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Abstract: The aim of this paper is to compare the refusal strategies employed by English and 

Bulgarian native speakers when communicating with interlocutors of a lower status in business 

settings. The tool used for collecting data is a discourse - completion task (DCT). The refusals 

are compared in terms of frequency of the semantic formulas and adjuncts. The findings show 

that recurrent refusals to requests of lower status interlocutors are realized through the semantic 

formulas Reason/Explanation and Regret/Apology by both English and Bulgarian native 

speakers, which points their tendency to keep the imploring element of the refusals. Other 

overlapping strategies for both language groups are Negation of the Proposition and Statement 

of Fact which indicate shift towards a direct communicative style. The solution-oriented 

strategies Question and Redirecting to something/someone else are preferred by English native 

speakers, while Bulgarians show preference for the strategy Faulty Features, which will be 

addressed in depth in this paper. 
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Резюме: Целта на това изследване е да сравни стратегиите за отказ, използвани от  

говорящи английски и български изик като майчин, в бизнес комуникацията с 

представители с по-нисък статус. Средството, използвано за събиране на данни, е 

задача за отговор в дискурс (DCT). Отказите са сравнени с оглед на честотата на 

използваните семантични формули и адюнкти. Резулатите показват, че отказите на 

молбите на представители с по-нисък статус се реализират чрез семантичните 

формули Причина/Обяснение и Съжаление/Извинение, както от англоговорящите, така и 

от българоговорящите, което показва тяхната тенденция да запазват елемента на 

молба в отказите. Други стратегии, които се припокриват за двете езикови групи, са 

Отрицание на Предложението и Излагане на Факт, които показват промяна в посока 

към по-директен стил в комуникацията. Стратегиите, насочени към намиране на 

решение Въпрос и Пренасочване към нещо/някой друг, са предпочитани от 

англоговорящите, докато българоговорящите предпочитат стратегията 

Незадоволителни характеристики, която ще бъде разгледана по-обстойно в 

настоящата статия. 

 

Ключови думи: бизнес комуникация, преговори, откази, задача за отговор в дискурс 

(DCT), англоговорящи, българоговорящи. 

 

 

 



1. Introduction 

This paper is part of a bigger project on refusals in business communication which aims to 

discover the most frequently used refusal strategies by Bulgarian and English native speakers. 

The data that will be presented here is taken from a Bulgarian and an English corpus comprising 

of refusals towards individuals of lower ranking by both language groups. The contribution of 

the research lies in the fact that it gives insights as to how the little researched Slavic group of 

Bulgarians behave linguistically in business setting when it comes to refusing and how their 

linguistic behavior differs from that of English native speakers. 

In today’s globalized world the importance of interlanguage pragmatics is felt stronger by people 

engaged in international business communication. The reality of global interconnectedness and 

the accompanying need for exchange of goods and services have triggered interest in 

comparative studies in pragmatics dealing mostly with face-threatening speech acts, the refusal 

being one of them. Not giving the answers expected by the hearer may lead to serious 

complications in business settings.  

The pioneers Takahashi, Beebe and Uliss-Weltz (1990) make the subject of refusal realization 

prominent in the field of pragmatics by proposing their own taxonomy. Their example is 

followed by the researcher team of Salazar, Safont and Codina (2009) who enhance their 

taxonomy. Among the Chinese authors working on refusals are Liao & Bresnahan (1996), Jiayu 

(2004), Honglin (2007), Hong and Chen (2011), and Ren (2016). The Hungarian researcher 

Kádár (2012) looks into the epistolary archives of the Chinese imperial dynasties to elaborate on 

the way refusals are realized at that time.  

Al-Issa(2003), Al-Kahtani (2005), Al-Eryani (2007), Aliakbari, Changizi (2012) research the 

subject of refusals in the Arabic culture, while Lauper (1997) and Siebold & Busch (2015) focus 

on refusals in the European languages and more particularly refusal realizations of English and 

Spanish speakers is researched by Lauper (1997), while refusal realizations of Spanish and 

German speakers is compared by Siebold & Busch (2015).  

