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ABSTRACT 

This study aims to explore the roles of cultural politeness, a concept integrating intellect and moral values to shape 

the marketing communication behaviour and ethics from multiple cultural perspectives. This conceptual paper 

investigating how contemporary marketing communication practices are affected and manifested by existing 

knowledge of cultural politeness. The influence of cultural politeness can still be found in the contemporary 

business settings although its origins can be traced back to various civilization. For instance, marketing 

communication ethics in developing of promotion, advertising and branding content are related to the politeness 

behaviour. This study examined cultural concepts that are largely overlooked in the marketing literature in 

analysing cultural politeness in marketing communication from perspectives of western, African and Asian 

cultures. Although, the marketing communication is growing rapidly in business activities, only little scholarly 

attention has attempted to explore the cultural foundations and underpinnings that influence and shape marketing 

practices. Cultural politeness can serve as a potential catalyst for some desirable and particular practices of 

marketing communication including the great importance in giving social relations priority over work 

performance.  

Keywords: Advertising, Communication Accommodation Theory, Cultural Politeness, Face 

Management Theory, Marketing Communication

1. INTRODUCTION 

The effect of globalization has the assumption that 

congregating tastes and needs of consumers can be 

achieved by economic development which would 

standardize advertising and marketing [39]. Economy 

of scale in production can result to low price and high 

quality ratio which customer would prefer over brands 

or products they are used to. However, the other factor 

that affects consumer behaviour is the integrated 

values of the product/brand in their culture [38]. 

Therefore, the marketing communication is a best tool 

for business to incorporate the multiple cultural 

approaches into marketing communication strategies. 

For instances, marketing communication to 

international marketing has been recognized as a 

challenging issue from time immemorial [7], [13], 

[23]. Many previous studies confirmed that most of the 

problems in international marketing communication 

are as a result of different countries with different 

cultures [15], [21], [47].  

A model for conceptualizing a national culture of 

the markets is needed by multinational companies to 

assess the relevance in culture of marketing 

communication. The marketers should be sensitized 
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by understanding the underlying measures of cultural 

politeness in relation to the effectiveness of many 

promotional appeals and branding across countries 

with the same cultures is only opened up by unfolding 

the latent dimensions that influence cultural politeness 

and behaviour [3]. Such framework in assessing the 

cultural relevance of marketing communication is 

important in the present global society where there is 

pressure on firms to incorporate promotional appeal, 

advertising and branding with the local cultures. 

Therefore, this article has two objectives: (1) to 

investigate cultural politeness behaviour and its 

impact on the marketing communication; and (2) to 

discuss the multiple perspectives of cultural politeness 

in marketing communication. Hence, the following 

questions are asked in that respect: 

What are the major factors in strategizing 

marketing communication that affect successful 

cultural politeness? How is cultural politeness 

practised in difference cultural context? 

The other parts of this paper are organized as 

follow: related studies of culture, politeness and 

marketing communication were discussed in the first 

section. This is followed by a discussion of politeness 

theory and its applications in multiple culture contexts.  

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

This section reviews the roles of local cultures in 

international marketing communication studies with 

special emphasis being given to local cultural 

frameworks. For instance, Li et al., [34] studied the 

marketing communication of global brands 

penetrating into the local markets and how frequent 

localized communication is used (e.g., integrating 

elements of local culture in the marketing 

communication) is used. The study found that, the 

significant effects of culturally polite communication 

on the consumers’ evaluation of global brands does not 

occur with communication in another market but only 

occurs in the local markets. Also, global brand 

applying localization efforts can achieve strong 

localness perception that leads to significant and 

positive effects on brand evaluation. The need for 

culturally polite communication can even be 

overshadowed by a strong localness perception of the 

global brand.  

According to Brown and Levinson [8] on 

politeness principles, global brand marketers can 

communicate with polite intention or respect towards 

the local culture to promote brand evaluation by the 

local consumers. This implies that more favourable 

evaluation of a global brand is realised with 

localization through marketing communication of 

cultural politeness only when it happens in the local 

but not in another market. 

