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1. Introduction

This paper describes a study investigating the use of politeness steategies in a corpus of
business letters written by native speakers of (British) English. It uses the model of politeness
strategies proposed by Brown and Levinson (1978), and makes particular reference to the
linguistic realisations of positive and negative politeness strategies. The aim of the study was to
gain a greater understanding of how the relationship between the Sender and the Receiver
affects the rhetoric used within the letter. It focusses on the Sender's mitigation of threats to the
Receiver's face, and seeks to offer suggestions as to which strategies are appropriate for use in

British English business letters.

The paper begins with a description of Brown and Levinson's model of politeness strategies,
including how this may be applied to business correspondence. Details are then given of the
methodology followed in categorising the data, and the final section is a description and

discussion of the various politeness strategtes which could be identified.

2. Politeness Universals

The model of politeness strategies proposed by Brown and Levinson uses Goffman's concept
of face, defined as "something that is emotionally invested and that can be lost, maintained or
enhanced and must be conslantly attended to in interaction”, and which they suggest that, "all
competent members of a society have (and know each other to have)" (Goffman 1976, quoted
in Brown & Levinson 1978: 66). Face can be seen as consisting of two aspects: positive face
and negative face. Positive face is "the positive consistent self-image or 'personality’ claimed
by the interactants”, and involves the need to be accepted and to belong. Negative face is "the
basic claim to territorics, personal preserves, rights to non-distraction....", and involves the

desire to act freely and independendy.
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Brown and Levinson suggest that certain kinds of interactive acts inuinsically threaten the
addressee's and/or speaker’s face. For example, a Speaker's positive face is threatened by acts
such as making apologies or accepting responsibility and his or her negative face is threatened,
for instance, by making excuses and expressing thanks. For an Addressee, positive face is
threatened by receiving criticisms or complaints, or by inappropriate forms of address ete., and
negative face by receiving orders, suggestions and requests etc. In a business leuer, the Speaker
becomes the Sender of the letter and their Addressee becomes the Receiver. It is not difficult
see the potential for Face Threatening Acts (FTA's) in business correspondence, since many of
the FTA's Brown and Levinson describe commonlty occur, e.g. requests, complaints and
suggestions. Much of what a Sender includes within a business letter, therefore, can be
interpreted as mitigations of FTA's; the Sender may for instance preface a complaint or criticism
(a negative FTA) with a compliment, the Brown and Levinson positive mitigation strategy of
‘giving gifts to the Hearer'.

The seriousness of the FTA is deteanined by the interaction of three variables: the social
distance between the participants, i.c. how well they know each other; the relative ditference in
power between them, which is created by their institutional roles; and the ranking of the
imposition in the particular culture. The greater the social distance, relative power distance or
ranking of the imposttion, the greater the seriousness of the FTA. These variables may be
expressed in business comsunication in a variety of different ways, For example, the need for
mitigation is likely 10 be greater in a letter initiating contact than in a letter from the same Sender
to the same Receiver once they are frequently in contact, since the social distance between them
will have changed. Similarly, a Sender is more likely to use nitigation in writing to a client
rather than as a client, since their institutional role places them in a less powerful position in the
first case than in the second. Finally, the Sender is more ltkely to use mitigation in a reply 0 a
complaint than in a letter (to the same Receiver) confirming an appointment, since the third
variable, the ranking of the imposition, will be higher in the first letter than in the second. The
language used in business correspondence may, therefore, be expected to reflect both the

relationship between the Sender and the Receiver and the subject matter of the letter.

There are a number of options open to a Speaker/Sender when confronted with the necessity to
make an FTA. If a Sender decides to make a Face Threatening Act, he or she may do so
baldly, with no concession to face, off record, (or indirectly) where the FTA is made only
by implication, or on record, with appropriate mitigation of the positive and/or negative
threats 1o face. Off record strategices described by Brown and Levinson include "giving hints',
‘understating’, ‘using contradictions’ etc.; on record positive mitigation strategies
include ‘claiming common ground'. 'making offers’, ‘avoiding disagreement' etc.. and on

record negative mitigation strategies include 'apologising'. ‘giving deference’ and
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‘being pessimistic’. A further option, when the Speaker considers that the FTA is too great and
therefore cannot be mitigated, is simply to avoid making the FTA at all, (see Myers (1989) for

further discusston of FTA avoidance in scientitic writing).

