched by learning 

explicit strategies for formulating requests in formal public situations.  By offering 

concrete strategies, heritage learners can expand their linguistic options and acquire new 
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ways to communicate using a formal register that more appropriately reflect the 

sociocultural implications of formal communication.   

 One recommendation is that verbal politeness be directly taught.  When heritage 

learners do not possess conditional and imperfect subjunctive forms in their verbal 

repertoire, teaching these forms through a communicative approach can allow them more 

options for communicating in a formal register.  These forms can be presented as 

concrete strategies for making requests to an interlocutor with a greater amount of social 

power.  In lower levels of proficiency, verbal politeness may be explicitly taught through 

the use of modal verbs such as poder ‘to be able to.’  By presenting set phrases with 

modal verbs, heritage students with limited morphological knowledge can acquire 

sociopragmatically acceptable sentence-starters for making requests.   

 In addition to explicitly teaching verbal politeness markers, the results of this 

investigation also confirm the importance of teaching the concept of register to heritage 

learners.  Without sufficient exposure to Spanish constructions in a formal register, 

speakers of United States Spanish may be unaware of these stylistic differences.  

Furthermore, there is evidence that heritage learners apply pragmatic norms from the 

dominant language when using the minority language, resulting in constructions that may 

sound awkward to monolingual Spanish speakers (Pinto & Raschio, 2007).  When 

heritage speakers produce utterances that are phonologically and syntactically accurate, 

native speakers often expect them to be pragmatically appropriate and judge them more 

harshly than second-language speakers for similar pragmatic errors (Kecskes, 2014).  For 

this reason, teaching heritage learners to discern between formal and informal register 

markers and formulate requests that are pragmatically appropriate will allow them to 
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communicate more effectively in a variety of situations.  However, it should also be 

emphasized that politeness reflects individual stylistic choices and does not need to be 

expressed exactly the same way by all speakers.  Giving heritage learners the 

pragmalinguistic tools to evaluate a situation and select morphological elements that best 

represent their communicative goals should be the focus of this kind of instruction.   

5.8 Limitations of the study 

 This investigation has provided convincing data to support the assertions that 

language contact has an effect on verbal politeness and that gender differences affect the 

process of simplification with respect to making requests.  However, linguistic politeness 

is a field which presents many challenges for conducting empirical investigations (Held, 

1992).  Although this study has identified patterns in formulating requests, the data on 

lexico-pragmatic strategies should not be viewed as a comprehensive analysis.  In 

addition to the six lexical strategies considered in this investigation, many other strategies 

were identified during the process of data codification.  For example, the use of si ‘if’ 

outside of hypothetical constructions was used somewhat frequently by speakers in 

contact situations.  Additionally, instances of the “inclusive we” and impersonalization 

were also observed.  Finally, the use of no before making a request also seemed to be 

used as a lexico-pragmatic politeness marker in the sense that it suggests more 

uncertainty.  For these reasons, the analysis conducted on lexico-pragmatic strategies 

should be interpreted as a representation of general tendencies but not as a 

comprehensive inventory of all politeness available to Spanish speakers when making 

requests. 
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 With respect to verbal politeness, this study has limited its scope to dialects 

spoken in Mexico and Texas with emphasis on Mexican Spanish as a monolingual 

control group.  The findings supported from this data cannot be taken as a representation 

of politeness strategies throughout the Spanish-speaking world.  In other dialects, the 

most polite forms on the verbal politeness scale may not be used as frequently.  

According to Márquez-Reiter and Placencia (2005), speakers in Spain and Argentina 

prefer more direct requests, which cannot be expressed through conditional and imperfect 

subjunctive forms.  In fact, these forms may have the opposite effect in other dialects, as 

the amount of distance expressed through these verbs may suggest an undesirable amount 

of distance between the interlocutors or sound patronizing to some listeners.  Although 

significant patterns of usage were identified in the dialects studied in this investigation, 

they cannot be applied to other dialects of Spanish. 

 In addition to methodological challenges and limitations in scope, this 

investigation could be improved by increasing the number of participants, particularly in 

the category of Brownsville males.  Due to the small number of participants in this group, 

it appears that the production of two respondents may have altered some of the group’s 

tendencies in terms of lexical strategies.  By acquiring at least 50 male and female 

participants for each location, any linguistic outliers could be more easily identified and 

would have a lesser effect on the trends identified for each group.    

