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ABSTRACT
In this study, small talk refers to phatic communication and social talk, which contrasted with core business and 
work-related talk. Small talk often serves as a “lubricant” that makes subsequent communication go smoothly. 
This study is a part of a bigger study that examines how small talks are conducted among public university 
students in Malaysia. This particular study only focuses on alerters and greetings used in small talk. Free 
Discourse Completion Task (FDCT) approach was used to collect data in this investigation. A total of 54 Malay 
respondents participated in answering the FDCT. The results indicate that the participants used alerters in all 8 
situations. However, Title/Role is used more frequently in situations where the speaker has a lower status than 
the hearer. In situations where the status is equal, Attention Getters are frequently used. Formal greetings are 
found in all situations and are used more frequently compared to informal greetings. This study also shows that 
Malay speakers place a higher value on power status than familiarity when greeting others.

Keywords:Small talk, phatic communion, alerters, greetings

INTRODUCTION 
Conversation is one form of communication that requires the speaker and listener to carry out their respective 
role as speaker and listener so that the listener successfully understands the message conveyed by the speaker. 
The listener needs to give appropriate feedback to show the speaker that he understands or not the message that 
the speaker wants to convey. Before a communication takes place, it is normal when we find that the 
conversation participants start an utterance or sentence with small talk. Small talk is an informal situation or a 
light conversation before the conversation participant enters a more specific discussion. A person is considered 
polite when starting a conversation with a sentence or topic that is less important first. For example, after 
entering a class, a teacher does not teach a subject in a textbook immediately but may start a conversation with 
the students by saying greetings. Employees may chitchat first while waiting for the chairman to begin the 
meeting officially. After the chairman has had small talk, he or she may proceed to a big talk, which is a more in-
depth and meaningful conversation about an essential issue. Small talk fills the white space and connects people 
because engaging in small talk requires social and communication skills to avoid uncomfortable silence.
In everyday life, we conduct various conversations for various purposes. We focus more on conversations 
involving essential things like learning, teaching, meeting, and negotiating. However, amid these crucial matters, 
some conversations do not fall into the "important" category: small talk. The term “phatic communion” was first 
introduced by Malinowski (1923). According to Malinowski, phatic communion refers to "purposeless 
expressions of preference or aversions, accounts of irrelevant happenings, comments on what is perfectly 
obvious" (Malinowski, 1923:150). 
According to Holmes (2000:38), small talk includes phatic communion and social talk. Phatic communion is 
used to create and maintain social relations rather than exchange helpful information. Greetings, pleasantries, 
and chit-chat generally fall into this category. Social talk, in turn, refers to any talk that is not task-oriented, from 
pleasantries exchanged on arrival in the morning to chatting around the coffee marker to snippets of conversation 
with clients before getting down to business at a meeting. It can be concluded that these two terms overlap and 
have the same meaning, depending on the researcher and the approach used. More serious conversations are 



International Journal of Early Childhood Special Education (INT-JECSE) 
DOI: 10.9756/INT-JECSE/V14I2.513 ISSN:1308-5581 Vol 14, Issue 02, 2022

