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Abstract 
The extent to which Swedish learners of English master the formulaic language of 

greetings and their responses has not been well researched over the years. This study 

aims to fill the gap by examining how 66 Swedish senior high school students respond 

to two question-based English greetings: the formal “How are you?” and the informal 

“What’s up?”. To enable a comparison with greeting responses produced in the native 

language, another 28 students were greeted in Swedish, with the corresponding phrases 

“Hur står det till?” and “Läget?”. In addition, 217 students were asked via a 

questionnaire about their opinions on the most appropriate greeting responses, as well as 

what greeting phrase they would prefer to use if they were the ones who greeted first. 

The results indicate that Swedish students have no problem with understanding the 

formulaic nature of greetings; thus, the high frequency of “pragmatic failure” which has 

been seen among Polish students greeted with “How are you?” was not found in this 

study. However, the Swedish students responded somewhat differently than what has 

been observed in earlier research on native English-speakers, and the answers often 

came after a moment of hesitation. Swedish students failed to produce responses to the 

English greetings (especially to “What’s up?”) in an automatic, native-like way. 

Moreover, the students claimed in their answers to the questionnaire that an appropriate 

response to “How are you?” and “What’s up?” should include a “thanks” or a “thank 

you”, but this politeness marker was absent in almost all the cases in the field study.  

 

Keywords: English, greetings, pragmatics, sociopragmatics, pragmalinguistics, pragmatics 

of politeness, second language learning, “how are you?”, “what’s up?”. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

4 

 

Table of contents 

1 Introduction ...................................................................................................................... 5 

1.1 Hypothesis and research questions .............................................................................. 6 

2 Theory and earlier research ............................................................................................ 7 

2.1 Pragmatic failure .......................................................................................................... 7 

2.2 Greetings are formulaic, responses are automatic ....................................................... 7 
2.3 Politeness ..................................................................................................................... 9 
2.4 “Everyone has to lie” ................................................................................................. 10 
2.5 HAY in native and non-native production ................................................................ 10 

3 Method ............................................................................................................................. 13 

3.1 Design of the field study ............................................................................................ 13 
3.2 The questionnaire ...................................................................................................... 15 
3.3 Method of analysis: the field study ............................................................................ 16 
3.4 Method of analysis: the questionnaire ....................................................................... 17 

3.5 Method discussion ..................................................................................................... 17 

4 Results and discussion .................................................................................................... 21 

4.1 Results of the field study, HAY and WU .................................................................. 21 
4.1.1 Value states ........................................................................................................ 21 

4.1.2 Responses without value states .......................................................................... 24 

4.1.3 Thankings and descriptions ................................................................................ 25 
4.2 Results of the field study, the Swedish greetings ...................................................... 26 
4.3 The questionnaire ...................................................................................................... 27 

4.4 Discussion .................................................................................................................. 30 

5 Conclusions ..................................................................................................................... 33 

6 Reference list ................................................................................................................... 35 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

5 

 

1 Introduction 

 Imagine that you and your family moved to an English-speaking country and you went to 

your first job interview, nervous of course, but quite confident since you had all the 

qualifications asked for. Imagine that the manager of the company let you in to her grand 

office, shook hands firmly and with a smile asked you the question “How are you?”. Now, 

give a moment’s thought to what would be your answer to the manager’s greeting and, more 

importantly, if that response of yours could have an impact on whether you got the job or not.  

Greetings are an important part of human life, functioning as signals as to who we 

consider worthy of recognition and those who we do not (Duranti 1997: 71). In addition, 

greetings are markers of politeness, and failing to act in accordance with what is expected by 

people one meet may prove counterproductive (Laver 1981: 304). Ferguson (1981) conducted 

an informal experiment, deciding to see what happened if he deliberately refused to respond 

verbally to his secretary’s “good morning” at the beginning of the workday; instead, he just 

smiled to her in a friendly way. This caused a lot of tension at the office and Ferguson had to 

abort the experiment already on the third day running, due to the risk of an “explosion and 

possible lasting consequences” (Ferguson 1981: 24). His conclusion was that “[t]he 

importance of our trivial, muttered, more-or-less automatic polite phrases becomes clear when 

they are omitted or not acknowledged” (Ferguson 1981: 24). Besides a refusal to accept the 

greeting in the first place, there are other ways of violating the politeness maxim. Thomas 

(1983), uses the term “pragmatic failure” to refer to instances of communication breakdown 

where the hearer misinterprets the intended force and value of the speaker’s utterance, for 

example when the greeting “how are you?” is treated by the responding subject as a request 

for information, entailing a long description instead of a formulaic greeting response (Thomas 

1983: 94). 

Formulaic language is well known to native speakers of English, who can produce 

quick and automatic responses to greetings such as “How are you?” (hereafter referred to as 

HAY), whereas non-native speakers tend to treat formulaic utterances more in a word-by-

word manner (Conklin & Schmitt 2012: 1). Whether or not Swedish learners of English are 

native-like in their production of responses to question-based greetings is not well researched; 

therefore, we simply do not know to what extent Swedes risk pragmatic failure or 

communication breakdown in a greeting-response situation, which perhaps would impair their 

chances of getting a job if they moved to an English-speaking country. This essay, which 

focuses on responses to HAY and the more informal “What’s up?” (hereafter called WU), aim 
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to bring some clarity in the matter. In order to reveal actual behaviour among present-day 

Swedish youth, a field study designed as simulated job interviews was set up, in which 66 

senior high school students were greeted with HAY and WU respectively and 28 students 

were greeted in Swedish. Moreover, a questionnaire was sent out to 217 students with the 

purpose of revealing the attitudes behind the behaviour displayed in the field study.  

 

1.1 Hypothesis and research questions 

Jaworski’s (1994) research on English greeting responses in Poland (see section 2.5) 

revealed that Polish university students showed signs of not interpreting the greeting HAY as 

a sincere greeting, but as a request for information. The reason for this is, according to 

Jaworski, that they failed to fully comprehend the formulaic nature of the greeting (Jaworski 

1994: 50). There are no apparent reasons why Swedish senior high school students would not 

exhibit the same behaviour; therefore, the hypothesis for this essay is that the students 

participating in the field study more often than what is found with native speakers in corpora 

studies (see section 2.5)  interpret the question “how are you?” as a request for information 

rather than a greeting, thus answering with a long description of how they are. It is assumed 

that the Swedish students to an equal extent interpret “what’s up?” as a request for 

information, which would entail responses about what the students are up to.  

The research questions are: 

• What patterns can be found in the way Swedish speaking students in grade 2 at senior 

high school, who are learning English as a second language, respond to the greetings 

HAY and WU in a formal situation? 

• Does a comparison between the students’ responses in the English part and the results 

from the Swedish part disclose traces of transfer from Swedish to English? 

• As described in section 2.2, only very proficient speakers produce formulaic language 

with native-like automaticity (Conklin & Schmitt 2012: 12). This does not mean that 

non-native speakers lack knowledge about the appropriate language use. Therefore, 

how do Swedish senior high school students claim that they would respond to HAY 

and WU, and is there a difference between the alleged behaviour described by the 

students’ answers to the questionnaire and how the students participating in the field 

study actually respond to greetings? 

• What do the students claim are their preferred greetings when they initiate the greeting 

procedure themselves?  
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2 Theory and earlier research 

In order to better understand the nature of English greetings and the responses to them, a 

presentation of relevant theory and earlier research will be made in the following subsections. 

 

2.1 Pragmatic failure 

Greetings belong to many different fields within linguistics. For example, it is possible 

to dissect a greeting in terms of its morphological or phonological components. This study, 

however, examines greetings from a pragmatic viewpoint and adopts the view of Thomas 

(1995) that pragmatics is about “meaning in interaction, since this takes account of the 

different contributions of both speaker and hearer as well as that of utterance and context to 

the making of meaning” (Thomas 1995: 23). One of the assumptions made is that people do 

not always mean what they say, and do not always say what they mean.  

Pragmatics is further divided into the two subdomains pragmalinguistics and 

sociopragmatics, of which the former deals with form and function and operates free from 

context, whereas the latter is concerned with social and cultural contexts affecting language 

(Leech 2014: 13). Thus, both pragmalinguistics and sociopragmatics are subdomains of 

interest in this study. The form and structure of the greetings and their responses are examined 

thoroughly on a semantic level, while at the same time, implications of the social context 

where the greeting is made are considered.  