 Finally, a limitation inherent in all politeness studies is the fact that linguistic 

politeness is an inexact field of study which resists discrete measurements and 

generalizations (Eelen, 2001; Held, 1992).  Politeness markers are a matter of personal 

choice, and some speakers may intentionally avoid using them even when they are part of 
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his or her linguistic repertoire.  When a speaker of United States Spanish does not include 

politeness markers, it cannot be assumed that these strategies are unavailable; the speaker 

may be exercising a personal decision to reject sociocultural norms or present an image 

of impoliteness.  Similarly, gender differences in linguistic politeness may not reflect all 

speakers within a group, as some men and women may consciously choose to construct 

an image that is inconsistent with social expectations of gender behavior.  In order to 

strengthen the conclusions drawn from this investigation, a more detailed inquiry into the 

motives of each speaker would be beneficial.  In this sense, politeness investigations 

inevitably face the risk of overgeneralizing when identifying patterns in language use 

which cannot possibly describe the interpersonal goals of all members of a social group.   

5.9 Directions for future politeness studies  

 Linguistic politeness as a field of study leaves many unanswered questions about 

the ways that language contact affects the use of politeness strategies and how other 

social variables determine the effect to which language contact alters politeness.  Given 

that some lexical politeness markers appear to serve as compensatory strategies when 

verbal politeness is reduced, other linguistic and paralinguistic strategies should also be 

considered.  For example, future politeness studies could benefit from an analysis of 

pitch, volume and gestures, all of which could offset declines in verbal politeness without 

the need for morphosyntactic competency.   

 Furthermore, studies on language contact and politeness still need to examine 

other speech acts which lend themselves to expressing temporal and material distance 

through verb morphology.  Future studies can contribute a more complete understanding 

of the relationship between contact and politeness maneuvers by analyzing apologies and 
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rejections of requests.  Both the present investigation on requests and Dumitrescu’s work 

on heritage learners and expressions of gratitude (2011) indicate that language contact 

affects many areas of pragmatic competency that have yet to be explored.   

 Additionally, little is known about the effect of pedagogical intervention on 

expressions of politeness.  Given the findings regarding pragmatic competency and 

second-language learners, it is also probable that explicit instruction could provide 

bilingual speakers of Spanish with pragmatic tools to help them communicate more 

effectively in formal situations (Koike & Pearson, 2005; Takimoto, 2008).  By analyzing 

the effectiveness of different types of instruction on heritage learner’s use of verbal 

politeness strategies, these finding can improve curriculum design for Spanish for 

Heritage Learners.   

 Finally, as this investigation is limited in scope, other language contact situations 

should also be evaluated for changes in politeness strategies.  Other situations in which 

Spanish is a minority language, including other regions in the United States, may reveal 

differences in the way bilingualism effects the expression of linguistic politeness.  By 

extending this line of research to other geographical locations, speech acts, compensatory 

strategies and pedagogical interventions, investigators can gain a better understanding of 

the ways that verbal politeness changes in language contact situations.   
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APPENDIX A: QUESTIONNAIRE ADMINISTERED IN HOUSTON AND 

BROWNSVILLE, TEXAS 

Participant Information  

Age:  1. Over 30      Sex:  1. Male 

2. 18-30       2. Female 

3. Under 18 

PLEASE CIRCLE ALL THAT APPLY AND CLARIFY WHEN NECESSARY 

  Self: 

a. Born in the U.S. 

b. Born in another country (Name of country: __________________________) 

b.1. Age at arrival in U.S.: _____ 

  In which grades did you receive instruction in English?: ____________________ 

  In which grades did you receive instruction in Spanish?: ___________________ 

Mother: 

a. Born in the U.S. 

b. Born in another country (Name of country: __________________________) 

b.1. Age at arrival in U.S.: _____ 

Father: 

a. Born in the U.S. 

b. Born in another country (Name of country: __________________________) 

b.1. Age at arrival in U.S.: _____ 

Grandparents place of birth: 

a. Mother’s side: (Country) _____________________________________ 

b. Father’s side: (Country) ______________________________________ 
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Complete the following paragraph with the correct form of the verbs in parenthesis. 

