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Abstract 

This paper investigates apologies produced by Greek native speakers and English learners of Greek as a 

foreign language in two informal (-P, -D) and two formal situations (+P, +D). Drawing on data elicited by 

means of an assessment questionnaire, a DCT and the participants' verbal reports, the study attempts to 

explore the extent to which the two groups differ in their contextual assessments of the apology situations 

under examination and in strategy use. The results indicated that the learners of the study differed 

significantly from the native speakers in regard to their assessments of the contextual parameters (power, 

distance, severity of offence) involved in each apology situation. Furthermore, significant quantitative and 

qualitative differences were attested in relation of the two groups' preferences in strategy use when 

performing apologies in Greek. On the basis of these results it is argued, that these learners interlanguage 

apology behavior is influenced both by their native cultural values and (negative) politeness orientation, 

as well as from lack of adequate socio-pragmatic development resulting mainly from their foreign 

language learner status. 

Keywords: Apology; Discourse completion test; Greek; Interlanguage; Politeness. 

1. Introduction

The acquisition of pragmatic competence, i.e. the learners' ability to "employ different 

linguistic formulae in an appropriate way when interacting in a particular social and 

cultural context" (Usó-Juan & Martínez-Flor 2008: 349), has been a major pursuit of 

second language learning and teaching in the past few decades. Pragmatic competence 

is made up by two fundamental components: pragmalinguistic knowledge, which refers 

to knowledge of the particular linguistic resources for formulating a speech act, and 

sociopragmatic knowledge, i.e. knowledge of the contextual and social variables (status, 

social distance, etc.) which determine the appropriateness of the pragmalinguistic choice 

(see Kasper 1997: 115-116; Thomas 1983; Usó-Juan 2010: 237). Therefore, becoming 

pragmatically competent is understood as "the process of establishing sociopragmatic 

and pragmalinguistic competence and the increasing ability to understand and produce 

sociopragmatic meanings with pragmalinguistic conventions" (Kasper & Roever 2005: 

318).   

Against this backdrop, the non-native speakers' ability to comprehend and 

produce various speech acts, as well as the linguistic means that they employ in order to 
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modify the illocutionary force and attenuate potential face-threats of their speech acts, 

have been of focal interest in the field of interlanguage pragmatics. Of even more 

interest, has been the question of the ways in which these means deviate from the ones 

used by native speakers. 

Among the numerous studies that have been undertaken to date into a variety of 

speech acts, apologies hold a rather prominent place. Apologizing is an act that is 

usually performed when assumed social norms have been violated through a real or 

potential offence in order for social harmony to be  restored
1
. They are considered 

particularly challenging both due to their universal nature, since they are probably found 

in most if not all all human communities (cf. Farashayian 2011: 224), and to their 

complexity, since they can be composed of one or several strategies and involve 

multiple threats to the interlocutors' face (cf. Flores Salgado 2011: 16). Therefore, 

apologies are closely related with matters of politeness and facework and have often 

been studied under the rubric of Brown and Levinson's (1987) politeness model.   

A considerable body of pragmatic research has investigated apologies in 

different languages and cultures, focusing on various variables such as the politeness 

strategies employed (e.g. Brown & Levinson 1987; García 1989; Ogiermann 2009), the 

factors affecting the choice of particular strategies (e.g. Cohen & Olshtain 1981; Fraser 

1981; Olshtain 1989; Olshtain & Cohen 1983), the cultural values reflected in apology 

realization (e.g. Bataineh & Bataineh 2006; Cordella 1990; Suszczyńska 1999; 

Ogiermann 2009) and the strategies employed by native and non-native speakers (e.g. 

García 1989; Shardakova 2005; Trosborg 1987; Flores Salgado 2011). 

The present paper aims to contribute to this latter aspect of research by 

examining apologies performed by English learners of Greek as a foreign language.
2
 

This choice was triggered by three factors: First, no research has been conducted so far 

on Greek interlanguage apologies. Therefore, this study aims to bridge this gap, at least 

partially, and to contribute to the body of cross-linguistic research findings. Second, 

besides the difficulties stated above in regard to the comprehension and production of 

apologies by non-native speakers in general, foreign language learners seem to be at an 

additional disadvantage, due to the rather limited authentic target-language input that 

they are exposed to (Bardovi-Harlig & Dörnyei 1999; Bella 2012; Martínez-Flor & 

Usó-Juan 2006). Third, the apology performance of English learners of Greek can be of 

particular interest, due to the well documented difference in the politeness orientations 

of the two societies. That is, while English society has been  found to prefer  negative 

politeness strategies (Brown & Levinson 1987), Greeks have been documented to prefer 

positive politeness ones (see e.g. Antonopoulou and Sifianou 2003; Bella 2009, 2011, 

2012; Makri-Tsilipakou 2001; Pavlidou 1994; Sifianou 1992).  

The paper begins with a discussion of apologies and proceeds to review previous 

research on interlanguage apologies. Section 3 presents the method of the study, 

whereas section 4 highlights the main findings. The results are discussed in section 5 in 

the light of the relevant literature. Finally, Section 6 sums up the  conclusions of the 

study. 

 

 

                                                           
1
 Anticipatory apologies that occur prior to the offensive act are beyond the scope of the present 

study. 
2
 Any reference to 'English learners of Greek' in the present study, involves solely native English 

speakers from England (and not other English speaking communities). 
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2. Theoretical background 

 

2.1. Apologies 

 

Apologies fall into the category of expressive illocutionary acts and have been defined 

as transactions involving "a bid to change the balance sheet of the relation between S 

and H" (Leech 1983: 125). That is, apologies constitute attempts to restore the 

imbalance created in the relationship of the interlocutors by S committing an offence 

adversely affecting H. Therefore, apologies are considered remedial interchanges 

aiming to restore and maintain social equilibrium, since they allow "the participants to 

go on their way, if not with satisfaction that matters are closed, then at least with the 

right to act as if they feel that matters are closed and that ritual equilibrium has been 

restored" (Goffman 1971: 140). This remedial nature highlights the social character of 

apologizing and links it to issues of face-threat and face-preservation.
3
 Against this 

backdrop, Brown and Levinson (1987: 187) classify apologies as negative politeness 

strategies, aiming at protecting the negative face of the addressee whose rights, property 

or freedom of action have been threatened or violated by the offensive act. Moreover, 

they (1987: 68) consider apologies threatening the speaker's positive aspect of face, 

since apologizing involves the speaker’s  admission that he/she is at fault for an offence 

he/she regrets. 

Brown and Levinson's conception of apologies has been criticized both for 

viewing them as strictly face-threatening for the speaker and face-supporting for the 

addressee, as well as for ignoring the other aspects of the interlocutors' face (see e.g. 

Deuthschmann 2003; Edmondson & House 1981; House & Kasper 1981; Meier 1992; 

Ogiermann 2009; Symeon 2000). As Deutschmann (2003: 39) contends, when 

analyzing apologies "both negative and positive face needs should be taken into 

account" and "these should be viewed from both hearer and speaker perspectives". An 

apology should always be viewed as a reaction triggered by an offence and it is in the 

context of pairing specific offences with specific apologies that any elements of face-

threat or face-preservation should be analyzed. Offences are threatening both the 

positive and the negative face of the victim, since she/he may feel that her/his 

personality is not being respected and that "the feelings of solidarity, co-operation and 

trust held [between herself/himself and the offender] are no longer obvious" (Symeon 

2000: 87). With respect to the offender's face needs, it can be claimed that the offence 

has damaged her/his positive face endangering her/his image as a likeable and reliable 

member of the group. Finally, the negative aspect of her/his face is also harmed, "since 

the burden of the offensive act prevents her/him from acting freely and communicating 

openly until her/his good reputation has been restored" (Symeon 2000: 87). Therefore, 

apologies are considered multidirectional acts, in the sense that can attend to both 

aspects of both interlocutors' face. 

Yet, I will side with Ogiermann (2009), who views the apologizer's positive face 

needs as central to all apologies (see also Edmondson & House 1981; Fraser 1981; 

Meier 1992), since what damages the offender's positive face is not the apology, but the 

offence. The apology is the act that attempts to restore it. Therefore, "while damage to 

                                                           
3
According to Owen (1983: 22), remedial interchanges are taken to comprise those acts 

"concerned specifically with repairing damage to face, where face-preservation itself becomes the object 

of the conversation for a time however short". 
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the hearer's positive face as well as negative face can necessitate it, without the 

speaker's positive face needs, there might be no apology, which is uttered despite threat 

to negative face. " (Ogiermann 2009: 55)  

According to Olshtain & Cohen (1983) there are six strategies which can make 

up an apology irrespective of politeness orientation and other culturally specific issues: 

explicit use of an illocutionary force indicating device (IFID), an explanation or account 

for the offence, an offer of repair, a promise of forbearance
4
 and an expression of 

concern for the offended. Due to the different levels of severity of the offences that call 

for an apology, it was noted by Blum-Kulka et al. (1989) that different forms of apology 

intensification may be employed. These can be of two main types: a) internal 

intensifiers that are included in the IFID and b) external ones, such as expressing 

concern for the hearer. It is also widely acknowledged that not all of these strategies 

occur in an apology at the same time and that their selection and combinations depend 

on various factors, such as the severity of the offence and the degrees of power and 

social distance existing between interlocutors (see e.g. Olshtain & Cohen 1989; 

Ogiermann 2009; Symeon 2000). The above strategies will be further analyzed and 

exemplified in section 3. The next section will focus on the main findings of the 

research on non-native apologies. 

 

 

2.2. Interlanguage apologies: Literature review 

 

The vast body of research on apologies to date has been of a cross-cultural nature, 

comparing their realizations in two or more languages. Although this research is beyond 

the scope of the present study which focuses on interlanguage apologies
5
, a brief 

mention will be made here of the only study that has compared L1 Greek and English 

apologies, since its findings are particularly relevant to the purposes of the present 

research. This study was conducted by Symeon (2000) who used data from a variety of 

sources including Discourse Completion Tests (DCTs), English and Greek plays and 

naturally occurring discourse, in order to examine the similarities and differences in the 

realization of apologies in the two linguistic communities. Although Symeon's study 

examined apologies within Brown and Levinson's framework of politeness, her 

approach differed from theirs in that, unlike Brown and Levinson who classify 

apologies as negative politeness strategies employed to protect the negative face of the 

offended party, she considered them as affecting all other aspects of both interlocutors' 

face, thus highlighting their multidirectional character. Not surprisingly, Symeon's main 

finding was that the politeness orientations of the two communities (English and Greek) 

do in fact affect the realization of apologies. That is, Greeks were found to show a 

marked preference for positive politeness apology strategies, whereas English speakers 

opted for negative politeness ones. Furthermore, Symeon found that several strategies, 

such as expressions of regret, self-accusation and reasons for the offence exhibited 

greater frequencies in the Greek data, whereas strategies like IFIDs and expressions of 

lack of intent were considerably more frequent in the English data. In addition, Symeon 

                                                           
4
 This is the term employed in the relevant literature for the strategy involving the speaker's 

promise that the offensive act will not occur again. However, for reasons I explain in the coding section 

(3.2.2.), in this study the term 'promise of desistance' will be used to refer to this particular strategy. 
5
 For thorough reviews of such studies, see Flores Salgado (2011); Marquez Reiter (2000);  

Ogiermann (2009). 
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noted that neither of the two groups of speakers used one type of politeness strategies 

(positive or negative) exclusively. However, it turned out that when the speakers' 

contributions included both negative and positive politeness strategies, the latter tended 

to precede the former in the Greek data, whereas in the case of the English data, this 

pattern was reversed. Due to the multiple data sources and the painstaking analysis of 

the data, Symeon's (2000) findings is a valuable reference point for the investigation of 

apologies in the present study. 