The need 10 make FTA's in business correspondence would suggest the occurrence of one or
more of these options, in particular of on record positive and negative mitigation
strategies. Maier (1992) used elicited data and compared the politeness strategies occurring in
business letters written by native and non-native English speakers. She identifies the following
strategies described by Brown and Levinson as occurring most frequently i the letters she

examined:

Negative Politeness Strategies

1 Apologise
la. Admit the impingment
1b. Give overwhelming reasons
Go on record as incurring a debt
Be pessimistic
Be indirect
Give deference

o Lo N

Positive Politeness Strategies

1. Show interest
2. Offer a constribution or a benefit
3. Be optimistic

(Maier 1992: 194)

She found that although the non-native speakers were uble to use politeness strategies, they
used fewer negative strategies, such as expressions of gratitude, e.g. "I would very much
appreciate” (1992: 198), and relied more heavily on positive strategies, such as showing
interest, e.g. "I am very interested in your company. Working in ABC Corporation is my
dream... .I cannot give up my dream” (1992: 200). The present study looks in detail at
authentic business discourse rather than elicited data, and sceks 1o establish what the appropriate
use of politeness strategies for British writers is in a variety of communicative acts within

business correspondence.
3. Methodology
A corpus of 82 business letters was collected over a period of four months. These were short

and non-technical letters written by employees of multi-national companics and large non-

commercial orgamsations (see Appendix for an example of one of the letters). Those acts which
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constituted potential threats to the Receiver's face were then identified and categorised according
to their contribution to the discourse of the letter, as follows:

Category 1 contributed to the establishment of the Sender/Receiver relationship within the
mode of a letter, i.e. they created the structure of a letter. These were:

a) The Salutation, used to address (and identify) the Receiver, e.g. Dear Donald.

b) The Close, used to signal the completion of the letter, e.g. Yours sincerely.

¢) The Signature, used to identify the Sender, including details of professional position,
academic titles, company etc., e.g. Catherine Nickerson, Arts Officer.
The Context, used to establish the Sender's reason for making contact with the
Receiver, e.g. Thank you for your letter of 4th, October...
The Pre-Close, an element which may or may not occur immediately before the Close

in order to signal or prepare the Close, e.g. 1 look forward to hearing from you.

Category 2 were used to convey the informational content of the letter. These were:

a) Confirmation, used to authenticate, verify or clarify information already knowa to the
Receiver. c.g. As we agreed on the telephone, the meeting will now be held on...

b) Enclose, used to indicate that information is being sent together with the letier, ¢.g.
Further 10 X, T attach...

c) Request, used 1o ask the Receiver lo do something, e.g. Please forward the contract...

d) Inform, used to convey news to the Receiver, e.g. The event will be sponsored by X.

¢) Suggestion, used to describe a course of action which the Sender feels may be

beneficial for the Receiver to follow, e.g. I would advise you to....

f) Apology, used to acknowledge or accept responsibility for an action or event
detrimental to the Receiver, e.g. that this was not understood.... was my fault....
An Apology act is itselt a nutigation.

Each of the above acts was then analysed for evidence of mitigatuon by the Sender, including
the percentage number of mitigation occurences per act and the polarity and specific type of
politeness strategy used. Frequent reference was made to the onginal leters in which the
politeness strategies occurred, in order to establish whether the Senders' decision to use a
mitigating strategy and their subscquent use of a positive rather than a negative strategy (or vice
versa), could be accounted for by their relationship with the Receiver and/or the subject matter
of the leuter.
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4. Results and Discussion
Tables | & 2 below give information on the polarity of the strategics used with or n closc
proximity to the acts in each of the categories, where + indicates the use of positive mitigation

only, - the use of negative mitigation only, and +/- both positive and negative mitigation.

Table 1: Polarity of Politeness Strategies for Category 1

Act Polarity
Context +/- mitigation strategies used
Pre-Close +/- mitigation strategies used

Positive and negative polileness strategies could be identified in the realisations of Context and
Pre-Close.

