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Abstract
Opening and closing a conversation can be activated both verbally and non-verbally,
depending on participants, topic, and setting.  While some types of opening and closing of
conversations are perceived politely, others are perceived impolitely because cultures
vary. Politeness is developed by societies in order to reduce friction in personal interaction
and when taken in that light, politeness enhances rapport and establishes convergence in
communication.  Politeness can be used as a strategy to build relationships and minimise
social distance between speakers and in any communication, it is of importance. This
paper focuses on the politeness strategies used by front counter staff of two government-
linked full-fledged companies: Post Offices and the EPF (Employees Provident Fund)
based in an urban area of the Klang Valley. The study observed both verbal and non-verbal
cues used in openings and closings during service encounters in these two government
linked companies.  Data were obtained through audio and manual recordings of the said
interactions which occurred during office hours. In particular, a total of seven staff were
observed i.e. five in the post offices and two in the EPF. The total interactions encountered
and recorded were 228 and they were transcribed orthographically. Using Brown and
Levinson’s (1987) framework of Face Threatening Acts (FTA), findings suggest that both
staff and the public seldom perform openings and closings. Both parties also rarely greet
and address each other. Although data is limited to only two government-linked companies,
findings indicate that phatic communication hardly takes place  between service providers
and service takers.  This finding could therefore be used by researchers in communication
as one step towards developing training courses for service providers of government-
linked companies who meet the general public on a daily basis.

Keywords: Politeness, phatic communication, rapport management, verbal
communication

1. INTRODUCTION
Conversation is an essential activity in people’s lives as communication helps them to
achieve certain ends. While politeness has played an important role in daily conversations,
what is deemed polite may vary from culture to culture.  Service encounters may be an
inevitable process for many people whose lives revolve around filling forms, making claims,
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making payments, making enquiries, to subscribing new accounts and making purchases.
All these transactions involve human beings. Politeness, when applied, makes such
encounters more endurable. To be polite simply means to exhibit behaviour both in manner
or speech which shows a considerate regard for others. Nonetheless, there are degrees of
politeness but as long as there is no offence or the offence is light, such transactions are
allowable.

The emphasis on politeness is made because it plays an important role in conversations
since politeness creates solidarity among interlocutors. Consequently, the rapport made by
both parties may lead to convergence and cooperation. Convergence arising from a need to
be polite occurs when speakers develop a certain understanding of what is considered
linguistically polite. However, it is essential to understand that politeness is culturally
specific when politeness theories are used in research, because the norms practised by one
culture may not be acceptable by another culture.

2.  BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY
The term, ‘politeness’ is a technical term used in pragmatics and socio-linguistics. Politeness
is more often manifested in verbal interactions but it cannot be denied that some forms of
non-verbal acts can also be perceived to be polite or impolite. The notion of studying
‘politeness’  first appeared in Western Europe in the late 60s and early 70s with the
introduction of the Gricean Maxims, cooperative principles introduced by Grice (1989) and
the speech acts theory supported by works of Lakoff (1973: 296), Leech (1983: p.7, 80) and
Brown and Levinson (1987 [1978]: p. 5) which focused on the strategies for constructing,
regulating, and reproducing forms of cooperative social interaction. In short, politeness as
a concept is associated with a display of respect and it comprises strategies aimed at
obtaining a favour. Politeness describes a behaviour which is formal and distancing and
where the intention of the speaker is not to impose or to intrude into the other party.
Politeness is a way of maintaining non-imposing distancing behaviour in order not to
offend other speakers, and expresses a positive concern towards others (Mills, 2003).

Lakoff (1975: p.64) explains that “politeness is developed by societies in order to
reduce friction in personal interaction” and when taken in that way, build prelateships and
establishes convergence in communication. Lakoff’s description proposes that politeness
is socially constructed by people who create certain norms in a certain community that are
deemed acceptable and polite by members of the speech community. Brown and Levinson
(1987) view politeness essentially as a complex system for softening face-threatening acts
(FTA). They also provided several strategies which people employ to offset FTA. In that
regard, politeness can be taken as a communication strategy that helps to build rapport and
minimise social distance between speakers.