Turning now to interlanguage apologies which are my particular concern here, in 

the rest of this section I will focus on some of the most influential interlanguage 

apology research to date in order to highlight the main issues raised in regard to NNSs' 

apology performance and contextual assessments. The main focus is on single-moment 

studies. Nevertheless, some of the most important developmental studies will also be 

discussed, since their findings can be particularly enlightening for the present purposes. 

The section closes with a summary of the main research findings.   

In an attempt to develop a measure of sociocultural competence, focusing on the 

act of apologizing, Cohen & Olshtain (1981) conducted a study that compared the 

apologetic behavior of English NSs, Israeli NSs of Hebrew and Israeli learners of 

English. The data were elicited by means of role-plays of eight different situations. The 

analysis revealed several instances of negative pragmatic transfer in the learners' 

performance, especially in regard to appropriate intensity of regret. Additionally, some 

of the learners' responses seemed to indicate a deficiency in linguistic proficiency, since 

they failed to include some of the strategies found in native English and native Hebrew 

responses. 

Using the same apology situations Olshtain (1983) examined the apologetic 

behavior of Russian and English learners of Hebrew in Israel. In addition to the data 

collection, Olshtain conducted interviews with the participants in order to establish their 

perception of apology as language-specific or language-universal. The analysis showed 

that English learners tended to apologize less in Hebrew than in their native language, 

consistent with their perception about Hebrew, while Russian learners apologized more 

in Hebrew than they did in Russian, again consistent with their perceptions about 

Hebrew. It was thus concluded that the performance of adult learners may be strongly 

influenced by their stereotypical conceptions of what is appropriate in the target 

language.  

House (1989) examined the production of apologies by NSs of English, NSs of 

German and German learners of English using a DCT combined with 3-point rating 

scales that aimed to assess the weight of context-external and context-internal factors in 

the situations under examination (distance, dominance, addressee's expectation of an 

apology, offender's obligation to apologize and impositions involved in the apology). 

With the exception of imposition, which received higher ratings from the German than 

from the English native speakers, the ratings were found to be similar between the two 

NSs groups. However, it was observed that in contrast to native speakers that preferred 

other-oriented strategies (e.g. expressions of interest in the interlocutor's state or 

demonstrations of concern for the offended), the learners preferred self-oriented 

strategies (e.g., denials of intent to commit offensive acts or references to self-

deficiencies). 

García (1989) also examined NNSs' apologetic behavior by means of role-plays 

enacted by Venezuelan Spanish NNSs and compared to those of American English NSs. 
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Her study focused on one situation in which a guest must apologize to a host for not 

attending his party. It was shown that Venezuelan NNSs, consistent with their L1 

politeness orientation, opted for a positive politeness approach employing more 

apologies and confrontational devices than the American NSs. This type of negative 

transfer was at odds with the (negative) politeness expectations of the American NSs 

and, therefore, it was found to result in miscommunication and disharmony. 

Using a 20-item DCT, Bergman & Kasper (1993) investigated the apology 

performance of Thai NNSs of English in comparison with Thai and American English 

native speakers. Besides the actual DCT, a metapragmatic assessment questionnaire was 

administered to examine the subjects' perceptions of a variety of context-internal and 

context-external factors involved in the offence situations described in the DCT. In 

relation to the context internal factors, a high correlation was observed between severity 

of offence, on the one hand, and obligation to apologize and offender's face loss, on the 

other. In contrast, no correlation was observed between context internal factors, such as 

dominance and distance, and context external factors. The assessment results were 

perceived as providing support to Olshtain's (1989: 60) hypothesis that "severity of 

offence is the representative factor in the sociopragmatic set of apology". Among the 

different strategies employed by the participants, the only one that appeared to correlate 

with context-internal factors in all three groups was apology intensification. 

Furthermore, the NSSs were found to use higher frequencies of strategies like repair, 

downgrading responsibility and other types of redress, confirming previous findings 

according to which learners typically use more words than native speakers in 

accomplishing similar pragmatic goals ( Blum-Kulka & Olshtain 1986; Edmondson & 

House 1981; House 1989). 

Turning now to developmental studies, one of the earliest and most influential 

studies with regard to the development of language learners' apologetic behavior is 

Trosborg's (1987). Using role-plays within which participant roles varied along the 

parameters of social distance and dominance, Trosborg compared the apology strategies 

used by English native speakers and three groups of Danish learners of English of 

different proficiency levels (beginner, intermediate, advanced). The analysis showed 

that all learner groups employed fewer explanations and minimizing strategies and 

tended to use more direct apologies and denial of responsibility. These findings were 

attributed mainly to insufficient linguistic knowledge. What was found to really develop 

with proficiency was the use of modality markers, with the more advanced learners 

employing them more frequently, increasing thus the politeness level of their apologies.  

In a later study of similar design, Trosborg (1995) further confirmed that all 

three learner groups used a higher number of IFIDs (direct apologies) and resorted 

mainly to the use of I am sorry. According to the researcher this behavior did not result 

from L1 transfer but mainly from the learners' "overlearning" this particular formula 

(1995: 406). Moreover, the NSs' data displayed significantly greater frequencies of 

apology intensification than the learners', a finding that was attributed to the learners' 

lack of adequate linguistic means. Nevertheless, her findings showed a positive 

correlation between intensification frequency and increasing proficiency. 

In line with Bergman and Kasper (1993), Maeshiba et al. (1996) focused on 

pragmatic transfer and whether it was influenced more strongly by contextual factors or 

by the learners' proficiency level. The participants were two groups of Japanese learners 

of English (intermediate and advanced) whose apologies were compared to those of two 

groups of native speakers (English and Japanese). The results showed that the 



A contrastive study of apologies    685 
 

intermediate group transferred their apology behavior from Japanese to English more 

than the advanced group. Therefore,  the results of this study contradict Takahashi and 

Beebe's (1987) findings that advanced learners' performance tends to exhibit more 

instances of negative pragmatic transfer.  

In a more recent study, Shardakova (2005) examined by means of a DCT and a 

contextual assessment questionnaire the production and contextual assessments of 

apologies of American learners of Russian studying in a Russian University. The 

learners' acquisition of pragmalinguistic and sociolinguistic knowledge was investigated 

in relation to both their advancement in linguistic proficiency and study abroad 

experience. The findings showed that contrary to the Russian NSs that opted for 

distinctly different means depending on the contextual parameters of each apology 

situation, the learners tended to overgeneralize their apologies to intimates and carry 

them over to other communicative contexts (unfamiliarity or unequal social status). It 

was also found that the most decisive factor leading to near-native apologetic behavior 

was not linguistic proficiency, but the degree of exposure to the target language. 

Moreover, it was observed that, when not combined with exposure, advancement in 

linguistic proficiency could lead to strategy overuse and overly polite behavior. 

Dalmau & Godor (2007) conducted another cross-sectional study aiming to 

analyze the apology realization of Catalan learners of English at three different 

proficiency levels in response to a DCT. The learners were found to have access to the 

same range of apology strategies irrespective of their proficiency level. Although it was 

found that the increase of L2 proficiency brought with it an overall decrease in 

pragmalinguistic non-L2-like performance, as well as an increase in the use of more 

target-like apology intensification, the latter was found to lag behind NSs' 

intensification even in the case of advanced learners. Moreover, the study confirmed 

Takahashi and Beebe's claim (1987) that native-like command triggers an increase in 

negative pragmatic transfer. 

Finally, in a very recent study, Flores Salgado (2011) examined the development 

of apologies (and requests) in the interlanguage of Mexican learners of English of three 

different proficiency levels (basic, intermediate, advanced). In regard to apologies it was 

shown that participants of all proficiency levels used less apology strategies overall than 

American English native speakers. Instances of negative transfer were also attested in 

the advanced level participants' production. These learners were found to often 

transliterate Spanish apology formulas in their expression of apologies in English. 

Moreover, a positive correlation was attested between level of proficiency and 

intensification.  

To sum up, previous research on interlanguage apology realization has revealed 

the following (cf. Bataineh & Bataineh 2006: 1906):  

 

1. Despite the similarities in the realization patterns of apologies detected across 

cultures, several strategies are culture-specific. 

2. L2 learners tend to transfer their native sociopragmatic strategies to their L2 apology 

performance. 

3. The choice of apology strategies is often affected by social/situational parameters. 

4. Advanced level of proficiency does not guarantee native-like apology performance.  

 

In the light of the above, the research questions of the present study are the following:  
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1. What are the differences exhibited between the two groups under examination in 

regard to apology strategy use? 

2. To what extent do the two groups' assessments of the contextual parameters of the 

apology situations differ? 

4. To what extent are differences in contextual assessments and politeness orientations 

reflected in the two groups' data and how do they affect the learners' interlanguage? 

 

The analysis of the participants' performance will rely on Brown and Levinson’s (1987) 

theory of politeness, since, despite valid or invalid criticisms, it seems to account 

adequately for the present data, not least because Brown and Levinson’s "astute 

description of linguistic strategies is useful when analyzing linguistic interaction" 

(Locher 2006: 250) and it "still has a great deal of analytical mileage in that it provides 

a framework for understanding social behavior" (Christie 2005: 6). 

 

 

3. Method 

 

3.1. Participants 

 

A total of 70 subjects participated in the study: 35 native speakers of Greek (17 males 

and 18 females), all coming from Athens (mean age: 23.7 years), and 35 (20 males and 

15 females) English learners of Greek as a foreign language (mean age: 22.8 years). 