Table 2: Polarity of Politeness Strategies for Category 2

Act Polarity

Confirmation +-

Enclose +/-

Request (& proximity o + strategy)
Inform -(& proximity o + strategy)
Suggestion ~(& proximity to + strategy)

It was possible to identify mitigation stralegies in the realisations of all the acts in Ca‘le.gor‘y 2.
(As mentioned above, Apology acts are themselves an example of negative mitigation).
Confirmation and Enclose acts included both positive and negalive strategies. Request,
Inform and Suggestion acts included negative strategies within their realisations (o rcduc.‘e
the threat to the Receiver's face which they may pose, and in addition, they also occurred in

close proximity to a positive strategy within the discourse of the letter.

Table 3 lists the type of positive strategies used and their frequency of occurrence logether wuh‘
examples taken from the data, and Table 4 the type of negative strategies, their frequency of
occurrence and corresponding examples. The percentages in Tubles 3 & 4 were calculated from
the number of times a given politeness strategy could be identified within each act. For.
example, 35% of the total number of Pre-Close acts used the positive n}iliguling strule.gy of
‘being optimistic’ in linguistic realisations such as "I look forward (o hearing from you in due

course”,
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whereas 8.5% of them used the negative strategy 'go on record as incurring a debt’ including

phrases such as "Thank you for your co-operation”.

Table 3: Positive Strategies based on Brown & Levinson, 1978)
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Table 4: Negative Strategies (based on Brown & Levinson, 1978)

Act Politeness Strategy % ( E.g.
Salutation Use appropriate forms of N/A Dear Donald
Adress
Close Yours sincerely
Signature Catherine Nickerson,

Arts Officer

Context placed in
opening miove

Establish common ground

(100) All the
Senders placed the
Coutext in the
opening move

I am writing to ask...

[t was a pleasure to meet
you on Tuesday

Further to our recent

Establish common ground

correspondence
Context Establish common ground | 29 We have spoken on a
number of occasions
Pre-Close Be Optimistic 35 [ look forward to hearing
from you
Enclose 1) Sender asserts knowledge | 1) 17.6 1) Also enclosed an X
of and concern for which may be of some
Receiver's wants (- general use...
mitigation using + strategy)
i) Be Optimistic 1) 5.9 i1) [ am pleased 10 enclose
Confirmation Be Optimistic 16 | am pleased to confirm

Act Politeness Strategy To E.g.
Context Go on record as incurring | 29 Thank you for your
a debt recent enquiry. ..
Pre-Close Go on record as incurring | 59.8 Please contact me if you
Included in Letter | a debt have any further queries. .
[ look forward to hearing
from you...
Once again many thanks
for your co-operation...
Pre-Close Show deference 35 I look forward to hearing
from you...
Pre-Close Go on record as incurring | 8.5 Thank you for your
a debt assistance..,
Confirmation Be pessimistic 32 May 1 confirm
Hedged 1 would like 10 confirm
Minimise imposition
Enclose Minimise imposition 14.7 Please find enclosed
Request Go on record as incurring | 93.5 I should be grateful if you
a debt would consider...
Be Pessinustic I wonder if you could
Hedged give me..
Minimise imposition
Intorm Impersonalise Sender and | 6.3 Recognising this need, the
Receiver County Council has
organised...
Suggestion Be Pessimistic 55 1 would suggest...
Hedged I wonder if I could jus
suggest one small
change...
Apology Admit impingement (100) For the [ apologise for the

Give reasons

Beg forgiveness

receiver, an
Apology is a
Mitigation of an
FTA

inconvenience...

I was unable to reply
sooner due to industrial
action at the port of
entry...

I hope these will serve as
some kind of
compensation for the
trouble you have taken in
writing [0 us...

(Note: Due to a very large number of Inform acts, a sample of only 25 letters was exanmined 10
categorise these acts.)
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Category 1: Creation of letter structure

The realisations of Salutation, Close and Signature all exhibited considerable sensitivity
to the frequency of correspondence between the Sender and the Receiver. For example, the
Salutation "Dear + First Name", was used only in frequent correspondence, i.e. where there is
a low social distance. The more frequent the contact the less likely it was for a Sender to include
their company name in the Signature, and likewise, the lower the social distance the more likely
it was for "Best wishes” to be used as (part of) the Close. Failure to observe the conventions
associated with social distance in these acts within a business letter, may contravene the 'use
appropriate forms of address' requirement described by Brown and Levinson and therefore
constitute a threat to the positive face of the Receiver. This potential for an FTA in using
inappropriate forms of address was shown to be the case by Jablin and Krone (1984), when
they investigated the structural and content charactenistics of employment rejection letters, and
considered the effect they had on the job applicants’ feelings about themiselves and their feelings
about the letter they received. They found that the applicants' self-perception was affected by

the type of Salutation used, e.g. they felt more self-satisfaction when a formal salutation was
used.