Since politeness is socially constructed by the people in a society, politeness can be
defined in a number of ways. Hill et al.(1986: p.349) provide a more positive definition
saying that politeness is one of the constraints on human interaction, whose purpose is to
consider others’ feelings, establish levels of mutual comfort, and promote rapport. This idea
correlates with the definition provided by Lakoff (1975: p.64), Brown and Levinson (1987),
and Mills (2003) which indicates that politeness helps to establish rapport and solidarity
between interlocutors. If both interlocutors do not display consideration for each other,
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rapport and solidarity between them cannot be achieved. Watts (2003) suggests that
‘politeness behaviour’ consist of ‘mutually shared forms of consideration for others’ (p. 29)
and likewise, displays consideration for others thereby becoming cooperative in social
interactions and polite behaviours are universal characteristics of every social cultural
group. Therefore, a conversation where politeness strategy is not applied could result in
social distance and promote disharmony among speakers.

2.1. Post-modern View on Politeness
This study has been conducted to assess politeness strategies in the encounters occurring
between staff and their customers in two Malaysian government-linked companies.This
kind of communication is conducted on a less personal level and  follows a specific purpose
(providing the consumers with a specific service). The interactions between the interlocutors
(speaker and hearer) conducted in this context are short and mostly hearer oriented. The
discourse and type of communication involved makes it difficult to assess the politeness
issue using the classical politeness theories.  Therefore the so-called post-modern views
on politeness inspired mostly by (Eelen, 2001; Mills, 2003; Watts, 2003) were used as the
theoretical model to assess politeness strategies in these encounters. This theory was
chosen based on its features and assumptions, which suit the characteristics of the discourse
under investigation.  A brief explanation of the post modern view on politeness is presented
below followed by some explanations and examples from the Malaysian context.

These theories are based on two principles: first, a distinction between the dictionary-
meaning or the commonsense notion of politeness (first-order politeness)(Kasper, 1994)
and the technical term which covers face-saving/constituting behaviour (second-order
politeness). This distinction was first initiated by Watts (2003) and later expanded by Eelen
(2001). The second principle that differentiates post-modern theories is the inclusion of
social-theoretical perceptions. One of the most influential of these theories has been
Bourdieu’s (1991) “Beyond the micro-level in politeness research practice-based sociology
of language.”

The post-modernists emphasise rapport management over information and give more
importance to the addressee’s interpretations rather than the speaker’s intentions. They
stress the importance of situated evaluation for politeness, stating that evaluations of
politeness presume specific addressees in specific encounters, thus the consequences of
linguistic expressions cannot be predicted unless one knows the specific context in which
they were used. The focus of post-modern theories on order-one politeness highlights that
participants in a conversation do not always assume politeness as a ‘good’ thing. Watts
(2003) calls this phenomenon as “the discursive dispute over first order politeness”. That
is, politeness itself is evaluated, and it can be awarded either a positive or a negative value,
as for instance when it is perceived as an attempt to manipulate a situation for one’s own
benefit, or in the case of this study, when the characteristics of the context imply very short
specific exchanges where many people are waiting to be served. The post-modern theories
emphasise the need for a “process-oriented view of conversation” (Mills, 2003: p. 38). In
this view, politeness is a dynamic concept, and consequently, particular utterances are
merely “open to be understood as polite from the addressee’s/hearer’s point of view”
(Watts, 2003).
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2.2. Phatic Communication
Politeness can be expressed via openings and closings of a conversation, that is,in greetings
and leave-takings. Normally, an average day is filled with features of phatic communication,
which encompass saying ‘hello’, ‘good morning’, ‘bye’ or ‘see you’. These are frequently
used in greetings and leave-takings. Such phatic communication has been deemed important
in human interactions because it not only paves the way for communication to be smooth
but is also perceived to be an example of displaying polite behaviour.

Phatic communication can be verbal or non-verbal. A simple wave at a co-worker or a
thumbs-up signal to a friend can be considered phatic communication. Phatic communication
also contains small talk since it is not easy to convey a message without some form of
phatic communication. Sociologists who have studied the art of human communication
suggest that phatic communication, for instance, discussing the weather, opens up a social
channel. This in turn, can lead to more substantial or factual communication. Observations
show that few people start and end conversations with straightforward facts and so phatic
communication helps set the stage first.