The subject of refusal realization in Slavic languages, however, has not received much attention 

in the pragmatic literature. Few linguists, among whom Nixdorf (2002) who works on refusal 

speech act production of Russian, English and German speakers, dedicate time and efforts to this 

subject.  

https://www.google.de/search?hl=de&tbo=p&tbm=bks&q=inauthor:%22Nina+Nixdorf%22&source=gbs_metadata_r&cad=6


The question we intend to answer in this paper are what the differences, similarities or the 

overlapping features in refusal realization are when they are carried out by Bulgarian and English 

native speakers with individuals of lower status i.e. in a business interaction between an 

employee and a new colleague (see scenario #11 from Appendix A – when a new colleague is 

asking an employee who has worked longer for the company to turn down the ringing volume of 

the cell phone). 

 

 

 

2. Materials and Methods  

This paper aims to identify the most frequently used refusal strategies employed in business 

settings by English and Bulgarian native speakers with lower status individuals. A discourse-

completion task (DCT) was designed for both groups of participants in their native language. It is 

titled “Psycholinguistic experiment” and consists of 12 business-related situations identical for 

both groups (see Appendix A). The subtitle “How do you refuse?” guides the respondents into 

thinking of ways to refuse. The participants were explicitly instructed to write a refusal in each 

of the scenarios as if there were no possibilities for them to comply.  

The quiz incorporates scenarios consisting of mostly requests, suggestions, and invitations 

coming from individuals of the same, higher and lower status, which is marked with an equal 

sign (=) for elicitation acts coming from peers; a downwards arrow (↓) for those coming from a 

higher status individual, and an upwards arrow (↑) for elicitation acts from lower status 

individuals. The status identification was added because in different cultures there are sometimes 

different perceptions about the status of the client for example. The clients can stand on an equal 

footing with the staff or be of a lower status. Since the cultural implications of refusals are not 

the focus of this research paper, they are left for future research.  

The samples of participants who gave only “Yes/ No” answers, or Refuse/ Accept answers were 

also left out of the research.  

The empirical data were collected mostly via an online DCT quiz. The total number of English 

native speakers (ENSs) who participated in the experiment is 117. The majority of them (75 

participants) were students at Iowa State University majoring in economics who submitted online 

the quiz in English. The second most numerous group of the participants who were asked to 



participate either electronically or in person in various locations in Varna, Bulgaria are the 

British native speakers (20 people), also 14 Americans, 4 Australians, 2 Irish, 1 Scottish and 1 

British/Australian.  

The total number of Bulgarian native informants (BNSs), who submitted the quiz in their native 

Bulgarian language, is 110.  The number of students among the Bulgarian native groups was 

smaller – only 30, but they were also majoring in economics, software sciences or culinary arts at 

Varna University of Management. The rest of the informants were approached either 

electronically or in person in various locations and they consisted of middle-aged individuals 

with various professions. 

The paper and the electronic versions of the quiz can be seen in the references section.  

 

3. Data Analysis 

 

To optimize the coding of the samples the researcher augmented the classification of Salazar, 

Safont and Codina (2009) and modified it to include some of Beebe, Takahashi and Uliss-

Weltz’s (1990) taxonomy’s entries. However, instead of adopting the Blum-Kulka et al.’s 

approach (1989), who claim that the refusal consists of a head act and supportive moves, “all the 

acts that could be … directly involved in negotiating the refusal” were coded, which “sometimes 

resulted in several acts in the same turn being treated as refusal strategies”(Gass & Houck, 1999, 

cited by Mitkova, 2020). 