For British business correspondence, once a decrease in social distance has caused a
corresponding change in what is an appropriate form of address in the Salutation, Signature and
Close, these realisations then beconie fixed, i.c. once John Smith has become "Dear John", he
can no longer be addressed as "Dear Mr Smith" without the Sender risking an FTA. An
excepfion to this would be in a letter where the Sender and Receiver's institutionalised roles
override the social distance vanable, for instance in the covering letter to a legal document. In
this case, although John Smith may be the addressee identified in the Salutation, the rcal
Receivers are the group of people who have access to the document. If John Smith's role as
their representative requires the use of "Dear Mr Smith” and not "Dear John" as an appropriatc
Salutation, this will then override the social distance variable regardless of his individual
relationship with the Sender.

In all 82 letters in the corpus under investigation the Context, the Sender's reason for making
contact with the Receiver, was given in the opening move of the discourse i.e. immediately after
the Salutation. This inclusion of the Context as the opening move can be seen as a positive
mitigation strategy, Brown and Levinson's 'claiming common ground'. It is likely that U.K.
Receivers expect a Context in the opening move of a business letter and its omission may
therefore result in the same type of FTA posed by inappropriate forms of address. In addition to
the positive mitigation associated with the inclusion of the Context in first position, a number of

mitigation strategics could also be identitied in their realisations For example, the Receiver
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referred o the purpose or content of the letter, ¢.g. “[ am writing to ask...", or o an crlcllosure,
e.g. "l enclose X as requested...”, a reinforcement of the positive strategy of ‘claiming or
establishing common ground' and he or she referred to a letter, meeting or telephone-call pr(10r
(o the letter using realisations such as "Thank you for your recent enquiry...”, lh.c negan.vc
strategy of 'going on record as incurring a debt’. In all cases in the data where lhllS r.legalwe
strategy was included in a reference to an event, the subject matter of the letter indicated a
continuing relationship or the potential for a continuing relationship between the Sender and

Receiver, e.g. @ marketing letter which opens with "Thank you for speaking 10 me on the phone

recently...”.

The Pre-Close in business correspondence contains elements of both positive and r.legut.ive
mitigation. It is an optional element in a British business letter and its inclusion is. a mitigation
stralegy made necessary by a potential FTA. The data indicated that a Pre-Clésc 1s. u.sed by a
Sender in order to create or maintain a good relationship with their Receiver, since 1t 1s alw‘ays
included if the potential for an FTA is great, €.g. the letter contains a Request and/or there is a
large power distance between Sender and Receiver. Almost 60% of the letters used .at least one
Pre-Close realisation and in addition, there was a tendency to include more than one if the threat
1o the Receiver's negative face was high. For example, 2 letters (from the same Sender) used 3
Pre-Close realisations to ensure the co-operation of a powerful Receiver in granting a requc.st,
e.g. "I do hope that you will be able (o help us once again (1) and l look forward to hcufmg
from you (2). If you require any further information please do not hesitate to conléct me (3) : In
this case, the Sender was a local government employee who needed a radio Station, on.whxch
she was dependent for publicity, 10 provide a D.J. to play the Part of Father Chnsln'lus.
Although social distance may be low, the relative power distance between Sender and Receiver
and the ranking of the imposition are both high. The inclusion of a Pre-Close by a Sendef
would seem to be an example of Brown and Levinson's negalive strategy 'g0 on rec?rd as
incurring a debt’ since 1t acknowledges a potential threat 10 the Receiver's nAegativc face, ?_e. :r\]n
imposition, and the need for the Sender to minimise this. In addition, as 1s the case ?A/llh t _é
inclusion of a Context as an opening move, the omission of a Pre-Close where the scrlousﬁéss
of the FTA requires its inclusion, may constitute an additional threat to the Receiver's postuve

face. since the Sender will be using an inappropriate convention, i.¢. form of address.