Consequently, pragmatic failure, as it is used by Thomas (1983), is when a speaker 

fails to make the hearer understand not the words or the semantics of an utterance, but the 

intention of it. In other words, misunderstandings due to the hearer’s failure to acknowledge 

the intended “force and value” of the utterance would lead to pragmatic failure, e.g. if the 

speaker intended to make a request but the receiver of the utterance interpreted it as an order 

(Thomas 1983: 94). In the context of greetings, pragmatic failure could be manifested for 

example if a person responds to HAY with a long monologue about his or her poor health 

when the interlocutor’s purpose was to be polite and make a greeting.   

 

2.2 Greetings are formulaic, responses are automatic 

Greetings such as HAY and WU are examples of formulaic language, which plays a 

huge role in English. According to Conklin & Schmitt (2012: 1), somewhere between one 

third and one half of the discourse, spoken and written, consists of formulaic language. So, 

what exactly is a greeting? According to Duranti (1997: 63), researchers have not (at least not 
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until the end of the 20th century) spent much time trying to define what constitutes a greeting, 

but he himself offers a clarification by identifying the following criteria (adapted from 

Duranti 1997: 67-68): 

• Near-boundary occurrence. Most often, the greeting is uttered in the beginning 

of a meeting between two people.  

• Establishment of a shared perceptual field. This means that the greeting 

follows shortly after the moment where two people have recognized each other.  

• Adjacency pair format. The greeting has two parts, of which the first elicits or 

even demands a second part: an answer.  

• Relative predictability of form and content. As greetings are formulaic, the 

answers are as well (to a certain extent).  

• Implicit establishment of a spatio-temporal unit of interaction. A greeting is 

typically made only once within the same encounter, but as people can meet 

several times during a day, there needs to be some sort of mutual agreement 

whether a second interaction is regarded as a new unit or not.  

• Identification of the interlocutor as a distinct being worth recognizing. 

Depending on culture and society, some individuals or groups of people are not 

considered worthy of recognition by other individuals. Hence, in western 

societies, children are not always greeted by adults.  

 

Moreover, some researchers make a distinction between a greeting, e.g. “hello”, and a 

greeting substitution, e.g. “how are you?” or “what’s up?”, with the former always preceding 

the latter. According to Sacks (1975: 69), the greeting substitute may be used both as a 

complement to the first greeting, or as greeting in its own right. Chen (2018), in her research 

on how HAY is used by British and American speakers of English (see section 2.5) claims 

that the presence or non-presence of a “hi” or “hello” preceding the greeting substitute will 

decide to a large extent how for example “how are you?” will be responded to. Chen 

concludes that “[t]here should be a greater chance of the question-based greeting being 

interpreted as a request for information has there been a greeting prior to it, than in occasions 

when the question-based greeting is the first utterance in the encounter between two speakers” 

(Chen 2018: 994).  

One of the main advantages of formulaic language is that it is easier to process, both in 

terms of comprehension and in terms of production, which improves the speaker’s fluency 
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(Conklin & Schmitt 2012: 3-6). However, these advantages are almost completely reserved 

for native speakers, as non-native speakers tend to deal with formulaic language in a “word-

by-word manner similar to a nonformulaic language” (Conklin & Schmitt 2012: 1). This 

means that a native speaker will produce automatic and rapid responses to formulaic 

utterances such as greetings, whereas non-native speakers generally will be able to do this to a 

much lesser extent. Conklin and Schmitt (2012) conclude that frequency of exposure is the 

key factor involved when acquiring proficiency in formulaic language, which is the reason 

why only second language learners that have studied and/or spoken English for many years 

will be able to process formulaic language in a native-like manner, i.e. quickly and 

automatically (Conklin & Schmitt 2012: 12).  

 

2.3 Politeness 

Greetings are considered a natural part of the subfield called pragmatics of politeness, 

and there is possibly much to lose for a person who fails to greet properly or, even worse, if 

he or she does not greet at all. Leech (2014), in his “The Pragmatic of Politeness”, accounts 

for eight different characteristics of politeness, of which one of the most important is that it 

“involves the passing of some kind of transaction of value between the speaker and the other 

party. For example, in thanking, we thank someone FOR something; in requesting, we make a 

request FOR something; in making an offer or invitation, we offer something to the addressee 

(Leech 2014: 8).  

Different situations demand different levels of politeness, and Leech (2014: 11) 

suggests that the appropriate choice depends on the social distance between the people 

interacting. First, there is the horizontal social distance which deals with the level of 

familiarity or intimacy between the interlocutors, with two people who have never met before 

being an instance of the greatest possible distance. Second, there is the vertical social 

distance, which describes the relation of power and status between the speakers. A situation 

where the speaker has maximum power and status in relation to the listener would be 

considered as an instance where the vertical social distance is at its biggest. The impact these 

social differences will have on politeness are then subject to variation due to gender, social 

class, age, etc. (Leech 2014: 14). 

As stated by Leech (2014: 4), politeness is not obligatory; however, it is considered a 

face-threatening act not to be polite (Laver 1981: 289). The concept of face includes both the 

positive and the negative face, the former being the wish that one’s needs be desirable to 
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others and the latter being the need for one’s actions to be unimpeded by others (Laver 1981: 

290). Laver concludes that “violating the polite norm, by using other choices of greeting or 

parting behaviour, carries the conversational implicature of negotiating a change in the 

relationship between the participants, usually towards greater intimacy or greater distancing” 

(Laver 1981: 304).  

As regards thankings, which can be included in responses to HAY and WU (e.g. “I’m 

fine, thank you”), they are often highly ritualized. However, as Leech argues, the thankings 

are not merely part of a ritual; “there is always some polite ‘point’ to their use” (Leech 2014: 

197). 

 

2.4 “Everyone has to lie” 

In section 2.2, a definition of what constitutes a greeting is offered, but the responses 

available have also been subject to theorization. Harvey Sacks invented the concept of value 

states which are used when responding to a question-based greeting such as HAY, and 

presumably also for WU (Sacks 1975: 69). The value states can be either negative (e.g. 

“lousy”, “rotten”), neutral (“well”, “fine”) or positive (“great”, “splendid”), and the process 

by which a speaker decides which value to choose is described in two steps. First, the greeted 

person “monitors”, i.e. decides if the answer is going to be negative, neutral or positive. 

Second, the person picks an appropriate term from that category, e.g. “well” or “fine” if the 

choice was to make a neutral response (Sacks 1975: 72).  

The answer to the question-based greeting does not necessarily need to be truthful. In 

fact, Sacks argues that “everyone has to lie” in his paper with the same title. An example, in 

the context of the HAY-greeting, would be if a person decides to say “great” even if the 

monitoring procedure points towards an answer from the neutral or negative category (Sacks 

1975: 72). The reason for lying is, according to Sacks, to be found in “the regulation of 

information on ‘troubles’”, which stipulates that the receiver of the question “how are you” is 

responsible for: 1) deciding whether the asker can handle the response or not, and 2) adjusting 

the response accordingly (Sacks 1975: 73).  

 

2.5 HAY in native and non-native production 

There is seemingly no research available that has focused on how Swedish learners of 

English utilize question-based greetings like HAY and WU; however some research has been 

conducted internationally as regards how native speakers as well as second language learners 
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of English respond to the former greeting (as for WU, there are to the best of my knowledge 

no relevant research conducted). 

A recent study by Chen (2018) explored the use of HAY as it has been documented in 

two spoken corpora, the spoken part of the British National Corpus from 2014 (BNC2014) 

and the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA). There are differences in the way 

the two corpora are composed, with BNC2014 consisting of real-life talk and COCA being 

comprised by material from radio shows and tv programmes, which makes it difficult to 

compare the results between them and to make strong claims about differences in language 

use between these two varieties of English (Chen 2018: 994-995). The main finding was that 

HAY was most often responded to by using value states (see section 2.4), which was the case 

in 90 out of 101 instances in BNC2014 and in 70 out of 100 instances in COCA (Chen 2018: 

991). Among the value states, a majority was neutral (81% in BNC2014 and 73% in COCA) 

with positive responses coming second (17% in BNC2014 and 27% in COCA). Overall, there 

was only one instance of a negative value state, found in BNC2014, which complies with 

Sack’s notion that “everyone has to lie” (see section 2.4). Table 1 shows the pattern of the 

responses with value states, indicating for example that thanking might be much more 

frequent in British English than in American (reproduced from Chen 2018: 991).  

 

Table 1. Pattern of responses with value states  
BNC2014 COCA 

Value states alone 43 (47.8%) 48 (68.6%) 

Value states + thanking 25 (27.8%) 4 (5.7%) 

Value states + reciprocity question 14 (15.5%) 16 (22.9%) 

Value states + thanking + reciprocity question 8 (8.9%) 2 (2.8%) 

Total 90 (100%) 70 (100%) 

 

Moreover, the study shows that it is possible to respond to HAY with a reciprocity 

question only, for example “how you keeping?” or the repeating of “how are you?”. This is 

shown in Table 2, where the responses which did not have value states are accounted for. As 

Chen (2018) explains, it is “semantically wrong, but pragmatically unproblematic” to respond 

to a question with a question in the context of greetings (2018: 994). This approach to HAY 

seems to be rare, though, with only three instances in BNC2014 and four instances in COCA. 