 

 

 

 

En la universidad estudié finanzas.  Mi primer trabajo ________________ (1- 

ser) en un banco; todavía hoy trabajo en el mismo banco.  En realidad no me gustan 

mucho los números, yo siempre ________________ (2-querer) ser artista.  Cuando 

declaré mi especialización yo ya ________________ (3- tomar) varias clases de arte y 

era muy bueno.  Pero mis padres me dijeron que ________________ (4- pensar) en mi 

futuro económico.  Por eso cambié mi carrera.  

 

Cuando asistía a mis clases de matemática, me ________________ (5- aburrir) 

mucho y nunca tenía ganas de estudiar.  Cuando pienso en aquella época, me imagino 

que si ________________ (6- tomar) clases de teatro, escultura o arte, yo me 

________________ (7- divertir) mucho más.  Por otro lado, no me arrepiento porque en 

mi clase de Administración 101 ________________ (8- conocer) a mi esposa.  Si no la 

________________ (9- conocer), no  

________________ (10- tener) los maravillosos hijos que tengo ahora. 

 

Volví a evaluar mi profesión porque el domingo pasado vi una exposición de arte 

maravillosa.  En ese momento me di cuenta que siempre ________________ (11- 

necesitar) expresarme artísticamente.  Mi esposa me sugirió que ________________ 

(12- empezar) a pintar en casa en mi tiempo libre.  Tal vez yo lo ________________ 

(13- hacer) con mis niños para compartir más tiempo con ellos.  En fin, estoy decidido, 

________________ (14- comprar) todos los materiales necesarios para realizar mi sueño 

cuanto antes.   
(From Gellón, 2015) 

  

Sample: 

Marisa ____vio_____ (ver) el vidrio roto pero ella no ___cree___ (creer) que 
su hijo ______haya sido_____ (ser) el culpable.  
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1. Usted está cenando con sus amigos.  ¿Cómo le pediría a la mesera un plato extra? 

 

_______________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________ 

 

 

2. Usted está es la casa de su mamá celebrando el cumpleaños de su tía.  ¿Cómo le 
pediría a su tía un cuchillo para cortar el pastel?  

__________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________ 

 

 

3. Está en una entrevista de trabajo.  ¿Cómo le pediría al entrevistador que le mande más 

información acerca del trabajo? 

 

___________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________  
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4.  Usted acaba de llamar a la oficina de los apartamentos donde vive.  ¿Cómo le pediría 

al este empleado que le deje su paquete en la puerta?  

____________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________ 

 

 

5.  Acaba de tener una reunión uy temprana con su jefa.  ¿Cómo le pediría  que cambie la 

hora de la siguiente reunión?  

__________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________ 

 

 

6.  Está en el aeropuerto listo para hacer un viaje familiar.  ¿Cómo le pediría a su papá 

que le ayude con la maleta?  

______________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________ 
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7. Está en una fiesta familiar celebrando la graduación de su primo.  ¿Cómo le pediría a 
su tío que le ayude a limpiar la cocina? 

_________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________ 

 

 

8. Acaba de llamar a la oficina del dentista.  ¿Cómo  le pediría a la  secretaria que cambie 

la hora de su cita?  

___________________________________________ 

___________________________________________ 

___________________________________________ 

___________________________________________ 

 

 

9.  Ha salido a cenar con sus amigos.  ¿Cómo le pediría al mesero que le traiga un vaso de 

agua?  

______________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________ 
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10. Está en un bar local.  ¿Cómo le pediría a esta persona que le pase un menú? 

__________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________ 

 

11. Ha salido a tomar algo con unos amigos.  ¿Cómo le preguntaría a esta persona en una 

mesa cercana si puede usar la silla vacía?  

___________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

12. Está de viaje con su mamá.  ¿Cómo le pediría que pare en la siguiente gasolinera? 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

____________________________________________ 

Gracias por completar el cuestionario.  Se puede entregar a la investigadora quien le 
dará una copia del reporte de la investigación.  
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APPENDIX B: BIOGRAPHICAL QUESTIONNAIRE ADMINISTERED IN MEXICO 

CITY (CLOZE TEST AND DISCOURSE COMPLETION TASK SAME AS IN 

APPENDIX A) 

Información del participante 

Edad:  1. Más de 30      Sexo:  1. Hombre 

2. 18-30       2. Mujer 

3. Menos de 18 

 
 
1. ¿En qué país nació?____________________________________________________ 
 
  

 
2. ¿Ha vivido en otros países?  ¿Cuáles? ¿Por cuánto tiempo? ____________________ 
 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

3. ¿Ha recibido instrucción escolar en otro idioma que no sea el español?  ¿Por cuánto 
tiempo? 