Phatic communication exists in the workplace, for example, receptionists use routine
greetings to begin and end phone conversations. In some organisations, co-workers often
have social ‘water cooler’ conversations about common events or issues. Much of social
daily work routines revolve around these apparently non-momentous moments of social
communication.

While it is important to develop effective phatic communication skills, one must
understand that some people are not comfortable with the idea of making meaningless
‘small talk’. In sharp contrast, others seem to embrace the social ritual of phatic
communication, even to the point of avoiding much factual conversation with others.
Communication experts suggest finding a middle ground, using phatic communication as a
means to open up more substantial conversation. In fact too much emphasis on small talk
can make a person seem chatty, while too little can make someone appear unapproachable.

Phatic communication is actually using conventional messages to establish rapport, to
break the ice, and/or to end a conversation. One might hug, kiss, shake hands, bow, smile,
make eye contact, and face one another. One might exchange pleasantries by using clichés.
Clichés are overused expressions that have lost their original (content) meanings and have
taken on new relational meanings. People expect phatic communication at the beginning
and end of every conversation, regardless of their feelings about a person. Examples are
‘How are you?’, ‘Hello’, ‘Hi’, ‘Have a nice day,’ and ‘Thanks’, ‘You are welcome’ and so
on(Zegarac,1998). Where these features are non-existing, observers perceive such
transactions to be robotic, cold, rude and so on because it is human nature to want respect
or to be well regarded by others. This is considered as impolite. When people sense a lack
of high regard, respect or consideration by others and in contrast senses impoliteness, their
face is threatened and they become offended. This affects the interaction.

2.3. Features of Politeness in Malaysian Culture
While western culture accepts directness as a polite way of conveying their meanings or
message, the Malaysian culture perceives indirectness as being polite because it is non-
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face threatening, particularly when making a request (see Asmah Haji Omar, 1993; Jamaliah
Mohd. Ali, 2000). Much work has been conducted on the norms of politeness in different
cultures, which explain the complexity in understanding politeness in various cultures.
Studies on politeness from different cultures have been conducted by Blum-Kulka (1989)
who focused on requests and apologies; Ting-Toomey (2005) looked at challenges in  facing
work, Holmes (1995) focused on women, men and politeness while Held (1995) looked at
verbal politeness which studies the ways of theorising linguistic politeness. These few
studies suggest that different cultures have different perspectives of politeness

2.4. Openings and Closings in the Malaysian Context
Opening a conversation can be done by using both verbal and non-verbal codes.  Normally
a conversation starts with a greeting or any phatic form of communication before the real
message is conveyed.  However, this may vary depending on the participants, topic, and
setting.  Moreover, openings also vary from culture to culture and so openings can be
perceived positively (polite) or negatively (impolite) by speech partners. In the Malaysian
context, for instance, “Have you eaten?” (in any of the languages commonly spoken in
Malaysia) is an opening, much like a greeting.  “Where are you going?” is also another form
of phatic opening/greeting (David, 2008) in the local culture.

If some people find it difficult to start a conversation, others may find it difficult to
close a conversation. Therefore as a participant to an interaction, one can either shift to
talking about another topic or move away to talk with someone else. Closing a conversation
suddenly may appear rude and ill mannered while to interrupt and walk away from someone
in the midst of a conversation might make others think poorly of you. In practice, if you do
a closing well you will only leave your other interlocutors with a warm glow. There are some
guidelines in closing a conversation and this includes bringing a conversation to a close by
thanking, or providing a reason for retreating from the discourse for instance, “My class is
waiting for me.”

3.  AIMS
This research focuses on politeness strategies observed in the encounters occurring between
front counter staff who are serving customers in two government-linked full-fledged
companies based in an urban area in the Klang Valley. Three post offices and the Employment
Provident Fund (EPF) office were selected based on accessibility. Both verbal and non-
verbal cues used in openings and closings in such encounters were noted.

4.  METHODOLOGY
Data was gathered using audio recordings as well as manual recordings of public interactions
at front counters of these agencies. Seven staff from EPF and Post Office were involved in
the observations while 228 customers served as the focus of observation. This therefore
provided a reasonable number of instances for the data to be categorised according to
openings and closings and whether or not these two were present in the transactions
observed. Initial transactions were audio recorded but as the research site became crowded
and noisy, the quality of the sounds became affected by noice from the environment. To
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overcome this barrier, notes of the interactions were then taken based on close observations.
This was practical as the interactions were short and at times not much was said. The notion
of opening and closing in conversations were based on conversation structures (Kuang et
al., 2011) while the politeness strategies identified were based on the context of the
encounters. For example, where there were words used, they included greetings, forms of
address and non-verbal cues such as smiles and nods which were considered polite. An
absence of such signals was considered impolite.