Much more frequent among the responses that did not include value states were “other forms 

of greetings”, e.g. “hi” or “hello”, although 15 of the examples were from COCA (nine of 

them being “hi”) and only one from BNC2014 (“hi”). Another interesting finding was that 

only one person (BNC2014) responded with a detailed description (Chen 2018: 991, 994).  
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Table 2. Pattern of responses without value states (adopted from Chen 2018: 993)  
BNC2014 COCA 

Reciprocity question only 3 (27.3%) 4 (13.3%) 

Other greeting forms 1 (9.1%) 15 (50%) 

Detailed description 1 (9.1%) 0 (0%) 

No reply 6 (54.5%) 7 (23.4%) 

Other 0 (0%) 4 (0%) 

Total 11 (100%) 30 (100%) 

 

Of relevance for this essay is a study on how second-year English major students at 

Adam Mickiewicz University in Poznañ responded to HAY (Jaworski 1994), a study which 

revealed a high frequency of “pragmatic failure” (see section 2.1). It was set up in conjunction 

with the oral part of the English exams, where the students’ responses to HAY (72 in total) 

were evaluated by four native speaking judges, two of them British and two American. The 

rating scale used by the judges were from 1-5 where 1 = “inappropriate”, 2 = “bad”, 3 = 

“somewhat OK”, 4 = “good”, and 5 = “native-like”. The results showed that 45.8% (33) of the 

responses had a mean rating less than 3, i.e. “somewhat OK”, whereas 25% (18) of the 

responses had a mean rating between 3 and 3.75, and 29.2% (21) received a mean rating 

between 4 and 4.75 (Jaworski 1994: 49). 

Jaworski concluded that pragmatic failure occurred frequently among the Polish 

students. For example, he found several instances of “non-recognition of How are you? and 

its variants as a greeting at all”, manifested by non-verbal responses or hesitation markers 

such as “eh” or “what?” (Jaworski 1994: 50). In addition, he noted several instances where 

HAY was not interpreted as a greeting but rather as a sincere request for information, 

entailing a descriptive answer such as “Oh, fine, thank you. I’m a little nervous, but I think 

that’s understandable” (Jaworski 1994: 50). However, as long as the beginning of the 

utterance was formulaic, descriptive answers like these were judged positively by the native 

speakers. A clear example on pragmatic failure was when a student failed to interpret the 

question as a greeting by responding “what should I say?” (Jaworski 1994: 50). 
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3 Method 

As the main focus of this essay is directed towards how Swedish learners of English master 

the question-based greetings HAY and WU, an experimental field study was set up in which 

senior high school students produced actual responses to the greetings of interest. 

Furthermore, a questionnaire was sent out to a large number of students who were asked to 

account for how they would use greetings in different situations, varying in terms of level of 

formality. The purpose of the questionnaire was twofold; primarily it was conducted to see 

whether the students’ attitudes towards greetings and conscious knowledge about how to use 

them corresponded to the actual language production found in the field study, but the purpose 

was also to examine which greeting phrases the students themselves would prefer if they were 

initiating the greeting procedure.  

 

3.1 Design of the field study 

The field study was conducted at the three municipal senior high schools in the city 

of Gävle: Polhemsskolan, Vasaskolan and Borgarskolan. The intention was to have an even 

distribution of students from vocational and academic programmes, but due to the lack of 

volunteering teachers only students at academic programmes ended up participating in the 

field study. Table 3 shows the number of participating students per school and the greeting 

they received. When possible, measures were taken to get a sample that was as 

representative as possible as regards the gender distribution. However, as Table 3 shows, 

there was a great gender bias among the students greeted with HAY where only 9 of 32 

respondents were male.  

Note that 28 of the 94 students were faced with greetings in Swedish that correspond 

to HAY and WU, i.e. the formal “Hur står det till?” and the informal “Läget?”. The purpose 

of this was to examine if there are patterns in the native language that are transferred to the 

target language, and the reason why more students were greeted in English was because 

proficiency in English rather than Swedish greetings was the main concern of the study. For 

practical reasons, i.e. not sufficient time allowed with each student, it was not possible to 

have a repeated measures design. Subsequently, no students were faced with more than one 

greeting and no students participated in both the Swedish and the English part of the field 

study.  
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Note also that no measures were taken to control whether or not the students had 

native or native-like proficiency in English; however, all the students in the Swedish as well 

as the English part of the field study were fluent in the Swedish language. 

 

Table 3. Number of students participating in the field study, distributed by school and 

greeting  
”How are 

you?” 

”What’s 

up?” 

”Hur står 

det till? 

”Läget?” Subtotal Total 

 
F M F M F M F M N F M N 

 

Pol. 9 5 9 11 
     

18 16 
 

34 

Vas. 14 4 
  

11 3 12 1 1 37 8 1 46 

Borg. 
  

6 8 
     

6 8 
 

14 

Sub. 23 9 15 19 11 3 12 1 1 61 32 1 94 

Total 32 34 14 14 94 
 

Explanations: Pol=Polhemsskolan. Vas=Vasaskolan. Borg=Borgarskolan. F=Female. 

M=Male. N=Neither male nor female. Sub=subtotal.  

 

The field study was disguised as simulated job interviews, of which neither students 

nor teachers knew the real purpose, in order to provide a setting that would imitate a real-life 

situation. The reason for the secrecy was to minimize the risk of the teachers’ interfering with 

the results; it is possible that some of them would have prepared the students in an undesired 

way had they known the aim of the study. In accordance with this, the explicit instruction to 

the teachers was that they should give no details to the students other than information about 

the kind of job offered at the interview and instructions that the students should be ready to 

answer questions like “what are your biggest strengths?” and “what are your biggest 

weaknesses?”.  

To simulate a formal situation where a greeting such as HAY would feel appropriate, 

the job offered was said to be at a law firm and the interviewer was dressed in shirt and tie 

and dark jacket. Conversely, to simulate a less formal interview, the students who were 

greeted with WU were allegedly interviewed for a job at a bar by an interviewer dressed in 

jeans and a sweater. For both situations, and in the Swedish as well as the English part of the 

study, the interviewer had the students coming one by one to a room well separated from their 

classroom. The interviewer initiated the greeting procedure by saying “how are you?” or 

“what’s up?” (or the corresponding Swedish greetings) and taped the responses on an audio 
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recorder. The responses were subsequently entered into an Excel document and categorized as 

is described in section 3.3.  

 

3.2 The questionnaire 

The questionnaire was distributed in two ways. First, the teachers whose students 

participated in the field study were asked to hand out the questionnaire to their students as 

well as to other students at the school. Second, teachers were contacted via a national 

Facebook group for senior high school teachers in English and Swedish of whom a handful 

accepted to have their students answer the questions. In order not to influence the students by 

the options offered in the questionnaire when partaking in the experiment, the questionnaire 

was handed out after the experiments were concluded. A total of 217 students answered, and 

the distribution of gender, age and type of education is described in Table 4. Information 

about the students’ level of proficiency or fluency in English and Swedish was not asked for 

in the questionnaire.  

 

Table 4. The questionnaire sample: distribution on gender, type of education and age 

Male* Female Academic 

programme 

Vocational 

programme 

Age**: 

16-17 

Age: 

18-20 

46.5% (101) 52.1% (113) 80.2% (174) 18.9% (41) 79.3% (172) 19.4% (42) 

* 3 students identified themselves either as male and female, or neither.  

** 3 students said their age was other than 16, 17, 18, 19 or 20.  

  

The students were asked to choose from a set of greetings which they thought was the 

most appropriate one in different situations varying in terms of level of formality. For 

Question 1A to 1F, the students were told to imagine that they were initiating the greeting 

procedure; for the second question, they were asked to picture themselves being greeted prior 

to a job interview, at a law firm (2A) and at a bar (2B). Example: 

 

2A: You are at an interview for a job at a law firm and the manager of the 

company says “How are you?”. What would be your most likely response? 

 

The circumstances as well as the responses available in Question 2A and 2B were 

chosen to match the design of the field study, enabling a comparison between the results. The 

choice of responses was also made with earlier research in mind, in particular Chen (2018) 
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whose study accounted for instances of value states, reciprocity questions and thankings in the 

greeting responses. The students were allowed to give multiple responses to the questions in 

the questionnaire, which complies with the way actual language is produced; the same 

speaker might use a particular greeting response one day, but another one the next. A copy of 

the questionnaire in its entirety can be found in Appendix B. 