4638

conversations themed on their respective jobs and core business talks. In Malaysia, research on the small talk by 
Malay speakers has been very little conducted until now, while it has long been studied and written by Western 
researchers such as Holmes (2000), and Coupland (2000).
Malay is a soft language and has its art. In Malay culture, speech should be gentle and not too straightforward. 
For example, when one needs to reprimand someone's faults, regardless of the social status of the conversation 
participants,  it needs to be done carefully. If it is done too straightforwardly, it might be misunderstood as 
insulting, and the speaker will be accused of rudeness. In Malay culture, it is crucial to maintain a harmonious 
relationship, to save others’ faces, and at the same time, they also take care of their face.
Malays are known for their friendliness and gentleness but resist being reprimanded for being rude. In general, 
Asian societies speak and act more indirectly than Western societies, which are more open and frank. Every 
language and culture of a country or nation has a concept of decency that may be the same or different from 
other languages or language communities. However, generally, every language uses small talk before entering 
the main topic of discussion. In Japanese, for example, when two old friends meet again, the first utterance that 
may come out is ‘omae, genki kai’ (how are you?), before heading to a small talk, then to a more serious 
conversation, if any. In Malay, small talk expressions among employees when meeting at the office may start 
with ‘awal hari ini’ (you are early today) or ‘wow cantik baju’ (your dress is beautiful). Japanese people usually 
use expressions about the weather, such as ‘kyou ii tenki desune’ (today the weather is good, right) or 
‘dekakerundesuka?’ (are you going somewhere?). English also generally uses weather-based sentences or 
phrases as conversation starters, such as ‘beautiful day, isn't it’ or ‘looks like it is going to snow.’ Meanwhile 
Chinese and Thai use greetings such as “have you eaten?” or ‘where are you going?’ These are the examples of 
greetings we normally use or encounter in our everyday lives. In this study, we are trying to focus on alerters 
used in greetings and small talk. The alerter may be an early start to the small talk or can also be found in the 
middle of the small talk if the speaker wants to draw the listener's attention to the following 'unit idea'. Maros & 
Halim (2020: 69) refer to alerter as one of the significant sociopragmatic aspects at the stage of initiating a 
conversation. The term refers to the language used in creating a dialogue or choosing the form of calls following 
the rules and the norms, which are based on social variables including age, social status, social distance, and 
context of the utterance(Saciv, 2014; Blum-Kulka et al. 1989) in Maros &Halim (2020). 
The term 'alerter' is derived from the word 'alert', which means a state of careful watching and readiness, 
especially for danger or opportunity ',' an alarm or other signal of danger ', and' urgent notice', and ‘on the alert 
'(online Merriam-Webster Dictionary). However, the original meaning of 'alert' has been changed in small talk 
discourse. The term 'alerter' became more specific to 'attention getter’, i.e. 1) utterance used to attract the 
listener's attention when starting a small talk (as a conversation starter) and 2) new idea unit in small talk, i.e. 
when the speaker wants to change the topic to others(topic changer).
Alerter in small talk is very important in learning Malay, especially for non-native speakers. With this 
knowledge, they can enter the conversation space naturally. What is more, language learning is inseparable from 
the target language culture. Therefore knowledge of the alerter, its function, and its relation to the social level is 
significant for Malay language researchers. Alerter categorization in the small talk will ease Malay language 
students and researchers to understand the sociocultural aspects of Malay linguistics by associating the use of the 
alerter with society. As no study has been done on an alerter in Malay small talk, this study will be a pilot study 
that paves the way for a more comprehensive and in-depth analysis.

The objectives of this study are:
1.to identify the alerters and greetings used by Malay native speakers in small talk
2.to categorize the alerters and greetings found into several significant parts, and
3.to correlate the alerters and greetings used by the respondents with the social status among the conversation 
participants.

LITERATURE REVIEW OR RESEARCH BACKGROUND
When first learning a second language or foreign language, among the topics included in the syllabus is how to 
greet using ritual speech act, including greetings such as ‘good morning’, ‘welcome’, ‘how are you”, and the 
like; the learners then showed how they can make simple sentences before expanding their vocabularies and 
complicated grammar. This situation is almost identical to someone starting to learn their mother tongue. They 
start with greetings and simple sentences and how to respond naturally.

