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1.  INTRODUCTION.  It is known that there are many kinds of acts associated with the speaker’s 

utterances in a typical speech situation (Searle 1972:136).  Searle calls production of linguistic 

communication ‘a speech act’ (1972:137); the study of speech acts has been a central concern of 

pragmatics, especially in cross-cultural pragmatics (Blum-Kulka, House and Kasper 1989:2).  This 

study investigates request strategies among workers as well as requests from customers to the workers 

at a Japanese workplace.  The data were naturally occurring utterances collected through participant 

observation; native Japanese speakers’ interactions were observed at a coffee shop over a two-month 

period.  This study was motivated by the findings of the Cross-Cultural Speech Act Realization Project 

(CCSARP) (Blum-Kulka, House and Kasper 1989). 

This study investigates requests in two ways that are different from the methods of the original 

CCSARP project.  First, the data were based on naturally occurring utterances rather than data from 

questionnaires.  In the CCSARP project, the Discourse-Completion Test (DCT) was used to collect a 

large sample from seven countries, although it was suggested that ideal data should come from ‘natural’ 

conditions (Blum-Kulka, House and Kasper 1989:13).  Second, this study investigates request 

strategies in Japanese, which were not included in the original study.  Although this is not primarily a 

crosslinguistic study, it is hoped that it contributes additional dimensions to current research in cross-

cultural pragmatics. 

 



2.  BACKGROUND.  It is generally assumed that people produce utterances in order to realize certain 

communicative intentions (Levelt 1989:58).  An utterance with this communicative intention is called a 

speech act; it is an intentional action performed by means of an utterance (1989:58).  Searle states that 

the minimal unit of linguistic communication is the production of speech acts, not the symbol or word or 

sentence (1972:136), and he provides some major classes of speech acts, such as Assertives, 

Directives, Commissives, Expressives, Declarations (1972:12-20). 

The purpose of a directive (request) is to get the addressee(s) to do something (Levelt 1989:60), 

and it is said to be a face-threatening act (Brown and Levinson 1978:71-73).  The request is a 

particularly important speech act in a workplace where workers must give directions to each other.  

This study looks at request strategies from customers to workers and at strategies from worker to 

worker and investigates how different request strategies are correlated to social factors. 

Ervin-Tripp (1976) identifies six types of directive forms in American English: need statements, 

imperatives, imbedded imperatives, permission directives, non-explicit question directives, and hints.  

She analyzes different forms to be related with politeness, social status and social distance and various 

contexts (1976:58-59), and also states that when the directives are used with a more polite form, the 

illocutionary force is not necessarily polite, but the effect is the opposite (1976:63-64). 

The request sequence(s) may include alerters such as address terms (e.g., ‘Judith’); preposed 

supportive moves (e.g., ‘I missed class yesterday’); head act (e.g., ‘Could I borrow your notes?’); 

optionally elaborated with down graders (e.g., ‘do you think’); or upgraders and postposed supportive 

moves (e.g., ‘I promise to return them by tomorrow’) (Blum-Kulka, House and Kasper:17-19).  The 

main analysis of requests in this study was on the head act rather than other components in the request 

sequence.  Classifications of the head act in the CCSARP project are summarized below. 



In the CCSARP project, the head act of the request sequence is classified on a nine-point scale of 

mutually exclusive categories.  These nine strategy types (on a scale of directness) are as follows (Blum-

Kulka, House and Kasper 1989:18): 

1.  MOOD DERIVABLE: utterances in which the grammatical mood of the verb signals illocutionary 

force (e.g., ‘Leave me alone’, ‘Clean up that mess.’) 

2.  PERFORMATIVES: utterances in which the illocutionary force is explicitly named (e.g., ‘I am 

asking you to clean up the mess.’) 

3.  HEDGED PERFORMATIVES: utterances in which the naming of the illocutionary force is 

modified by hedging expressions (e.g., ‘I would like to ask you to give your presentation a 

week earlier than scheduled.’) 

4.  OBLIGATION STATEMENTS: utterances which state the obligation of the hearer to carry out 

the act (e.g., ‘You’ll have to move that car.’). 

5.  WANT STATEMENTS: utterances which state the speaker’s desire that the hearer carries out 

the act (e.g., ‘I really want you to stop bothering me.’) 

6.  SUGGESTORY FORMULAE: utterances which contain a suggestion to do X (e.g., ‘How about 

cleaning up?’) 