 

3.3 Method of analysis: the field study 

The responses from the field study were categorized and counted, to enable a 

quantitative approach to the material. However, the way in which the responses were 

thoroughly scrutinized and evaluated suggests that there was also a qualitative element in the 

analysis. Table 5 shows the categories that the responses were divided into, most of them 

adopted from Chen (see section 2.5) and all of them defined and exemplified below.  

 

Table 5. Response categories in the field study common for HAY and WU* 

Value state Reciprocity 

question 

Thanking Other form  

of greeting 

Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes No 

* WU also elicited “WU-unique” responses, e.g. “not much”. 

 

The category of “value state” includes responses where the student included a value to 

their utterance, for example “fine”. In addition, value state responses were subcategorized into 

positive, neutral and negative, with “great” being an example of the first, “good” and “well” 

being examples of neutral responses and “awful” being an example of what would be judged 

as a negative response. Reciprocity question is defined as the act of returning the question, 

such as “and you?”, or, if it is marked by intonation, “you?”. Thanking is what it sounds like, 

for instance “I’m fine, thanks”, and Other form of greeting is for example when a student 

responds to HAY with a “hi” or a “hello”. 

Furthermore, some combinations of the categories were also accounted for: 

• Value state + reciprocity question 

• Value state + thanking 

• Value state + reciprocity question + thanking 

The same categories and subcategories that were used for the English greeting 

responses were also used when analysing the Swedish responses. However, there was no 

category unique for “Läget?” as was the case for “What’s up?”.  
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3.4 Method of analysis: the questionnaire 

As regards the questionnaire, the data collected was transferred to an Excel document 

in order to detect patterns and to visualize the results. When analysing the responses to 

Question 1, where the students were asked what they would say if they initiated the greeting 

process, the sub-questions A-F were ranked on the basis of the level of formality of the 

situation described in the question. Three categories were included: 

1. High formality: Job interview (Question 1A) and Meeting with teacher (1D).  

2. Medium formality: Paying the shop assistant (1E) and Meeting the uncle at a 

family dinner (1C). 

3. Low formality: Meeting family members at home (1F) and Meeting the best 

friend at town (1B). 

 

3.5 Method discussion 

Although the simulated job interviews successfully elicited almost one hundred 

greeting responses, it needs to be pointed out that an experiment is not the same thing as a 

real-life situation. The validity of a study refers to “our measure actually measuring what it is 

supposed to measure” (Rasinger 2010: 56); thus, to make sure this study reveals something 

more than how students performed in an experiment, the validity needs to be high. A number 

of things in the field study might have affected the students to produce responses that they 

would not have produced if they had been invited to an authentic interview in an English-

speaking country. These things, or “confounding factors”, have the potential of negatively 

effecting the internal validity of a study (Drost 2011: 115). One factor that might have had 

impact on the result of the field study could be the different attitudes towards the job 

interviews held by the students. When conducting the interviews, it was obvious that some 

students (not many, however) took the task lightly, and others clearly adapted to the simulated 

nature of the interview by making things up (for example that they previously had worked as 

a lawyer). Moreover, a couple of students were sincerely surprised by the fact that the 

interviewer greeted them in English, which made it necessary to repeat the greeting, with a 

possible but unclear effect on the result as a consequence. Another unknown variable with 

potential to threaten the internal validity is the varying level of English proficiency among the 

students participating in the field study. A native speaker of English would most likely deal 

with English greetings differently than a non-native speaker. However, only a couple of the 
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66 students in the English part of the field study showed signs of having native-like 

proficiency in English. 

The internal validity would have been higher if a repeated measures design had been 

used. If the same students had been greeted with both HAY, WU, and the Swedish greetings 

“hur står det till?” and “läget?”, the risk of confounding factors interfering with the results 

would have been minimized. It would also have been easier to make valid comparisons 

between the results. Unfortunately, as described in section 3.1, this was not possible. 

Moreover, as the level of English proficiency was unknown also for the students responding 

to the questionnaire, there are possible threats to the internal validity also regarding this part 

of the study.  

External validity describes how well the results of a study can be “generalised to other 

persons, settings and times” (Drost 2011: 120). In order to confidently make claims about 

how Swedish senior high school students in general respond to HAY and WU, the sample 

needs to be bigger and less biased in terms of gender distribution and distribution of students 

from both academic and vocational programmes.  

The concept of validity is important not least with regards to questionnaires (Rasinger 

2010: 56), and the questions as well as the response options offered need to be relevant and 

concise. If there is a great risk of misinterpretation, validity will be affected, as will also be 

the case if too far-reaching conclusions are drawn from the results of the questionnaire. What 

is measured in the questionnaire of this study is the students’ attitudes towards greetings, and 

it is important to note that there are no claims made that the results disclose actual behaviour 

or language production. There are no signs of the participants misinterpreting the questions or 

the response options offered. 

As regards the sample, it was uncontrolled in the sense that the researcher did not 

decide how many or which students participated in the questionnaire. As it turned out, the 

respondents were fairly evenly distributed in terms of gender but not in terms of type of 

programme, as students from academic programmes clearly outnumbered students from 

vocational programmes. Although it would have been desirable to have a more even 

distribution in terms of type of programme and also in terms of gender, the most important 

consideration was to collect as many responses as possible, thus increasing the possibility for 

generalizations.  

The reliability of a study refers to “our measure repeatedly delivering the same (or near 

same) results” (Rasinger 2010: 55). This means that if there is a great amount of subjective 

interpretation needed in the analysis of the results, for instance in order to categorize a 
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response as a reciprocity question or not, then the reliability will be negatively affected. This 

was not the case, though. There was more subjectivity in the construction of categories of 

responses than in the interpretation of whether a certain response would fit into a particular 

category or not. For example, there is not much subjectivity involved in deciding that “Good. 

How are you?” is a response with a value state and a reciprocity question, but the question of 

whether the study should include “value state + reciprocity question” as a unique category 

discriminated from “value state only” is the researcher’s personal choice.  

In addition, the reliability can be affected if external factors beyond the researcher’s 

influence have great impact on the result. One could expect that several external factors are in 

play in language production in general and in the context of a simulated job interview in 

particular, for example stress or anxiety caused by family matters or by the demands in 

school, or if the student was present or not when the teacher gave instructions about the 

interview. Therefore, it might be difficult to create the exact same circumstances in a follow-

up study. Furthermore, researcher intervention is a factor to consider in any experiment of this 

kind as the researcher’s appearance, intonation, timing of the greeting, etc. might affect the 

students and their responses. The fact that the interviewer in the field study was not a native 

speaker of English is something that needs to be taken into consideration as well. 

Another methodological issue concerns the difficulties of comparing the results from 

the field study with the language use of native speakers. Information about the latter is 

obtained from earlier research conducted by Chen (2018), who reported on how HAY was 

responded in two spoken corpora, the spoken part of BNC2014 and COCA. It is important to 

be aware of that BNC2014 consists of casual talk between people who volunteered to have 

their conversations recorded, whereas COCA consists of material from for example radio and 

tv shows. The fact that the contexts differed in which the greetings and the greeting responses 

were produced makes comparisons between the two corpora hazardous. This is also true for 

comparisons between the results of the field study and BNC2014 and COCA, as the context 

of an experimental situation in a Swedish classroom probably does not have much in common 

with the contexts in casual real-life talk or in tv or radio shows.  

The methodological drawbacks mentioned in this section do not make the study 

invalid, however. For example, a student who produced a greeting response with a neutral 

value state plus a reciprocity question in the experiment could be expected to have produced 

the same kind of greeting response had the situation been an authentic interview, and, 

conversely, a student who failed to understand the formulaic nature of the question-based 
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greeting in this study would presumably have had problems understanding the same greeting 

in a real-life situation. 

Although the results cannot be generalised to the whole population of Swedish senior 

high school students, this study aims to provide an initial exploration into the topic of English 

greeting responses among Swedish high school learners of English.  
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4 Results and discussion 

The presentation of the results will be divided into the following subsections: 1) the field 

study (4.1 and 4.2), the questionnaire (4.3) and the discussion (4.4). During the course of the 

results presentation, comparisons with earlier research (see section 2.5) will be made when 

relevant and in the discussion section, the results will be analysed and explained in light of the 

theories described in sections 2.1–2.4. There will also be a discussion about the notion of 

what constitutes a “correct” greeting response.  