The native speakers of Greek (GNS) were all undergraduate (BA) and 

postgraduate (MA) students at the University of Athens. The English learners had just 

arrived in Athens at the time of the study (academic year 2010-11) and belonged to two 

different categories: a) learners that were going to attend the six-week language courses 

offered by the University of Athens (Program of Summer Scholarships for Greek 

Studies), and b) learners that took Greek courses at the University of Athens' Centre for 

Teaching Greek as a Second/Foreign Language while attending a Socrates/Erasmus 

Program. All learners (GFL) were undergraduate students whose previous training in 

Greek had taken place in England, i.e. they were learners of Greek as a foreign 

language. All learners were of an advanced level according to the results of the 

placement test they took at the beginning of their courses. This test was designed 

following the guidelines of the Common European Framework for the Teaching and 

Assessment of Languages (CEF) (2001) and included grammar, reading, writing and 

listening components. Along these lines, the competence of these learners corresponded 

roughly to the C1 level,
6
 as described in the CEF (p.24). None of the learners had spent 

any amount of time in Greece prior to the time of the research. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
6
 Effective operational proficiency or advanced level. 
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3.2. Instruments and procedures 

 

3.2.1. DCT, assessment questionnaire and verbal reports 

 

The main instrument for data collection was a DCT (see Blum-Kulka et al. 1989) 

designed to elicit speech acts in ten different situations, four of which were designed to 

elicit apologies. The other six situations were aimed to function as distractors: two 

situations designed to elicit requests, two designed to elicit suggestions and two to elicit 

request refusals. For the present purposes, I analyzed the production of the studies in the 

four the apology situations: In the first situation, the subject has been late for an 

appointment with a friend, while in the second she/he has broken a friend's DVD player. 

The third and fourth situations involved offences towards a professor: In situation 3 the 

subject has forgotten an appointment with his/her professor, while in situation 4 she/he 

has damaged a book that she/he has borrowed from his/her professor. The description of 

the situations in the original DCT included information on the social distance (D) and 

relative power (P) between the participants (see Appendix). 

Thus, while the first two situations were symmetrical in the sense that they 

involve familiarity and no power difference (-P, -D), the third and fourth ones were 

asymmetrical, since they involve distance and power (+P, +D) (see Brown & Levinson 

1987; Scollon & Scollon 2001: 54-57).  

Although I agree with those who argue that natural data constitute the best 

source for analyzing interactions (see, e.g. Kasper 2000: 318, Wolfson 1981: 9), there 

are at least two important limitations to the benefits of ethnographic research on 

pragmatic strategies: first, contextual variables cannot be controlled and, second, the 

occurrence of a particular speech act cannot be predicted (see Gass and Houck 1999: 25; 

Ogiermann 2009: 67-70). Furthermore, as Kasper (2000: 320) points out, in cases that 

the research focuses on a particular pragmatic element, e.g. a particular speech act, “it 

may take an unreasonable amount of [authentic] data to obtain sufficient quantities of 

the pragmatic feature under study”.
7
  

To overcome these shortcomings, an open DCT was selected as a more adequate 

instrument for the present research purpose, not least because as Kasper (2000: 329) 

contends, when designed carefully, DCTs “are useful to inform about speakers’ 

pragmalinguistic knowledge of the strategies and linguistic forms by which 

communicative acts can be implemented, and about their sociopragmatic knowledge 

under which particular strategic and linguistic choices are appropriate”. Nevertheless, 

data elicited by means of DCTs “can never be the same as authentic conversation” 

(Kasper 2000: 318). Therefore, the findings of the study should be understood in view 

of the fact that DCT data are brought into being for research purposes and, hence, they 

are subject to certain limitations the most obvious being that they "cannot be expected 

to precisely reflect natural speech" (Ogiermann 2009: 68).  

In order to examine the learners' and native speakers' socio-pragmatic 

assessments of the various situational parameters an assessment questionnaire was also 

developed. Participants were asked for each situation to rate on a three-point scale 

interlocutor's relative power and distance as well as severity of offence (cf. Shardakova 

2005: 431). 

                                                           
7
 For extended discussions on pragmatic research methods and their suitability to different 

research questions in speech act research, see Félix-Brasderer (2010); Jucker (2009); Ogiermann (2009). 
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Finally, in order to overcome the DCT's limitations to a certain extent, in the 

present study the DCT data were supplemented with some retrospective verbal report 

data from the two groups' participants. As Woodfield (2010: 22) contends, the 

combination of such data with a written elicitation instrument "may provide insights 

into learners' perceptions of the sociocultural aspects of the discourse situation (social 

status, social distance) which learners attend to while on task".  

The interviews with the participants took place immediately after the completion 

of the DCT. For various practical reasons, mainly time limitations, interviews were 

conducted with 15 native speakers and 22 learners. The researcher focused on the four 

situations under examination and mainly posed fixed questions guided by Ericsson & 

Simon's (1993: 198) four types of statements in the verbalization process: intentions, 

cognitions, planning and evaluation (cf. Woodfield 2010: 9). The main questions were: 

 

1. What did you notice about the situation? 

2. How difficult did you find it to answer? 

3. What were you paying attention to? 

4. What were you trying to achieve by saying what you said? 

5. Were you satisfied with your answer? 

 

Additionally, following Jourdenais's (2001: 357) instigation that researchers should 

avoid leading questions and instead ask "focused yet open-ended questions" some data-

driven questions were added in the interviews, in order to prompt learners to elaborate 

on their answers. Examples of such questions included "You said situation X was 

difficult for you. Could you say more about that?", or "You said you felt your answer 

was 'inadequate' in situation X. Why do you say that?". Nevertheless, a couple of more 

close-ended questions were added in certain cases, in order for the researcher to have a 

better understanding of the participants' frame of mind. For instance, having observed 

that most of the Greek speakers avoided telling the truth about forgetting the 

appointment with the professor, the researcher asked the participants to justify this 

choice.  

 

 

3.2.2. Coding 

 

The categories of my classification scheme for the DCT data were based on those 

proposed by Olshtain & Cohen (1983) and further developed by Blum-Kulka et al. 

(1989) and included the following: 

 

1. Explicit use of an Illocutionary Force Indicating Device (IFID): formulaic forms of 

apology (e.g. συγγνώμη ('I am sorry' [lit. 'forgiveness']), με συγχωρείς ('forgive 

[declarative] me'). 

2. Intensification: various intensifying adverbials internal to the IFID (e.g. ειλικρινά 

'really' [lit. 'sincerely'], πολύ 'very') 

3. Reasons/explanations for the offence (e.g. είχε πολύ κίνηση 'there was a lot of traffic') 

4. Explicit acknowledgment of responsibility (e.g. εγώ φταίω 'it's my fault', είμαι 

υπεύθυνος 'I am responsible') 

5. Self-depreciation (e.g. είμαι εντελώς ηλίθια! 'I am completely stupid!') 

6. Expressing lack of intent (e.g. δεν το έκανα επίτηδες 'I didn't do it on purpose') 
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7. Justify hearer (e.g. ό,τι και να πεις έχεις δίκιο ‘whatever you may say, you will be 

right’) 

8. Expression of embarrassment/regret (e.g. νιώθω πολύ άσχημα 'I feel very bad') 

9. Offer of repair: speaker offers to remedy the damage inflicted upon the hearer (e.g. 

θα σου αγοράσω εγώ καινούργιο DVD 'I will buy you a new DVD player') 

10. Promise of desistance: speaker promises that the offensive act will not occur again 

(e.g. δεν θα επαναληφθεί 'it will not happen again') 

11. Humor: various humorous comments employed to pacify the hearer.
8
 

12. Appeaser: compensatory offers not directly connected with the speaker's offence 

and aiming to distract the hearer from it (e.g. θα σε κεράσω ένα ποτό 'I will buy you 

a drink) 

 

Before proceeding with the results of the study, some clarifications are in order, in 

relation to the classification scheme presented above. First, in Blum-Kulka et al.'s 

(1989) classification, strategies 4-8 are considered substrategies of a 'Taking on 

responsibility' superstrategy. However, I believe that almost each and every other 

strategy involved in apologies can be considered an expression of responsibility 

acknowledgment on the part of the offender. For instance, both offers of repair and 

promises of desistance imply that the speaker considers herself/himself responsible for 

the offensive act. Therefore, I opted to treat strategies 4-8 as separate superstrategies. In 

addition, I opted for the term 'promise of desistance' instead of the widely used 'promise 

of forbearance', since 'to forbear' means 'giving up a legal right to do something' and, 

therefore, 'forbearance' is misleading in this context.
9
  Moreover, Blum-Kulka et al. 

(1989: 291) treat statements such as 'it's my fault' as realizations of the 'Explicit self-

blame' strategy. To accommodate my data, I opted for the term 'Explicit 

acknowledgment of responsibility' to refer to such statements, and kept 'self-

depreciation' to refer to self-denigrating comments like 'I am completely stupid' that are 

particularly frequent especially in the Greek native speakers' apologies. 

Second, it has to be kept in mind that, although 'Intensification' has been included in 

this classification scheme, this is not in fact a separate strategy, but an internal upgrader 

of IFIDs. Although lexical/phrasal upgraders/downgraders are beyond the scope of the 

present study, this particular device was incorporated in the scheme, due to its well 

documented importance for the expression of apologies (see e.g. Dalmau & Gotor 2007; 

Mir 1992; Olshtain 1983; Trosborg 1995). 

In the next section, I will present the results of the assessment questionnaire, the 

DCT and the learners' reports. The findings will be discussed in section 5.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
8
 Blum-Kulka et al. (1989: 294) classify strategies 11 and 12 as means to distract the hearer from 

the offense. 
9
 This is a point made by the paper's anonymous referee. 
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4. Results 

 

4.1. Assessment results 

 

The two groups under examination exhibited important differences in regard to their 

assessment of both the severity of offence and the power/distance between interlocutors. 

The means of their scores are presented in Table 1.  

As shown in Table 1, the Greek NSs attributed much higher severity scores to 

the situations involving communication with the professor (S3, S4) than the ones 

involving communication with a friend (S1, S2). Therefore, these speakers established a 

correlation between power/distance and severity assessments
10

. In contrast, GFL 

marked as more severe situations involving property damage (S2, S4), irrespective of 

the interlocutors' relationship and attributed lower severity scores to situations involving 

tardiness.  

With respect to relative power and distance assessments, the only point of actual 

agreement between the two groups concerned the lack of power differences between 

friends. As indicated in Table 1, both groups' scores were equally low in this respect. 

The most impressive difference concerned the two groups' judgments in relation to the 

power/distance relationship between students and professors. Specifically, Greeks were 

found to attribute much higher scores to the situations involving communication with 

the professor than GFL. Although the latter marked these situations as involving more 

power and distance than the ones with friends, their scores were considerably lower than 

those of the GNS. Nevertheless, the learners were shown to consider friends as more 

distant than NSs did. 
 

Table 1: Assessment of contextual parameters by the two groups' participants in the four situations 

 

Contextual 

parameters Situations 

  S1 (-P,-D) 

 

S2 (-P,-D) 

 

S3 (+P,+D) 

 

S4 (+P,+D) 

Severity M SD 

 

M SD 

 

M SD 

 

M SD 

GNS 1.2 0.47 

 

1.49 0.56 

 

2.74 0.4 

 

2.91 0.28 

GFL 1.8 0.43 

 

2.34 0.68 

 

1.89 0.5 

 

2.83 0.38 

  

          

  

Power 

          

  

GNS 1.06 0.23 

 

1.06 0.23 

 

2.83 0.38 

 

2.91 0.28 

GFL 1.09 0.28 

 

1.03 0.16 

 

1.91 0.5 

 

1.86 0.43 

  

          

  

Distance 

          

  

GNS 1.06 0.23 

 

1.11 0.32 

 

2.77 0.32 

 

2.83 0.38 

GFL 1.51 0.4   1.46 0.5   1.97 0.46   2.09 0.45 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
10

 See Shardakova (2005: 432), for a similar finding in regard to Russian native speakers' 

assessments. 
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4.2. DCT results 

 

Table 2 presents the frequencies and percentages of apology strategies used by the two 

groups in the four situations under examination. Figure 1 presents the frequencies of 

intensifiers produced by the two groups in the four situations.  
 