In the coding stage, the different semantic formulas and adjuncts were marked and their 

frequency was calculated for each scenario for both subject groups separately to identify the 

most prevalent ones for each group of participants. When coding the refusals, attempt was made 

to stay within the designated category. If a refusal sample from scenario #4 reads “I have a back 

pain”, this was coded as a Faulty Features strategy because it draws the attention to some 

deficiencies of the speaker instead of coding it as Reason/ Explanation which tend to be more 

long-winded and personally revealing. Sometimes a single refusal sample was coded as two 

separate strategies e.g. “I'm sorry but I need to get this project done by the end of today.” – 

Regret/ Apology and Reason/Explanation. It has to be noted that the boundaries between the 

categories Faulty Features and Reason/Explanation can be fuzzy and overlap is expected if the 

interpretation of the semantic formulas is done by different coders. Due to lack of associates 



coding the samples for this research was conducted by a single coder, but if other researchers 

submit their interpretation, the results may vary from what is being presented here. 

 

4. Results from DCTs regarding Refusals with Lower Status Individuals 

 

4.1. Results for English Native Speakers  

In the following scenarios, exemplified in Table 1.1 it is either a cleaning lady, a client, an 

employee, a new colleague or the assistant who are making the requests. 

Table 1.1 Frequency of Semantic Formulas  

in Refusal of Request from a Person of a Lower Status – ENSs 

Scenarios 
#4 cleaning lady 

asking for help 
#8 client - spilt 

coffee 
#10 employee –day 

off 

#11 new 

colleague - cell 

volume 

#12 

assistant - 

taxi 
1st most 

used 
Reason/ Explanation 

51% 
Redirecting to 

Sb./Sth. else – 

24% 

Statement of Fact – 48% Reason/ 

Explanation – 

55% 

Reason/ 

Explanation 

– 33% 
2nd most 

used 
Regret/ Apology – 46% Reason / 

Explanation – 

22% 

Regret/ Apology – 23% Regret/ Apology 

– 32% 
Regret/ 

Apology – 

29% 
3rd most 

used 

Redirecting  21% Regret/ Apology – 

16% 
Negation of Proposition 

– 13% 
Statement of 

Fact – 9,6% 
Questions – 

18% 
4th most 

used 
Negation of Proposition – 

17% 
Bluntness – 14% Reason/Explanation – 

11%  
Negation of 

Proposition; 

Bluntness – 

5,8% 

Negation of 

Proposition,  

Imperative – 

13% 
5th most 

used 
Willingness – 6,7% Statement of Fact 

– 12% 
Bluntness – 9,6 % Faulty Features – 

4,8% 
Faulty 

Features, 

Redirecting 

– 11% 

 

When the request comes from a speaker of a lower status (see scenarios #4, #8, #10, #11 and #12 

in Appendix A) the refusal strategies used are more diverse among English native speakers. The 

semantic formula Reason/Explanation is employed in 60% of the cases as the respondents’ first 

choice, while the strategy Regret/Apology comes in second in 80% of the cases. “This shows 

that regardless of the status of the speaker who utters the request respondents try to keep the 

imploring element of their refusals by either giving reasons why they cannot cooperate or asking 

to be excused for their inability to help. Redirecting to something or someone else and Questions 

– counter/ clarifying/ imperatives are solution-oriented strategies that rank among the five most 

frequently used.” (Mitkova, 2018) 



While the strategy Statement of Fact is in 5th position when dealing with higher status scenarios  

(Mitkova, 2020), here it can be seen in the odd number positions suggesting that communication 

tone changes to a more direct one. The strategy Negation of Proposition moves one notch 

downwards in terms of frequency use when we compare the findings about higher and lower 

status cases indicating a tendency to be more lenient with people of less authority, while trying to 

keep one’s territory with superiors. The adjunct Willingness (“I'd love to help, but I'm afraid I've 

got a bad back.”) is indicative of the more lenient trend towards people of lower status thus 

securing their loyalty despite the need to refuse. 

 

 

 

4.2. Results for Bulgarian Native Speakers  

 

When we compare with the data from the BNSs (Table 1.2) we can see that although the strategy 

Regret/Apology still features in the top three positions, it is not as strongly represented as it is 

among the ENSs. The same holds true for the other high frequency strategy Reason/Explanation. 