Holtgraves [27] stated that a politeness norm can 

be adopted by a foreign brand in order to overcome the 

individual devaluation of the localized communication 

as it would properly be received by a socially-distant 

recipient, that is the local consumers. As generally 

applicable in the concept of social norm 

communication, Brown and Gilman [9] defined 

politeness as a way the feeling of a hearer is considered 

by a speaker when utterance is constructed by a 

speaker in inter-personal communication. The need of 

people is catered for with politeness in order for a 

positive self-view to be maintained [9]. Thus, to avoid 

friction in interpersonal interaction, politeness serves 

as the function of cooperation [28]. 

Therefore, by showing politeness to the culture, 

global brands can show considerations for feelings of 

local consumers about their cultures in its marketing 

communication such as acknowledging and 

interpreting correctly the meaning of the elements of 

the local culture. By doing so, the expectation of the 

local consumers can be met as the foreign brands 

should respect and recognize the importance of the 

local culture to the self-identity of the consumers 

which leads to favourable responses to the brand. 

Yang et al., [53] reported that local consumers are 

more welcoming to foreign brands that incorporate 

high symbolic cultural elements that are important and 

meaningful into marketing communication.   

Past studies show that as psychological distance 

increases, the demand for politeness increases [46]. 

That is when having conversation with higher social 

distance interlocutors, more polite languages are 

expected to be used by people e.g., interacting with 

strangers rather than friends [8]. When interacting with 

people who are more distant psychologically from the 

self, the expectation to follow the principles of 

politeness becomes stronger [46]. The study indicates 

that being polite is less critical in interpersonal 

relationship between individuals when there is smaller 

psychological distance (i.e., among in-group 

members). Thus, when there is strong localness 

perception for the global brand, culturally-polite 

communication would be less critical. That is, the need 

for culturally polite communication would be 

overshadowed by strong localness perception of the 

global brands in order to enhance the brand evaluation.  

3. CULTURE, POLITENESS AND 

MARKETING COMMUNICATION 

Culture is a shared given meaning described and 

assigned, not just the shared interpretation of 

behaviour but also the distinctions in behaviour 
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comprising people and things [1], [45]. Different 

attitudes, values and norms are possessed by people 

from different backgrounds which indicate their 

cultural heritage [20]. In the same vein, culture is a 

widely shared practices and knowledge transferred 

across generations and it can form beliefs and self-

concept of the people [11]. The continuity and 

sharedness of culture protect an individual from 

epistemic error of unpredictability and uncertainty and 

provide for them a sense of epistemic security.  

Since existing literature consist of multitude of 

definitions, defining culture concisely presents 

unexpected difficulties. Linton [35] has defined 

culture as “configurations of results of and learned 

behaviour whose component parts are transmitted and 

shared by the members of a specific society”. Terpstra 

and David [47] offered the links between academic 

perspective and business context in application of 

culture: "Culture is a learned, shared, compelling, 

interrelated set of symbols whose meanings provide a 

set of orientations for members of a society. . ." 

Hall [22] posits that a set of symbols that an 

individual assimilate in a process of acculturation 

leads to “highly selective screen” in the mind of people 

allowing some stimuli through but rejecting others. 

These symbols are shared by members of the same 

culture which allows communication between the 

individuals in a given culture. With the same token, 

cross-cultural communication becomes difficult when 

there is no shared experiences and symbols.  

Practitioners in international marketing need a 

conceptual schemata and appropriate framework for 

comparison. So far, approaches suggested are different 

from simple laundry lists of results from cultural 

distinctions to the highly theoretical framework of 

Triandis [49] as stated by Bochner [6]. 

The conception of cultural politeness stems from 

interpersonal politeness. Brown and Gilman [9] 

defined interpersonal politeness as a way the feelings 

of the hearer is taken into account by a speaker when 

an utterance is phrased by a speaker in inter-personal 

communication. Speaker basically selects a style that 

will not lead to uncomfortable feelings when he/she 

address a person. This is in line with the notion of 

politeness in many cultures which is part of their life 

and has been cultivating from since childhood.  