 

Table 2: Distribution of apology strategies by the two groups in the four situations 

 

 

 

 

 

  Situation 1 Situation 2 Situation 3 Situation 4 

Strategies GNS GFL GNS GFL GNS GFL GNS GFL 

  n % n % n % n % n % n % n % n % 

IFIDs 18 13.5 37 35.6 16 8.7 39 25 43 20.2 37 27.6 40 16 34 18.9 

Reasons/ 

explanations 31 23.3 39 37.5 30 16.2 24 15.4 63 29.6 35 29.6 52 20.8 37 20.6 

Explicit 

acknowledgment 

of responsibility 2 1.5 3 2.9 10 5.5 25 16.1 9 4.2 20 14.9 12 4.8 23 12.8 

Self-depreciation 14 10.5 6 5.8 23 12.4 7 4.5 19 8.9 6 4.5 30 12 9 5 

Lack of intent 4 3 8 7.7 3 1.6 15 9.6 2 0.9 11 8.2 12 4.8 18 10 

Justify hearer 14 10.5 2 1.9 13 7 1 0.6 27 12.7 8 6 29 11.6 10 5.6 

Expression of 

embarassment/ 

regret 7 5.3 3 2.9 15 8.1 6 3.8 31 14.6 10 7.5 34 13.6 15 8.4 

Offer of repair 0 0 0 
 

38 20.5 36 23.1 0 0 0 0 37 14.8 33 18.3 

Promise of 

desistance 3 2.4 1 0.9 0 0 0 0 19 8.9 4 3 4 1.6 1 0.6 

Humor 22 16.5 3 2.9 20 10.8 1 0.6 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Appeaser 18 13.5 2 1.9 17 9.2 2 1.3 0 0 3 2.2 0 0 0 0 

Total strategies 133 100 104 100 185 100 156 100 213 100 134 100 250 100 180 100 
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The statistical analysis of the data was carried out using version 19 of the Statistical 

Package for the Social Sciences. Descriptive statistics were used to compute the 

frequency of the main strategies and intensifiers for each group across the different 

situations. The statistical tests used to examine the data were one-way ANOVAs. For all 

analyses in the study, the alpha level was set at .05. Besides the researcher, the data 

were coded by a second coder, a Greek female colleague from the Department of 

Linguistics, Faculty of English Studies.
11

 The second coder’s coding coincided with the 

researcher’s in 98% for apology strategies and 96% for intensification. The 

discrepancies noted were discussed by the two coders and a consensus was reached.  

The results for each situation are presented in detail in the following subsections 

(4.2.1-4.2.4). 

 

 

4.2.1.  Situation 1: Late for appointment with friend 

 

As shown in Table 2, the native speakers (GNS) used considerably less IFIDs than the 

learners (GFL) in Situation 1. This difference proved to be statistically significant (F 

(1,69)=39.8, p < 0.05, MGNS=0.37, MGFL=1.06, SDGNS=0.49, SDGFL=0.41). The 

IFIDs used by the native speakers consisted mainly in συγγνώμη ('I am sorry'[lit. 

forgiveness])  and the informal English form sorry and were hardly ever accompanied 

by intensifiers (see Figure 1). GFL used συγγνώμη ('I am sorry') exclusively and more 

intensifiers than native speakers, although this difference did not turn out to be 

statistically significant. Nevertheless, they often intensified συγγνώμη ('I am sorry') by 

means of the adverb πολύ (much, a lot ), which is not a native-like form of 

intensification in Greek. Specifically, the utterance συγγνώμη πολύ [lit. forgiveness 

much] is syntactically incorrect in Greek. Although it is translated as ‘I am very sorry’, 

which is perfectly acceptable in English, being a noun συγγνώμη cannot be qualified by 

                                                           
11

 I understand that the coding procedure would perhaps be more reliable if the two coders 

differed in gender, as suggested by one of the reviewer's, but, unfortunately this was not possible in this 

case. 
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the adverb πολύ. However, this is a very common mistake made by learners of Greek 

who tend to treat συγγνώμη like ευχαριστώ (‘thank you’), which being a verb can very 

well collocate with the adverb πολύ (Bella 2012: 1933). 

Both GNS and GFL participants provided a number of reasons and explanations 

for their delay. Yet, while GNS often retreated to explanations related to their own 

personality, which their interlocutor was supposed to be familiar with (e.g. you know 

me, being late is my hobby, I overslept again, etc.), the learners preferred explanations 

that had to do almost exclusively with external factors (e.g. heavy traffic, late 

transportation, strikes, etc.). Furthermore, native speakers employed a "justify hearer" 

strategy in several instances in this situation. The realization of this strategy in the GNS 

data consisted almost exclusively in the formulaic expression ό,τι και να πεις έχεις δίκιο 

('whatever you may say, you will be right'), which was used only by 2 learners in this 

situation. Nevertheless, what appeared to be most characteristic about the native 

speakers' behavior in this situation was the use of humor (16.5%). Moreover, these 

speakers employed several appeasers (13.5%), thus distracting the hearer from the 

offence (see Blum-Kulka et al. 1989: 234). As shown in Table 2, both these last 

strategies were practically absent from the GFL participants' performance. Examples (1-

3) coming from the GNS and (4-5) from the GFL data are indicative of the 

aforementioned differences: 

 

(1) GNS 

Άργησα ρε συ, ό,τι και να πεις έχεις δίκιο, με πήρε ο ύπνος πάλι, sorry. Πάμε; 

I am late [re]
12

, whatever you may say you will be right, I overslept again, sorry. Shall 

we get going? 

 

(2) GNS 

Ξέρω ότι άργησα, δεν έβρισκα τι να βάλω και έκανα πάρα πολύ ώρα να ετοιμαστώ. 

Ευτυχώς που πάμε για ψώνια γιατί μάλλον πρέπει να ανανεώσω την γκαρνταρόμπα μου!! 

I know I am late I couldn't figure out what to wear and it took me ages to get ready. It’s 

a good thing we are going shopping because it seems I have to renew my wardrobe!! 

 

(3) GNS 

Μη βάλεις τις φωνές, με ξέρεις, είμαι απαράδεκτος με την ώρα. Θα πάμε για ψώνια και 

μετά θα σε πάω σε ένα καταπληκτικό ταβερνάκι να ταΐσεις την κοιλίτσα σου και θα τα 

ξεχάσεις όλα.  

Don't yell at me, you know me, I am impossible with time. We'll go shopping and then I 

will take you to a great little taverna to feed your tummy and you will forget all about it. 

 

(4) GFL 

Συγγνώμη πολύ που άργησα. Είχε πολύ κίνηση και τα λεωφορεία τόσο πολύ αργούν εδώ. 

Είμαι έτοιμη να ξεκινήσουμε. 

I am very sorry [lit. forgiveness much] I am late. There was a lot of traffic and the buses 

are so late here. I am ready to go. 

 

(5) GFL 

                                                           
12

 ρε is an untranslatable item expressing solidarity. 
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Συγγνώμη, άργησα. Είναι δύσκολο στην Αθήνα να ξέρω τι ώρα θα φτάσω. Ξεκίνησα 

νωρίς, αλλά είχε πρόβλημα με κίνηση. 

I am sorry, I am late. In Athens it is difficult to know how long it will take. I started 

early but there were problems with the traffic. 

 

In both (4) and (5) the learners start their contributions with an IFID (συγγνώμη 

'I am sorry') and proceed to provide explanations that attribute their delay to situations 

related to circumstances common in the Greek context (traffic and late buses in (4) and 

traffic in Athens in (5)).  

In example (1), on the other hand, after the formulaic ό,τι και να πεις έχεις δίκιο 

(whatever you may say you will be right) the Greek native speaker proceeds to invoke 

common ground between himself and the interlocutor stating that he overslept "again". 

A similar situation appears in (3) where the speaker states με ξέρεις, είμαι απαράδεκτος 

με την ώρα ('you know me, I am impossible with time'). What is also worth noting is 

that, besides being less frequent, the IFIDs used by the GNS in this situation appeared 

mainly at the end of their contributions. Example (1), where the GNS finishes his 

apology with the informal IFID sorry is indicative of this tendency. GFL participants, 

on the other hand, were found to use IFIDs at the beginning of their contributions as 

indicated in (4) and (5). 

Both (2) and (3) are indicative of the native speakers' tendency towards the use 

of humor and appeasers in this situation. Specifically, in (2) the speaker acknowledges 

her delay ξέρω ότι άργησα ('I know I am late'), but hardly makes an attempt to justify 

herself further. Instead she makes a humorous remark, stating that it is a good thing they 

are going shopping because her wardrobe has to be renewed. Similarly in (3) the 

speaker combines humor with an appeaser and attempts to distract the hearer from the 

offence by stating θα πάμε για ψώνια και μετά θα σε πάω σε ένα καταπληκτικό 

ταβερνάκι να ταΐσεις την κοιλίτσα σου και θα τα ξεχάσεις όλα ('we'll go shopping and 

then I will take you to a great little taverna to feed your tummy and you will forget all 

about it'). As already mentioned, humor and appeasers were hardly ever attested in the 

learners' performance. The differences regarding the sociopragmatic effects of their 

presence/absence in the two groups’ performance will be discussed in section 5. 

 

 

4.2.2. Situation 2: Breaking friend's DVD player 

 

In Situation 2, GNS participants employed once more, significantly fewer IFIDs than 

GFL did (F (1,69)=42.02, p < 0.05, MGNS=0.46, MGFL=1.11, SDGNS=0.5, 

SDGFL=0.79). However, greater variation with respect to the IFID forms was attested 

in the GNS data.  

That is, while the learners relied exclusively on συγγνώμη ('I am sorry'), the 

native speakers used συγγνώμη ('I am sorry' ) as well as χίλια συγγνώμη ('a thousand 

apologies' [lit. a thousand forgivenesses]) and the English form sorry in this situation. 

Once more, the IFIDs used by the GNS in this situation appeared mainly at the end of 

their contributions (see examples (7) and (9)). In contrast, GFL participants showed a 

marked preference for initiating their apologies by means of an IFID. Furthermore, GFL 

participants employed significantly more intensifiers than the GNS participants (F 

(1,69)=16.02, p < 0.05, MGNS=0.37, MGFL=1.6, SDGNS=0.49, SDGFL=0.5). 

However, their means of intensification deviated from the Greek norm, since they once 
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more used adverbials such as πολύ ('much'), πάρα πολύ ('very much'), αληθινά ('really'), 

τρομερά ('terribly').  