All the numbers presented in the text as well as in tables and diagrams are raw 

numbers, if nothing else is stated.  

 

4.1 Results of the field study, HAY and WU 

As described in section 3.3, the responses to the English greetings HAY and WU were 

sorted into different categories, and the distribution of the results will be presented in this 

section.  

 

4.1.1 Value states  

The overall results from the field study comply with the findings of Chen (2018) when 

investigating responses to HAY (see section 2.5); the most common answer to the question-

based greetings HAY and WU produced by the Swedish students included a value state. 

Tables 6 and 7 show that 56.1% of the responses to HAY and WU (37/66) included some 

kind of value state, i.e. “fine”, “well”, “good”, etc. The relative frequency was higher for 

HAY than for WU, 65.6% compared to 47.1%. The fact that there is a rather significant 

difference in the way the two greeting phrases are responded to should not be too surprising, 

given that the questions “how are you?” and “what’s up?” have different semantic meanings. 

In comparison with native speakers in BNC2014, where 89% responded with value states 

(Chen 2018: 991), Swedish students clearly produced fewer value state responses even for 

HAY.  
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Table 6. Responses per category: total for HAY and WU*  
Tokens % 

Responses with value states 37 56.1 

Responses with other form of greeting 12 18.2 

Failure to acknowledge greeting 7 10.6 

WU-unique responses 6 9.1 

Reciprocity question only 3 4.5 

Unclear 1 1.5 

Total 66 100 

* The percentages in all tables are individually rounded off, which explains why the total 

percentage do not always add up to 100%.  

 

Table 7. Responses per category across HAY and WU  
HAY 

tokens 

% of 

HAY 

WU 

tokens 

% of 

WU 

Responses with value states 21 65.6 16 47.1 

Responses with other form of greeting 8 25 4 11.8 

Failure to acknowledge greeting 3 9.4 4 11.8 

WU-unique responses 
  

6 17.6 

Reciprocity question only 
  

3 8.8 

Unclear 
  

1 3.1 

Total 32 100 34 100 

 

As described by Sacks (1975; see section 2.4), the receiver of a question-based 

greeting such as HAY chooses an appropriate answer from three categories: “positive”, 

“neutral”, and “negative”, of which “neutral” has been shown to be the most popular one 

(Chen: 2018; see section 2.5). This turns out to be even more true as regards the Swedish 

students, who produced 36 neutral value states out of 37, one positive (“great”), and no 

negative. Table 8 shows what terms were used when the students responded to HAY and 

WU.   
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Table 8. Terms used to describe value state  
HAY WU Total 

“Good” 13 (61.9%) 12 (66.7%) 25 (67.6%) 

“Fine” 6 (28.6%) 5 (27.8%) 11 (29.7%) 

“Well” 1 (4.8%) 
 

1 (2.7%) 

“Okay” 
 

1 (5.6%) 1 (2.7%) 

“Great” 1 (4.8%) 
 

1 (2.7%) 

Total 21 (100%) 18 (100%) 39 (100%) 

  

As regards the pattern of responses within the category of value states of HAY and 

WU combined, the Swedish students were to a high degree inclined to combine the value state 

with a reciprocity question, e.g. “Good. How are you?”. This was the case in 43.3% of all the 

occurrences of value state responses, which can be seen in Figure 1. The subcategory of 

“value states alone”, which was found by Chen (2018; see section 2.5) to be the most popular 

pattern in both BNC2014 (47.8%) and COCA (68.6%), ended up in second place with 40.5%.  

 

 

Figure 1. Value states patterns: HAY + WU combined 

 

However, the frequencies of the patterns were not the same for responses to HAY as 

compared to responses to WU, which can be seen in Table 9. For HAY, the category of 

“value states alone” was smaller than what was recorded in total, i.e. HAY and WU combined 

(33.3% versus 43.3%), thus it deviated even more from what Chen found in BNC2014 and 

COCA. Conversely, the largest category for HAY was “value states + reciprocity question”, 

40,5%
(15)

43,3%
(16)

2,7%
(1)

13,5%
(5)

Value state alone

Value state + reciprocity
question

Value state + thanking

Value state + reciprocity
question + thanking



 

24 

 

which outnumbered both the occurrences in BNC2014 (15.5%) and in COCA (22.9%). The 

number of students responding to HAY with “value states + thanking” complied with Chen’s 

results found in the BNC2014 (23.8%) but not with COCA (5.7%). The fact that the fourth 

combination, “value states + thanking + reciprocity question”, was rare among the Swedish 

students also accords with Chen’s study, which for the same category scored 8.9% in 

BNC2014 and 2.8% in COCA. 

 

Table 9. Value states patterns across HAY and WU  
VS alone VS + T VS + RQ VS + T + RQ Total 

HAY 7 (33.3%) 5 (23.8%) 8 (38.1%) 1 (4.8%) 21 (100%) 

WU 8 (50%) 0 8 (50%) 0 16 (100%) 

Explanations: VS=value states, T=thanking, RQ=reciprocity question. 

 

4.1.2 Responses without value states 

The second most common way to answer the question-based greetings in this study 

was with another form of greeting (see Table 6, section 4.1.1); for example, “Hi”, “Hello, 

hello”, “Hi, [name]”, and “Nice to meet you” (there were also examples in which the students 

answered with the Swedish “hej”). 12 out of 66 students (18.2%) answered with “other form 

of greeting”, with the frequency for HAY being as high as 25% (8/32) as compared to only 

1% in BNC2014 and 15% in COCA (Chen 2018; see section 2.5). The frequency of responses 

with “other form of greeting” recorded for WU was only 11.8 % (4/34). None of the terms 

used in the category of “other greetings” had more than two tokens, which differs from 

COCA where 9 out of 15 greetings in the category were “hi” (Chen 2018: 994).  

“Failure to accept the greeting” was the third biggest category overall with seven out 

of 66 occurrences (10.6%). There were three instances of misunderstandings of HAY, when 

the student answered by giving his or her name, perhaps interpreting the “how” as “who”, or 

just acted the way he or she would have done in a Swedish context. In addition, four students 

responded to WU with silence, i.e. they did not produce a verbal response at all.  

A category which was not relevant for Chen’s study is what is here called “WU-unique 

responses”. Responses of this kind in the present study were “Oh, nothing much. What about 

you?” and “Nothing”, and the total occurrences amounted to six, or 17.6%, of all the 

responses to WU. Furthermore, there were three instances (4.5% of the total) in the category 

of “reciprocity question only”, all of them being responses to WU and produced by male 

students: two instances of repeating “What’s up?” and one instance of “Everything good?”. 
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The fact that the category of “reciprocity questions only” was that small is in full accordance 

with what was found by Chen (2018) in BNC2014 (3%) and COCA (4%).  

 

4.1.3 Thankings and descriptions 

According to Chen (2018: 991; see section 2.5), the habit of adding a thanking to the 

response to HAY is rather common in British English (32.7% in total) and rather unusual in 

American English (6%). Swedish students answering to HAY put themselves somewhere in 

the middle, adding a thanking in 6 out of 32 instances (18.7%). Furthermore, Figure 2 shows 

that not one single student responding to WU added a thanking to their utterance. Figure 2 

also shows that only one male student in total (i.e. 3.6% of the male sample) said “thanks”, 

whereas the corresponding result for female students was five tokens (13.2% of the female 

sample).  

 

 

Figure 2. Thankings across HAY and WU and across gender (numbers within parenthesis 

indicate the total for each category) 

 

Finally, it can be concluded that long, descriptive answers, which were common 

among the Polish students in the study of Jaworski (1994; see section 2.5), were not frequent 

in the present study. In fact, not a single student answered to HAY with a detailed description, 

whereas two students responding to WU chose to be rather explicit, one of them replying 

“Nothing. I'm working on a presentation about apartheid” and the other one saying “Not 

much. Just did an IQ-test.” This means that only 3% in total (2/66) answered with a detailed 

description.   
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4.2 Results of the field study, the Swedish greetings 

One of the research questions was whether there might be patterns in the way Swedish 

students respond to greetings in their native language that are transferred to the target 

language. Therefore, 28 students were exposed to two Swedish question-based greetings, half 

of them to the formal “Hur står det till?” (HSDT) and the rest to the informal “Läget?” (L). 

One response to the latter greeting was excluded from the results due to difficulties to 

determine whether the student’s utterance was a greeting or a response; the student said 

“tjena, tjena” simultaneously with the interviewer’s “Läget?”.   