5.  ANALYSIS
The first stage analysis was focused on openings and closings initiated by service providers
in these two government-linked full-fledged companies and the politeness strategies
identified were then categorised. This was then followed by openings and closings made
by members of the public. Examples will be provided in both instances to illustrate the
context.

5.1 Openings and Closings by Serving Staff
As mentioned above, openings refer to how a conversation is initiated and openings in the
local context can include the use of address forms, greetings, exchange of positive non-
verbal movements like a smile, wave of hand, and eye contact. In contrast, closings refer to
how a conversation is closed and may include thanking someone or saying goodbye with
positive non-verbal acts like a smile, wave of hand or eye contact. Data presented in Table
1 shows the breakdown of the total of 228 transactions between serving staff and the
Malaysian public. In total only 18% contained openings with 7% of these being non-verbal
acts. The majority of the interactions, which amounted to 80%, does not contain openings.
Only 19% of the transactions observed contained closings while 80% did not contain any
form of closing.

Findings show that openings, whether verbal or non-verbal, were not used by staff  of
these  these two government-linked companies. This occurs in 80% of the exchanges while
serving 228 people. It was observed that staff merely fulfilled the requests of the public
without any small or phatic talk. In cultures where such phatic talk is considered important
and denotes politeness, the lack of use of such discourse markers would appear rude and
impolite. However, in the Malaysian setting the lack of such phatic talk does not appear to
be important in the service encounters. This could be due to the high tolerance level of
Malaysian for what DeVito (2008) terms as ‘high tolerance for the unknown’. It appears that

                Openings observed No Openings    Closings observed No closings

Use of address Verbal Non-Verbal  Verbal Non-Verbal
forms

  7/228  19/228  16/228  186/228  18/228  26/228 184/228
(3.07%) (8.33%) (7.02%) (81.58%) (7.89%) (11.4%) (80.7%)

Table 1. Openings and closings by serving staff

E069-10-SEARCH-V4-2-4 Maya_0210.pmd 02-Oct-2012, 10:30 AM66



SEARCH Vol. 4 No. 2, 2012

Politeness Strategies in Openings & Closings of Service Encounters in Two Malaysian Agencies 67

Malaysians do not complain about this lack of phatic communication as shown in the
smooth transaction provided as evidence. It appears that service providers working in
these  two government-linked companies  merely performed their tasks in a perfunctory
manner. Examples of transactions without openings are provided below. The staff is coded
as ‘S’ while the general public is coded as ‘P’. Data in languages other than English have
been translated and placed in parenthesis.

5.1.1  Openings by service providers/staff
More than three quarters of the transactions observed indicated that they lacked any
openings or closings. About 80% of these transactions were clearly short of these two
structures. Some examples are presented to show the nature of these transactions.

Example 1. Service Encounter in the Post Office

P: (Passes the letter to the staff)
S: Tiga puluh tiga ringgit. (Malay - thirty-three ringgit)
P: Tiga puluh tiga ringgit? (Malay - thirty-three ringgit?)
S: (nods)
P: (Pays and leaves)

Example 1 shows that the service was exchanged without any greeting or address form
made by the staff at the post office. The female staff accepts the letter from the public and
tells the client how much he had to pay. There is minimal interaction between the two except
for the task to be undertaken. Likewise, the Malaysian public does not spend time on small
talk or perform small courtesies like thanking the staff for the service rendered.  This can be
justified by Watts’ (2003) argument that there is no universal standard to classify utterances
as polite; consequently, he uses Bourdieu’s theory as intellectual grounds to rationalise
when and why individual language users classify utterances as polite or impolite.

