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Abstract. Treatments at private hospitals costs money hence there are expectations that staffs serving the
respective clients/patients would offer good services including being polite, which, in this paper, implies
demonstrating good manners such as greeting and thanking clients/patients during and after counter
transactions. This paper explores whether front counter staff of nine Malaysian private hospitals are polite or
impolite. A total of 158 transactions which comprise openings and closings were extracted based on close
observations of the staff during public transactions. Data were then orthographically transcribed. Brown and
Levinson’s notion of face threatening acts (FTA) and the local concept of good manners such as greeting and
thanking were applied as a framework to determine politeness. Data were grouped as verbal and non-verbal
before being classified as polite, semi-polite or impolite. Findings indicate that front counter staff in private
hospitals used more closings than openings. Analysis also indicates that impolite openings override polite
and semi-polite ones whereas polite and semi-polite closings overshadowed impolite closings. Although
small in comparison, the findings of this study will benefit researchers of communication, curriculum
designers and practitioners as it serves as a recommendation for communication skills to be taught and
implemented in service industries.
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1. Introduction

A multicultural and multiethnic society is a rich environment for doing research because of the
enhancement brought about by the ‘melting pot” of the different ethnic groups of people, cultures, languages
and behavioral norms. Malaysia is an Asian country which observes certain traditional norms seriously and
this encompasses observing respect for authority showing humility or modesty (Shanmuganathan, 2003) in
one’s way of life and avoiding conflicts. Malaysians are known for their warmth and hospitality but of late,
such values seem to be diminishing. There are many reasons which could have caused this to happen but
most common of all is their exposure to modern technology, materialism, competitiveness, stress,
individualism, education and media. Observations show that there is a sharp decline in good social behavior
where good manners and service with a smile in many industries have dropped. To address this deterioration,
the Malaysian government is actively promoting a campaign “Budi Bahasa itu Budaya Kita” (Politeness is
our culture) as a way of stimulating polite behaviours within government and public agencies.

2. Aim

This paper explores how politeness is conveyed by front counter staffs of private hospitals in public
transactions. Specifically, it aims to ascertain whether or not openings and closings are used and if so,
whether they are polite or impolite.

3. Methodology
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Nine private hospitals were identified and visits were made to one in the north, one in the south, one in
the east coast, while the others were from the west coast of peninsular Malaysia. As researchers we placed
ourselves only at the front counters of the nine hospitals as companions to someone visiting the hospital. We
only noted the transactions of front counters in the admissions, outpatient clinics and the payment counters.
Our focus was on whether the staff used openings and closings and if so, were they polite or impolite. Data
were manually recorded and orthographically transcribed. Transactions were numbered and coded under
Sacks, Schegleoff and Jefferson’s (1974) notion of opening and closing. They were then analysed under
Brown and Levinson’s theory of Face Threatening Acts (FTA) while we also considered the local norms of
politeness. Translations were provided for non-English utterances.

4. Framework for analysis

In this paper openings refer to any instance of a conversation that is being initiated. Polite openings tend
to be in the form of greetings (good morning, good afternoon, hello, hi, how are you) and may include
address forms (Sir/Madam, Mr/Miss) or as an enquiry (Yes? Can I help you?). Non-verbal openings
accompanied by a smile, a nod, and open body gestures before the other party initiates a dialogue is
considered semi-polite whereas a transaction that is performed without any exchange of words, eye contact
and is performed in a robotic manner is deemed as impolite.

In contrast, closings are utterances made as a move towards ending a conversation and in most contexts
it would involve using some formulaic expressions like “Thank you”, “Welcome”, or “Please come again”.
Non-verbal closings can be accompanied by a smile, a nod, or just a wave of hand and these would be
considered as semi-polite whereas those which were performed without any friendly gesture or in a robotic
manner is considered impolite.

Brown and Levinson (1987) mentioned that FTA affects both speakers and hearers. In a public
transaction where a speaker had made a hearer feel imposed, disrespected, rejected or unaccepted, it is most
likely that such an event would simultaneously stir up negative emotions within the hearer. Consequently,
such an utterance would be considered impolite. Likewise, where a greeting or the use of an appropriate
address form was not used during an opening when it should have been applied, the absence of these features
thus contribute to face threatening acts and so they are considered impolite.