No significant differences were attested in the two groups' performance with 

respect to the frequencies of reasons/explanations and offer of repair. As shown in Table 

2, both groups used the aforementioned strategies quite frequently in this situation. 

Nevertheless, significant differences were observed in the use of a number of strategies, 

i.e. explicit acknowledgment of responsibility, self-depreciation, lack of intent, justify 

hearer, humor and appeasers. Specifically, while the learners were found to use both 

acknowledgement of responsibility (F (1,69)=15.3, p < 0.05, MGNS=0.29, 

MGFL=0.71, SDGNS=0.45, SDGFL=0.46) and lack of intent (F (1,69)=12.36, p < 

0.05, MGNS=0.09, MGFL=0.43, SDGNS=0.28, SDGFL=0.5) significantly more 

frequently than the native speakers, self-blame exhibited significantly higher 

frequencies in the GNS data (F (1,69)=12.1, p < 0.05, MGNS=0.66, MGFL=0.23, 

SDGNS=0.49, SDGFL=0.5). Moreover, humor and appeasers that, as indicated in Table 

2, were, once more, quite frequent in the GNS performance (10.8% and 9.2% 

respectively), were  extremely rare in the GFL data. 

The aforementioned differences are highlighted in examples (6-8) and (9-10) 

coming respectively from the GNS and the GFL data:  

 

(6) GNS 

Ρε φιλαράκι, το DVD σου μου έπεσε από τα χέρια και δε δουλεύει. Ό,τι και να πεις δίκιο 

θα' χεις αλλά μην ανησυχείς. Θα σου αγοράσω άλλο και θα κεράσω και ποτάκι. 

Re friend[diminutive] ('buddy'), your DVD fell from my hands and it doesn't work. 

Whatever you may say you will be right, but don't worry, I will buy you a new one and I 

will also buy you a drink[diminutive]. 

 

(7) GNS 

Είμαι τελείως ηλίθια! Άμα θες μπορείς να σταματήσεις να μου μιλάς. Σου χρωστάω ένα 

DVD, το δικό σου μου έπεσε και μάλλον χάλασε. Χίλια συγγνώμη μωρέ
13

! 

I am a complete idiot! You can stop talking to me if you want. I owe you a new DVD 

player, yours fell down and it is probably broken. A thousand apologies [more]! 

 

(8) GNS 

Θα σου πάρω ένα τέλειο δώρο! Ένα ολοκαίνουργιο DVD γιατί το παλιό πέθανε στα χέρια 

μου! 

I will get you a great present! A brand new DVD player because your old one died in 

my hands! 

 

(9) GNS 

Το ήθελες πολύ εκείνο το DVD; Το χάλασα ο άχρηστος, αλλά σου  πήρα ήδη καινούργιο. 

Sorry! 

Did you really want that DVD player? Useless me broke it, but I already got you a new 

one. Sorry. 

 

                                                           
13

 μωρέ is an untranslatable item expressing solidarity. ρε (see footnote 10) and μωρέ are 

basically the same item (ρε being an abbreviated form of μωρέ). For the discoursal functions of these 

items see e.g. Karakhaliou & Arkhakis (2011). 
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(10) GFL 

Συγγνώμη πάρα πολύ. Φοβάμαι χάλασα το DVD σου. Έπεσε όταν το έβαλα στο 

αυτοκίνητο και δεν δουλεύει. Εγώ φταίω. Αν μου πεις, τι ακριβώς θες θα σου αγοράσω 

ένα καινούργιο. 

I am very sorry [lit. forgiveness very much]. I am afraid I broke your DVD player. It fell 

down when I put it in the car and it doesn't work anymore. It is my fault. If you tell me 

what exactly you want, I will buy you a new one. 

 

(11) GFL 

Μαρία συγγνώμη πραγματικά. Νομίζω έσπασα το DVD σου. Είναι δικό μου λάθος, 

λυπάμαι πολύ. Παρακαλώ πες μου πόσο έχει να πληρώσω για ένα άλλο. Νιώθω πολύ 

άσχημα. 

Maria, I am really sorry [lit. forgiveness really]. I think I have broken your DVD player. 

It is my mistake, I am very sorry. Please tell me how much it costs so I can pay for a 

new one. I feel really bad. 

Example (7) is indicative of the use of the self-depreciation strategy by the GNS 

in this situation (είμαι τελείως ηλίθια! 'I am a complete idiot!'), whereas in (8) the self-

depreciation is combined with explicit acknowledgment of responsibility (το χάλασα ο 

άχρηστος 'useless me broke it').  Instances of humor appear in examples (7) (σου 

χρωστάω ένα DVD 'I owe you a DVD player'), (8) (Θα σου πάρω ένα τέλειο δώρο! Ένα 

ολοκαίνουργιο DVD γιατί το παλιό πέθανε στα χέρια μου! 'I will get you a great present! 

A brand new DVD player because your old one died in my hands!') and (9) (το ήθελες 

πολύ εκείνο το DVD; 'Did you really want that DVD player?'), while the appeaser in (7) 

(και θα κεράσω και ποτάκι 'and I will also buy you a drink') is typical of the use of this 

strategy in these speakers' data.  

As indicated by examples (10-11) and Table 2, the aforementioned strategies 

were, once more, absent from the learners' performance. Instead, GFL participants 

tended to opt for an IFID followed by an explanation and an offer of repair in this 

situation. Furthermore, the explicit acknowledgements of responsibility in examples 

(10-11) (εγώ φταίω 'it is my fault' in (10) and είναι δικό μου λάθος 'it is my mistake' in 

(11)) are indicative of the use of this strategy in these learners' data. Yet, this particular 

strategy exhibited significantly lower frequencies in the performance of the native 

speakers in this situation.  

 

 

4.2.3. Situation 3: Late for appointment with professor 

 

The picture with respect to the GNS participants' behavior in Situation 3 was markedly 

different from the one described for the previous two situations. As shown in Table 2, 

when interacting with a professor Greek speakers actually employed significantly more 

IFIDs than the learners(F (1,69)=4.5, p < 0.05, MGNS=1.26, MGFL=1.06, 

SDGNS=0.5, SDGFL=0.4). Moreover, their IFIDs exhibited much greater variety and 

were of a most formal nature (σας ζητώ συγγνώμη 'I apologize' [lit. I ask for your 

forgiveness], με συγχωρείτε πάρα πολύ ( 'I am very sorry' [lit. forgive me [declarative] 

very much]). In contrast, GFL IFIDs consisted in the use of συγγνώμη ('I am sorry') and 

λυπάμαι ('I am sorry' [lit. I am sad]). Furthermore, 6 instances of the verb απολογούμαι 

appeared in the GFL data. Although this verb does exist in Greek and sounds very much 
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like the English 'apologize', its meaning in Greek is not 'to apologize' but 'defend 

oneself' or 'plead' and is mostly used in courts (cf. Symeon 2000: 121).  

No statistically significant difference was attested between the two groups in relation to 

intensification. However, the native speakers were found to use much more 

intensification in this than in the previous two situations, whereas the learners 

employed, once again, several adverbials that are not considered appropriate intensifiers 

in Greek. 

Both groups provided a number of reasons/explanations for missing the 

appointment. However GNS reasons/explanations were considerably more frequent than 

the ones provided in the previous two situations and were significantly more than the 

learners' (F (1,69)=62.57, p < 0.05, MGNS=1.86, MGFL=1.06, SDGNS=0.55, 

SDGFL=0.23). Furthermore, an interesting finding in regard to the use of 

reasons/explanations was of a qualitative nature. Specifically, only 2 native speakers 

told the truth about the reasons for missing the appointment, i.e. that they had actually 

forgotten it. The vast majority opted for forged explanations that mainly involved 

family and health problems. In contrast, the learners markedly chose to tell the truth 

about missing the appointment. Therefore, their explanations were rather concise and 

not as elaborate as the ones provided by the GNS. Moreover, it is worth noting that, 

unlike the native speakers, the learners often proceeded to ask the professor for 

rescheduling.  

As regards the rest of the strategies, GNS exhibited significantly greater 

frequencies in the use of self-depreciation (F (1,69)=9.29, p < 0.05, MGNS=0.54, 

MGFL=0.17, SDGNS=0.6, SDGFL=0.38), expressions of regret (F (1,69)=20.71, p < 

0.05, MGNS=0.89, MGFL=0.29, SDGNS=0.63, SDGFL=0.45) and promise of 

desistance (F (1,69)=17.87, p < 0.05, MGNS=0.54, MGFL=0.11, SDGNS=0.5, 

SDGFL=0.32). Moreover, they employed rather high frequencies (12.7%) of the 

formulaic 'justify hearer' strategy (ό,τι και να πείτε, έχετε δίκιο 'whatever you may say, 

you will be right'). The learners, on the other hand, were found to employ explicit 

acknowledgment of responsibility with significantly higher frequency than the Greek 

participants (F (1,69)=6.81, p < 0.05, MGNS=0.26, MGFL=0.57, SDGNS=0.44, 

SDGFL=0.55). Examples (12) and (13) from the GNS and (14) and (15) from the GFL 

data are indicative of these differences: 

 

(12) GNS 

Καλημέρα σας κύριε Χ, είμαι η ΧΧΧ. Δεν ξέρω τι να πω, ζητάω χίλια συγγνώμη που 

έχασα το σημερινό μας ραντεβού. Ό,τι και να πείτε έχετε δίκιο, αλλά προέκυψε ένα 

σοβαρό οικογενειακό πρόβλημα και ήταν αδύνατον να έρθω. Νιώθω πολύ άσχημα, με 

συγχωρείτε πάρα πολύ, δεν θα ξαναγίνει. 

Good morning Mr X, I am XXX. I don't know what to say, a thousand apologies for 

missing our appointment today. Whatever you may say you will be right, but a serious 

family problem came up and it was impossible for me to come. I feel really bad, forgive 

me [very much], it will not happen again. 

 

(13) GNS 

Καλησπέρα σας κ. Χ. Είμαι ο ΧΧΧ. Σας ζητώ ειλικρινά συγγνώμη για την ασυνέπειά μου 

στο σημερινό ραντεβού μας, ξέρω ότι είμαι απαράδεκτος, αλλά έπρεπε να πάω 
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επειγόντως τη θεία μου στο νοσοκομείο. Δεν έχει παιδιά και ήμουν ο μόνος που 

μπορούσα. Έχω στενοχωρηθεί πάρα πολύ. Σας εγγυώμαι ότι δεν θα ξανασυμβεί. 

Good afternoon Mr X, I am XXX. I really apologize (lit. I really ask for forgiveness) for 

my breaking our appointment today, I know I am out of line, but I had to take my aunt 

to the hospital urgently. She has no children of her own and I am the only one who 

could do it. I am very upset. I guarantee it will not happen again. 

