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Chapter 2 
Literature review 

 

Request reformulation serves to compensate for an unsuccessful request and to 

obtain the goal of the request. An originally unsuccessful request would put influence 

on selections of strategies of request reformulation. Additionally, request 

reformulation is a part of request. Therefore, we will first review studies on children’s 

request in section 2.1.  

2.1 Children’s Request  

From the past decades, a sizable amount of research on children’s verbal request 

has mainly conducted in terms of the development of children’s concept of politeness 

and interaction knowledge. The findings of many studies suggested that children’s 

request would become more complex and polite with the increase of their age 

(Gordon & Ervin-Tripp, 1984; Garvey, 1984; McTear, 1985; Axia & Baroni, 1985). 

Bate (1976) indicated that 3-year-old children seemed to be able to initiate requests 

with polite markers, but children had better command of making polite requests as 

they grew to around 8 to 9 years old (Gordon & Ervin-Tripp, 1984).  

Moreover, many studies on request found that children’s use of request types 

varies with a hearer’s status, age and the familiarity between children and hearers. 

First, children would use more direct request types to familiar hearers or hearers 

whose status is lower than theirs; on the contrary, they would request unfamiliar 
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hearers or high-status interlocutors in relative indirect, polite ways. In addition, 

children would use more direct request for younger hearers, but they tend to make 

indirect, polite request for older hearers. These findings lead us to believe that 

children are sensitive to social variables and that they are able to select appropriate 

request types accordingly.  

 In addition to social variables, children’s interactional knowledge plays an 

important role in their requests. As Chen (2003) pointed out, children’s use of request 

forms appears to be systematically subjected to interactional factors, especially 

parents’ state of cooperativeness. Children’s awareness or anticipation of cooperative 

state of interlocutors would influence the use of request forms (Gordon & Ervin-Tripp, 

1984; Chen, 2003). Children tend to use imperatives to request for others because they 

are capable of anticipating parents’ cooperativeness in daily activities or routines. 

When they are not sure whether parents would be willing to comply with them, 

children would make a less direct request via hint or imperatives with tag questions. 

In addition to the capacity of anticipating the interlocutors’ cooperativeness, Chen 

(2003) further suggested that children may realize that they are takers in the 

parent-child relation and thus they tend to take advantage of ‘being a child’ to make a 

request for parents who serve as givers to satisfy their desires. These findings provide 

evidence that children seemed to have capability of anticipating interlocutors’ 
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cooperative state and of applying their interactional knowledge to make an 

appropriate request. 

In sum, children’s social competence and interactional knowledge enable them to 

make an appropriate request in accordance with social variables concerning addressee 

and the co-operative state of the hearer. 

2.2. Children’s request reformulation 

2.2.1 The nature of request reformulation 

 Children do not always make a successful request to obtain interlocutors’ 

compliant responses. Children’s request may receive noncompliant responses, 

including simple refusals, such as no, never, ignorance, delay tactic (wait a minute), 

personal affront (stop to say that again), and other alternatives for request (Jones, 

1985). When facing the above non-compliant responses, children would employ 

strategies of request reformulation to handle the hearer’s negative responses and to 

accomplish the goal of the request. 

Request reformulation is taken as remedies for an unsuccessful request (Gordon 

& Ervin-Tripp, 1984). Request reformulation refers to the means or devices which are 

used to compensate for an unsuccessful request (Marcos & Bernicot, 1994). Request 

reformulation is also called ‘re-request’ or ‘re-requesting’ (Levin & Rubin, 1984; 

McTear, 1985). It is agreed that request reformulations follow the previously failed 
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request and noncompliant responses. However, there is little consensus about the 

scope of request reformulations. Some research focused restrictedly on the first 

reformulation (Levin & Rubin, 1984; Axia & Baroni, 1985) while other studies 

investigated all request reformulations that are initiated for the same request (Garvey, 

1984; McTear, 1985; Beronicot & Mahrokhain, 1989). Investigating all 

reformulations of a request could provide more insight into how children incorporate 

interlocutors’ responses into their reformulation strategies and how an original request 

puts influence on reformulation strategies; therefore, the present study adopted the 

latter definition to explore children’s request reformulations in detail. 