There are many ways to be polite in the context of 

business. For example, businesses during 

advertisement or promotional material can appreciate 

the local cultural practices and traditions and highlight 

the positive elements of the culture. To be culturally 

polite, there are three possible ways. First is the 

acknowledgement of the local cultural values and 

practices. Second, emphasis on the importance of local 

culture in international events. Third, the combination 

of the two method early mentioned. Enhancing the 

relationship between the culture and self can lead to 

positive self-evaluation as culture is sued to define self 

[11]. The impact of culture on marketing is ubiquitous 

and multi-faceted. It affects people’s attitudes towards 

product classes, tastes and preference for colours. 

According to Triandis [49], how information is 

received, stored, retrieved and deployed is greatly 

affected by culture in decision-making. Thus, the 

marketing communication process of an organization 

planning to enhance sales of a product and service is 

significantly affected by the cultural milieu of society. 

During the course of marketing communication, 

information to persuade the buyer towards the offering 

of the sellers favourably is selectively and carefully 

selected. Both the style and the content of the seller’s 

communication are culturally-based just like the 

processing of the buyer of the resultant decision and 

information. In the context of marketing 

communication, Brown and Levinson [8] mentioned 

that people care about politeness during formal and 

informal interaction as politeness serves as a function 

of cooperation and to maintain positive self-view. 

Such gesture of culture politeness in marketing 

communication indicate the intention of the marketers 

to understand the importance of local culture to 

consumer self-identity and what the local culture 

means to local consumers. 

For example, marketing communication is 

struggling for a balance to link the pieces of the 

marketing mix to each region or country. Customizing 

to every market is effective but costly while 

standardizing one method across the world is mostly 

ineffective but efficient. The solution is offered by an 

approach in accordance with cultural differences i.e. 

effective impact and efficiency. Therefore, when a 

foreign brand gains entry into a local market in order 

to facilitate cooperation among local consumers with 

the foreign brands (i.e., marketing messages 

persuading purchase of a product) and to manage the 

relationships with the local communities in the context 

of intercultural marketing communication, 

consideration for local consumer feelings can be 

shown by the foreign brands about their culture by 

being polite to the culture.  

It is important from the standpoint of the seller 

that the culture of the buyer be understood in order to 

make effective process of communication. This is 

especially crucial in mass-selling approaches like 

advertising when there is no chance for the seller to 

change their appeal and feedback is given by the 

buyers. The problem of communicating to people of 

different culture is one of the greatest issues in 

marketing communication [42]. This is because, 
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cultural factors are difficult to comprehend as they are 

operating typically below the level of conscious 

awareness. How various phenomena are perceived are 

determined largely by the culture.  

According to Barnlund [5], culture is 

communication as believed by scholars of cross-

cultural communication. For an effective 

communication, there must be psychological overlap 

between the sender and receiver in the perpetual field 

of the sender – his/her map of the world must be in 

agreement with the receiver’s perpetual field. A 

message falling outside the perpetual field of the 

receiver cannot transmit the intended meaning of the 

sender and will likely transmit unintended meaning by 

the sender. Serious marketing mistakes are always 

made in this area even companies with vast experience 

in multinational marketing are not exempted [41], 

[42], [43].  

A framework for cultural classification can 

enhance the success of a marketers’ endeavours to 

incorporate advertising, promotional appeals and 

branding to diverse cultures. A marketer can develop 

and implement marketing communication strategies 

that lead to optimum outcomes once there is a 

framework in assessing the cultural domain of the 

given country. Also on the basis of cultural similarities 

between two countries, a classification can allow 

marketer to extend marketing communication strategy 

from one country into another. Thus, the proposed 

formwork by Hofstede [25], [26] has the greatest 

implementation in this area. 

4. UNDERPINNING THEORY 

This paper is based on a combination of two main 

theories: Communication Accommodation Theory 

and Face Management Theory. According to Giles and 

Ogay [18], communication accommodation theory 

posits that when approval is needed from individuals, 

they tend to use convergence strategies to adapt their 

communicative behaviour to be more similar to the 

behaviour of their interlocutors. For instance, a local 

accent is adopted by a foreigner to accommodate the 

communication pattern of the local people. In this 

stance, including elements of local culture in 

marketing communication represents a convergence 

strategy by global brand as these local elements can 

activate the knowledge of local culture of the recipient 

and enhance comprehension of the communication 

[29]. In marketing communication of a global brand, 

the expectation of local consumers aligns with cultural 

politeness on appropriate level of using local cultural 

elements [34]. Also, the theory as mentioned by Giles 

and Ogay [18] suggests that the expectation of the 

interaction about levels of accommodation is 

determined by the stereotypes about the out-group 

members. The recipients’ expectations about the 

appropriate behaviour to be used in the situation and 

the adequate level of convergence determine whether 

the recipients will have negative or positive reactions 

towards the convergence strategy [17]. 