 
__________________________________________________________________ 
 

4. ¿Habla otro idioma que no sea el español? ¿En cuáles contextos y con qué frecuencia? 
 
__________________________________________________________________
  
__________________________________________________________________ 
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APPENDIX C: COVER LETTER USED IN HOUSTON, TEXAS 

UNIVERSITY OF HOUSTON 
Cover Letter for Research Project 

 

You are being invited to participate in a research project conducted by Emily Bernate from 
the Hispanic Studies Department at the University of Houston. This project is part of a 
doctoral thesis under the supervision of faculty sponsor, Dr. Manuel Gutierrez.  The project 
has been reviewed by the University of Houston Committee for the Protection of Human 
Subjects (713) 743-204.  

 

NON-PARTICIPATION STATEMENT 

Your participation is voluntary and you may refuse to participate or withdraw at any time 
without penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. You may also refuse 
to answer any question. If you choose not to participate, you may turn in the materials 
blank at any time within the next 30 minutes. Your decision to participate or not or to 
withdraw your participation will have no effect on your class standing. 

 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

The purpose of this study is to determine how bilingual and monolingual speakers use 
different verb tenses and lexical strategies to make requests in Spanish.  This investigation 
involves collecting data at your university and other universities over a period of one year.   

 

PROCEDURES 

You will be one of approximately 300 subjects at 3 locations asked to participate in this 
project.   

Your participation in the investigation consists of answering a three-part questionnaire.  
The first page is a biographical information sheet.  The second page is a test designed to 
see what types of verb forms you generally use.  The remaining pages of the questionnaire 
ask you to make requests in Spanish according to a variety of hypothetical situations.  Your 
participation in this investigation is limited to 30 minutes.  Once you have turned in the 
questionnaire, your participation is complete.   
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CONFIDENTIALITY 

Your participation in this project is anonymous.  Please do not write your name on any of 
the research materials to be returned to the principal investigator. 

 

RISKS/DISCOMFORTS 

There are no foreseen risks or discomforts involved in your participation in this 
investigation.   

 

BENEFITS 

While you will not directly benefit from participation, your participation may help 
investigators better understand how bilingual and monolingual Spanish speakers differ in 
their use of different elements of the language in order to achieve specific goal.   

 

ALTERNATIVES 

The only alternative to this project is non-participation. 

 

FINANCIAL CONSIDERATION 

No financial consideration is offered. 

 

PUBLICATION STATEMENT 

The results of this study may be published in professional and/or scientific journals.  It may 
also be used for educational purposes or for professional presentations.  However, no 
individual subject will be identified. 
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CIRCUMSTANCES FOR DISMISSAL FROM PROJECT 

Your participation in this project may be terminated by the principal investigator: 

• if you do not follow the instructions you are given; 
• if you leave during the time allotted to complete the questionnaire before turning 

it in 
• if you consult any electronic devices while completing the questionnaire  

 

 

 

  



193 
 

 
 

SUBJECT RIGHTS 

 

1. I understand that my participation is voluntary. 
 

2. All procedures have been explained to me and all my questions have been answered to 
my satisfaction. 
 

3. Any risks and/or discomforts have been explained to me. 

4. Any benefits have been explained to me. 
 

5. I understand that, if I have any questions, I may contact Emily Bernate at 
edbernate@uh.edu.  I may also contact Dr. Manuel Gutiérrez, faculty sponsor, at 713-
743-3007 or mjgutierrez@uh.edu. 
 

6. I have been told that I may refuse to participate or to stop my participation in this 
project at any time before or during the project.  I may also refuse to answer any 
question. 
 

7. ANY QUESTIONS REGARDING MY RIGHTS AS A RESEARCH SUBJECT 
MAY BE ADDRESSED TO THE UNIVERSITY OF HOUSTON COMMITTEE 
FOR THE PROTECTION OF HUMAN SUBJECTS (713-743-9204).  ALL 
RESEARCH PROJECTS THAT ARE CARRIED OUT BY INVESTIGATORS AT 
THE UNIVERSITY OF HOUSTON ARE GOVERNED BY REQUIREMENTS OF 
THE UNIVERSITY AND THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT. 
 