2.2.2 Strategies of request reformulation  

Request could be reformulated via various means and strategies. As in Gordon 

and Ervin-Tripp’s (1984) study, it is observed that children may repeat request, alter, 

clarify or add persuasive arguments to make up for the failure of a request. More 

complete categorization of strategies of request reformulations is established in later 

studies. First, the strategies of request reformulations are classified mainly in terms of 

forms. Levin and Rubin (1984) classified strategies of request reformulations into four 

strategies as follows. 

Rigid strategy means an exact or partial repetition of the original request; in addition, 

the repetition could accompany slight modification, such as adding address terms. 
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Flexible strategy refers to rephrasing the content of the original request, alternating 

another request types whether from a direct/polite request to an indirect/impolite one 

or vice versa.  

Clarification of the listeners’ reply refers to providing clarification to clarify an 

unsuccessful request and the clarification is arranged according to interlocutors’ 

responses to the original request.  

Other alternative responses includes performing the requested act by the requester 

himself, changing the topic of the conversation and giving up making a re-request.  

Axia and Baroni’s (1985) classified request reformulations into four types. 

Silence means the requester interrupts interactions but gives no verbal responses to the 

noncompliance from the hearer. Second, maintenance means that the request is 

formulated in the same way or reinforced by raising the voice. Third, reduction of 

request refers to modifying the linguistic structure of the unsuccessful request but 

maintaining the same proposition of the request intent. Finally, negotiation means the 

requester takes into account the interlocutor’s behaviors and replies. 

Garvey (1984) and McTear (1985) categorized the strategies of request 

reformulations in terms of the forms and functions. The functions of reformulation 

strategies are classified mainly on the basis of the cost-benefit concept. First, Garvey 

(1984) proposed that children would reformulate an original request in four ways. 
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First, children tend to revise the content of the request in order to diminish the cost of 

the desired act. Second, children attempt to increase the politeness of the request by 

adding please or softening the intonation. Third, children would reinforce a request by 

adopting a more direct request type or adding a threat or a warning. The final strategy 

is that children take interlocutors’ responses into consideration. The last strategy is not 

used independently and it usually accompanies other strategies. Interlocutors’ 

responses would convey their conditions or consideration about the request; therefore, 

the strategy implies that children could take the hearer’s viewpoints into consideration 

as initiating reformulations. 

McTear (1985) proposed that children’s request reformulation consists of 

repetition and rephrasing. Repetition could accompany with minor modifications such 

as the addition of attention-getters and address terms. Rephrasing means syntactic 

reorder of constituents, change of request forms, providing a clarification for the 

request. In addition, based on Labov and Fanshel’s (1977) definition, she further 

grouped request reformulation strategies into aggravated reinitiation of requests and 

mitigated reinitiation of requests. An aggravated reinitiation of request, such as 

repeating request in raising intonation, functions to express a speaker’s annoyance and 

anger about the hearer’s rejections. In contrast, a mitigated reinitiation of request is 

used to reduce costs of the request to the request receiver and it is applied by the 
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means of providing justifications and offering benefits or friendship. 

In short, the classification of the two studies suggested that request 

reformulations achieve the goal of the request by the virtue of increasing the benefits 

to the request receiver and/or decreasing the cost imposed on the request receiver.  

2.3 Children’s social knowledge and request reformulation 

It is believed that request reformulation requires not only children’s linguistic 

competence but also their knowledge of social contexts and variables. In the past two 

decades, this issue has drawn much attention and a considerable amount of research 

put focus on the relation between children’s reformulations of request and the 

development of the concept of politeness. Some significant theories of politeness are 

firstly introduced in section 2.3.1. Studies on children’s request reformulations in 

terns of the development of social knowledge are presented in section 2.3.2.  

2.3.1 The theories of politeness  

Politeness is generally defined as proper social conduct and tactful consideration 

of others’ in language use (Kasper, 1990). Rudeness and offensive speech should be 

avoided in the interactions. Lakoff (1973) suggested that politeness is considered 

more important to avoid offense than to achieve clarity. Moreover, the notion of 

politeness means that interlocutors should achieve harmony and maintain good 

interactions (Brown & Levinson, 1987; Kasper, 1990). The issue of politeness has 
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been widely examined (Lakoff, 1973; Leech, 1983; Brown & Levinson, 1987; Kasper, 

1990). The brief introduction of different theories of politeness is shown as below. 