While the theory of communication 

accommodation is concerned with understanding how 

convergence strategy is used in adapting their 

communicative behaviour, how motivated people are 

to manage and protect their public image-self when a 

threat is posed to the public self-image is highlighted 

by the face management theory [55]. Any action that 

is viewed as threatening to the public image of self is 

considered face-threatening. However, face threat 

appears to be almost unavoidable. For example, 

considering various actions of interpersonal 

interaction, the face of speaker appears threatened 

when the hearers say no (i.e. the need of the speaker is 

not fulfilled) whenever a hearer is asked by the speaker 

to do something. Also, if he/she says yes, the face of 

the hearer is threatened (i.e. the hearer is obliged to act 

on the request of others). Therefore, the necessity to 

perform face-threatening acts and for face 

maintenance on the parts of both parties position social 

interactions into dilemma. According to Holtgraves 

[28], solving a dilemma with being polite is effective 

in order to avoid conflicts in interpersonal interaction 

and to serve the function of cooperation. Positive 

image can be maintained by both the speaker and the 

hearer through politeness and by showing 

consideration towards feelings of each other. 

Similarly, no pressure or coercion is felt by the hearer 

to cooperate with the speaker. 

Furthermore, people in a society are informed by 

culture on what behaviour, practices, beliefs and 

values are considered true, appropriate and important 

[12]. Therefore, people connect themselves to the 

culture and may acclimatize themselves to particular 

cultural elements as part of their self [11]; that is their 

self is defined using a particular culture. Cultural self 

is used as a construct by Hong et al., [30] to capture 

the connection between self and culture which refers 

to the self which is defined with reference to the 

traditions and knowledge (e.g., beliefs, practices, 

values) shared in a particular culture. The need to 

protect and maintain cultural self becomes stronger 

when there is cultural mixing since fears of threats to 

continuity and integrity of the native culture is evoked 

by cultural mixing [11]. This theory is fit to direct a 

marketing communication activity that involves 

negotiation between the seller and buyer. 
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5. POLITENESS IN MULTIPLE 

CULTURES 

Although there cross cultural difference in what is 

believed to be polite, the concern for politeness across 

different culture is universal. The westerners care 

about autonomy-related face while African and Asian 

are care about community-related face more [56]. 

There are needs for positive regard in all the three 

cultures but westerners care about individualistic 

attribute, while Africans and Asians care about 

collective attributes [44]. 

First, the researches have been done by many 

scholars on the phenomenon of “politeness” and their 

theories and perspectives are proposed on the largest 

sub Asian cultures in China. For example, Gu [19] 

reported that, there are four basic concepts in 

traditional Chinese “politeness”; they are: refinement, 

respectfulness, modesty and attitudinal warmth. Social 

status and others’ faces are affirmed by respectfulness; 

another way of saying to debase oneself is modesty; 

the expression of concern and friendliness from self to 

others is referred to as attitudinal warmth; and 

forbidding bawdry and choosing elegant expression is 

termed refinement. To respect the positive face of 

other is the concepts of face in the perception of 

respectfulness [24]. 

In another vein, the perception of modesty is 

explained into debasing only oneself in Chinese 

culture although lies in different culture. The concept 

of attitudinal warmth is a threat to the negative face of 

others and violates the freedom of others [8]. 

Meanwhile, this is not considered as face-threatening 

action in contemporary Chinese language. Politeness 

normativeness is represented by the conception of 

refinement. Although politeness is universal, the 

research of Brown and Levinson [8] mentions no 

“refinement”. On the incorporation of the four basic 

concepts of traditional Chinese “politeness” and 

politeness principle of Leech [19], [33] proposed 

sequence of principles: attitudinal warmth, 

respectfulness, modesty, generosity maxim, 

refinement and tact maxim that are considered for the 

contemporary Chinese language. 