a. Past studies on small talk, greetings 
In Malaysia, there are several studies that have been conducted, but the researchers use different terms in 
referring to small talk. Some use ‘phatic expression’, ‘greeting’, ‘phatic communication’, ‘wishing one’s well 
being’, and others. Maros et. al (2010) studied the greeting patterns of male and female students from a 
sociopragmatic perspective. They also examined the differences in greeting words according to gender. The 
results show that interlocutors with a close social distance, tend to use a nonconventional greeting strategy. 
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Female students with close social relations might address the listener by his or her first name, whereas male 
students would just nod or say ‘hi’. Awang Sariyan and Liang Yan (2012) have made a comparison of language 
politeness in terms of the greeting system and phatic expressions between the Malays and Chinese in Malaysia. 
They listed phatic expressions in Chinese and some examples of phatic expressions in Malay. Their study is 
more focused on explaining the Malay and Chinese address terms. Mohd et al. (2020) studied greetings among 
Malaysian Japanese language learners. Her research centred on pragmatic transfer in everyday greetings. 
According to the findings, the students used Japanese greetings that are actually translated from the Malay 
language. The study suggested that while selecting suitable greetings in Japanese, learners must consider at least 
two factors: one, appropriate speech style, and the other, a topic that adheres to Japanese cultural norms. 
In more recent years, the studies of small talk have crossed over to various other disciplines. One example is by 
Hobert and Berens (2019) that analyzed the small talk conversation among university students using chatbots in 
educational settings. They discovered that students’ small talk conversations do not directly affect their academic 
performance positively, but assist students in adopting chat-based learning systems. They also discovered that 
the number of small talk messages is positively associated with their overall learning activities in the chatbox. 
Kardas, Kumar, and Epley (2021) studied the connection between conversations and  relationships. Their 
findings show that participants wish to engage in small talk with strangers more than they normally do. On top of 
that, small talk can lead to a deeper conversation when their conversation partner expresses himself more 
caringly. The study also reveals that misjudging the extent of the conversation partners' care about the content of 
deep conversation has become a barrier to engage conversations.Meanwhile, Methot et al (2021) examined small 
talk in office settings. The results demonstrate that employees’ daily positive social emotions at work can be
enhanced through small talk. However, small talk upset the cognitive ability of employees to engage in their 
work. Thus, it is revealed that the mannerly, formalized, and systematic nature of small talk is elevating but also 
disrupting. Yuli Widiana et al. (2020) studied phatic communication among Javanese women in Indonesia. Her 
study found several communication functions among Javanese women, and the most important function was to 
maintain social relationships. 
b. Malay Politeness
The role of culture deals with the performance aspect of language either spoken or written. In Malay language, 
rules of speaking are always related to ‘budi bahasa’ (courtesy) and ‘sopan santun’ (chivalrous). It is the root of 
speaking and is always related to politeness. Ardi et.al (2021) mentioned that, in the Malay language, politeness 
is not a strategy or communication contract, but it is a value to hold in an individual. The value should be in line 
with the way of speaking.
The most well-known definition of language politeness in Malay is given by Omar (2000). Omar (2000:88) 
stated that politeness is the use of everyday language that does not cause aggravation, resentment, and offense to 
the hearer. Omar (2000) also proposed that in Malay politeness, the basic politeness is deemed with the cultural 
values. The politeness combined with constrained politeness (kesopanan berkendala) is influenced by certain 
factors such as who speaks what to whom, where, and why. According to Hamzah (2012), language politeness in 
Malay language is measured through the use of address terms, titles, honorific references, and the choice of 
words that do not offend a person when communicating. Hamzah's view is very much in line with the 
importance of this study.

c. Theoretical Framework
In this section, there are a few theoretical frameworks that will be discussed to understand the focus of this study.  
As mentioned above, this study is focused on alerters and greetings in small talk. Holmes (2000) mentioned that 
small talk is different from ‘work talk’ and ‘business talk’.  Figure 1 illustrates the difference between core 
business talk with small talk.