7.  QUERY PREPARATORY: utterances containing reference to preparatory conditions (e.g., 

ability, willingness) as conventionalized in any specific language (e.g., ‘Could you clean up 

the kitchen, please?’, ‘Would you mind moving your car?’) 

8.  STRONG HINTS: utterances containing partial reference to object of element needed for the 

implementation of the act (e.g., ‘You have left the kitchen in a right mess.’) 

9.  MILD HINTS: utterances that make no reference to the request proper (or any of its elements) 

but are interpretable as requests by context (e.g., ‘I am a nun.’ in response to a persistent 

hassler). 

 



Blum-Kulka and House compile these nine distinctions into three levels in their analysis (1989:123, 

see table 1).  They pull together the five most direct request strategies (called impositives), and 

combined original types 6 and 7 (called conventionally indirect).  They treat the two types of hints as 

one strategy type, hints. 

Blum-Kulka’s findings confirm the cross-linguistic validity of these categories: the request strategies 

in all languages studied yielded a rich repertoire of strategies in all three levels (1989:47).  The cultural 

relativity of request strategies is also pointed out; members of each culture have mutually shared 

expectations in regard to appropriateness of linguistic behavior in various contexts, and differences 

between the social meanings carried by these behaviors can be a matter of intercultural dispute 

(1989:65-67). 

 
Revised categories by Blum-Kulka and House (1989) Original types in CCSARP 
Impositives 1. mood derivable 

2. performatives 
3. hedged performatives 
4. obligation statements 
5. want statement 

Conventionally indirect 6. suggestory formulae 
7. query preparatory 

Hints 8. strong hints 
9. mild hints 

TABLE 1. Three categories in Blum-Kulka and House (1989). 
 

This study is intended to examine the universality and the cultural relativity of request strategies 

claimed by Blum-Kulka in the context of a workplace in Japan.  Two research questions are raised: 

(RQ1)  Are the three categories of request strategies, which were found cross-linguistically in 

Blum-Kulka’s data, used at a workplace in Japan? 

(RQ2)  If they are, how do these categories relate with social factors such as age, status or 

gender? 



3.  METHOD. 

3.1.  PLACE OF INVESTIGATION.  The data were collected by participant observation at a coffee 

shop in downtown Osaka, Japan in the summer of 1995.  The investigator was one of the workers at 

the coffee shop at the time of investigation.  Natural occurring utterances were collected and written 

down by hand.  The data collection was done over two months.  The requests from the customers to 

the workers were also collected. 

 

3.2.  SUBJECTS.  There were 16 workers total involved in this study.  They were shift workers; thus, 

not all the workers worked at the same time.  The majority of the workers (11 out of 16 or 68.7%) 

were young, and their ages ranged from 18 to the 20’s.  Others were in their 40’s and mid-50’s.  There 

were at least three status distinctions involved at this coffee shop: supervisors, full-time employees and 

part-time employees.  There were two supervisors who were considered to have the highest status 

among the subjects.  There were five full-time workers who were not in supervisory positions but were 

still considered to have higher status than the part-time workers.  Nine others were part-time workers.  

Half of the workers were male and the others were female.  Table 2 summarizes the workers’ profiles.1 

 
Codes Age Status Gender Codes Age Status Gender 
A 50s Supervisor Male I 22 Part-time Female 
B 50s Supervisor Male J 20 Part-time Female 
CF –– Customer Female K 20 Part-time Male 
CM –– Customer Male L 20 Part-time Male 
D 59 Full-time Male M 20 Part-time Female 
E 53 Full-time Male N 18 Part-time Female 
F 26 Full-time Male O 18 Part-time Female 
G 22 Full-time Male P 18 Part-time Female 
H 43 Part-time Female Q 18 Part-time Female 

TABLE 2.  Codes and profiles of subjects. 

                                                 
1 Codes in table 2 corresponds to the codes in the data in the following sections. 



Only the gender of the customers was taken into consideration, simply because it was not possible 

to obtain other kinds of information.  This coffee shop had many female customers, and this appeared 

on the data as well: 17 out of 21 utterances (81.0%) of requests from customers were from female 

customers. 

 

4.  RESULTS.  The data were analyzed with the CCSARP coding manual (Blum-Kulka, House and 

Kasper 1989) and classified into three categories used according to Blum-Kulka and House’s three 

categories (Blum-Kulka and House 1989).  These three categories are impositives (henceforth strategy 

A), conventionally indirect (strategy B), and hints (strategy C).  Two kinds of interactions were 

analyzed: Customer-worker interactions and worker-worker interactions.  There were 21 requests 

collected in the former, and 102 requests in the latter. 