The main finding from the Swedish part of the field study is that the category of 

responses with value states is even bigger than for the English greetings. As Table 10 shows, 

77.8% (21/27) of the responses fit this category, which is 21.7 percentage points more than 

for the English responses. Only 14.8% (4/27) chose to respond with another form of greeting, 

for example “Hejsan”, “hej” and “tjena”; hence, this was slightly less than for the English 

greeting responses where 18.2% of the students responded with “hi”, “hello” or the alike 

greeting. The category of “failure to acknowledge greeting” was, perhaps surprisingly, almost 

as big as in the English sample (7.4% versus 10.6%).   

 

Table 10. Responses per category: Swedish greetings (and English for comparison)  
Swedish (tokens) % English (tokens) % 

Responses with value states 21 77.8 37 56.1 

Responses with other form of 

greeting 

4 14.8 12 18.2 

Failure to acknowledge greeting 2 7.4 7 10.6 

WU-unique responses - - 6 9.1 

Reciprocity question only 0 0 3 4.5 

Unclear 0 0 1 1.5 

Total 27 100 66 100 

 

The frequency of responses with value states in the Swedish responses is to a greater extent 

than the English in line with what Chen (2018) found for responses to HAY in BNC2014 and 

COCA (see section 2.5). This can be seen in detail in Table 11. The responses to the formal 

HSDT elicited nearly 85% utterances with value states, which is almost as high a percentage 

as was found for HAY in BNC2014 and much higher than what was found in COCA (Chen 

2018: 991).  
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Table 11. Comparison between Swedish and English responses (“HAY – BNC2014” and 

“HAY – COCA” are reproduced from Chen 2018: 991).  
HSDT L Swedish 

total 

HAY WU English 

total 

HAY – 

BNC2014 

HAY – 

COCA 

Responses 

with value 

states 

84.6% 

(11/13) 

71.4% 

(10/14) 

77.8% 

(21/27) 

65.6% 

(21/32) 

47.1% 

(16/34) 

56.1% 

(37/66) 

89.1% 

(90/101) 

70% 

(70/100) 

 

Moreover, the same reluctance towards using other than neutral value states that was 

seen in the students’ English responses was also present in the Swedish responses. In fact, not a 

single student greeted with HSDT or L used a positive or negative term, whereas in the English 

part, one (out of 37) students responded with the positive “great” and the rest with neutral 

words (see Table 8, section 4.1.1). However, while the English neutral terms varied (“fine”, 

“good”, “okay”, etc), there was only one term used in the Swedish responses, i.e. “bra” (or, as 

in a couple of cases, “bra, bra”). Whether or not this is a result of Swedish having a more 

limited set of neutral responses to choose from is hard to say, but theoretically, the students 

could have used terms like “ok”, “helt okej”, or “hyggligt”, to mention a few. As regards the 

pattern of the responses with value states (see Table 12), the category of “value states alone” 

was clearly bigger for the Swedish part than for the English, and reciprocity questions were 

more rare among students’ answering to HSDT and L than for the students’ responding to 

HAY and WU (28.6% versus 43.2%). When it comes to saying thanks, or “tack”, the result 

from the Swedish greetings is in accordance with the result from the English greetings; when 

being greeted in their native language, the students added a thanking to their response in 7.4% 

(2/27) of the instances, as compared to 9.1% (6/66) when being greeted in the target language.  

 

Table 12. Value states pattern, Swedish greetings (and English for comparison)  
Swedish 

(tokens) 

% English 

(tokens) 

% 

Value state alone 13 61.9 15 40.5 

Value state + reciprocity question 6 28.6 16 43.3 

Value state + thanking 1 4.8 1 2.7 

Value state + thanking + reciprocity question 1 4.8 5 13.5 

Total 21 100 37 100 

 

4.3 The questionnaire  

When comparing the results from the questionnaire with the results in the field study, 

obvious differences in terms of how the students claim that they would respond to English 
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question-based greetings and how they actually do respond are revealed. The participants were 

asked about what they would respond to the greetings HAY and WU respectively in a job 

interview, at a law firm (HAY) and at a bar (WU). The options available for HAY were 

examples from every one of the categories and subcategories mentioned in section 3.3 and 4.1, 

e.g. “other form of greeting”, “value states alone”, “value states + reciprocity question”, etcetera, 

with possibilities to choose positive as well as neutral and negative value states. For WU, it was 

also possible to respond with the WU-unique “Not much” and “Not much. And you?”.   

The most common alleged response to HAY in a situation identical to the one 

simulated in the field study was “Great, thanks. How are you?”, which 49.3% of the students 

claimed that they probably would answer. This deviates from the field study, where, for one 

thing, positive value states such as “great” only occurred once (see section 4.1.1), and where 

the pattern with “value state + thanking + reciprocity question” was found in only 13.5% of 

the cases. In addition, as Table 13 shows, 44.2% of the students responding to the 

questionnaire claimed that a probable response to HAY would be “Fine, thanks. How are 

you?”, which is slightly more in line with the actual behaviour found in the field study owing 

to the choice of the neutral value state. Moreover, the (alleged) frequency of adding a 

reciprocity question vastly exceeds what was found in the field study. In fact, 211 out of 217 

students (97.2%) said that they would use reciprocity questions, as compared to 39.4% 

(26/66) in the English part of the field study (responses with “reciprocity questions only” 

included in both cases). Remember, though, that the questionnaire allowed for adding more 

than one response option.  

 

Table 13. Five most common responses to Q 2A (see Appendix B): “How would you respond 

to HAY in a formal context?” (multiple answers were allowed) 

“Great, thanks. 

How are you?” 

“Fine, thanks. 

How are you?” 

“Great. How  

are you?” 

“Fine. How  

are you?” 

“Hello” 

49.3% (107/217) 44.2% (96/217) 16.6% (36/217) 12% (26/217) 2.8% (6/217) 

 

In Table 14, the five most popular responses to WU are accounted for. In top place 

with 45.2% is “Not much. And you?”, an option that falls into the category of “WU-unique 

responses” which scored only 17.6% in the field study. Conversely, the predominant category 

for WU in the field study (see section 4.1.1), i.e. responses with value states, scored lower 

when the students’ preferred use of greeting responses was asked for. In total, 94 out of 217 

students (43.3%) chose at least one of the options with value states in the questionnaire, 

whereas the same category in the experiment collected 47.1%.  



 

29 

 

Table 14. Five most common responses to Q 2B (see Appendix B): “How would you respond 

to WU?” (multiple answers were allowed) 

“Not much.  

And you?” 

“Fine, thanks. 

And you?” 

“Great, thanks. 

And you?” 

“Fine, 

thanks” 

“Great” 

45.2% (98/217) 18.4% (40/217) 15.2% (33/217) 6% (13/217) 4.1% (9/217) 

 

Additionally, the questionnaire aimed to reveal the students’ attitudes towards 

greetings initiated by themselves. The participants were asked to state their most likely 

greetings for six different situations, divided into three categories depending on the level of 

formality. Details are given in Figure 3 (the most popular choice is marked in bold and red). 

The situations deemed as being of “high formality” were a job interview and a meeting at a 

teacher’s office, the former eliciting “good morning” (or the alike) as the most popular 

greeting and the latter “hello”. The situations deemed as medium in terms of formality had 

“Hello” and “How are you?” as the top choices, while the situations judged with low 

formality had “Hi” and “What’s up” as the most preferred greetings.  

 

 

Figure 3. Answers to the question “What greeting would you most probably use in this 

situation?” LF=low formality, MF=medium formality, HF=high formality. (The categories of 

“How do you do?” and “none of the responses” were not included in the diagram. See 

Appendix B for all details) 

* Good morning/good day/good evening. 
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4.4 Discussion 

It is stated in section 2.2 that a greeting as well as its response is formulaic and 

therefore relatively predictable (Duranti 1997: 67-68); furthermore, it is said that if the hearer 

does not understand the intended “force and value” of the utterance, pragmatic failure will be 

the result (Thomas 1983: 94; see section 2.1). This study shows that Swedish senior high 

school students learning English are well acquainted with the formulaic nature of both HAY 

and WU, producing fixed responses with value states rather than unpredictable or non-

formulaic responses. However, the reluctance to use other kinds of value states than neutral 

ones suggests that the monitoring process described by Sacks (1975: 72) is bypassed. 

Possibly, the students have learnt that a neutral value state is the most appropriate response 

and turn immediately to the process of choosing a fitting term from that category, e.g. “well”, 

“fine”, or the alike. The answers in the questionnaire contradict this, showing that Swedish 

students acknowledge at least positive value states like “great” as parts of appropriate 

responses; nevertheless, the results of the field study indicate that only neutral value states are 

eligible. This indicates that Swedish students act in accordance with Sacks’ notion that 

“everyone has to lie” (Sacks 1975: 72).  