8. No names or other identifying information will be gathered from this investigation.  
The results may be published in scientific journals, professional publications, or 
educational presentations without identifying me by name. 
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APPENDIX D: COVER LETTER USED IN MEXICO CITY 

 
UNIVERSITY OF HOUSTON 

Informe sobre el trabajo de investigación 
 
 

Usted está invitado a participar en un proyecto de investigación dirigido por Emily Bernate 
del departamento de Estudios Hispánicos en la Universidad de Houston.  Este proyecto es 
parte de una tesis doctoral bajo la supervisión del director de tesis, Dr. Manuel Gutiérrez. 
El proyecto ha sido aprobado por el Comité para la Protección de Sujetos Humanos.  

 

AVISO DE PARTICIPACIÓN VOLUNTARIA  

Su participación es voluntaria y puede optar por no participar o retirarse de la investigación 
en cualquier momento sin perder cualquier beneficio que le corresponda.  También se 
puede negar contestar cualquier pregunta en el informe.  Si decide no participar, puede 
entregar todos los materiales en blanco en cualquier momento durante los próximos 30 
minutos.  Su decisión de no participar o de retirarse de la investigación no afectará su 
estatus o su nota en esta clase.  

 

PROPÓSITO DE LA INVESTIGACIÓN  

El propósito de esta investigación es determinar cómo los hispanohablantes bilingües y 
monolingües usan diferentes tiempos verbales y estrategias léxicas para hacer peticiones.  
Esta investigación consta de la recopilación de datos en su universidad y en dos otras 
universidades.   

 

PROCEDIMIENTOS  

Usted será uno de aproximadamente 300 participantes de 3 lugares que se les pedirá 
participar en esta investigación.    

Su participación en esta investigación implica completar un cuestionario tripartito.  La 
primera página sirve para recopilar información biográfica.  La segunda hoja es una prueba 
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diseñada para determinar cuáles formas verbales generalmente usted usa.  Las últimas 
páginas del cuestionario constan de doce ítems que requieren una respuesta a una situación 
hipotética.  Su participación se limitará a 30 minutos.  Cuando haya entregado el 
cuestionario se concluirá su participación.   

 

CONFIDENCIALIDAD  

Su participación en este proyecto es anónima.  Se le pide que no escriba su nombre en 
ninguno de los materiales que se entregarán a la investigadora.   

 

RIESGOS/INCOMODIDADES 

No hay ningún riesgo previsto proveniente de su participación en esta investigación.  

 

BENEFICIOS  

Aunque no se beneficiará directamente de su participación, su colaboración puede ayudar 
a los investigadores a entender cómo los hispanohablantes bilingües y monolingües 
difieren en su uso de diferentes elementos de la lengua.   

 

ALTERNATIVAS 

La única alternativa es no participar.   

 

COMPENSACIÓN  

No se ofrece ninguna compensación para su participación.  
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AVISO DE PUBLICACIÓN 

Los resultados de esta investigación podrán ser publicados en revistas académicas.  
También se podrán usar para presentaciones profesionales o para fines educativos.  No 
obstante, no se identificará a ningún participante individual.   

 

CIRCUNSTANCIAS PARA DESPIDO DEL PROYECTO 

No se incluirá su participación en este proyecto si: 

 

• no sigue las instrucciones provistas por la investigadora  
• sale del aula antes de entregar el cuestionario  
• utiliza cualquier dispositivo electrónico mientras completa el cuestionario  
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DERECHOS DEL PARTICIPANTE 

 

1. Entiendo que mi participación es voluntaria. 
 

2. La investigadora ha explicado todas las instrucciones y ha respondido a mis 
preguntas.   
 

3. Se me ha informado de cualquier riesgo o incomodidad.  

4. Se me ha informado de cualquier beneficio.  
 

5. Entiendo que si tengo preguntas puedo contactar a Emily Bernate por correo 
electrónico: edbernate@uh.edu.  También puedo contactar a Dr. Manuel Gutiérrez, 
director de tesis por teléfono: 713-743-3007 o por correo electrónico: 
mjgutierrez@uh.edu. 
 

6. Se me ha informado que puedo optar por no participar y que puedo decidir no 
contestar cualquier pregunta en el informe en cualquier momento durante la 
investigación.  
 

7. Cualquier pregunta concerniente mis derechos como sujeto de investigación se puede 
dirigir al Comité para la Protección de Sujetos Humanos en la Universidad de 
Houston (713-743-9204).  Todos los proyectos de investigación que se llevan a cabo 
por investigadores de la Universidad de Houston son regulados por los requisitos de 
la universidad y por el gobierno federal.  
 