 

(14) GFL 

Κύριε Χ, γεια σας, είμαι ο ΧΧΧ. Πρέπει να απολογούμαι γιατί ξέχασα τελείως το σημερινό 

μας ραντεβού. Δεν ξέρω, φταίω πολύ, έφυγε από το μυαλό μου. Μήπως θα μπορούσαμε 

να το οργανώσουμε για μια άλλη μέρα; Και πάλι συγγνώμη. 

Hello Mr X, I am XXX. I must apologize [lit. I must defend myself]  for completely 

forgetting our appointment today. I don't know, I am very much to blame, it slipped out 

of my mind. Could we make a new one for some other day? Again, I am sorry. 

 

(15) GFL 

Καλημέρα, είμαι ΧΧΧ. Συγγνώμη πολύ, αλλά ξέχασα ότι έπρεπε να συναντηθούμε σήμερα. 

Είναι δικό μου λάθος. Μπορώ να έρθω όταν μου πείτε ότι είναι καλά για σας. 

Good morning, I am XXX. I am very sorry [lit. forgiveness much], but I forgot that we 

were supposed to meet today. It's my fault. I can come whenever you say it would be 

good for you. 

 

Both (12) and (13) mirror the nature of the reasons/explanations native speakers 

provided in this situation (family in (12) health and family in (13)). In contrast, as 

shown in (14) and (15), GFL participants chose to state that they forgot about the 

appointment and to explicitly acknowledge responsibility (φταίω πολύ ('I am very much 

to blame') in (14) and είναι δικό μου λάθος ('it's my fault') in (15)). However, examples 

(14) and (15) coming from the learners' data are indicative of the absence of instances of 

self-depreciation, as the one in (13) ξέρω ότι είμαι απαράδεκτος ('I know I am out of 

line') and expressions of regret/embarrassment like νιώθω πολύ άσχημα ('I feel really 

bad'), and έχω στενοχωρηθεί πάρα πολύ ('I am very upset') in (12) and (13) respectively. 

Moreover, while the GNS in (12) and (13) opted for ending their contributions with a 

promise of desistance, a strategy significantly less frequent in the learners' data. Instead, 

as indicated by (14) and (15), these learners often chose to end their contributions by 

asking the professor for rescheduling. The sociopragmatic implications of the 

differences in the two groups' performance in this situation will be discussed in section 

5. 

 

 

4.2.4. Situation 4: Destroying professor's book 

 

In this situation the two groups' behavior with respect to the use of IFIDs was very 

similar to that of the previous situation (Situation 3). That is, both groups used 

numerous IFIDs, although GNS employed significantly more than the learners (F 

(1,69)=4.81, p< 0.05, MGNS=1.14, MGFL=0.97, SDGNS=0.43, SDGFL=0.16). 

Moreover, once more, the GNS participants' IFIDs exhibited greater variety than the 

learners', whereas the learners employed several non-native like IFIDs, similar to the 

ones discussed in 4.2.3. A statistically significant difference was also observed in regard 
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to intensification, with GFL using more intensifiers than GNS (F (1,69)=4.26, p< 0.05, 

MGNS=0.8, MGFL=1.03, SDGNS=0.47, SDGFL=0.45).  

In this situation, GFL were found to use significantly more expressions of explicit 

acknowledgment of responsibility (F (1,69)=4.94, p<0.05, MGNS=0.34, MGFL=0.66, 

SDGNS=0.59, SDGFL=0.58), but to lag far behind native speakers in the use of 

reasons/explanations (F (1,69)=13.14, p< 0.05, MGNS=1.49, MGFL=1.06, 

SDGNS=0.6, SDGFL=0.33), self-depreciation (F (1,69)=28.61, p< 0.05, MGNS=0.86, 

MGFL=0.2, SDGNS=0.43, SDGFL=0.5), and expressions of regret (F (1,69)=19.12, p< 

0.05, MGNS=0.94, MGFL=0.43, SDGNS=0.41, SDGFL=0.55). 

No statistically significant difference was attested between the two groups in 

regard to the frequencies of offer of repair, with both groups exhibiting equally high 

frequencies of this strategy. Examples (16 – 17) and (18–19) are indicative of the GNS 

and the learners' behavior respectively in this situation. 

 

(16) GNS 

Κύριε Καθηγητά, ό,τι και να πείτε θα έχετε δίκιο. Ζητάω χίλια συγγνώμη, αλλά φοβάμαι 

ότι έκανα ζημιά στο βιβλίο που μου δανείσατε. Χύθηκε πάνω ο καφές μου και κάποιες 

σελίδες λερώθηκαν. Ελπίζω να μην είναι δυσεύρετο, θα σας το αντικαταστήσω το 

συντομότερο. Ξέρω ότι είμαι ασυγχώρητη και ντρέπομαι που σας φέρνω σε αυτή τη θέση. 

Σας παρακαλώ πείτε μου πώς ακριβώς μπορώ να επανορθώσω. 

Professor, whatever you may say you will be right. [I ask for] a thousand apologies, but 

I am afraid I damaged the book you lent me. I spilt my coffee and ruined some pages. I 

hope it is not rare, I will replace it for you as soon as possible. I know I am unforgivable 

and I am ashamed for putting you in this position. Please tell me exactly how I can 

make it up for you. 

 

 

(17) GNS 

Κυρία ΧΧΧ, δεν ξέρω πώς να σας το πω, με συγχωρείτε πάρα πολύ, αλλά δυστυχώς 

λέρωσα το βιβλίο που μου δανείσατε με καφέ. Είμαι απαράδεκτος, ό,τι και να σκεφτείτε 

θα έχετε δίκιο. Πείτε μου από που μπορώ να το προμηθευτώ για να σας αγοράσω ένα 

καινούργιο αντίτυπο. Τι να πω, σας ζητάω χίλια συγγνώμη! 

Mrs XXX, I don't know how to tell you, I am very sorry, but unfortunately I stained the 

book you lent me with coffee. I am inexcusable, whatever you think about me you will 

be right. Tell me where I can find it, so that I can get a new copy for you. What can I 

say, I apologize a thousand times!  

 

(18) GFL 

Κυρία ΧΧΧ, συγγνώμη τρομερά. Χάλασα το βιβλίο που μου δανείσατε γιατί έριξα από 

λάθος πάνω καφέ. Eίναι δική μου ευθύνη και σας παρακαλώ να δεχτείτε να σας αγοράσω 

ένα καινούργιο. 

Mrs XXX, I am terribly sorry [lit. forgiveness terribly]. I damaged the book you lent me 

because I spilt coffee on it by accident. It is my responsibility. Please allow me to buy 

you a new one.  

 

(19) GFL 
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Θέλω να σας πω συγγνώμη, έκανα κάτι πολύ άσχημο φοβάμαι. Κατέστρεψα το βιβλίο που 

μου δανείσατε, παρόλο που το πρόσεξα πολύ. Δεν υπάρχει τρόπος να δικαιολογηθώ, έχω 

παραγγείλει άλλο και θα σας το φέρω σε δύο μέρες. 

I want to say I am sorry, I did something very wrong, I am afraid. I ruined the book you 

lent me, although I was very careful. There is no excuse, I have already ordered a new 

one and I will bring it to you in a couple of days. 

 

As shown in the examples, both groups' participants apologized explicitly, explained the 

situation and offered repair.  

Examples (16) and (17) are typical of the way native speakers employed the 

‘justify hearer’ strategy (ό,τι και να πείτε θα έχετε δίκιο 'whatever you may say, you will 

be right') and the self-depreciation strategy (ξέρω ότι είμαι ασυγχώρητη 'I know I am 

unforgivable' in (16) and είμαι απαράδεκτος 'I am inexcusable in (17)). Furthermore, the 

utterance ντρέπομαι που σας φέρνω σε αυτή τη θέση 'I am ashamed for putting you in 

this position' in (16) is indicative of the various ways in which NSs expressed their 

embarrassment/regret. Instead of using these strategies, the learners were found, once 

more, to retreat to expressions of explicit acknowledgment of responsibility such as the 

ones appearing in (18) είναι δική μου ευθύνη ('It is my responsibility') and (19) δεν 

υπάρχει τρόπος να δικαιολογηθώ ('There is no excuse'). 

Having presented the most striking quantitative and qualitative differences 

attested in the two groups' production data, I will turn now to the analysis of the 

participants' verbal report results. 

 

 

4.3. Verbal report results 

 

In terms of their verbal reports, native speakers were particularly emphatic about the 

differences between Situations 1 and 2, on the one hand, and 3 and 4, on the other. They 

stated that the latter were exceptionally 'embarrassing' due to the nature of the professor-

student relationship and, therefore, they believed they had to be 'extra polite' in these 

situations.
 14

  

 

GNS#4 on Situation 3 

"Missing such an appointment is really bad! How can you make up for that, a professor 

is not a friend, it's not like that one (pointing at his answer to situation 1). You have to 

be really careful, very polite, to show her that you really feel bad about this". 

 

They also claimed that it was important for them to show that the occurrences reported 

in these situations were 'accidental', i.e. not a permanent behavioral feature and to 

express their respect to their professor.  

 

GNS#9 on Situation 3 

"I felt I had to show him (the professor) that this just happened once. I am not like that 

in general, not appearing for my work. He will think, what kind of person is this? [...]" 

 

GNS# 13 on Situation 4 

                                                           
14

 Due to space limitations, I provide only the English translations of the participants' answers, 

which were in Greek. 
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"Oh, I felt really bad with this one. This is a disaster! Destroying you professor's book! I 

felt I had to do anything to make up for it. I mean it sounds stupid, a student spilling the 

coffee all over a borrowed book. I don't know if I would be able to trust this student 

again." 

 

To the question 'why did you lie about missing the appointment with your professor?', 

the native speakers stated that this choice had to do with their self-image, as well as 

their respect towards the professor: 

 

GNS#12 on Situation 3 

"I had to lie! What was I supposed to say, 'oh, sorry, I forgot about it'?. He would think I 

am totally insensitive and that I don't have any respect for him". 

 

GNS#15 on Situation 3 

"Come on, you don't forget about an appointment with a professor. I mean, you do 

forget, but you don't admit it. It would reflect really badly on you". 

 

Nevertheless, these speakers admitted that they did not have the same concerns about 

Situations 1 and 2. 

 

GNS#6 on Situation 1 

"[...] Standing up people happens all the time. It's not nice, but it's not very serious when 

the other person is your friend. You just say something...I don't know... nice... and get 

over with it." 

 

GNS#1 on Situation 2 

"This is a problem. But it is repairable. I mean you just buy a new DVD player. It's not 

like it is a stranger, like the one where I destroyed the professor's book here (pointing at 

situation 4)." 

 

Learners, on the other hand, stated that they found Situations 1 and 2 more difficult and 

noted that they were not particularly satisfied with their answers to these situations.  

 

GFL#19 on Situation 1 

"Well, this was difficult for me. I know it's polite but I am not sure it sounds OK in 

Greek. I think Greeks make more fuss about such things...say more...I can't be sure". 

 

GFL#7 on Situation 2 

"I really didn't know what to say here. Well, obviously you apologize and you offer to 

buy an new machine, but I feel something is missing here...I don't know". 