Pragmatic failure did not frequently occur within the group of students greeted with 

HAY; only three students failed to acknowledge the greeting and answered with their names. 

WU caused confusion in four instances, all of them resulting in silence, i.e. no response at all. 

As regards long, descriptive responses, which Jaworski (1994) found to be frequent examples 

of pragmatic failure in his study on Polish students, there were no examples for HAY and 

only two for WU in the present study. In other words, it is suggested that Swedish students do 

not interpret HAY or WU as sincere requests for information, but as mere greetings.  

Within the pragmatics of politeness (see section 2.3 and Leech: 2014), it is claimed 

that social distance is a crucial factor in deciding how polite one ought to be in a given 

situation. Considering that the horizontal social distance (level of intimacy) as well as the 

vertical social distance (relation of power) is close to maximum when being interviewed for a 

job by a complete stranger, the level of politeness should be anticipated to be very high in the 

students’ responses in the field study. However, this was not the case, despite the explicit 

knowledge about how to answer politely – with both a thanking and a reciprocity question – 

displayed in the answers to the questionnaire (see section 4.3). The frequency of thankings 

produced in the field study was very low and nowhere near the rate of occurrence that Chen 

(2018) found in BNC2014, although quite similar to the results from the American English 
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corpus COCA. This relative lack of politeness among the students in the field study might 

have implications in real-life if the students behave in the same way in a real job interview as 

they did in the experiment. Following Laver’s argument (1981: 304), the absence of 

politeness could negatively affect the relationship with the interviewer and instead of 

decreasing the social distance, i.e. develop a greater intimacy, the students would be at risk of 

increasing the distance. Consequently, failing to greet in a polite manner might interfere with 

the main objective with attending the interview: to get a job.  

So, one might wonder, what are the correct responses to HAY and WU? One of the 

volunteering teachers who helped distribute the questionnaire asked to see the results of the 

study once they were obtained and expressed a wish to know “the correct answers”. But who 

can tell what such a response should look like? Thomas (1983) argues that a prescriptive 

approach is undesired in a sensitive field like pragmalinguistics, which greetings belong to, 

and claims that “[t]he nature of pragmatic ambivalence is such that it is not possible to say 

that the pragmatic force of an utterance is ‘wrong’. All we can say is that it failed to achieve 

the speaker’s goal” (Thomas 1983: 94). Furthermore, as a guideline for linguists and teachers, 

Thomas suggests that “we must draw on insights from theoretical pragmatics and develop 

ways of heightening and refining students’ metapragmatic awareness, so that they are able to 

express themselves as they choose” (Thomas 1983: 91).  

The question of whether there is transfer involved in the way Swedish students respond 

to English question-based greetings is not easy to answer. A pattern revealed in this study is 

that the habit of adding a thanking to the response is rare in comparison with speakers of 

British English (Chen 2018: 991), both when the students were faced with a greeting in their 

native language and when being met with an English greeting. However, as thankings are rare 

also in American English (at least in radio and tv shows; see section 3.5 for a discussion about 

the difficulties in comparing BNC2014, COCA and the results of this field study), the way the 

Swedish students respond to HAY and WU might reflect the way Swedish students are 

affected by American culture and language rather than being an example of negative transfer. 

Moreover, the fact that the students who responded to Swedish greetings used value states 

with almost the same frequency as native speakers in BNC2014 (Chen 2018: 991) could have 

allowed for a case of positive transfer. This was not the case, though, as the number of 

responses with value states were clearly lower for the English part than the Swedish part of 

this study.  

A limitation of the field study is that the design does not fully take into account the fact 

that context is of high importance when a greeting response is produced. The two settings in 
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the experiment, i.e. one job interview at a law firm and the other at a bar, both offered a 

formal context with a great social distance between the interviewer and the interviewee (see 

section 2.3 and Leech 2014: 11). In order to get an even better understanding of how Swedish 

learners of English deal with HAY and WU, the participants’ production of greeting 

responses needs to be examined in several contexts, both formal and informal. In addition, to 

allow for a valid comparison between Swedish L2 users of English and native speakers, it 

would be recommended to set up a similar field study for British and American students.  
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5 Conclusions 

The chief aim of this essay was to get a better understanding of how Swedish learners of 

English master the question-based greetings “How are you?” and “What’s up”. The 

assumption made beforehand was that Swedish senior high school students would not fully 

comprehend the formulaic nature of these questions and more frequently than native speakers 

interpret them as a demand for information, which could be expressed by an overuse of 

descriptive responses. However, after having compared the results from the field study with 

earlier research, i.e. Chen (2018) and Jaworski (1994), the hypothesis was falsified. There is 

little evidence that Swedish learners of English interpret HAY or WU as sincere requests for 

information.  

The students’ answers to HAY follow to a large extent the same pattern as has been 

found among native English speakers (Chen 2018) in that they predominantly respond to 

HAY with a value state, for example “fine”. What stands out in a comparison with native 

speakers is that the Swedish students restrict their use of value states to include only neutral 

terms (with one exception). Furthermore, the results imply that Swedish students have a 

stronger inclination than native speakers to add a reciprocity question to their responses, e.g. 

“and you?”, and to respond to HAY with another form of greeting, e.g. “hello”. The latter is 

especially true in comparison with speakers of British English who very seldomly seem to 

respond to HAY with another form of greeting (Chen 2018: 991). As regards thankings, the 

results from the questionnaire show that the Swedish students think they are almost an 

obligatory element in an appropriate greeting response; however, the field study revealed that 

the students actually very rarely say “thanks” or “thank you”. For WU, this is even more true, 

as not a single student responding to “What’s up?” added a thanking to his or her reply. The 

main pattern revealed for responses to WU was that the frequency of responses with value 

states was slightly lower than for HAY, which can partly be explained by the fact that WU 

offers a category of responses not eligible for HAY, i.e. WU-unique responses such as “not 

much”, or “nothing”, etc. The differences between the results recorded for HAY and the 

results for WU can also depend on the semantic difference between the two phrases “how are 

you?” and “what’s up?”. For a native speaker, it might seem a bit inadequate to respond to 

WU with a value state, although this was not elaborated on in this essay.  

Any firm conclusions about whether there is transfer from Swedish involved in the 

students’ production of greeting responses in English cannot be drawn from this study. The 

same high frequency of value state responses to Swedish greetings is not found in the 
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students’ responses to HAY and WU. As regards politeness, though, the results might indicate 

the presence of negative transfer since the habit of not responding to the Swedish greetings 

with a thanking was also found with the students responding to the English greetings. 

However, as stated in the discussion (see section 4.4), the reason for this could be the impact 

of the American culture on Swedish students rather than transfer. According to Chen (2018: 

991), thankings were much rarer in COCA (i.e. American English) than in BNC2014 (British 

English).  

Finally, when Swedish students initiate greetings themselves, it seems like they would 

try to vary their choice of greeting terms depending on the context. This is the conclusion that 

can be drawn from the results of the questionnaire, where the students were asked to choose 

the appropriate greeting for six different situations varying on the level of formality. “Good 

morning” was the preferred greeting in a job interview, for example, whereas “what’s up?” 

was the most popular choice when greeting a close friend.  

A suggestion for further study in the area of greetings among Swedish learners of 

English is to look closer at the way in which greetings are dealt with by teachers in the 

Swedish educational system. To what extent and in what ways are greetings like HAY and 

WU (and their responses) taught in the classroom, and what are the important mechanisms at 

play when acquiring proficiency in this part of the language? Also, a large-scale reproduction 

of the present study is desirable since it could allow for generalisation to a wider population 

of Swedish second language learners of English. A bigger and less biased sample could also 

provide for conclusions about gender differences in the area.  
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Appendix A. Field study responses transcribed 

Key to symbols (partly borrowed from Jaworski 1994):  

#=pause (longer than 0.5 seconds, but shorter than 1.5 seconds) 

##=long pause (longer than 1.5 seconds) 

Ø=nonverbal response which was followed by a repeated greeting 

[!]=the student greeted first, but the interviewer ignored this and went on greeting with HAY, 

WU, “Hur står det till?” or “Läget?” 

[???]=unclear response 

[Name]=the respondent gives his or her own name 

 

TEDES 2, Polhemsskolan (HAY) 

1. I’m fine. How are you? 

2. [!] [Name]  

3. [!] How are you? I’m good.  

4. Great. You?  

5. Good. How are you?  

6. I’m fine.  

7. Hello… mm, fine.  

8. My name is [Name].  

9. Hi. [Name].  

10. # Good.  

11. Hi. [Name].  

12. Good.  

13. I’m good [nervous laughter].  

14. [!] I’m fine, thank you.  