A. Lakoff (1973) 

The politeness theory proposed by Lakoff (1973) is influenced by Cooperative 

Principle (CP). Lakoff (1973) proposed that two rules of pragmatic competence: 1) Be 

clear and 2) Be polite. She suggested that being polite functions to avoid conflict 

between participants and that achieving politeness would violate the rules or maxims 

of conversational clarity. She further proposed three rules of being polite: 

Rule 1: Don’t impose 
Rule 2: Give options 
Rule 3: Make him/her feel good-be friendly 

The three rules above imply that being polite means not to impose/offend the hearers, 

to give them options and to make them feel good in the interactions. 

B. Leech (1983) 

Leech classified the politeness principles into six maxims (p.132). 

(1) Tact Maxim:    (a) Minimize costs to others  
(b) Maximize benefit to others 

(2) Generosity Maxim:  (a) Minimize benefit to self  
(b) Maximize costs to self 

(3) Approbation Maxim:  (a) Minimize dispraise of other 
(b) Maximize praise of other 

(4) Modesty Maxim:   (a) Minimize praise of self  
(b) Maximize dispraise of self 

(5) Agreement Maxim:  (a) Minimize disagreement between self and other 
                    (b) Maximize agreement between self and other. 
(6) Sympathy Maxim:  (a) Minimize antipathy between self and other 
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                    (b) Maximize sympathy between self and other. 

He further proposed tact maxim appears to be more powerful than generosity maxim 

and each sub-maxim (a) is more weight than (b). In other words, avoiding the discord 

is far more important than achieving the concord; moreover, politeness primarily 

focused on others rather than self. Additionally, only tact and generosity maxims are 

directly relevant to request. Tact maxim could be accounted by three sets of scale: the 

cost-benefit scale, the optionality scale and the indirectness scale. Based on 

cost-benefit concept, for the sake of showing politeness, the speaker tend to minimize 

costs of hearers and to maximize benefits to them. Second, the latter two scales imply 

that indirect illocution exhibits more degree of politeness because it diminishes the 

force of illocutions and it would increase the degree of optionality. 

(C) Brown and Levinson (1987) 

     Brown and Levinson proposed face-saving theory to account for the politeness. 

Face refers to the public self-image that every member wants to claim for himself 

(p.62). From the perspective of face saving, some speech acts inherently threaten the 

hearer’s face. When initiating a face-threatening act, a speaker needs to apply some 

strategies to increase the politeness and to redress the threat. Face is classified into 

two types in terms of interlocutors’ wants: negative face and positive face. 

     Negative face refers to “the want of every competent adult member that his 

actions be unimpeded” (p.62); that is, the need to be free from imposition and free to 



 17

action. Negative politeness is generated to fulfill the negative face want by 

minimizing the imposition upon hearers and avoiding offense.  

     Positive face refers to “the want of every member that his wants to be desirable 

to at least some others” (p.62). Positive face represents the desires of being approved 

and appreciated by others. Positive politeness is oriented toward the positive face of 

hearers (p.70).  

Request puts imposition upon the hearer; therefore, in the process of a request 

reformulation sequence, the speaker ought to mitigate the imposition to satisfy the 

hearer’s negative face want. On the other side, the speaker needs to maintain his face 

when receiving noncompliance. Therefore, the speaker may reformulate request for 

the sake of saving either the hearer’s face or his own face. Furthermore, a speaker 

may apply the maxims of politeness proposed by Leech (1983) to diminish the discord 

and to seek the concord in a reformulation sequence. 

2.3.2 Children’s request reformulation and the concept of politeness  

Many studies on children’s request proved that the development of social 

knowledge plays a determinant role in children’s use of request. Therefore, the 

relation between request reformulations and the development and social knowledge 

and concept of politeness attracted great numbers of researchers’ attention (Lubin & 

Whiting, 1977; Gordon & Ervin-Tripp, 1984; Garvey, 1984; McTear, 1985; Axia & 
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Baroni, 1985).  