8. No se obtendrá ninguna información personal que se podría utilizar para identificar a 
los participantes individuales de la investigación. Los resultados podrán ser publicados 
en revistas académicas pero no utilizarán mi nombre.   
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APPENDIX E: INFORMED CONSENT USED IN BROWNSVILLE, TEXAS 

 

 

 

The University of Texas at Brownsville 

Institutional Review Board – Human Subjects 

 

 

Consent to participate in a sociolinguistic study 

1. Invitation to Participate: You are invited to participate in a study as part of a doctoral 
dissertation project being conducted by Emily Bernate, a graduate student from the 
University of Houston.  

2. Basis for Subject Selection: You have been selected because you are a Spanish 
heritage student living in a bilingual community. Approximately 100 students at your 
location have been invited to participate, along with 100 students at two other 
universities. Speaking a native language other than English or Spanish may exclude your 
participation in this investigation. 

3. Overall Purpose of Study: This study is designed to evaluate how sociopragmatic 
norms differ across different regions where Spanish is spoken. In other words, the 
researcher is interested in identifying how you and your peers make requests in 
Spanish so that trends can be identified across three different types of bilingual 
environments.  

4. Explanation of Procedures: If you decide to participate, you will be given the 
following tests and/or asked to do the following things:  
a) Sign this consent form. (Do not sign if you choose not to participate.) 
b) A three part questionnaire: 

• One-page biographical information, which is anonymous 
• One-page verb test in which you will conjugate verbs in a way that 

sounds best to you 
• Twelve hypothetical situations in which you are asked to write a 

request in Spanish to the person you see in each picture. If you would 
like to use a word in Spanish that you do not know, you may write 
the word in English. 

c) A debriefing letter explaining the title of the project and what factors will be 
considered in the investigation (upon turning in your questionnaire) 

5. Potential risks and discomforts: There are no foreseen risks in completing this 
questionnaire. However, if you feel uncomfortable at any moment, you may choose to 
withdraw your participation. So that no one will know if you choose to participate or not, 
you may turn in your questionnaire blank or unfinished at any time during the next thirty 
minutes.  

6. Potential Benefits: While there are no direct benefits from participating in this study, 



199 
 

 
 

your participation will help researchers understand how Spanish speakers in different 
types of bilingual situations make requests and how their knowledge of English 
influences them. This will help us to create better Spanish language programs for 
students like you.  

7. Alternatives to Participation: The only alternative is nonparticipation.  
8. Compensation for Participation: There is no compensation for this investigation.  
9. Assurance of Confidentiality: The only document in which you will include your 

name is this consent form. The consent forms will be kept locked in the researcher’s 
office in a locked file cabinet. The questionnaires, which do not have names, will be 
kept locked in the thesis director’s office for the next three years. When results are 
published, there will be no names or identifying characteristics included.  

10. Withdrawal from the Study: Your participation is voluntary. Your decision whether 
or not to participate will not affect your grade. If you decide not to participate, you are 
instructed to hand in the questionnaire blank at any moment within the next 30 
minutes so that no one will know if you have chosen not to. If you decide to 
participate, you are free to withdraw your consent and discontinue participation at any 
time by turning in the questionnaire incomplete.  

11. Offer to Answer Questions: You should feel free to ask questions now or at the any 
time during the study. If you have any questions, you can contact Emily Bernate at 
edbernate@uh.edu or her thesis adviser, Manuel Gutierrez in AAH 416, at 
mjgutierrez@uh.edu or at 713-743-3007.  (Give your name and phone number and 
the name and phone number of any co-investigator. If you have any questions about 
the right of research subjects, contact the Chair of the UTB IRB-Human Subjects at 
(956) 882-8888 (Dr. Matthew Johnson) or the Research Integrity and Compliance 
Office at (956) 882-7731 (Lynne Depeault). You may also contact the IRB-Human 
Subjects Committee at the University of Houston at (713) 743-9204 (Kristen 
Rochford).  

 

 

Consent Statement: 

 

You are voluntarily making a decision whether or not to participate. Your signature 
indicates that, having read and understood the information provided above, you have 
decided to participate. 
You will be given a copy of this consent form to keep. 

 

 

Signature of Subject      Date 

 

 

mailto:edbernate@uh.edu
mailto:mjgutierrez@uh.edu
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