 

In the case of Situations 3 and 4 they claimed that they felt they had to be more formal 

because they were speaking to a professor.  

 

GFL#5 on Situation 4 
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"I had to be a bit more polite here, because she is not a friend of mine. I don't 

know...more formal. I think I did OK, I mean you have to apologize profusely don't 

you? It can't be that different in Greek." 

 

Moreover, in the case of Situation 3, many of the learners noted that it was important for 

them to 'clear the ground' in order to be able to ask for rescheduling the appointment.  

 

GFL#10 on Situation 3 

"It was important to show him I respected him. We will have to work together and I 

need to make a new appointment. So I had to apologize, it's only logical". 

 

Their primary  unease in Situation 4 concerned the probability of being unable to 

replace the book in order to eliminate the imposition as much as possible. 

 

GFL#3 on Situation 4 

"I think that was the worst of all (referring to the situations). You know, sometimes 

these books are rare and if it turns out it's irreplaceable, you put yourself in a really 

difficult situation. An apology is not enough, if you can't get a new book you still owe 

him (the professor)."  

 

To sum up, the following general conclusions can be drawn from the participants' verbal 

reports: 

 

1. Both groups noticed the social parameters of the situations under examination and 

were concerned about employing appropriate pragmalinguistic means. 

3. NNSs expressed explicit concern about being able to sound friendly and polite at the 

same time in Greek. 

4. NSs seem to count on the solidarity existing between friends much more than the 

NNSs. 

5. Although no mention was made, of course, of the terms 'positive' or 'negative' face, 

both groups appeared to focus on different aspects of the interlocutors' face at the same 

time. However, NSs' statements indicated a greater focus on solidarity (both 

interlocutors' positive face) when apologizing to a friend and their own positive face 

when apologizing to a professor. NNSs, on the other hand, made more frequent 

reference to the rights and freedom of action of their interlocutors' in the familiarity 

situations and showed more concern for their own and the interlocutor's negative face 

needs in the formal situations than the NSs. 

  

 

5. Discussion 

 

This section discusses the findings presented in section 4. Subsection 5.1 focuses on the 

differences displayed by the two groups under examination in the familiarity (5.1.1) and 

non-familiarity situations (5.1.2) and relates them to the two groups' perceptions of the 

contextual parameters involved in these situations. Subsection 5.2 discusses issues of 

transfer and development that arise from the learners' data. 
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5.1. Differences in strategy use 

 

5.1.1.  Situations 1&2 (-P,-D) 

 

As mentioned in the Results section, NSs used relatively few IFIDs in both familiarity 

situations. This is consistent with the solidarity politeness orientation of Greek society. 

According to Sifianou (1992: 42), Greeks “find no obvious reason for apologizing, 

unless for something they conceive of as being very serious”. I will slightly rephrase 

this argument to claim that it is not that Greeks do not in fact apologize for light 

offences, but that explicit IFIDs are not their preferred means to do so. Rather, explicit 

IFIDs appear to be saved for offences that Greek speakers conceive as very serious. As 

shown by the severity assessment test and the verbal reports, offences towards friends, 

at least the ones involved in Situations 1 and 2, are not perceived as particularly severe 

by the NSs of the study. Furthermore, in the few instances that IFIDs are actually used 

in their data, a marked preference is exhibited for the English word "sorry". This form, 

which has initially made its appearance in the code of younger generations, is perceived 

as extremely informal, thus eliminating any distance effect from the speakers' 

production.
15

 However, they often recognized that their addressee deserved an apology 

by resorting to a 'justify the hearer' strategy, which is formulaic and unique in the GNS 

data, i.e. ό,τι και να πεις έχεις δίκιο ('whatever you may say you will be right') (cf. 

Symeon 2000). The absence of this particular formula from the learners' production 

should probably be attributed to their FL status which provides them with very limited 

opportunity for exposure to naturally occurring every-day Greek interaction, that would 

allow them to notice the formula and incorporate it to their interlanguage. 

 As shown in the Results section, what was most characteristic about the native 

speakers' performance in both familiarity situations was the highly frequent use of 

humor. This verifies views according to which in Greek society, language is very often 

seen as a form of play (Antonopoulou & Sifianou 2003; Hirschon 1992; Mackridge 

1992). Discussing the role of humor in Greek telephone call openings, Antonopoulou & 

Sifianou (2003) allude to Brown and Levinson's politeness theory which views joking 

as a means of emphasizing shared background and attenuating face-threatening acts. 

Against this backdrop, these researchers consider humor as a solidarity-building 

strategy in friendly interactions in Greek. In the two familiarity situations under 

examination, apologizers seem to employ humor in order to indicate that good relations, 

common ground and the spirit of solidarity continue to pertain in the interlocutors' 

relationship, despite the offence. In this case, humor can be also seen as an indirect 

realization of the "be optimistic" strategy which, according to Brown and Levinson 

(1987: 126) reflects “the most dramatic difference between positive-politeness and 

negative-politeness ways of doing FTAs”. That is, besides the solidarity effect 

mentioned above, the use of humor in these apologies seems to reflect the NSs’ 

conviction that the offence will be considered 'light' not only by themselves but also by 

the offended parties.  

 A further characteristic of the GNS production in the familiarity situations was 

the use of appeasers. This strategy can be considered an output of Brown & Levinson's 

"offer, promise" (1987: 125) or "give gifts to H" (1987: 129) positive politeness 

strategies and can be seen as a solidarity-building device emphasizing the communal 
                                                           

15
 See also Terkourafi (2011) for the functions of the borrowed marker sorry in Cypriot Greek. 
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spirit between the interlocutors. A notable finding is that Greek speakers do not seem to 

hesitate to impose upon the hearer and threaten her/his negative face by presupposing 

his/her cooperation in the "appeasing" act (see e.g. example (3)).  

Finally, in both familiarity situations, but especially in Situation 2, NSs 

employed various forms of particularly exaggerated self-depreciation. That is, they did 

not hesitate to directly threaten their own positive face in order for their apology to be 

more effective. 

As shown in section 4, many of the above strategies were completely absent 

from the learners' production in the familiarity situations. Specifically, humor, appeasers 

and self-depreciation hardly made an appearance in these learners’ data. Their apologies 

consisted mainly in IFIDs and reasons/explanations for their delay. The frequent use of 

IFIDs comes hardly as a surprise, since the relevant research has more than often 

showed that IFIDs are a most preferred device by English speakers (see e.g. Márquez 

Reiter 2000; Ogiermann 2009; Olshtain & Cohen 1989; Shardakova 2005; Symeon 

2000), irrespective of the contextual parameters of power and social distance. Therefore, 

the abundant use of IFIDs in the familiarity situations  by these learners can be 

relatively safely viewed as an instance of pragmatic transfer. Nevertheless, although the 

use of IFIDs, especially at the beginning of the learners' contributions (as is often the 

case), guarantees a politeness effect, the present research revealed that Greek native 

speakers avoid using IFIDs at the beginning of their contributions when apologizing to 

friends. This is consistent with Symeon's (2000) finding that Greeks tended to pre-pose 

positive politeness strategies in their apologies, whereas English speakers exhibited the 

opposite tendency, pre-posing negative politeness strategies and IFIDs. Therefore, the 

learners' pre-posing of IFIDs in these familiarity situations could be perceived as "cold" 

and impersonal by the NSs. This effect could be further reinforced by the observed 

absence of the various native-like solidarity-building strategies in the learners' 

production.  

Furthermore, it was observed that learners used considerably more intensifiers in 

Situation 2. Since a similar behavior on their part was also observed in Situation 4, it 

could be suggested that in their data, intensification correlates with severity of offence. 

That is, the learners tended to use more intensification in the situations that they 

conceived as more severe, i.e. the ones involving property damage. 

As was shown in the Results section, no significant differences were observed 

between the two groups in the use of reasons/explanations and offer of repair. It was 

pointed out, however, that, unlike learners, native speakers, showed a marked tendency 

towards invoking explanations that emphasized common ground between the 

interlocutors, thus serving positive politeness considerations.  

 

 

5.1.2. Situations 3 & 4 (+P. +D) 

 

A different picture emerged in Situations 3 and 4 (+P, +D) that involved apologizing to 

a professor. As shown by the assessment questionnaire and the verbal report data, the 

Greek participants not only considered offences towards a professor as more severe than 

those towards a friend, but they also judged the relationship with the professor as 

considerably more distant than learners did. This is consistent with Bella & Sifianou's 

(2012: 91) contention that Greek students "construe their relationship with teachers as 

socially distant and status-incongruent". That is, they consider such relationships as 
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highly asymmetrical, with professors having power as faculty members in a society, 

which cultivates power differences and formality in academic contexts (Hirschon 2001).  

 Moreover, as Bella & Sifianou (2012: 92) observe, the very large number of 

students enrolled in any given course and the fact that that attendance is not obligatory 

are basic characteristics of the Greek University. Therefore, students normally know 

their teachers but not the other way round, so the assumed social distance is rather high" 

(Bella & Sifianou 2012: 92). Against this backdrop, the variety of formal IFIDs that was 

observed in Greek speakers' data in Situations 3 and 4 is to be expected. That is, unlike 

England, where relatively informal teacher/student relationships prevail (Bargiela et al. 

2002; Bousfield 2008: 94), formality seems to be a basic characteristic of student-

professor interactions in Greek academic circles (Bella & Sifianou 2012; Hirschon 

2001). Therefore, explicit IFIDs seem to be the expected norm of behavior in a situation 

which is viewed as highly formal.  

Furthermore, an increase in the frequency of reasons/explanations was 

characteristic of the native speakers' performance in these two formality situations. Thus 

a positive correlation can be observed between severity of offence, which for these 

speakers correlates with power/distance and their need to explain their behavior. As 

mentioned in the Results section, a very interesting finding with respect to explanations 

involved the fact that, in their vast majority, the Greek native speakers avoided telling 

the truth about the reasons for missing their appointment, i.e. that they had actually 

forgotten about it. Instead, they opted for forged explanations that mainly involved 

family and health problems, which are generally considered legitimate and acceptable 

excuses for transgressions in Greek society. This choice is very clearly explained in 

their verbal reports: telling the truth about forgetting the appointment could be 

conceived by the professor as an insult, since it would be interpreted as indifference and 

disrespect. Moreover, it would damage their own image as responsible and reliable 

students, i.e. it would cause injury to their positive aspect of face. Furthermore, despite 

the perceived formality of the situations under examination, Greek speakers were found 

not to hesitate to provide their interlocutor with many details of a personal nature in 

their explanations. As Symeon (2000: 131) confirms the positive politeness orientation 

of Greek society allows for personal information to be "easily exchanged among people 

even if their relationship is not that intimate". This is consistent with Ogiermann's 

(2009: 178) contention that "effusive explanations providing the hearer with 

information enabling him or her to understand the speaker's position [...] are [...] 

characteristic of a positive politeness culture".  