Example 2. Service Encounter in the Post Office

P: Surat ini nak hantar ke mana?
    (Malay - Where should I send this letter?)
S: Tingkat tiga. (Malay - third floor)

There was also no sign of phatic talk in Example 2 where the staff serving in the post
office did not indulge in openings or closings in the transaction. It appears that the Malaysian
public is more pragmatic oriented and have no demand for courtesies like greetings when
dealing with staff in service counters. The client instead went directly into the need to be
performed that is, making an enquiry on his part. There is also no acknowledgement of
thanks for the reply received and after being provided the information required, the customer
left without thanking the staff as  illustrated in Example 2.

Analysis of the 228 interactions collected also demonstrates that staff in these two
government-linked companies only addressed their clientele 3.07% out of the 228 times as
shown in Table 1. This phenomenon may be the rare occasion when the Malaysian public
was addressed as shown in Example 3 that follows.
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5.1.2  Absence of politeness markers
Example 3 highlights a case, which implies that the words uttered during those transactions
were task-oriented. In this example, the staff greeted the Malaysian public with ‘ya, encik’
(Yes Sir) but the greeting was actually a polite request for what was required. ‘Yes’ in this
context was a way of encouraging the public to say what he/she wants. However, ‘Yes’ can
also be interpreted as a question asking the people “What do you want?” In this conversation,
‘yes’ was used as an opening statement by the staff to inquire from the client what he/she
requires. In Example 3, ‘Yes’ is followed by a term of address ‘Mr’ (encik) which is a show of
politeness. The same example also indicates that the Malaysian public does not use any
marker of politeness with the service provider. They tend to use bald responses stating
directly what they want without any openings or closings.

Example 3. Service Encounter at the EPF

S: Ya, encik? (Malay: Yes, Mr?)
P: Nak check KWSP. (Malay: Want to check EPF)
S: (gives him a number)

As highlighted in Table 1, only 8% of the 228 interactions contained some form of
opening that was initiated by the staff. In this small category, conversations were commenced
by staff with greetings like ‘good morning’, ‘yes’ or “excuse me” as shown in Example 4.

5.1.3  Non-verbal markers of politeness
In public transactions, it may be common to have staff closing interactions with non-verbal
actions such as a smile as is presented in Example 4. The example indicates that the service
provider initiated the conversation but the client went direct into the task by making enquiries
on what his visit was meant to accomplish. It was noted that there were non-verbal exchange
of politeness and in this case, there was an exchange of smiles.

Example 4. Service Encounter at the Post Office

S: Morning.
P: (Making an enquiry)
S: RM 52 yang surat itu. (Malay: RM 52 for the letter)
P: (Smiling)
S: (Smiling)

5.1.4 ‘Yes’ as a common marker of opening
The data also indicate that the Malaysian form of greeting generally used in these
government-linked companies was the lexical item ‘yes’ as it appeared to be used often and
was articulated with a rising intonation which was interpreted as meaning: “Yes how may I
help you?” Data seem to suggest that Malaysian service providers in these two government-
linked companies believe in brevity of discourse. The greeting was condensed to a simple
lexical item with a rising intonation denoting enquiry. Example 5 is presented as a sample of
this type of opening.
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Example 5. Service Encounter at the EPF

S: Yes?
P: Nak permohonan pinjaman. (Malay: Want to apply for the loan)
S: Pinjaman apa tu? (Malay: What kind of the loan?)
P: Tak tahu, kejap ya, I nak tanya. (Malay: Don’t know, please wait, I have to ask)
     (The person is making a call)
P: Pinjaman rumah. (Malay: House loan)
S: Ya, tolong isikan form ini. (Malay: Yes, please fill up the form)

5.1.5 Muslim greeting as a marker of opening
Another form of greeting detected in the service encounters between Malaysian Muslims
is the religious greeting as shown in Example 6 below.

Example 6. Service Encounter at the Post Office

S: Ya cik? (Malay: Yes sir?)
P: Salamualaikum (Smiling and nods uttering the Islamic  greeting)
S: Ya, Salamualaikum (Malay: YES, responds with an Islamic response to such a greeting).

5.2 Closings by Service Providers/Staff
How one closes a conversation can also signify polite or impolite behaviour. If an interaction
comes to an abrupt end with no signals suggesting that the interaction is at its tail end then
that interaction can be perceived to be impolite. From the total of 228 observed interactions
between serving staff and the public, it was noted that the staff observed only used closings
in 19.3% of their interactions. Of such closings 7.89% were verbal and 11.4% were non-
verbal.