Its subcategory, however, Faulty Features appears in 1st and 2nd position in 20% of the samples, 

which is indicative of the tendency of Bulgarians to emphasize the limitations rather than look 

for the opportunities despite the challenges. The higher level of language directness of BNSs is 

manifested via the higher frequency of the strategies Negation of Proposition (in 4th position in 

80% of the samples) and Statement of Fact (appearing in the top 3 positions). The increase of 

Redirecting points to traits such as resourcefulness and solution orientation of Bulgarians as they 

would rather refer the requestee to someone or something that would solve their issue instead of 

abandoning the request with a blunt “No”. 

 

Table 1.2 Frequency of Semantic Formulas  

in Refusal of Request from a Person of a Lower Status – BNSs 

Scenar

ios 
#4 cleaning lady 

asking for help 
#8 client - spilt 

coffee 
#10 employee –

day off 

#11 new 

colleague - cell 

volume 

#12 assistant - 

taxi 

1st most 

used 
Regret/Apology – 43% Redirecting to 

Sb./Sth. else – 33% 
Statement of Fact – 

56% 
Reason/Explana-

tion – 40% 
Faulty Features –

35% 
2nd Faulty Features – 29% Statement of Fact – Plain Indirect/ Regret/Apology – Regret/Apology – 



most 

used 
31% Statement of 

principle – 22% 
31% 30% 

3rd 

most 

used 

Negation of Proposition  

Reason/Explanation  

Statement of Fact – 

25% 

Regret/Apology –  

.27% 
Regret/Apology – 

21% 
Statement  

of Fact – 30% 
Statement of Fact/ 

Redirecting – 

22% 

4th 

most 

used 

Redirecting to sb./ sth. 

else – 21% 

Negation of 

Proposition – 14% 
Negation of 

Proposition – 15% 
Negation of 

Proposition – 10% 
Negation of 

Proposition – 20% 

5th most 

used 
Willingness – 8,2% Postponement – 

12% 
Imperative – 12% Postponement 

Advice – 5,5% 
Imperative – 11% 

 

 

 

4.3. Discussion of the Differences and Similarities  

Table 1.3 Frequency of Semantic Formulas  

in Refusal of Request from a Person of a Lower Status – Integrated 

Scenarios 
#4 cleaning lady 

asking for help 
#8 client - spilt 

coffee 
#10 employee –day 

off 

#11 new 

colleague - cell 

volume 

#12 

assistant - 

taxi 
1st most 

used 
ЕNS Reason/ 

Explanation  51% 

BNS Regret/Apology 

43% 

Redirecting  

ЕNS 24% 

BNS 33 %  

Statement of Fact 

ЕNS 48% 

BNS 56 % 

Reason/ 

Explanation  

ЕNS 55%  

BNS 40 % 

ЕNS 

Reason/ 

Explanation 

33% 

BNS Faulty 

Features 

35% 
2nd most 

used 
ЕNS Regret/ Apology  

46% 

BNS Faulty Features 

29% 

Reason / 

Explanation – 

22% 

Statement of Fact 

– 31% 

ENS Regret/ Apology 

23% 
Regret/ Apology 

ЕNS 32% 

BNS 31 %  

Regret/ 

Apology  

ЕNS 29% 

BNS 31 %  

3rd most 

used 

ЕNS Redirecting  21% 

BNS Negation of 

Proposition  

Reason/Explanation  

Statement of Fact 25% 

Regret/ Apology 

ЕNS16%  

BNS 27 %  

ENS Negation of 

Proposition – 13% 
Statement of 

Fact  

ЕNS 9,6% 

BNS 31 % 

ЕNS 

Questions 

18% 

BNS 

Statement of 

Fact/ 

Redirecting  

22% 
4th most 

used 
ENS Negation of 

Proposition 17% 

BNS Redirecting 21% 

ENS Blunt No 

14% 

BNS Negation of 

Proposition 14% 

ENS 

Reason/Explanation 

11%  

Negation of 

Proposition 

ЕNS 5,8%  

BNS 10 %  

ENS Blunt No 

5,8% 

Negation of 

Proposition 

ЕNS 13% 

BNS 20 %,  

ЕNS 

Imperative – 

13% 
5th most 

used 
Willingness   

ENS 6,7%     

ENS Statement of 

Fact  12% 

ENS Blunt No  9,6 % 

BNS Imperative 12% 
ENS Faulty 

Features 4,8% 

ЕNS Faulty 

Features, 



BNS 8,2% BNS 

Postponement 

12% 

BNS 

Postponement, 
Advice  5,5% 

Redirecting 

11%, BNS 

Imperative – 

11% 

 