It is found that younger children tend to emphasize their needs and desires in 

their arrangement of request reformulation (Gordon & Ervin-Tripp, 1984; McTear, 

1985). Younger children make less effort to reduce costs to the hearer when 

reinitiating a request. From the perspectives of cost-benefit concept, younger children 

stress their own benefits rather than care about costs of the hearer. With the growth of 

age, children would provide benefits to the hearer and increase the reliance on polite 

markers and more polite request types. The findings suggest that children are 

gradually more aware that requests may bring some costs to the hearer. They therefore 

tend to shift the use of reformulation strategies from emphasis on their own benefits to 

lowering the costs of hearers.    

Axia and Baroni (1985) suggested that children’s request reformulation 

significantly increased the extent to politeness with the growth of age. They found 

that three groups of subjects (children aged 5, 7, 9, respectively) are able to detect the 

non-compliant responses in which interlocutors signaled the cost of request. 

Furthermore, children aged five relied on repetition of the original request because 

they are less able to deal with interlocutor’s non-compliant responses. Seven-year-old 

and nine-year-old children would reformulate requests in a more polite way, which 

showed that older children have better capacity of reacting to the interlocutors’ 
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negative responses. The finding indicates that younger children may have the concept 

of politeness but may be less able to apply it to overcome the difficulty in obtaining 

the hearer’s compliance. On the other side, older children’s use of request 

reformulation reflects their better mastery of the concept of politeness.      

In short, children’s request reformulation reflects their development of 

politeness concept. Children increasingly pay attention to the cost imposed upon the 

hearer and intend to decrease the costs of request. It is evident that with the 

development of politeness concept, children may be more able to handle interlocutors’ 

refusals and to reinitiate a request with the consideration of reducing the costs to 

hearers.  

Many studies investigated children’s request reformulation in terms of socials 

variables. First, the social status or power relationship between interlocutors plays a 

significant role in children’s request reformulation. In Lubin and Whiting’s (1977) 

study on children’s re-request to peers, it is found that children would escalate the 

strength of their request after receiving noncompliance from younger children; on the 

contrary, they tend to minimize the force of their request after receiving older 

children’s refusals. Garvey (1984) pointed out that children would vary their 

reformulation strategies with the relationship between the requester and the requestee. 

When dealing with noncompliance from their parents, children attempted to mitigate 
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the strength of request and to reduce the cost of the addressee and thus they inclined 

to reinitiate request in more polite ways by softening their voice or adding polite 

markers. In contrast, when handling noncompliance from less powerful interlocutors, 

they aimed to intensify the strength of request and therefore they tend to depend on 

more direct request types, a threat or a warning. 

To sum up, children tend to reinitiate requests aggregately for less powerful 

interlocutors while they reformulate requests for more powerful or high-status 

interlocutors in a mitigated way. These findings show that children are able to take 

interlocutors’ social status into account when reformulating request. Furthermore, 

these findings imply that children’s arrangement of request reformulations mirrors 

their sensitivity to interlocutors’ social status and the relationship between them and 

hearers.  

2.4 Children’s request reformulation and perspective-taking ability 

Request reformulation requires the speaker’s ability to detect the interlocutor’s 

feelings, attitude or viewpoints about the request and to react to the non-compliant 

responses accordingly. In other words, how to incorporate interlocutors’ viewpoints 

and non-compliant responses into reformulation becomes an essential issue for 

children. Therefore, a great number of researchers are interested in children’s request 

reformulation from the perspectives of the development of children’s 
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perspective-taking ability (Clark & Delia, 1976; Levin & Rubin, 1984; McTear, 1985; 

Marcos, 1991; Weiss & Sachs, 1991). In section 2.4.1, the development of 

perspective-taking ability is firstly reviewed. Children’s request reformulations and 

perspective-taking ability is presented in section 2.4.2. 