5. Face to face interactions

Face to face interactions occur on a daily basis. During such interactions, we convey how we feel
through our posture, attire, face, voice and other non-verbal movements. Human voices are portrayed
through its tone, pitch and volume and these communicate meanings which encompass warmth and
friendliness. In face to face interactions, meanings can also be derived from the unspoken such as facial
expressions and body movements which, depending on how they are portrayed can be polite or impolite.

In the service industry politeness is vital. Front counter staff who are the first line of people meeting
prospective clients/customers ought to be trained well so that they can provide quality services to their
patrons.

6. Politeness

Fraser (1975) defines politeness as “a property associated with an utterance in which, according to the
hearer, the speaker has neither exceeded any rights nor failed to fulfill any obligations” (p.13). Politeness is
also defined as a face-constituting linguistic behaviour, a “mutually cooperative behaviour, considerateness
for others, and polished behaviour” says Watts (2003, p. 17) and likewise, politeness when manifested,
“helps us to achieve effective social living” (Watts, Ide & Ehlich, 1992, p. 2).

Although not all nationalities employ address forms in their social interactions, we would like to
emphasise that using appropriate address forms in greetings in this country is perceived to be a polite
behavior (Kuang, Jawakhir & Dhanapalan, 2010; Kuang et al., 2011; David, 2002). Greeting others
appropriately in openings and knowing how to close conversations appropriately are essential
communication skills which when done correctly, can foster cordial working relationships.
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Claiming that the notion of face threatening acts could be seen as a universal theory Brown and Levinson
(1987) intended for it to be used as a framework in interpersonal communications where utterances may be
articulated in direct or indirect ways. Directness, as a way of communicating, is not a feature associated with
Asians since being direct is perceived as being rude. Nonetheless, this concept of directness as rudeness can
only be derived from the respective views of the individuals involved for as Watts (2003) says, we use our
own benchmarks to assess other’s behavior and this may not be the most accurate of measurements to be
applied.

Facial interactions are performed for various reasons and among them, studies claim that we do so
motivated by two needs which are: (1) to be approved of by others or to feel connected to others and this was
described as positive face, and (2) to remain unimpeded by others and free from impositions which was
termed as negative face as implied by Brown & Levinson (1987) and several others such as Duthler (2006);
Tracy (1990); and David & Kuang (2005). In (1), interlocutors feel secure and assured because they are now
a ‘part’ of the group but in (2) they are not imposed on by others. When neither of these occurs, a person’s
face is threatened.

7. Openings

Table 1 shows that 60% out of the total of 65 instances of openings collected were impolite. Only 4.6%
were polite ones. In the table below, staff were coded as ‘S’ and client/patient as ‘P’. Turns in the table refer
to the utterances collected.

Table 1: Openings identified from front counter staff serving in private hospitals

Categories of verbal openings Categories of non-verbal openings
Polite verbal openings 3/65 4.6% | Polite non-verbal openings Nil Nil
Semi-polite verbal openings 19/65 29.2% | Semi-polite non-verbal openings 4/65 6.2%
Impolite verbal openings 34/65 52.3% | Impolite non-verbal openings 5/65 7.7%
Total 56/65 86.1% | Total 9/65 13.9%

7.1. Polite openings

Some of the verbal openings are further illustrated with Table 2 displaying one sample that was
considered polite. This is because the speaker (S) addressed the patient (P) appropriately with ‘Ya, kak’
which means ‘Yes sister can [ help you?’ In the Malay language, address forms such as ‘kak’ or elder sister
(Kuang et al., 2010) may be used on strangers to show respect. This is especially when the addressee is older
than the addresser. Other polite samples consist of ‘hello’ and ‘Encik’ (Mr.).

