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Intercultural Politeness

It is increasingly important in our globalised world for people to manage

interpersonal relationships successfully. This is the first book to tackle this

vital topic by taking an interdisciplinary approach to exploring the process of

relating across cultures. Drawing together key concepts from politeness

theory, intercultural communication and cross-cultural/intercultural psych-

ology, it provides a robust framework for analysing and understanding inter-

cultural encounters. It explores the ways in which individuals make

judgements about others, deal with offence and conflict, maintain smooth

relations, and build new relationships. These processes are explained concep-

tually and illustrated extensively with authentic intercultural examples and

empirical data. With accessible explanations and follow-up activities, it will

appeal not only to academics working in the areas of intercultural communi-

cation, pragmatic theory, conflict research and other related academic discip-

lines, but also to students of these topics, as well as professionals such as

intercultural trainers and those working in the third sector.

Helen Spencer-Oatey is Professor of Applied Linguistics at the University of

Warwick, UK. Her academic background is in both psychology and linguis-

tics, and she draws on both disciplines in her well-known work on rapport

management and intercultural relations. Her popular books includeCulturally

Speaking and Intercultural Interaction (with Franklin).

Dániel Z. Kádár is Chair Professor and Head of Research Centre in Dalian

University of Foreign Languages, China and Research Professor at the

Hungarian Research Institute for Linguistics (NYTI). He is author/editor of

twenty-five books published by internationally leading publishing houses. He

has expertise in intercultural and cross-cultural pragmatics, interactional

rituals and politeness, as well as East Asian languages, in particular,

Chinese. He is co-editor in Chief of Contrastive Pragmatics: A Cross-

Disciplinary Journal.

www.cambridge.org/9781316628638
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-316-62863-8 — Intercultural Politeness
Helen Spencer-Oatey , Dániel Z. Kádár
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Intercultural Politeness

Managing Relations across Cultures

Helen Spencer-Oatey

University of Warwick

Dániel Z. Kádár

Dalian University of Foreign Languages & Hungarian Research Institute for
Linguistics (NYTI)

www.cambridge.org/9781316628638
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-316-62863-8 — Intercultural Politeness
Helen Spencer-Oatey , Dániel Z. Kádár
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Shaftesbury Road, Cambridge CB2 8EA, United Kingdom

One Liberty Plaza, 20th Floor, New York, NY 10006, USA

477 Williamstown Road, Port Melbourne, VIC 3207, Australia

314–321, 3rd Floor, Plot 3, Splendor Forum, Jasola District Centre, New Delhi – 110025, India

103 Penang Road, #05–06/07, Visioncrest Commercial, Singapore 238467

Cambridge University Press is part of Cambridge University Press & Assessment, 

a department of the University of Cambridge.

We share the University’s mission to contribute to society through the pursuit of 

education, learning and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org 

Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781316628638

DOI:10.1017/9781316810071

© Helen Spencer-Oatey and Dániel Z. Kádár 2021

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception and to the provisions 

of relevant collective licensing agreements, no reproduction of any part may take  

place without the written permission of Cambridge University Press & Assessment.

First published 2021

First paperback edition 2023

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication data

Names: Spencer-Oatey, Helen, 1952– author. | Kádár, Dániel Z., 1979– author.

Title: Intercultural politeness : managing relations across cultures / Helen Spencer-

Oatey, University of Warwick, Dániel Z. Kádár, Dalian University of Foreign

Languages and Hungarian Research Institute for Linguistics (NYTI).

Description: 1 Edition. | New York : Cambridge University Press, 2021. | Includes

index.

Identifiers: LCCN 2020028435 | ISBN 9781107176225 (hardback) | ISBN

9781316810071 (ebook)

Subjects: LCSH: Intercultural communication – Cross-cultural studies. |

Interpersonal relations – Cross-cultural studies. | Courtesy.