2.4.1 Children’s development of perspective-taking ability 

Perspective taking ability or role-taking ability refers to the ability to view things 

outside from oneself and from another’s point of views. Many previous studies 

provided evidence that the perspective-taking ability is a critical social- cognitive 

ability for effective social communication (Bearison & Cassel, 1975; Selman, 1971; 

Selman & Byrne, 1974; Dimitracopoulou, 1990). To communicate effectively, 

children are required to understand the other’s message and to react to the other’s 

message properly by coordinating his viewpoints with the other’s viewpoints. In the 

interaction with others, perspective-taking ability enables one to take into account 

perspectives of others, to react to his/her behaviors from the other’s point of view and 

to tailor his/her behaviors accordingly (Selman, 1971; Selman & Byrne, 1974; 

Dimitracopoulou, 1990). Moreover, perspective taking ability implies that one could 

infer the interlocutor’s feelings, attribute and potential reactions from the 

interlocutor’s responses and utterances (Selman, 1971). Furthermore, 

perspective-taking ability would help children to view their behaviors from the 
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viewpoints of the other. Therefore, the ability could facilitate children to make a more 

appropriate social act in the social interactions with others.  

The development of perspective-taking is continuum. With the growth of age, 

children increase the ability to take the perspective of the other. Children would grow 

from the egocentrism (i.e., a person’s view is limited to an individual, personalized 

perspective) to the perspectivism (i.e., a person is increasingly able to distinguish 

between his or her view and others’ views) (Chandler, 1977). The perspective-taking 

ability is derived from Piaget’s theory of cognitive development. According to 

Piaget’s (1959) claim, children between the ages of approximately 4 to 7 are unable to 

differentiate their viewpoints from the other’s points of view and thus they view 

things only from tier own viewpoints. Piaget (1959) further proposed that preschool 

children are egocentric and thus they are unable to take into account the listener’s 

needs when structuring the content of messages. As a result, children’s limited 

perspective-taking ability contributes to their deficient communication. Piaget’s 

claims are challenged by later studies (de Villiers & de Villiers, 1979, Shatz & 

Gelman, 1973; Selman & Byrne, 1974). Later studies revealed that children aged after 

3 begin to develop the perspective-taking ability and children at the age of 4 1/2 are 

able to adjust their speech to the listener’s demands. Selman and Byrne (1974) further 

proposed four levels of perspective-taking development illustrated as below.  
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Level 0: egocentric role taking 

Under age of 4, children are unable to distinguish between a personal 

interpretation of social action (either by self or other). Children at this level would 

consider what they think is correct and true perspective. In addition, they fail to 

differentiate the other’s point of view and thoughts from theirs. 

Level 1: Subjective role taking 

At the age of 4 to 6, children could understand that others would hold different 

points of views to the same social situation. In other words, children are capable of 

realizing that others have different feelings, attitude or thought from theirs. However, 

children are unable to put themselves in the place of others to judge others’ actions. 

Nor can they judge their own actions from others’ viewpoints. 

Level 2: Self-reflective role taking 

At the age of around 8, children are capable of understanding that people would 

hold different thought and feelings about the same event. Children at this level are 

able to view the self’s behavior and motivation outside from their own perspectives 

and from the other’s point of view. In addition, children are able to anticipate the 

other’s reactions to their own motives and purposes because they realize that the other 

could view things from children’s viewpoints. However, as interacting with others, 

they cannot stably and mutually distinguish others’ point of views from theirs. 
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Level 3: Mutual role taking 

Children aged more than 10 can differentiate their perspectives from others. 

Children at this level have the ability to consider each party’s point of view (either 

from self and the other) simultaneously and mutually. Before deciding how to react to 

others’ behaviors and utterances, children can put themselves in the other’s shoes and 

view their and others’ behaviors from others’ point of views. 

 The perspective-taking ability is a prerequisite social-cognitive ability that assists 

children to communicate and interact with others effectively and properly.  

Perspective-taking ability mutually interacts with development of communicative 

competence. It helps children to learn to be a competent speaker in the social 

interaction. On the other side, communication with others polishes children’s 

perspective-taking ability. With the growth of age, children would develop mature 

perspective-taking ability and thus they would become more competent speakers with 

the aid of the perspective-taking ability.     