Table 2: Examples of polite verbal openings

Turns Transactions
13 S: Ya kak? (English: Yes, sister, can I help you?)
P: Nabh. (points to something on the card)
109 | S: Encik, ada IC tak? (English: Sir, do you have your identity card with you?)
P: Ada. (English: I do.) ... (gives the identity card)

7.2. Semi-polite openings

Some openings were accompanied by a smile or initiated by an enquiring expression like “yes?”” or “ya?”
These were categorized as semi-polite. This categorisation was induced by the degree of respect the hearer
might be able to sense from the utterance. A total of 29.2% of semi-polite openings were detected and one is
illustrated in Table 3. No instances of polite non-verbal openings were detected. However, four instances of
semi-polite non-verbal openings were identified from the total.

Table 3: Examples of semi-polite verbal openings

Turns Transactions
8 S: Ya? Pernah mai? (English: Yes? Been here before?)
P: (Nods.)

7.3. Impolite openings
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Leech (1983) suggests a cost-benefit scale where the claim is that when the speaker is impolite, there is a
higher cost for the hearer. Impolite openings refer to openings which seemed to threaten the face of the
hearer and these were performed in direct (bald on record) forms. More than half of the openings were of this
category and two examples are illustrated in Table 4.

Table 4: Examples of impolite verbal openings

Turns Transactions
11 S: Nama? (English: Name?)
P Ll (unclear)
18 S: Tunggu sat. (English: Wait a minute.) (S is looking at the card shown by P)
P: Awat lambat ni? (English: Why are you taking so long?)

In this study, we detected five out of 65 openings were communicated in a robotic manner and without
eye contact. Most Malaysians would take offence at such kinds of transactions because they convey a lack of
respect for the clients/patients involved. Two examples are illustrated in Table 5.

Table 5: Examples of impolite non-verbal openings

Turns Transactions
29 S: (Looks up as P approaches counter.)
P: (Passes identity card to S.)
87 P gives card to S and S gives her an appointment. Both of them do not converse.

8. Closings

Our study found that there were 93 instances of closings being used by front counter staff of private
hospitals. In addition, the number of polite and semi-polite verbal and non-verbal closings also exceeded
those considered impolite as Table 6 illustrates. This means that the staff were more inclined towards
manifesting politeness towards the end of transactions.

Table 6: Closings identified from front counter staff serving in private hospitals

Categories of verbal closings Categories of non-verbal closings
Polite verbal closings 30/93 32.3% | Polite non-verbal closings 3/93 3.2%
Semi-polite verbal closings 14/93 15.0% | Semi-polite non-verbal closings 14/93 15.0%
Impolite verbal closings 26/93 28.0% | Impolite non-verbal closings 6/93 6.5%
Total 70/93 75.3% | Total 23/93 24.7%

Clearly, private hospitals do emphasise on using more polite closings and we had earlier hypothesised
that this should be the case since treatments in private hospitals are expensive. Although our hypothesis may
need to be further verified through interviews, it can be deduced that where money transactions are involved,
it is probably an automatic gesture to say “thank you” and our findings suggest that more than a quarter or
32.3% of the entire collection of verbal closings were considered as polite with 15% being semi-polite
closings putting polite (and semi-polite closings) to stand at nearly half or 47.3%. Additionally, even polite
non-verbal closings were in the range of 3.2% and semi-polite non-verbal closings at 15%. This implies that
the percentage of polite and semi-polite closings (verbal and non-verbal) which totalled 65.5%
overshadowed the impolite closings (verbal and non-verbal) which amounted to only 34.5%. Nonetheless,
we would like to point out that the closings can be initiated by the client/patient first. Due to the constraint of
space, we are unable to provide samples of closings but in brief polite closings were those which consisted of
the formulaic expression such as “thank you/terima kasih” and “you are welcome/sama-sama”. Semi-polite
ones were those which were accompanied by a smile or a nod and the impolite ones were those which were
giving directives to clients/patients such as “sit down” or “wait over there” without any friendly gestures.
Alternatively, impolite non-verbal closings were those that transpired without any exchange of words or
friendly moves.

9. Conclusion

Our study focused on the verbal and non verbal exchange between front counter staff in nine private
hospitals and their clients/patients. Our results indicate that the front counter staff do not use as many polite

170



openings as expected while serving clients/patients despite being private hospitals which charge patients for
treatments. However, they employed more polite and semi polite closings while bringing the transactions to a
close. In that light, we recommend that training in politeness and communication skills be provided to front
counter staffs to bring about harmony in human interactions.
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