 

S2 B, Vasaskolan (HAY) 

15. [!] [Name].  

16. I’m fine, thank you. How are you?  

17. [!] # Hi. I’m fine, thank you. And you?  

18. Ø # I’m good.  

19. Hi. [Name] # How are you?  

20. I’m good, thank you. How are you?  
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21. Nice to meet you.  

22. Good. How are you?  

23. I’m good, thank you. [giggle] How are you?  

24. Hello, hello.  

25. Hi.  

26. Hello. Well. How are you?  

27. Hej.  

28. Eh # good.  

29. Hi. # I’m good. How are you?   

30. Hej.  

31. Hi. I’m good, thank you. # And you?   

32. Hi. I’m good. How are you? [laughter]  

 

TETEK 2, Polhemsskolan (WU) 

33. Yeah, I’m good. How are you?  

34. [Silence]  

35. [Questions if the interview is going to be in English, where after the greeting is repeated] 

I’m good. You?  

36. [!] # It’s good.   

37. # I’m good [giggle].  

38. Hello there.  

39. # Hello. I’m good.  

40. Hello.  

41. I’m fine. How are you?  

42. I’m fine. And you?  

43. [!] # I’m good. How are you?   

44. Oh, nothing much. What about you?  

45. [!] # Eh, not much.  

46. [Silence]  

47. Hello [laughter].  

48. [Notes with surprise that the interview is in English] # Eh, good. Fine.  

49. # I’m good.  

50. Hello [very silent].  
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51. Good. You? How are you?  

52. ## [unclear]  

 

Ekonomi 2, Borgarskolan (WU) 

53. ## Mmm… I’m fine. How are you?  

54. What’s up?  

55. Ø Nothing. I’m working on a presentation about apartheid.  

56. Everything good?  

57. # It’s fine. You?  

58. # I’m good.  

59. # Eh … nothing.  

60. [!] [Silence]  

61. [Silence] [Greeted with “hello” after the names had been exchanged]  

62. [Claimed she did not hear the first greeting, which then was repeated] ## Eh, I’m good.  

63. ## Eh… not so much.  

64. Not much. Just did an IQ-test.  

65. # What’s up? [Very silent]  

66. Oh, it’s okay.  

 

Responses in Swedish: 

E2B, Vasaskolan (“Hur står det till?”) 

67. [!] Det är bra, det är bra.  

68. Det är bra, tack.  

69. [Name] Det är bra.  

70. Det är bra, tack. Själv?  

71. # Mmm, bra.  

72. [Name] Det är bra.  

73. [Greets simultaneously with the interviewer] Tjena, tjena. excluded from the results 

74. Det är bra. Själv då?  

75. [!] [Name]  

76. [!] [Name] Det är bra.  

77. [!] Det står bra till [giggle].  

78. Bara bra. Själv då?  
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79. Det är bra. Du då?  

80. Hej.  

 

E2DT, Vasaskolan (”Läget?”) 

81. Bra.  

82. # Jaa.  

83. Ø Det är bra.   

84. Det är bra.  

85. Ø Ja, det är bra, det är bra. Hur är det med dig?  

86. Hejsan.  

87. Bra.  

88. [!] Tjena.  

89. Det är bra. Hur är det med dig?  

90. Hej. Jo, det är bra.  

91. [!] Det är bra.  

92. [!] Det är bra. Själv då?  

93. Det är bra. [Name]  

94. Hej.  
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Appendix B. The questionnaire: questions and 

responses 
 

Age:  

16 year: 77 (35.5%) 

17 year: 96 (44.2%) 

18 year: 34 (15.7%) 

19 year: 4 (1.8%) 

20 year: 4 (1.8%) 

Other: 3 (1.4%) 

 

Gender 

Female: 115 (53%) 

Male: 103 (47.5%) 

Other: 2 (0.9%) 

Prefer not to say: 1 (0.5%) 

 

What kind of program do you study? 

Academic (högskoleförberedande): 176 (81.1%) 

Vocational (yrkesförberedande): 43 (19.8%) 

 

1) Imagine that you have moved to an English-speaking country. If you choose to speak 

first, how would you greet a person in the following situations? 

 

1 A: You are in a job interview and enter the room where the interviewer is. 

Hi Hello Good 

morning* 

How are 

you? 

How do 

you do? 

What's 

up? 

None of 

the 

above 

50 

(23%) 

85 

(39.2%) 

122 

(56.2%) 

25 

(11.5%) 

4  

(1.8%) 

2 

(0.9%) 

4  

(1.8%) 

*The full alternative was “Good morning or day/afternoon/evening”. 
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1 B: You meet one of your best friends in the city. 

Hi Hello Good 

morning* 

How 

are 

you? 

How do 

you do? 

What's 

up? 

None of 

the above 

71 

(32.7%) 

38 

(17.5%) 

10  

(4.6%) 

29 

(13.4%) 

7  

(3.2%) 

138 

(63.6%) 

12  

(5.5%) 

 

1 C: You are at a family dinner where you meet your uncle, whom you have not seen for 

a couple of years. 

Hi Hello Good 

morning* 

How 

are 

you? 

How do 

you do? 

What's 

up? 

None of 

the above 

59 

(27.2%) 

65 

(30%) 

16  

(7.4%) 

136 

(62.7%) 

25 

(11.5%) 

7 

(3.2%) 

4  

(1.8%) 

 

1 D: You are invited to a meeting with your teacher and enter his or her office. 

Hi Hello Good 

morning* 

How 

are 

you? 

How do 

you do? 

What's 

up? 

None of 

the above 

75 

(34.6%) 

115 

(53%) 

70  

(32.3%) 

13 

(6%) 

4 

(1.8%) 

5 

(2.3%) 

4 (1.8%) 

 

1 E: You are out shopping clothes and stop by the shop assistant to pay for a pair of 

trousers. 

Hi Hello Good 

morning* 

How 

are 

you? 

How do 

you do? 

What's 

up? 

None of 

the above 

105 

(48.4%) 

115 

(53%) 

13  

(6%) 

4  

(1.8%) 

6  

(2.8%) 

5 

(2.3%) 

11  

(5.1%) 

 

1 F: You meet one of your closest family members at home after school. 

Hi Hello Good 

morning* 

How 

are 

you? 

How do 

you do? 

What's 

up? 

None of 

the above 

94 

(43.3%) 

59 

(27.2%) 

6  

(2.8%) 

39 

(18%) 

19 

(8.8%) 

64 

(29.5%) 

13  

(6%) 
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2) You are still living in an English-speaking country. How would you respond to a 

greeting in the following situation? 

 

2 A: You are at an interview for a job at a law firm and the manager of the company 

says "How are you?". What would be your most likely response? 

Hello: 6 (2.8%) 

How are you?: 3 (1.4%) 

Fine: 5 (2.3%) 

Great: 1 (0.5%) 

Awful: 1 (0.5%) 

Fine. How are you?: 26 (12%) 

Great. How are you?: 36 (16.6%) 

Awful. How are you?: 4 (1.8%) 

Fine, thanks. How are you?: 96 (44.2%) 

Great, thanks. How are you?: 107 (49.3%) 

Awful, thanks. How are you?: 3 (1.4%) 

Answer with a detailed description: 3 (1.4%) 

None of the above: 1 (0.5%) 

292 tokens recorded.  

 

If you answered that you would give a detailed description, what would that description 

be? 

Quite fine actually, I have some neck ache but other than that I'm fine. How about you? 

. 

Säckage 

i dont know 

Ds 

I would probably just say that some things are going better than others 

I Will not so that 

How to say hello? 

 

2 B: You are at an interview for a job at a bar and the interviewer says "what's up?". 

What would be your most likely response? 

Hello: 24 (11.1%) 

What’s up?: 13 (6%) 

Not much: 17 (7.8%) 
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Not much. And you?: 98 (45.2%) 

Fine: 6 (2.8%) 

Great: 9 (4.1%) 

Awful: 1 (0.5%) 

Fine, thanks: 13 (6%) 

Great, thanks: 8 (3.7%) 

Awful, thanks: 2 (0.9%) 

Fine, thanks. And you?: 40 (18.4%) 

Great, thanks. And you?: 33 (15.2%) 

Awful, thanks. And you?: 0 (0%) 

Answer with a detailed description: 7 (3.2%) 

None of the above: 6 (2.8%) 

 

If you answered that you would give a detailed description, what would that description 

be? 

Nothing much, how about you? 

Myttologi 

Bb 

I'm good thanks for asking. How are you? 

Well that depends on how i’m feeling 

I Will not do that 

My work situation, my current living standards and some information that would lead to me 

getting the job 

 

 

 