2.4.2 Children’s request reformulation and perspective-taking ability 

Many studies revealed that children’s perspective-taking ability would be a 

determinant factor influencing their use of request reformulation (Clark & Delia, 1976; 

Levin & Rubin, 1984; McTear, 1985; Marcos, 1991; Weiss & Sachs, 1991; Axia, 

1996). Clark and Delia’s (1976) study on children from 7 to 14 years old found that 
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younger children rely on asserting the need of request when reformulating requests 

while older children tend to deal with the hearer’s counterargument and to provide an 

advantage to the requestee. Moreover, to achieve the goal of a request, older children 

are able to initiate more reformulations and more variety of strategies of reformulation 

than younger children. Younger children seemed to have less ability to take other’s 

perspectives and thus they have less ability to react to the hearer’s non-compliant 

responses. On the other side, it appears that older children have more ability to 

interpret the hearer’s reasons for rejections or counterarguments properly and thus 

they could adopt appropriate reformulation strategies to handle them. The results 

implied that children would have sophisticated ability to view their own requests from 

others’ perspectives as they are mature.    

In Levin and Rubin’s (1984) study, the empirical results indicated that preschool 

children’s re-request seemed to be ‘rigid’; that is, they relied on repetition of an 

original request to remedy an unsuccessful request. Based on the development of 

perspective-taking ability, children aged under four is at the stage of ‘egocentric role 

taking’; that is, children at this stage cannot differentiate others’ points of views from 

theirs (Selman, 1976). Therefore, younger children’s less perspective-taking ability 

possibly limited them to interpret parents’ reasons for refusals properly and to take 

into account the hearer’s negative viewpoints about the request. Lack of 
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perspective-taking ability possibly accounts for the reliance on repetition. In contrast, 

children aged around nine appeared to employ more ‘flexible’ strategies to 

reformulate the request. In terms of development of perspective-taking ability, older 

children at the stage of ‘self-reflective role taking’ could differentiate others’ 

viewpoints from theirs and thus they are more able to see things from others’ point of 

views (Selman, 1976). In the process of request reformulation, they would be more 

able to interpret others’ reasons for refusals and thus they are more able to select other 

request types, to rephrase the original request and to provide clarification to response 

the request receiver’s negative responses. These findings suggested that the 

development of perspective-taking ability possibly accounts for that younger 

children’s re-request is ‘rigid’ while older children tend to use ‘flexible’ re-request 

strategies.   

McTear (1985) suggested that with the growth of age, children showed 

increasing ability to take into account the hearer’s desires and rejections and to offer 

compromises and accommodation. The finding supports Levin and Rubin’s (1984) 

finding that older children made good use of flexible means to reinitiate requests. She 

further suggested that children’s employment of reformulation strategies mirrors their 

ability to take into account the addressee’s viewpoints, feeling and attitude about their 

request.  
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Weiss and Sachs’s (1991) research on children’s persuasive strategy gives more 

insight into children’s request reformulation. The definition of persuasive strategy is 

similar to request reformulation. Persuasive strategy refers to the means or devices 

which are used by children to gain their mothers’ compliance after their first request 

was rejected. The result showed that younger children (at the age of 3.6) tended to use 

simple request and older children (aged at 6.4) increased the dependence on positive 

sanction (offers, bargain, and politeness devices). Older children apply the strategies 

of positive sanction in order to make reciprocal benefits and create a cooperative 

interaction. They pointed out that children increasing ability of taking the perspective 

of others and their personal experience contribute to children’s use of persuasive 

strategy. 

Axia (1996) found that 4-year-old children’s persuasive request aims to get 

control over the hearer. As they grew up, children increased the reliance on 

‘interaction’ and ‘discourse’. Through ‘interaction’ and ‘discourse’, older children 

inclined to negotiate or bargain with the interlocutors about their desires. This 

phenomenon showed that older children are more able to deal with the interlocutors’ 

reaction and to respect interlocutors’ point of view on the request.  

To sum up, as they gradually become mature, children would have more ability 

to be aware of the hearer’s negative attitude toward a request, to react to the hearer’s 
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rejections and to view their own request from the hearer’s viewpoint. These studies 

revealed that the increasing perspective-taking ability enables children not only to 

express their appeals and achieve their request desires but also to create co-operative 

and reciprocal interactions.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