A further characteristic of the native speakers' production in Situation 3 was the 

frequent use of the "promise of desistance" strategy. The classification of the act of 

promise is not particularly straightforward in Brown and Levinson's politeness theory. 

Brown and Levinson (1987: 125) classify promises as acts threatening the addressee's 

negative face "predicating some positive future act of S toward H, and in so doing put 

some pressure on H to accept or reject them, and possibly to incur a debt" (1987: 66). 

However, they proceed to claim that promises can be considered positive politeness 

strategies that "demonstrate S's good intentions in satisfying H's positive-face wants". 

Yet, I suggest that in the context of Situation 3 neither of the above seems to be the 

primary function of the act of promise of desistance. Specifically, I claim that, when 

used by these NSs in this particular situation, this strategy is consistent with their effort 

to re-establish their image as reliable individuals, i.e. to protect their own positive aspect 
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of face. This is reinforced by their verbal reports where they stressed that they were 

eager to pass the message that unreliability was not a permanent feature of their 

personalities. 

Although GFL production shared some of the strategies also used by GNS 

participants in this situation, there were important qualitative and quantitative 

differences. Specifically, although the learners also used many explicit IFIDs, they 

mainly relied on συγγνώμη ('I am sorry') and λυπάμαι ('I am sorry') often intensified by 

various forms of non-native like or transferred intensification (e.g. συγγνώμη τρομερά 

[lit. forgiveness terribly] 'I am terribly sorry'). This is probably indicative of a limited 

repertoire of pragmalinguistic means which does not include many of the IFIDs and 

intensification devices  that NSs seem to employ in both Situations 3 and 4.  

Moreover, contrary to the native speakers, these learners opted for telling the 

truth about missing the appointment in Situation 3. Therefore, their explanations were 

rather concise and not as elaborate as the ones provided by the NSs. It is possible then 

that both the content and the length of their explanations in this situation could be 

perceived as inadequate by the Greek professor. Another feature of the NNSs' 

production that reflects the different perception of this situation when compared with 

native speakers was that these learners did not hesitate to ask for rescheduling, which 

would of course be at the professor's convenience. Therefore, they did not hesitate to 

claim their assumed rights but at the same time they protected their interlocutors 

negative face. Emphasizing that the appointment could be rescheduled at the professor's 

convenience, implied taking responsibility for the offence and indicated that they took 

their interlocutors’ negative face needs into consideration. In contrast, only a very 

limited number of native speakers asked for rescheduling, avoiding thus further 

imposition on their professors and, at the same time, protecting their own positive face. 

Besides the explicit IFIDs employed by both groups in Situation 4 and the 

marked differences between them discussed above, both GNS and GFL employed 

reasons/explanations and offers of repair in this situation. However, as was also the case 

in Situation 3, the native speakers used increased frequencies of reasons/explanations in 

this situation and overrated the learners in this respect. What was also observed was a 

marked preference  by GNS for expressions of regret and self-depreciation. In contrast, 

GFL opted for explicit acknowledgement of responsibility and expressions of lack of 

intent in this situation. Expressions of regret and self-depreciation were considerably 

less frequent in their performance. This difference can be seen as reflecting the different 

concerns for face-protection and enhancement that are characteristic of the participant 

groups. Comparing Greek and English apologies, Symeon (2000) has found that 

acknowledgement of responsibility is more common in her English data, while 

expressions of regret are mostly preferred by Greeks, irrespective of the power and 

distance parameters of the situations in which apologies appear. Symeon (2000: 73) 

claims that acknowledgement of responsibility is more closely related to the needs of 

the negative aspect of the interlocutors' face, since it allows the apologizer to show his 

respect towards the offended party and at the same time to free himself/herself from the 

burden of the offence. On the other hand, she sees expressions of regret as reflective of 

the emotional character of apologies and relates them to the interlocutors' positive face 

needs, since "through regret the apologizer expresses his psychological suffering 

because of his involvement in the offensive act and wants to communicate these 

negative emotions he experiences to the addressee" (Symeon 2000: 73). Therefore, 

expressions of regret appear to aim at the protection of both interlocutors' positive face. 
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5. 2. Transfer and development 

 

It is not always clear which of the features of these learners' behavior are a result of 

transfer. Both the assessment questionnaire and their verbal reports indicate that the two 

groups hold different cultural beliefs about the situations under examination and some 

of these beliefs are indeed reflected in the data. The extensive use of IFIDs in the 

familiarity situations and the learners' comparatively greater readiness to explicitly 

acknowledge responsibility could be considered, therefore, instances of negative 

transfer from their native language (English).  

Moreover, certain IFIDs and intensification tokens found in the learners' data can 

be regarded as the result of negative transfer from English. The non-native like use of 

the verb απολογούμαι, whose meaning in Greek, as mentioned in 4.2.3, is not 'to 

apologize' but 'defend oneself' or 'plead', as well as the use of intensifiers such as, 

συγγνώμη τρομερά ([forgiveness terribly] 'I am terribly sorry'), αληθινά συγγνώμη 

([forgiveness really] 'I am really sorry'), which are not appropriate forms of apology 

intensification in Greek, are indicative examples of such transferred tokens.  

Certain features of the learners' linguistic behavior towards the professor could 

also be viewed as results of transfer. Both the assessment questionnaire and the verbal 

reports make clear that these learners view their relationships with their professors as 

more equal than native speakers do. This licenses them to be more straightforward as 

indicated by their inclination to tell the truth about missing the appointment with the 

professor and to ask for rescheduling, strategies that NSs were found to disprefer. It can 

also explain, to a certain extent, their abstinence from the promise of desistance 

strategy, which was frequent in the NSs' data in Situation 3. Furthermore, this 

abstinence could be considered a means of protecting their own negative face, 

consistent with their native negative face-protection orientation. This orientation, 

however, is more clearly reflected in the learners' reports explaining their purposes for 

apologizing than in the data itself. This holds particularly true in the case of Situation 4. 

The verbal reports about this situation generally revealed that certain strategies used by 

both groups with similar frequencies, such as the offer of repair strategy, were often 

aimed to different goals. That is, the NSs seemed to use this strategy mainly in the 

direction of re-establishing their image as responsible individuals, i.e. protecting their 

own positive face, whereas NNSs often highlighted the professor's right to reacquire 

her/his property. 

What is of particular interest, however, especially in relation to the familiarity 

situations, is not what the learners actually do, but what they don't do, when compared 

to the NSs. It was shown that NSs view their relationship with friends as less distant 

than the learners. It was also shown that in the familiarity situations NSs employ several 

solidarity building strategies, such as humor and self-depreciation. Although the  

scarcity of these strategies in the learners' data could also be attributed to transfer, I 

believe that in this case the situation is not clear. It has been shown that Greek learners 

in general face more difficulties in handling informal situations than formal ones (Bella 

2012a, 2012b). Moreover, strategies like humorous remarks and expressions of self-

depreciation, being culturally specific, require a great deal of sociopragmatic 

competence. In addition, these mechanisms appear more often in everyday informal 



708    Spyridoula Bella 

interactions, that is, they form part of a type of input to which foreign language learners, 

like the ones in this study, are rarely exposed. Therefore, not employing certain native-

like strategies may very well be an indication of inadequate sociopragmatic 

development and not necessarily transfer. This assumption is reinforced by the absence 

of formulas from their production, like the whatever you may say, you will be right 

formula, which was extensively used by native speakers as a realization of the 'justify 

hearer' strategy, as well as their rather limited repertoire of IFID formulas. The lack of 

such formulas as well as of other native-like strategies can also be attributed to the 

inadequate sociopragmatic input that these learners are exposed to. That is, as foreign 

language learners, these speakers may do not have adequate opportunities for social 

contact with native speakers. Moreover, previous research has pointed out that 

textbooks for teaching Greek as a second/foreign language, which are the main source 

of input for these learners, provide very limited information on the adequate expression 

of various speech acts (see e.g. Bella 2012b), thus verifying Bardovi-Harlig's contention 

that "in general, textbooks cannot be counted on as a reliable source of pragmatic input 

for classroom language learners'" (Bardovi-Harlig 2001: 25), (cf. Angouri 2010: 373). 

It is possible that instances of transfer as opposed to development inadequacies 

could have been more clearly discerned, if this research was not subject to one 

particular limitation, i.e. the lack of English native speakers' data on the situations under 

examination. Although this limitation was compensated for, at least partially, by the 

abundant research on English apologies, further research is needed, in order for safer 

conclusions to be reached with regard to the issues raised in this paper. Future research 

could also benefit from natural data, in order for the DCT potential limitations to be 

overcome, and should focus on apologies of Greek learners' from different linguistic 

backgrounds that will enable interlanguage comparisons. 

6. Conclusions

This study focused on apologies performed by Greek native speakers and advanced FL 

English learners of Greek in two informal and two formal situations. The research focus 

was on the differences between the two groups of participants in terms of their 

assessments of the contextual parameters of the apology situations under examination as 

well as in terms of strategy use.  

The results of the study revealed that significant differences do indeed exist 

between the two groups with regard to their assessment of contextual parameters 

(severity of offence and power/distance). These assessments were reflected both in the 

participants' choice of strategies, that were found to differ significantly in several 

respects, and in their verbal reports. Furthermore, differences in the two groups' 

politeness orientations were also reflected in the two groups' performance. Specifically, 

Greek native speakers were found to resort to a far greater number and variety of 

positive politeness strategies, especially in the familiarity situations (-P, -D). The 

English learners, on the other hand, were found to transfer negative politeness strategies 

from their L1, but most importantly to heavily underuse the positive politeness 

strategies prevailing in the NSs' data.  

Moreover, several instances of these advanced learners' behavior were attributed 

to inadequate sociopragmatic development that was related to their foreign language 

learner status. Therefore, this research confirms that high levels of grammatical 
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competence do not guarantee equally high levels of pragmatic competence (Bardovi-

Harlig 1999: 686). Hence, an obvious implication of this study concerns the need for 

systematic pragmatic instruction that will help foreign language learners "to acquire the 

sociocultural strategies used most frequently by NSs” (Félix-Brasdefer 2003: 247). 

Appendix: Situations under examination
16

1. Late for appointment with friend (-P, -D)

You have an appointment with a close (Greek)
17

 friend of yours to go shopping. You

arrive half an hour late.

You say to your friend:

2. Damage friend's DVD player (-P, -D)

You borrowed a close (Greek) friend's DVD player for the weekend. It fell down and

does not work.

You say to your friend:

3. Late for appointment with professor (+P, +D)

You are a University student at the University of Athens. You had an appointment with

one of your professors your relationship with whom is strictly academic (you have only

interacted in class and during office hours) to discuss an assignment. You forgot about it

completely. When you remember you call him/her.

You say:

4. Damage professor's book (+P, +D)

You are a University student at the University of Athens. You borrowed a book you

needed for an assignment from one of your professors your relationship with whom is

strictly academic (you have only interacted in class and during office hours). You

accidentally spilled your coffee on the book and it was destroyed. You go to his/her

office.

You say:
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