A number of specific miligation strategies could be identified in the realisations of .the fre-
Close. For example, 35% of the Pre-Close realisations used "1 look forward to hearing 11'?111
you", which Maicr (1992) has suggested combine elements of both positive 'und ncgal‘we
mitigation. They ‘express deference’, a negalive strategy. by inviling the Receiver to _mdk.é
contact only if he or she wishes 10 and, therefore, acknowledge that his or her co-operation 1$

‘optimistic’ sitive stri ~_in that they assume that the Receiver
necessary. They are also opunustic’, a posiive strategy, in that they
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will co-opcrate. The data indicated that this type of realisation was used when the Sender necds
the Receiver's co-ooperation, e.g. to comply with a Request. The negative strategy of ‘going on
record as incurring a debt’ as in realisations such as "Once again many thanks for your co-
operation”, was used as a Pre-Close 1o mitigate a possible threat to the Receiver's negative face
due to an event prior to or following the letter, or due to a request or other type of transaction in
the letter. Two of the letters in the data set used this strategy in the realisations of both the
Context and Pre-Close. The first of these letiers is a follow-up letter 1o a seminar where the
Sender is anxious not to damage his existing (and fruitfut) relationship with the Receiver despite
the fact that he has to criticise him (a transactuion which clearly poses a threat to the Receiver's
negative face). The letter begins "1 am writing 10 express my thanks for the excellent
seminar...". and concludes "Once again, many thanks to you...". The second letter is the
marketing letter mentioned above containing a Request. The Request is a transaction which in
itself requires mitigation, and mitigation is also made necessary by the relative distance between
Sender and Receiver, i.e. the Receiver is in a more powerlul position than the Sender since he
or she may or may not choose to invest in the Sender's product. The letter begins "Thank you
for speaking to me on the phone recently” and concludes "Thank you for your assistance in this
matter”. An interesting difference between these two letters is that the first goes 'on record as
incurring a debt’ for an event which has already happened, whereas the second refers 1o an

event which the Sender hopes will happen in the future.

Category 2: Informational content

48% of the total number of Confirmation realisations within the corpus contained mitigation,
some of which were included within several letters written by one particular Sender to a number
of different Receivers. These letters provided examples of unmitigated Confirmation
realisations, and realisations which included either positive or negative mitigation. The Sender's
decision 1o use a mitigation strategy showed a sensitivity (o the relationship she has with the
Receiver and to the transaction contained within the letter. For example, in two letters when she
is aclient, i.e. in a powerful position, the Sender uses the unmitigated "I am writing to confirm”
and "I can confirm". Although she also uses "l can confirm” in another letter to a more
powerful Receiver, the information confirmed in that letter is only of indirect relevance to the
Sender-Receiver relationship, i.e. the ranking of the imposition is low. In a letter to a very
powertul Receiver, a sponsor, she uses "May I confirm”, a 'hedged’ mitigation ot a negative
direct to face, indicating that the relationship she has with the Recciver requires the use of
mitigation, and although she also uses May 1 contirm” in a letter in which she is in a more
powerful position than the Receiver, the contents of this letter indicate that the Receiver

previously agreed to do her a very large favour, i.c. he agreed to a change in the terms of a
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contract, and the ranking of the imposition is therefore high. Finally, in the same letter 1o the

sponsor mentioned above, she uses " am pleased to confirm....", an 'optimistic’ mitigation of
a positive threat 1o face, an intercsting strategy in that it creates the impression that without the
mitigation the Receiver's positive face would be threatened, or in other words, that the Receiver
belongs to the same group of people as the Sender who will be made happy by this

Confirmation.