Classification: LCC HM1211 .S664 2020 | DDC 303.48/2–dc23

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2020028435

ISBN   978-1-107-17622-5   Hardback 

ISBN   978-1-316-62863-8   Paperback

Cambridge University Press & Assessment has no responsibility for the persistence 

or accuracy of URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to in this  

publication and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will  

remain, accurate or appropriate.

www.cambridge.org/9781316628638
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-316-62863-8 — Intercultural Politeness
Helen Spencer-Oatey , Dániel Z. Kádár
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Contents

List of Figures page ix

List of Tables xi

Transcription Conventions xiii

Acknowledgements xv

1 Introduction 1

1.1 Aim and Readership of the Book 1

1.2 The Title of the Book: The Terms ‘Politeness’ and ‘Intercultural’ 2

1.3 The Need for This Book 7

1.4 The Data in the Book and Interpretation 9

1.5 Authors’ Subjectivity 10

1.6 Overview of the Book 12

I Conceptual Foundations 15

2 Conceptualising Politeness 17

2.1 Introduction 17

2.2 Who Has Studied Politeness and Why? 17

2.3 What Is Politeness? 23

2.4 What Are the Main Data Types in which the Politeness–Culture Interface

Can Be Captured? 39

2.5 Summary 42

2.6 Questions for Reflection and Discussion 43

3 Conceptualising Culture 44

3.1 Introduction 44

3.2 Conceptualising Culture 44

3.3 Culture and Social Groups 49

3.4 Culture and Cultural Patterning: Fundamental Issues 52

3.5 Cultural Patterning: Perspectives 58

3.6 Cultural Patterning: Cultural Schemas and Norms 66

3.7 Summary 72

3.8 Questions for Reflection and Discussion 73

v

www.cambridge.org/9781316628638
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-316-62863-8 — Intercultural Politeness
Helen Spencer-Oatey , Dániel Z. Kádár
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

II Evaluating Politeness across Cultures 75

4 Overview of the Politeness Evaluation Process 77

4.1 Introduction 77

4.2 Key Components of the Politeness Evaluation Process 78

4.3 Summary 83

5 Contextual Assessments and Culture 85

5.1 Introduction 85

5.2 The Scene 86

5.3 Participants 96

5.4 The Focal Event 107

5.5 Summary and Implications for Politeness Theory 108

5.6 Questions for Discussion and Reflection 109

6 Norms, Expectations and Culture 110

6.1 Introduction 110

6.2 Descriptive and Prescriptive/Proscriptive Norms 110

6.3 Expectations and Expectancy Violation Theory (EVT) 112

6.4 Prescriptive/Proscriptive Norms and Etiquette 115

6.5 Normalcy Zone and Threshold 117

6.6 Summary and Implications for Politeness Theory 120

6.7 Questions for Reflection and Discussion 121

7 Evaluation Warrant 1: Culture and the Bases of Rapport 123

7.1 Introduction 123

7.2 Interactional Goals 123

7.3 Face Sensitivities 127

7.4 Sociality Rights and Obligations 138

7.5 Summary and Implications for Politeness Theory 147

7.6 Questions for Discussion and Reflection 148

8 Evaluation Warrant 2: Culture and Conceptions of the

Socio-Moral Order 150

8.1 Introduction 150

8.2 Morality and the Moral Order 151

8.3 Moral Foundations, Values and Face 160

8.4 Social Transgressions and Morality 165

8.5 Summary and Implications for Politeness Theory 167

8.6 Questions for Reflection and Discussion 168

9 Making Judgements and Culture 170

9.1 Introduction 170

9.2 The Various Facets of the Judgement Stage 170

9.3 Emotions and Reactive Judgements 171

9.4 The Judgements Made 174

9.5 The Judgement Target(s) 174

9.6 The Judgement of the Agent 177

9.7 Other Sources of (Mis)judgement 183

9.8 Impact of the Judgement(s) and Relevance for Intercultural Training 184

vi Contents

www.cambridge.org/9781316628638
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-316-62863-8 — Intercultural Politeness
Helen Spencer-Oatey , Dániel Z. Kádár
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