5.2.1 Simple acknowledgements
Of the few interactions in which closings were observed, all were confined to simple
acknowledgements of thanks, which may sometimes be made by the staff.
Example 7 illustrates.

Example 7:. Service Encounter at the Post Office

S: Yes? (Smiling)
P: Nak timbang ni. (Malay: Want to weigh this)
S: Thank you.

At other times, the closing was made by the public. Example 8 is provided to illustrate
such an interaction. Here, the serving staff closed the talk by acknowledging the thanks
rendered, saying, ‘Sama’ (welcome). The data in this example showed the staff using an
address form ‘Cik’ in his opening and this is followed by the religious greeting between the
two Muslims. In response, the staff reciprocates the thanks by saying ‘sama sama’
(welcome).
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Example 8. Service Encounter at the EPF

S: Ya cik?
P: Salamualaikum (Smiling and nod her head with a Malay greeting)
S: Ya, Salamualaikum (YES, respond with the same Malay greeting)
P: Nak minta borang pinjaman ya. (Malay: I would like to ask for the loan form.)
S: Boleh, ini. (Malay: Can, here it is)
P: Terima kasih. (Malay: Thank you)
S: Sama-sama. (Malay: You are welcome)

5.2.2 Non-verbal cues
There are also occasions where the staff closes conversations using non-verbal cues like
smiles or nods as seen in Examples 9 and 10. The staff in example 9 closes her conversation
with a smile and a nod of head in response to the member of the public who says ‘thank
you’. In Example 10, almost the entire conversation is non-verbal. The client starts his
conversation with a smile, and the staff responds likewise with a smile. After receiving the
service required, the client expresses his thanks with the words ‘thank you’, and the counter
staff responds with a smile to show politeness.

Example 9. Service Encounter at the Post Office

P: Want to post something (a big box with money)
S: Just take the box.
P: Thank you.
S: (smiles and nods her head.)

Example 10. Service Encounter at the MPBJ

P: (Smile and passes the letter to staff)
S: (smiles and takes the letter.)
P: ok, thanks.
S: (smile)

5.3 Openings by Members of the Public
In this section, the discourse is analysed from the perspective of the public to determine if
they make use of phatic talk or other politeness indicators as openings or closings for the
interactions. Table 2 shows that only about 9% of the 228 members of the public used
greetings (both verbal and non-verbal) in their openings. About 28%  used closings in their

Openings No openings            Closings No closings

Address form Verbal Non-Verbal Verbal Non-Verbal

 12/228 13/228   7/228  196/228   47/228  17/228  164/228
(5.26%) (5.7%) (3.07%) (85.96%) (20.61%) (7.46%) (71.93%)

Table 2. Openings and closings by the public
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interactions with the staff. The data showed that 3.07% of the public performed openings
by using non-verbal cues for example, smiles or nods when they want to be served.

It appears that openings and closings made by the public are minimal since most of the
interactions did not contain openings and closings. Such an occurrence may imply that the
discourse of service providers and members of the Malaysian public are often kept to a
minimum for obvious reasons i.e. to accomplish some kind of need with as little hassle as
possible. In other words Malaysians tend to be more pragmatic in their markers of service-
oriented transactions. Through this preliminanry study with its limitation of involving
seven staff, the general public would get an insight of the kind of communication and
interaction to be encountered in the two government-linked full-fledged companies.

5.3.1  Openings
Of the limited openings seen, however, some were in English as shown in the following
examples. The member of the public started his conversation with the word ‘Excuse me’ to
get the attention of the civil servant.

Example 11: Service Encounter at the Post Office

P: Excuse me. (Gives 30 cents)
S: (takes the money and gives the stamp)
P: (takes the stamp and leaves.)

Apart from this, the use of address forms can also be seen as a strategy to get the
attention of the counter staff as is illustrated in Example 12 where ‘Cik’ meaning ‘Miss’ is
used to get the attention of the staff before making the request. The use of the address
terms like ‘Cik’ is a polite strategy, which is used to build solidarity. The member of public
even thanked the civil servant and in return got a reciprocal response i.e. ‘Ya, sama’ means
‘Yes, you are welcome.’