Positive and negative mitigation strategies were also used in Enclose acts, where information
was being sent together with the letter. For example. realisations such as "Please find
enclosed...” are examples of the negative strategy 'minimise the imposition' acknowledging the
threat to the Receiver's negative face posed by the enclosure. This strategy was used in letters
where it was necessary for the Receiver to read the enclosure in order to do something
beneficial for the Sender. In other realisations such as "Also enclosed an X which may be of
some general use”, the Sender is mitigating the threat to the Recciver's negative face posed by
the enclosure by using the positive strategy of 'asserting knowledge of and concern for the
Receiver's wants'. Finally, the positive strategy of 'being optimistic’ was used in realisations
such as "I have pleasure in enclosing...”, where the context of the letter indicated that the
Sender is using the enclosure 10 make an announcement with the intention of persuading the
Receiver to do something, e.g. in a marketing letter. As is the case when this strategy 1s used in
Confirmation acts, the aim is perhaps to persuade the Receiver (or fool them into thinking) that

not receiving this information would constitute a threat to their positive face.

In total 93.5% of the Requests in the data were mitigated. The negative strategy of 'going on
record as incurring a debt’ occurred frequently, for example in realisations such as "I should be
grateful if you would consider...” and "I would very much appreciate it if you could send
us...", which include a further negative mitigation, 'be pessimistic', realised by verbs such as
would, could and should. In addition, there were many examples of 'hedging’, e.g. "I wonder
if you could give me...", which all occurred in letters where the Receiver had more power than
the Sender and where the seriousness of the FTA was therefore greater. There were only 5
unmitigated Requests in the data set, e.g. "I require...”, "Delivery note to be faxed...” etc. All
of these occurred in correspondence from a Head Office to one of their subsidiaries, suggesting
that the Position of the Sender relative to that of the Receiver made mitigation unnecessary.

In addition to the negative strategies which were used as part of their realisations, Requests
often occurred within the discourse of the letter in close proximity 1o positive strategies. For
example, the positive strategy ‘give gifts to the Hearer', eg. "l would be delighted 10

provide...", occurred in several letiers containing Requests. This suggests that the Sender is

using an additional (positive) strategy to mitigate the threat 10 the Receiver's negative face posed
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by the Request. In the marketing letter mentioned above, the Request "Perhaps you would be
kind enough to circulate this brief letter as an introduction to Q..." is followed by an offer "l
would be delighted to provide detailed information as required to yourself, or any of your
colleagues, if you care to contact me". Here the Sender includes an offer (or gift for the
Receiver) to mitigate the negative threat posed by their Request and in addition in this case, the
offer itself 1s further mitigated by "if you care to contact me"”, an example of Brown and
Levinson's ‘hedging’ strategy. A similar strategy is also evident in the following example,
where the positive 'gift giving' mitigation preceding the Request also includes negative
mitigation by betng pessimistic: "We would be able (be pessimistic] to offer A. Bank the same
promotional package as before... [give gifts]. We would be most grateful if you could consider

raising your contribution [go on record as incurring a debtbe pessimistic]”.

The majority of the realisations of the Inform acts in the letters were unmitigated, e.g. "The

brochure focuses on ...", "The reception will be ..." etc. There were, however, several letters
where Brown and Levinson's negative strategy 'impersonalise speaker and hearer’ could be
identified. For example, "Due to the increasing number of deliveries X is receiving we have
been asked to implement the following delivery procedures”, where the grammatical agent is not
identified, occurred in a letter requesting the implementation of complicated procedures. A
second example, "Recognising this need, the County Council has organised a scheme ..."
occurred in a letter where the Sender, a representative of the County Council, is at pains not to
impose the scheme on the Receiver. In both cases, the ranking of the imposition on the Receiver
is high and must therefore be mitigated. In addition, as with Requests, 1n letters conveying
marketing information, i.e. a negative threat to face, the positive strategy of 'giving gifts’ also
occurred in close proximity to specific information about a product or service, e.g. "The

brochure focusses on our new range of X. Further copies are available free of charge ...".

As with the realisations of Requests and with specific types of Information, the Suggestions
in the data included negative mitigation strategies themselves and occurred in close proximity to
positive strategies. For example, "I would suggest ..." is 'pessimistic’ and acknowledges the
right of the Receiver not to accept the Suggestion and "If you require these, 1 suggest ..." is
‘hedged’ and does not assume that the Receiver will still require the item in question. "l wonder

if I could just suggest one small change ...", taken from a letter where the Receiver has more
power than the Sender, is also ‘hedged’ and acknowledges the possibility that the change may
not be welcome to the Receiver. There were 2 letters in which the positive 'giving gifts’ strategy
was used directly before a Suggestion in order to mitigate the threat to face. In the first of these,
"The programme you suggest is excellent” 1s followed by "l wonder if 1 could just suggest one
small change ...". In the second, "The seminar achieved 1its aims ... it was both interesting and

useful”is followed by "It was felt by some participants that the style of presentation could have
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been a bit more varied in order to break up the day”, which is in tum followed by a further
(positive) mitigation, "This comment does not, however, detract from the pleasure at the
success of the event”. In all cases where a Suggestion was prefaced by positive mitigation, the
context of the letter indicated that the Sender needed (o ensure the co-operation of the Receiver
in the future, e.g. the Receiver regularly organised seminars for the Sender.