9.9 Summary and Implications for Politeness Theory 186

9.10 Questions for Reflection and Discussion 186

10 Application: Data Analysis Sample and Practice 187

10.1 Introduction 187

10.2 An Intercultural Clash in a Restaurant: A Sample Analysis 187

10.3 An Intercultural Communication Challenge in a Restaurant: Application

Practice 192

III Managing Politeness across Cultures 195

11 Managing Politeness across Cultures: An Overview 197

11.1 Introduction 197

11.2 Reactive Politeness 200

11.3 Proactive Politeness and Impoliteness 205

11.4 Cognitive Orientations and Relational Management across Cultures 207

11.5 Summary 209

12 Responding to Offences and Restoring Relations 210

12.1 Introduction 210

12.2 Culture and Reactive Assessments of Offence 211

12.3 Culture, Restorative Options and Apologies 218

12.4 Culture, Apologies and Restoration of Relations 227

12.5 Summary and Implications for Politeness Theory 230

12.6 Questions for Discussion and Reflection 232

13 Dealing with Disagreement and Conflict 235

13.1 Introduction 235

13.2 The Pros and Cons of Disagreement and Conflict 236

13.3 Conflict Management Orientations and Strategies 237

13.4 The Dynamics of Disagreement and Conflict 239

13.5 Cultural Membership and Disagreement/Conflict 247

13.6 Culture, Conflict Orientation and Tactics 248

13.7 Culture, Context and Disagreement/Conflict 251

13.8 Summary and Implications for Politeness Theory 257

13.9 Questions for Reflection and Discussion 259

14 Maintaining Smooth Intercultural Relations 262

14.1 Introduction 262

14.2 Managing Rapport Sensitive Issues 263

14.3 Directness–Indirectness 263

14.4 Talk, Silence and Turn-Taking 275

14.5 A Relational Dialectic Perspective 279

14.6 Summary and Implications for Politeness Theory 282

14.7 Questions for Reflection and Discussion 282

15 Initiating and Fostering Positive Intercultural Relations 285

15.1 Introduction 285

15.2 Developmental Conceptual Frameworks 287

viiContents

www.cambridge.org/9781316628638
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-316-62863-8 — Intercultural Politeness
Helen Spencer-Oatey , Dániel Z. Kádár
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

15.3 Initiating Intercultural Relations 289

15.4 Fostering and Enhancing Intercultural Relations 302

15.5 Conceptual Reflections 309

15.6 Summary and Implications for Politeness Theory 311

15.7 Questions for Reflection and Discussion 312

IV Implications and Concluding Comments 317

16 Implications for Politeness Theory 319

16.1 Introduction 319

16.2 ‘Performing’ Relational Management 319

16.3 Understandings of the Evaluation Process 322

16.4 Intercultural Focus 327

16.5 Conclusion 330

17 Implications for the Intercultural Field 332

17.1 Introduction 332

17.2 Intercultural Relations and Conceptions of Intercultural Competence 332

17.3 Intercultural Competence as Behaviour: The Contribution of

Interactional Discourse 333

17.4 Relational Management as an Interactional and Evaluative Process 336

17.5 The Importance of Context 339

17.6 Exploring the Interface of Culture, Context and Behaviour 341

17.7 Culture and Social Groups 341

17.8 Intercultural Relations and Intercultural Training 343

17.9 Future Research Directions 344

17.10 Concluding Comments 345

Glossary 346

References 350

Index 377

viii Contents

www.cambridge.org/9781316628638
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-316-62863-8 — Intercultural Politeness
Helen Spencer-Oatey , Dániel Z. Kádár
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Figures

1.1 Overview of the impact of culture on interaction page 4

3.1 Social group memberships and their indirect impact on

interaction 50

3.2 Schwartz’s circular motivational continuum of individual-level

values (based on Schwartz et al., 2012) 61

3.3 Interconnections between social group membership, cultural

group identities/orientations, cultural patterning and the

dynamics of intercultural encounters 72

4.1 Key components and steps in the evaluation process 78

5.1 Components of the situational context, according to Brown and

Fraser (1979) 86

6.1 Cross-cultural and situational variation in requesting

behaviour (reconstructed from Blum-Kulka and House, 1989) 112

7.1 Interpersonal sensitivities, according to Spencer-Oatey

(2008b) 124

8.1 A spatial mapping of conceptualisations of types of face onto

Schwartz’s continuum of values 161

8.2 A spatial mapping of conceptualisations of moral motives onto

Schwartz’s continuum of values 163

9.1 Path model of blame according to Malle et al. (2014) 179

11.1 Overview of key facets of reactive and proactive politeness 199

12.1 Interconnected elements of reactive politeness and the

management of offences 211

12.2 Factors affecting interlocutors’ evaluations of the perceived

sincerity of apologies (based on Shafa et al., 2017) 228

13.1 Interconnections between cultural groupmembership, faultline

formation and conflict (based on Vigier and Spencer-Oatey,

2018) 249

15.1 Visual representation of key facets involved in establishing and

building intercultural relations 287

ix

www.cambridge.org/9781316628638
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-316-62863-8 — Intercultural Politeness
Helen Spencer-Oatey , Dániel Z. Kádár
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