Example 12. Service Encounter at the Post Office

P: Cik, nak beli setem dan tu envelope. (smiling)
    (Malay: Miss, I want to buy stamp and the envelope.)
S: (takes the money, gives the stamp and envelope.)
P: Terima kasih. (Malay: thank you)
S: Ya, sama. (Malay: yes, welcome).

5.3.2 Non-phatic talk
Of the 228 interactions recorded, it seems that majority (85.96%) of the public do not
perform openings or phatic talk as illustrated in Example 13.

Example 13. Service Encounter at the MPBJ

P: (passes the letter)
S: tiga puluh tiga ringgit. (Malay: thirty three ringgit)
P: tiga puluh tiga ringgit? (Malay: thirty three ringgit?)
S: (nods)
P: (pays money and leaves)
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5.4 Closings by Members of the Public
Similar to the openings, only 28.07% of the members of public closed their conversation
after they receiving the service. The data indicate that 20.61% were articulated verbally and
7.46% were via the non-verbal means. There was hardly any conversation transpiring between
the person who served and the person who was being served in many of the interactions.

5.4.1 Silent transactions
It appears that many transactions had taken place in silence (non-verbal). This is exemplified
through Examples 14 and 15.

Example 1.: Service Encounter at the Post Office

P: (gives thirty cents to the staff)
S: (takes the money and gives a stamp)
P: (takes the stamp and leaves.)

Data also indicate that non-verbal indicators  may be employed by members of public
as a strategy to close interactions. Example 16 illustrates a member of public closing the
interaction with non-verbal signals.

Example 15. Service Encounter at the MPBJ

P: Bayar sewa- tingkat berapa? (Malay: Pay rent- which floor?)
S: Tingkat tiga. (Malay: third floor.)
P: MAS office?
S: Bawah sana. (Malay: down there.)
P: (smiles and nods his head)

5.4.2 Rare examples of using openings and closings
Example 16 is a rare transaction in this data since it contained both an opening and a
closing. The person, who came to get the service initially, started her conversation with a
simple opening ‘excuse me’ followed by the enquiry (how to apply for the internet). Even
though the staff did not respond to the enquiry directly, the staff did acknowledge her
presence by instructing her to get a number first. The member of public did not show any
annoyance and in spite of that still thanked the staff.

Example 16. Service Encounter at the MPBJ

P: Excuse me, how to apply for the Internet?
S: You have to take the number first.
P: OK, thanks. (After taking the number she leaves)

5.4.3  Minimal words
Sometimes minimal words may be used in the entire transaction as shown in Example 17.
Only one word ‘stamp’ was used during the short service transaction to let the staff know
what was required. The data show that there were a number of such interactions displaying
only one or two words being uttered during the duration of the service transaction. Often
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after getting what they had come to purchase or do at these government-linked companies,
the client would leave without saying anything.

Example 17. Service Encounter at the Post Office

P: Stamp (give thirty cent)
S: (collects the money and gives a stamp)
P: (takes the stamp, smiles and leaves)

6.  DISCUSSION
An analysis of both openings and closings used by service providers in two government-
linked companies and by members of the public show both parties to the transactions were
not likely to use markers of politeness. Politeness appears to be not only culture specific
but is also based on experience or habitués as argued by Watts (2003). In the above examples,
the staff of the two government-linked companies observed at the service counters and the
Malaysian public visiting them were keeping the interactions brief, pragmatic, and with no
phatic communication in the form of greetings or address terms probably because of common
practices happening around them, especially in these agencies. To Malaysians, such
behaviours were probably polite enough because they go to such agencies for a specific
purpose only. When such a purpose has been accomplished, there is little necessity to
develop solidarity or friendship. Since there were only seven staff involved, the findings
can provide some useful preliminanry insights into these behaviours. This phenomenon
echoes Fukushima (2004), Watts (2003) and Mills (2003) who claim that the hearer in any
communicative event appears to play a very important role in interpreting and determining
what he hears as polite or impolite. This is very much dependent on how the Malaysian
public and the staff serving them evaluate polite behaviour. Rules of standard politeness
are taught and learned in schools but in real life they are not easily practised due to limited
time at the service counters. What is constituted as polite or impolite expressions or
behaviour is highly dependent on a shared understanding between the parties involved.