The Faulty Feature strategy   

In this paper we focus in more details on the use of the strategy Faulty Features because it ranks 

in top positions with BNSs and in lower positions with ENSs. The corpus provides interesting 

insights about it. Below are presented refusal samples of scenario #12 about an assistant who 

asks her manager to call a taxi for her. The patterns that emerge from the ENS data are either the 

Faulty Feature strategy as stand-alone (respondent 96 below)  or in combination with 

Regret/Apology, which in half of the samples is in initial position (respondent 60) and in the 

other half in posterior position (respondent 90).  

(96) “I don't have my mobile with me.” (Faulty Feature) 

(60) “I'm sorry, my phone is about to die.” (Regret/Apology + Faulty Feature) 

(90) “My phone's dead, sorry.” (Faulty Feature + Regret/Apology) 

The same patterns emerge from the BNS data. It has to be noted that the Regret/Apology (initial 

position) – Faulty Feature combination is used by all respondents (respondent 17) except one 

(respondent 97), which shows that Bulgarians like to emphasize the imploring element by 

placing it at the beginning. 

(17) „Съжалявам, не зная никакви номера на таксита.“ – Sorry. I don’t know any numbers of 

taxis. (Regret/Apology + Faulty Feature) 

(97) „Нямам номер. Извинявай.“ – I don’t have a number. Sorry. (Faulty Feature + 

Regret/Apology) 

Other short patterns that emerge in the Bulgarian corpus, though more rarely, are Faulty Feature 

and Negation of Proposition (respondent 108) which is once extended to incorporate the 

Question strategy (respondent 105). The Question strategy in this case adds a spontaneous tone 

to the refusal enhancing the face-saving effect of the refusal.  

(108) „Телефонът ми е с ваучер, така че няма да мога.“ – My cell phone is with a voucher, so 

I cannot. (Faulty Feature + Negation of Proposition) 

(105) „Как? Забравила съм си телефона днес у дома. Не мога да ти помогна.“ – How? I have 

left my cell phone at home. I cannot help you. (Question + Faulty Feature + Negation of 

Proposition) 



Another short pattern from the Bulgarian corpus incorporating the strategy Faulty Feature is the 

combination with the strategy Redirecting. It gives away the tendency of Bulgarians first to find 

faults with themselves or the circumstances and then to express a desire to get involved to a 

certain degree with helping the requestee despite their inability or unwillingness to execute the 

task delegated.  The strategy Faulty Feature is in initial position in twice as many of the samples 

from the corpus putting the focus on the inadequacy of the refusing individual to carry out the 

task s/he was asked to perform (respondent 37).  

When the strategy Redirecting is in initial position (respondent 54), the utterance takes on a 

completely different direction - instead of sounding defensive, it takes on an offensive and even 

authoritative tone. When coding this sample, we were not sure how to go about it – whether to 

place it under Imperative or under Redirecting. The decision to place the above discussed sample 

and other similar ones under the category Redirecting was made since the we deemed that the 

emphasis on the part of the interlocutor was more on finding solution that on issuing commands. 