As past researches suggest that customer 

perception of satisfaction and risk can be influenced 

by culture, politeness is proposed then as a culturally 

specific concept [31]. The empirical study by Marti 

[37] regarding culture-specific politeness has revealed 

that, the degree of politeness and conception of 

politeness are not similar in different culture. 

Therefore, the difference in the perception of 

politeness may lead to conflict or misunderstanding in 

intercultural interaction. Thus, Liu et al., [36] 

investigated the cultural meaning of employee’s 

attributes by incorporating the Chinese traditional 

philosophy, li (i.e. Politeness) into a service, marketing 

by evaluating its comparative impacts with other 

features. For example, sales promotion and advertising 

in marketing communication play significant roles in 

Chinese’s business and economic development [54]. 

Therefore, culturally-specific politeness in the context 

of marketing communication probably triggers ethical 

issues in cross-cultural and international marketing 

communication such as reciprocity in exchanging 

respect with each other [10]. A marketer without this 

kind of knowledge can be at risk of violating these 

principles of marketing politeness (e.g. Underplay or 

overdue of the politeness behaviour) which can lead to 

damaging customer relations or ethical issues of 

harassment. 

In the specific context of Asian culture such as 

Malays, the concept of politeness always refers to 

respect, patience and gratitude [2]. The basic 

politeness in Malay culture can be seen such as 

cultural value deemed appropriate to the society. The 

integrated entity of politeness strategies and basic 

politeness are considered constrained politeness. It is 

constrained by the consideration of who speaks what, 

at where, why, to whom and how the similarities are 

seen in the construct of politeness. Inevitably, this 

results to inter-connectedness of politeness strategy 

with cultural values where whatever facets of human 

relationship that are valued by a culture will be given 

prominence and manifested in the politeness strategy 

of the speaker. 

In Asian culture that is central to its politeness and 

its values as manifested in a specific context including 

in the business setting. For instance, some particular 

cultural concepts of Malay culture like “budi” (right 

thinking, mind, reason) and “adab” (manners, proper 

behaviour, tradition and custom) practices in business 

negotiation and marketing communication. As a 

marketer, the ‘adab’ and ‘budi’ need to embed in their 

strategy for winning the Malays heart. The Islamic 

values always a pillar for the cultural politeness among 

Malays. For instance, the Malays majority regions in 

east coast peninsular Malaysia also known as ‘Malay 

belts’, the marketers take care the sensitivity of the 

community. The billboard are used Arabic characters 

(Jawi) and the model covers their ‘aurat’ for both male 

and female. The cultural sensitivity is one of the 

important elements for the marketer to communicate 

to their customer. 

Secondly, in the western context, the concepts of 

politeness are derived from face theory and politeness 

principle by Goffman [55], Brown and Levinson [8] 

and Leech [33] respectively. According to Brown and 

Levinson [8], each rational, member of a society has 

his own face which is divided into two groups in 
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accordance with the need of an individual: positive and 

negative face. The former shows that the image of a 

positive individual to be praised and the need to be 

approved and the former represents how people have 

freedom of action without interference. The face has 

duality aspect which is contradictory. Levinson 

distinguishes interaction aspect as positive politeness 

while it is known as positive face. The discourse 

strategy which is usually made use of by “positive 

face” is to show interest and give attention to the 

speech of others with respect in order to make it clear 

that the two communicators have similar feature. The 

negative face is acknowledged as the independent 

aspect of politeness which Levinson considered as 

“negative politeness”. 

There are three three-way interaction measures of 

politeness for “positive face” in the western context 

(i.e. Friendliness, helpfulness and respectfulness) that 

jointly and positively influence customer satisfaction, 

which is in consistency with past studies [32], [52]. 

This is also in line with the study of Rego et al., [40] 

that customer satisfaction has been a central of discuss 

in the marketing literature being a key concept for 

international marketers. Van Quaquebeke and Eckloff 

[51] argued that if customers are not respectfully 

treated, they may feel dissatisfied and insulted, and 

then take their businesses somewhere else. In lieu of 

that, respect is regarded as a process aimed to 

recognize, appreciate and communicate the worth and 

importance of the customer to satisfy the need of the 

customer for social regard or self-esteem in the 

customer-brand relationship. 