The Apology acts in the corpus are negative politeness strategies. They provide examples of
Brown and Levinson's strategies ‘admit the impingement’, e.g. "I apologise for the
inconvenience”, 'give overwhelming reasons’, e.g. "l was unable to reply sooner due 1o
industrial action at the port of entry” and 'beg forgiveness’, e.g. "I hope these will serve as
some kind of compensation for the trouble you have taken in writing to us”. As predicted by
Brown and Levinson, Senders included more strategies the greater the power distance and
ranking of the imposition. For example, the following extract contains all three types of
strategies. It is taken from a letter where the Receiver is in a very powerful position, since the
Sender's success depends on the Receiver's co-operation in agreeing with a possibly
unwelcome change of plan: "Having an orchestra of 40 and a choir of 30 to accommodate on
that evening, 1 am afraid that we shall be very limited on dressing room accommodation
backstage. X may, therefore, have to share a dressing room with the conductor. | do hope that

he will not mind about this, and I apologise for the inconvenience”.

5. Conclusion

In addressing the Receiver, in identifying themselves and in signalling the completion of the
letter, the Sender is required to use those forms of address which are appropriate for the soctal
distance between themselves and the Receiver. In establishing the reason for making contact
with the Receiver, the Sender must do so in the opening move of the discourse, immediately
after addressing the Receiver, and furthermore, if the letter contains an FTA and one or more of
the variables determining the seriousness of the FTA are high, the end of the letter must be
signalied by the inclusion ol an additional preparatory act, the Pre-Close. Finally, n
establishing the reason for making contact with the Receiver and/or preparing the compietion of
the letter, the more necessary or difficult it is for a Sender to preserve a continuing relationship
{or the potential for a continuing relationship) the more likely he or she is 10 use the negative

strategy of 'going on record as incurring a debt’.

In conveying information to the Receiver, where mutigation is necessary, British business
writers generally use negative mitigation within the realisations of a given act. The ranking of

the imposition associated with certain acts also seems to be higher than for others. It s, lor
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instance, much more likely that a Sender will need 1o include a mitigation strategy when asking
a Receiver 1o do something, than it would be when the Sender is conveying news o the
Receiver. Furthermore, the greater the potential for an FTA, the greater the variety and/or
combination of different strategies that are used, as is the case for example in apologising to a
powerful Receiver. In addition to the negative mitigation strategics used within the realisations
of Requests for action, items of news and/or Suggestions, the more important or difficult it is to
maintain a good relationship with the Receiver, the more likely it is for a Sender to reinforce the
mitigation by using the positive strategy of 'giving gifts' in close proximity 10 these acts within
the discourse of the letter. Finally, there is some evidence 1o suggest that positive mitigation is
also used in confirming information already known to the Recciver and/or indicating that
information 1s being sent together with the letter. It is possible, however, that this method of
‘establishing common ground' is only appropriate within the restricted context of marketing

discourse, and it will only be effective if, indeed, there is common ground to be established.

The politeness strategies identified in this study are the result of the interpersonal and
transactional constraints which operate on the rhetoric of British business correspondence.
Further investigation into the politeness strategies used in business correspondence in languages
other than English might also be of interest, as would the differences in British and American
English. [n addition, it would be useful 10 investigate Receivers' reactions to the omission of
politeness strategies, as well as 1o variation in their polarity, in different languages and/or
cultures, and in specifle types of letters, e.g. direct mail leuters. Finally, further investigation of
the use of politeness strategies in specific acts in letters written by one Sender (o a variety of
different Receivers would be particularly interesting in order o categorise the corresponding

variation in strategies in more detail.
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