Under normal circumstances, when making a request, the speaker expects some form of
polite action from the addressee. However, social norms relating to politeness at the service
counters as perceived by the Malaysian public may differ from one individual to another as
their perceptions of what is polite or what is acceptable could have been acquired based on
upbringing and exposure. The data collected for this study were not able to indicate the
background of the Malaysian public and this limitation had disabled the researchers’ ability
to confirm whether or not different age, gender or ethnic group have an effect on behaviour.
Nevertheless the evaluation of what is polite and what is not depends on the social
perception of the general public. It is clear that the staff did not use many openings whether
verbal or non-verbal and this finding appears to be consistent with Kuang, David, Lau &
Ang’s (2011) study of front service counters in public hospitals. Basically staff merely
performed the request of the public without much small or phatic talk. The conversation of
the transaction revolves around the task, required by the general public. There was no
greeting and address form used by the staff for the majority of the instances as the data
highlight. There were, however, minimal interactions, which were manifested by ‘ya’ or ‘yes’
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and an indication of amount of money to be paid for the task to be undertaken. The staff
responded in non-verbal ways to the requests and needs of the Malaysian public or clients
more frequently. Likewise, the Malaysian public did not spend time on small talk nor even
on small courtesies like thanking, as most instances indicated. This lack of social niceties
and phatic talk both in the openings and closings is clearly apparent in the service counters.
Most of the few interactions in which closings were observed were confined to simple
acknowledgements of thanks sometimes by the staff and sometimes by the general public.
This occurrence could be explained with the post-modern theories of politeness advocated
by Eelen (2001), Watts (2003) and Mills (2003), which argue that there are no universal
standards for politeness.  They claim that politeness is a discourse bond concept, which is
specifically determined by the context in which the hearer (addressee) and the speaker
(addressor) interact.

However, when the member of the public started his conversation politely for example
by the word ‘Excuse me’ (Example 12) and address forms (Example 12), it helped in getting
the attention of the counter staff. This is again in line with Watts’ (2003) argument that the
hearer’s demand can affect the level of the politeness in a linguistic interaction. Data show
that the Malaysian public and the staff  of these twogovernment-linked full-fledged
companies  can choose to be polite; they can choose to avoid being rude’ or they can
choose to maintain the norm. Our preliminary finding of seven staff  has shown that the
Malaysian public and staff in the two government-linked full-fledged companies perform
their respective tasks and accomplish their respective goals with the least risk of  losing
face. This was apparently accomplished through minimal talk and non-verbal cues.

Minimal words are used in most transactions with many transactions displaying the
use of one or two words in the duration of the service transactions. Hardly any talk occurs
between the Malaysian who serves and the Malaysian who is being served. In  that regard,
it appears that transactions can even take place without any words. The Malaysian public
who had patronised these agencies for particular tasks would leave without saying anything.

7.  CONCLUSION
This study has highlighted that service encounters of  two Malaysian government-linked
companies are usually less verbal, in other words service providers and members of the
Malaysian public seldom make use of openings and closings in their conversations. Both
parties seldom greet and address each other. This implies that phatic communication is not
a required form of communication in the service counters of the two government-linked
companies. The analysis also shows that Malaysian service providers in two Malaysian
government agencies do not consider using politeness cues as an important factor in their
communication skills and neither does the Malaysian public complain about it. This can be
attributed to what Devito (2008) says of the Malaysian society: a society with a high
tolerance for the unknown which does not complain. If the use of greetings and address
forms were treated as one way of showing politeness, then it would seem that service
encounters between the staff and the Malaysian public could not be regarded as polite in a
standard universal setting. Data also indicate that in such service encounters, both the
service providers and members of the public place the task at hand as the priority of their
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interactions. This behaviour was subconsciously revealed through how the transactions
were performed. It is therefore deduced that Malaysians staff of these two government-
linked companies and the general public were not as sensitive towards the need to create a
rapport at the service counters and on that basis, such transactions are the way they are
because of the nature of the task.

In cultures where such phatic talk is considered important and denotes politeness, the
lack of use of such discourse markers would appear rude and impolite. However, in the
Malaysian setting of the service encounters, the lack of such phatic talk does not appear to
be important.

The examples provided in this study show that Malaysians do not chide or challenge
one another at the service counters of these two government-linked companies. It is hoped
that the data in this study, which is aimed at  better services in the service counters, will lead
to a comprehensive study on politeness in other government-linked companies.
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