(37) „Никога не съм го правил, би ли се обърнала към някой който знае как да го направи.“ 

– I have never done it, would you ask someone who knows how to do that. (Faulty Feature + 

Redirecting) 

(54) „Ето, извикай си такси от служебния телефон, не съм сигурен какъв беше адреса ти.“ 

– Here, call a taxi from our work line, I am not sure what your address was. (Redirecting + 

Faulty Feature) 

 

5. Discussion  

The samples from the scenarios centered around communication with lower status individuals 

reveal more diversity regarding the choice of strategies by both the English native speakers and 

the Bulgarian native speakers. The Regret/Apology strategy is invariably the top most favored 

strategy by both groups. The Reason/Explanation strategy is a top one with ENSs, but in the 

Bulgarian data it gives way to the strategy Faulty Features, pointing to a national feature of 

BNSs to stress the limitations when realizing refusals. In and of itself this cannot be a solid 

reason to claim that a pragmatic failure is likely to occur between the two groups, since the 

strategies Faulty Features (#4 “имам много гадна мускулна треска” – I have a terrible muscle 

strain) and Statement of fact (#8 “Не ми влиза в длъжностната характеристика” – It is not in 

my job description) that appear in the ranking, although being more concise in nature, share a lot 



of similarities with the strategy Reason/Explanation. Furthermore, there is a significant overlap 

in strategy use by the two groups – 8 out of total 10 strategies used by ENSs and respectively 8 

out of 12 strategies used by BNSs are identical (Regret/Apology, Reason/Explanation, Faulty 

Features, Statement of fact, Negation of Proposition, Redirecting, Imperative, Willingness), 

which shows that even in their choice of strategies both groups demonstrate similar preferences. 

 

6. Conclusion 

These results show that despite the observation that there are many commonalities in the way 

English and Bulgarian native speakers refuse individuals of lower status, the differences still 

need attention. Due to the significant overlap of strategy use at this level a pragmatic failure is 

unlikely to occur, but if the interlocutors are to engage in more sophisticated communication, 

attention needs to be paid to the minute peculiarities. The findings of this research are intended 

to facilitate the work of professionals facing the challenges of business communication or 

international negotiations in today’s globalized world as they show how native English and 

Bulgarian speakers approach refusal realization. 

There are a number of limitations in the current study that should be noted. The data collection 

tool – DCTs, confines the analysis only to the level of single-turn refusals, which provide only a 

fragmented insight as to what the actual business communicative exchange between interlocutors 

could be. Secondly, due to their very nature the DCTs scenarios can yield only contrived 

responses and show the probabilistic linguistic behavior of the respondents. Therefore if this 

research experiment is to be duplicated in the future, it would be interesting to see how the 

findings of this research measure up against the findings of a research experiment based on 

naturalistic data. Collecting naturalistic data of refusal speech acts is, however, a daunting task. 

Recording or video-taping real-time refusal realizations in business settings exposes not only the 

participants in the communicative exchange, but also reveals certain corporate practices and 

possibly know-how and obtaining consent to carry them out is likely to entail a lot of obligations 

and restrictions on the part of the researcher as to where and in front of what audiences 

disclosure of the findings is permitted.  
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The quiz is to be found at:  

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1j3D4868dRa261k28zIGJpDdhnpW3cPwECcLKfaay7R0/edit 

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1d79dG9iCf1NeAotQDPdpuVlbMix92DoN1SASwYRIK30/edit 

 

Appendix A 

PSYCHOLINGUISTIC EXPERIMENT – How do you refuse? 

 

age: gender:nationality: occupation: education: 

 

1. A colleague invites you to her party. = 

 

2. Your boss asks you to stay late at work the day before your birthday. ↓ 

 

3. Your colleague asks you to use your laptop. = 

 

4. The cleaning lady in your office asks you to help her carry a heavy box. ↑ 

 

5. Your boss asks you to give him a lift back home. ↓ 

 

6. A colleague is badly injured and people from work ask you to donate money. = 

 

7. Your boss asks you to take up the tasks of someone who just quit the job. ↓ 

 

8. Your client asks you to clean up the mess she created – spilled coffee on the floor. ↑ 
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9. A colleague asks to use the printer because he is in a hurry. = 

 

10. An employee/student asks you for a day off. ↑ 

 

11. The new colleague asks you to turn down the ringing sound of your cell phone as it is 

disturbing his work. ↓ 

 

12. Your assistant asks you to call a taxi for her. ↑ 
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