 

4.1.  CUSTOMERS’ REQUEST STRATEGIES.  Of 21 requests from customers to workers, almost all of 

them were from categories A and B.  Some examples are: 

(1)  Orenji juusu kudasai. ‘Orange juice, please.’ (strategy: A, female customer) 
 

(2)  Omizu itadakeru? ‘Can I have some water?’ (strategy B, female customer) 

 

Both strategies A and B were used frequently (52.4% and 42.9%, respectively).  Strategy C was 

not used from customers to the workers since hints are inherently opaque by their very nature (Weizman 

1989:71).  Only one example was found in the data: 

(3)  Macchi arimasu? ‘Do you have a match?’ when used as a request for a match 

(strategy C, female customer) 



The distribution of the requests from customers are summarized in Table 3: 

 
Strategy Type Percentage Number (total = 21) 

A: Impositives 52.4 11 
B: Conventionally Indirect 42.9 9 
C: Hints 4.8 1 

TABLE 3. Distribution of request strategy types between customers-workers. 
 

Strategy type Order of food/drinks (n = 9) Something else (n = 12) 
A: Impositives 100% (n = 9) 16.7% (n = 2) 
B: Conventionally Indirect 0% 75.0% (n = 9) 
C: Hints 0% 8.3% (n = 1) 

Table 4. Percentage distribution of request strategy in different types of requests from customers. 
 

Interestingly, customers used the different strategies for different kinds of requests.  Table 4 shows 

the distribution of request strategies in two different types of requests from the customers; requests of 

the food/drinks and requests for something else. 

There is a clear distinction in the customers’ usage of these strategies; they only used strategy A to 

order food or drinks and they used strategy B to ask for something else (e.g., a match).  This distinction 

can be seen in the following example from a female customer: 

(4)  Furuutii orenji to ringo juusu. (strategy A)  A, macchi itadake masu? (strategy B) 

‘Fruity orenji juice and apple juice Oh, could I have a match?’ 

 

When the customers ordered something and it was expected for them to do so, they used the direct 

request strategy.  More variation of requests was found when they asked for some extra service other 

than ordering food or drinks. 

 

4.2.  REQUESTS AMONG WORKERS. 



4.2.1. OVERALL FINDINGS.  It was found that all three levels of request strategies were used among 

co-workers at a coffee shop in Japan.  Overall distribution of these three categories were shown in 

Table 5.  Some examples are given below: 

Strategy A: Impositives 

(5)  Kappu, aratte ‘Wash the cups.’ (H → N2) 

 

Strategy B: Conventionally Indirect 

(6)  Gamushiro tsukutte kureruka. ‘Could you make syrup?’ (G → N) 

 

Strategy C: Hints 

(7)  Soko wasuremono shiteru wa ‘There is an unclaimed bag.’ 

Uttered as a request to bring it to Lost and Found. (H → I) 

 

Blum-Kulka states that conventional indirect is the most frequently used strategy type, but 

apparently it was not so in this work situation: impositives were used more than half of the time, and 

conventionally indirect and hints were used equally. 

 

Strategy type Percentage Numbers (n = 102) 
A: Impositives 52.0% 53 
B: Conventionally Indirect 23.5% 24 
C: Hints 24.5% 25 

TABLE 5. Overall distribution of request strategies among workers. 
 

4.2.2. SOCIAL FACTORS AND REQUEST STRATEGIES. 

                                                 
2  These codes correspond to the codes for the workers in Table 1. 



4.2.2.1.  AGE.  Age seemed to be an important factor related to the request strategies found in this 

study.  First of all, more than 60% of the requests were from older people to younger ones.  Second, 

percentage of direct strategies was high when the requests were uttered by older workers to younger 

workers.  Table 6 and Figure 1 illustrate the distribution: 

 
 

Strategy type Older to younger 
(n = 593) 

Younger to older 
(n = 26) 

Equal  
(n = 13) 

A: Impositives 61.0% 38.5% 38.5% 
B: Conventionally Indirect 16.9% 38.5% 23.0% 
C: Hints 22.0% 23.0% 38.5% 

TABLE 6.  Percentage distribution of request strategy in different age relationships. 