17.1 Social ecological multilayer conceptualisation of context

(derived from Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Ting-Toomey and

Oetzel, 2013) 340

x List of Figures

www.cambridge.org/9781316628638
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-316-62863-8 — Intercultural Politeness
Helen Spencer-Oatey , Dániel Z. Kádár
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Tables

3.1 Value dimensions associated with interpersonal relations page 60

3.2 Schwartz’s individual-level values (social and personal focus)

and sample items for probing them (based on Schwartz et al.,

2012) 62

3.3 Moral foundations according to Haidt and links with cultural

values and politeness concepts 63

3.4 Etic constructs associated with (un)certainty, regulations, time

and the future 65

3.5 Conceptualisations of communication styles 69

3.6 Core dialectical tensions identified by Baxter and Montgomery

(1996) and by Brown et al. (1998), with constellations of

associated multivocal contradictions 71

5.1 Allwood’s communicative activity contextual parameters 88

7.1 Conceptualisations of the ‘content’ or ‘bases’ of face concerns/

needs 137

7.2 Sources of perceived sociality rights and obligations (Spencer-

Oatey, 2008b) 138

8.1 Moral foundations in MFT (based on Graham et al., 2018;

Haidt and Kesebir, 2010) 153

8.2 A tabular mapping of conceptualisations of types of face onto

Schwartz’s (Schwartz et al., 2012) continuum of values 162

8.3 A tabular mapping of conceptualisations of moral motives onto

Schwartz’s (Schwartz et al., 2012) continuum of values 163

9.1 Shaver et al.’s (1987) classification of emotions 173

12.1 Two studies that investigated potential cultural differences in

reactive assessments of offences (Bergman and Kasper, 1993;

Tanaka et al., 2008) 217

12.2 Semantic components of the speech act set ‘apology’ identified

by Fraser (1981) and Aijmer (1996) 219

13.1 Disagreement strategies identified by Locher (2004) 238

14.1 Different communication styles identified in the literature 265

14.2 Relational dialectic tensions in the workplace 281

xi

www.cambridge.org/9781316628638
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-316-62863-8 — Intercultural Politeness
Helen Spencer-Oatey , Dániel Z. Kádár
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

15.1 Process model of guanxi building (Chen and Chen, 2004: 310) 289

15.2 Small talk in an intercultural welcome business meeting 298

15.3 Intercultural friendship themes identified by Lee (2006) 302

17.1 Components of relational management as specified in two

conceptualisations of intercultural competence (Mendenhall

et al., 2010; Spencer-Oatey and Franklin, 2009) 334

17.2 The situational factors that affect the activation of cultural

influences (values, schemas, norms) on behaviour, according

to Leung and Morris (2015) 342

xii List of Tables

www.cambridge.org/9781316628638
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-316-62863-8 — Intercultural Politeness
Helen Spencer-Oatey , Dániel Z. Kádár
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Transcription Conventions

We use so-called simple conventions in the transcription of audio- or video-

recorded interactional data. ‘Simple’ refers to the facts that (a) we do not use

the very detailed transcription methods of conversation analysis; (b) we only

use these conventions in those transcripts where micro-level features of the

interaction are relevant; (c) we only use conventions for the elements that we

regard as important for the analysis of a particular interaction.

Meaning Symbol Example

Line/turn numbering 01

02

01 A: hello Andi how are you?

02 B: yeah fine oh fine

Links between words

or utterances

Overlapping

word(s)

Latching (i.e. two

utterances run

together with no

pause)

[word]

[word]

=

08 A: [no it] DOES MATTER

09 B: [I I] believe

A: It’s literally=

B: =Go through the train and tell everyone

Pausing

Brief pause

Pause of indicated

length

(.)

(1.0)

A: Which rules?

B: (.) Those rules.

A: And I’m drinking. (1.0) If you care, call the police

Prominence

Stressed word or

phrase

Shouting

Lengthened

segment

word

WORD

wo:rd wo::rd

A: Just go

A: NO

A: o:h go::d

Replacement words

for anonymised

information

<word word> <name of company>

Words omitted from

the original text

[. . .] We are here in the States as a delegation [. . .] We

should

Relevant additional

information

((word word)) ((the pair is looking at each other))
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Where we have quoted exactly from published papers, the transcriptions are sometimes more

complex than those shown in the table above. In those cases, and if required, please refer to the

published paper for detailed explanations.
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