Thirdly, Deberry‐Spence et al., [14] examined the 

cultures in Africa in relation to business markets and 

its implication for marketing practices. The study 

revealed that the reciprocity principles in seller-buyer 

interaction is promoted in African culture, positing 

that foreign companies need take cognizant look to the 

softer issues on the relationships and to high ranking 

employee team in order to achieve win-win and long-

term results. Although African culture is overarching, 

the study concludes that international marketers 

dealing in African business markets must understand 

that least resistance will be received by policies that 

are in consistency with the value system. Also, a high 

cultural sensitivity can promote trust in buyer-seller 

interaction; and non-verbal context and 

communication should be given attention.  

Similarly, in the context of Africa considering 

countries from distinctive regions (Nigeria, Kenya, 

South Africa, Ghana and Egypt), Ukpabi et al., [50] 

reported a cross-national study on consumers’ 

perception and reviews on hotel service. In a high-

context culture like Africa, interpersonal relationship 

are important to social cohesion regarding staff 

relational services. Thus, politeness, courtesy and 

friendliness are not only an integral of the corporate 

culture but also synonymous with the African social 

system. 

Fasasi et al., [16] confirmed that irrespective of 

the advertising strategies adopted by marketers of 

goods and services, the choice of language can still 

make or mar the entire process of advertising in 

Nigeria. Analysis reveals that herbal drug 

advertisements are characterized by a few polite and 

face-enhancing speech acts which include seeking 

attention, greetings and dramatic conversation and, a 

profusion of impolite and face-threatening acts which 

include direct command, insults, unwarranted question 

and claim of multiple benefits. In general, perceived 

cultural politeness of consumer and marketer intention 

of being culturally polite may be involved in 

marketing communication. Therefore, consumers and 

marketers may have different interpretation of what 

cultural politeness is. 

In another word, cultural politeness is applicable 

most in an intercultural context in evaluating a brand 

when two important conditions are met: first, the brand 

is considered to be an out-group culture brand (i.e. The 

foreign brand); second, the brand is perceived to 

engaging the local culture (i.e. Involving intercultural 

context). Although, in intercultural context, cultural 

politeness is much common; this is not an indication 

of no relevance with the local brand. Violation of 

cultural tradition and values from the local brands also 

lead to perception of cultural impoliteness. However, 

when the brand is from an out-group culture (i.e., the 

foreign brand), the effect of cultural politeness on 

consumer responses is much stronger. 

A foreign brand can be culturally polite or 

personally polite in acting in a polite manner in 

marketing communication, but the consumers may 

have diverse subjective perceptions. Stronger cultural 

politeness in a communication is said to be perceived 

by local consumers when a brand communicates in a 

culturally polite manner than when the brand 

communicates in a personally polite manner. 

However, communication is perceived by consumers 

to be personally perceived when a brand 

communicates in a culturally or personally polite 

manner as culture is part of the self. When the brand is 

locally polite to the culture, the local consumers will 

also feel personal politeness. 

6. CONCLUSION 

Increasingly, it is becoming necessary for global 

brands to integrate elements of culture into their 

marketing communication in order to promote 

Advances in Social Science, Education and Humanities Research volume 553

34



  

 

receptiveness of their products in local markets. The 

perceived cultural politeness of the communicated 

message is one of the defining factors of the failure or 

success of marketing communication involving a 

cultural element. It is noted that importance of cultural 

intention is given more priority than the cultural 

abilities regarding the effects of cultural politeness. 

Thomas et al., [48] reported that building cultural 

abilities and increasing awareness of cultural 

differences can lead to effective management of the 

response of local people such as improvement of 

cultural skills and language [4]. The local brand should 

negotiate more effectively with the local market by 

integrating cultural localness and politeness 

perception. Therefore, local consumers can perceive 

higher brand warmth through culturally polite 

communication if the brands are not in any case 

perceived as local which on the long or short run 

increases the brand acceptance by the local consumers. 

Finally, politeness has often been examined in 

isolation (and hence its pervasiveness) while this 

conceptual study has been designed under the 

assumption that it is not an isolated factor in 

communication and perception but simultaneously 

operates with other dimensions that are part of the 

communicative experience itself. 
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