FIGURE 1. Strategy type by age difference. 
A = Impositives  B = Conventionally Indirect  C = Hints 

 

4.2.2.  STATUS.  As described earlier, there were three status distinctions at this coffee shop: 

supervisors (the highest), full-time employees (middle) and part-time employees (the lowest).  The data 

were analyzed with speakers’ and addressees’ status; higher to lower, lower to higher, and equal. 

                                                 
3 Four utterances were not considered in this table because they were anonymous. 
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Half of all requests were interchanged between workers in equal status, and only 14.9% of requests 

were addressed to a worker in a higher status.  The percentage of direct strategy (A) was high when the 

request was addressed to a worker in a lower status.  For example: 

(8)  Kore kaite ‘Write this.’ (Strategy A, E → I) 

 

Table 7 and Figure 2 summarize the distribution of the strategies with respect to status differences. 

 
Strategy type Higher to lower (n = 32) Lower to higher (n = 15) Equal (n = 55) 

A: Impositives 59.4% (n = 19) 40.0% (n = 6) 49.1% (n = 27) 
B: Conventionally Indirect 25.0% (n = 8) 20.0% (n = 3) 25.5% (n = 14) 
C: Hints 15.6% (n = 5) 20.0% (n = 6) 25.5% (n = 14) 

TABLE 7. Percentage distribution of request strategy in different status relationships 
FIGURE 2. Strategy type by status difference. 

A = Impositives  B = Conventionally Indirect  C = Hints 
 

4.2.3.  GENDER.  Another factor examined was gender.  Different patterns of request strategy were 

found to be related to speakers’ and addressees’ genders (see Table 8 and Figure 3).  Many more 

requests were addressed to female workers (78.5%) than to male workers (21.5%), but it is important 
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to note here that many of the part-time workers were female while supervisors and full-time workers 

were male. 

 

5. DISCUSSION. 

5.1.  DIFFERENT REQUEST STRATEGIES.  The percentage of hints was high when female workers 

addressed the request to a male worker (36.8%) compared to when they addressed the request to 

other female workers (23.5%).  In general, female workers used more hints (28.8%) than male workers 

did (16.7%).  For example, a female worker uttered a hint request to a male worker: 

(9)  Chiisai fooku nai. ‘There are no small forks.’ 

Used to request to wash and bring them.)(H → K) 

 
Strategy types Male to male 

(n = 5) 
Male to female 

(n = 26) 
Female to male 

(n = 16) 
Female to female 

(n = 47) 
A: Impositives 60.0 (n = 3) 53.8 (n = 14) 43.8 (n = 7) 46.8 (n = 22) 
B: Conventionally Indirect 40.0 (n = 2) 15.4 (n = 4) 12.5 (n = 2) 29.8 (n = 14) 
C: Hints --- 30.8 (n = 8) 43.8 (n = 7) 23.4 (n = 11) 

TABLE 8.  Percentage distribution of request strategy in different gender relationships. 

FIGURE 3. Strategy type by gender difference. 
A = Impositives  B = Conventionally Indirect  C = Hints 
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Sometimes hints were not successful in conveying the speaker’s intention, as can be seen in the 

example below: 

(10) 

H:  Kappu, haitaa ni tsukete annen. ‘There are coffee cups in the bucket with detergent.’ 

Uttered as a request to wash the cups. (H → N) 

N:  Hai. ‘Yes.’ But N did not go and wash them. 

H: Kappu aratte. ‘Wash the cups.’ 

 

In (10), H wanted N to wash the coffee cups that were in the bucket with detergent, and uttered a 

hint request.  N did not understand that it was a request, and H rephrased the request with a direct one. 

There were some routine hints used in this coffee shop between workers.  For example,  

(11) Arigatoo gozaimashita ‘Thank you very much (to the customers).’ 

(Strategy C, I to other workers) Used as a request to go to the cash register. 

 

Arigatoogo zaimashita ‘Thank you very much.’ was commonly used as a hint to let other workers 

know when to go to the cash register, and to clean up the table when customers left the coffee shop. 

 

6.  CONCLUSION.  The data collected naturally at a coffee shop in Japan confirmed the universality 

of the categories claimed by Blum-Kulka (1989).  The data shows the different request strategies were 

used according to the age, status and gender differences among the speakers in a Japanese workplace.  

More direct strategies were associated with older age and/or higher status.  It is hoped that this study 

provides some real-life examples to learners of Japanese, as well as data to researchers in pragmatics. 
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