Figure 1:Criteria to distinguish business talk from phatic communication

CORE BUSINESS TALK ̶ ̶ ̶ ̶ ̶ ̶  ̶ ̶ ̶ ̶ ̶ ̶ ̶  ̶ ̶ ̶ ̶ ̶ ̶ ̶ ̶ ̶ ̶ PHATIC COMMUNION

Relevant ‘on-topic’ talk                            A topical talk
Maximally informative                              Minimally informative
Context-bound                                            Context-free
Transactional                                              Social

https://journals.aom.org/doi/abs/10.5465/amj.2018.1474
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As shown in Figure 1, small talk could be said as phatic communion or communication because it is context-
free, minimally informative, and for social interaction purposes. It differs from the business talk which is 
attached with a topic and very informative. In this study, the situation involved was created relatively based on 
the criteria in Figure 1 and will be discussed in detail in the following section. 
In order to analyse the alerters in the small talk, the framework proposed by Blum-Kulka (1989) has been 
utilised to identify the alerters.  Generally, Blum-Kulka (1989) has proposed a categorization of alerters as 
shown in Table 1.

Table 1:Categorization of alerters (Blum-Kulka et.al, 1989)

Table1 shows the categorization of alerters proposed by Blum-Kulka et.al (1989:277) in various contexts and 
cultures namely British English, American English, Australian English, German, Canadian, French, Danish, and 
Hebrew. However, in the Malay context, the surname would not be part of the aspect to be analysed because  
Malays do not use it as a greeting or alert others during conversation.

Besides the framework of alerters, this study also focused on greetings in small talk. There are a few studies that 
have proposed the categorization of greetings in various contexts and cultures like English (Ebsworth et.al, 1996; 
Shleykina, 2019); Korean (Park, 2002), Chinese (Wu, 2014), and Malay (Maros et. al, 2010). This study 
employs the comprehensive categorization of greetings which consists of formal greetings and informal 
greetings. Formal greetings are a complete form and style of greetings which may include basic greetings such as 
‘Assalamualaikum, Selamat sejahtera’ (peace be upon you) and time-based forms such as ‘Selamat pagi’ (Good 
morning). Meanwhile, informal greetings are the simple greetings that may consist of the shorter form of the 
formal greetings like ‘pagi’, ‘salam’ and casual greetings or the slang form of casual greetings ‘hai’, ‘hello’. 
This study only focuses on formal and informal greetings because it would differentiate between the alerters and 
greetings in the small talk. 

METHODOLOGY
This study utilises the Discourse Completion Task (DCT) form, distributed to respondents of public university 
students in Malaysia. This method is often used by researchers to obtain data mainly in the field of pragmatics 
(Blum Kulka, 1989) and many more. Up to this decade, the continued use of DCT proves that this method is still 
relevant and significant. In DCT, each respondent is often asked to write feedback in one turn only. Responding 
to this limitation, the DCT can be modified to obtain an independent dialogue known as the  Free Discourse 
Completion Task (FDCT). In FDCT, each participant can write an independent dialogue and is not limited to one 
utterance only. This FDCT form consists of eight questions representing different situations, which will usually 
result in the use of greeting words and small talk. These eight situations were designed based on power variables, 
social distance, and time (duration).
FDCT forms were distributed to 120 students comprising Malays, Chinese, and Indians studying at public 
universities in Malaysia. A total of 54 Malay respondents answered this questionnaire. The writing of this article 
uses data from Malay respondents only to enable a more focused and in-depth analysis. This study only focuses 
on Malay respondents who have answered in Malay language.
This FDCT form consists of eight questions representing different situations, usually resulting in small talk. This 
questionnaire was taken and modified from the study of Ebsworth, Bodman, and Carpenter (1995) and Ying Wu 
(2014). These eight situations were designed based on two variables, namely power, and social distance. The 
eight situations represent the power and social distance between speaker and listener as displayed in Table 2.
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Table 2: All situations

Situation Power Social Distance Time (duration)
Situation 1 Equal (S=H) Close Short
Situation 2 Equal (S=H) Close Long
Situation 3 Equal (S=H) Distant Short
Situation 4 Equal (S=H) Distant Long
Situation 5 Low (S<H) Close -
Situation 6 Low (S<H) Distant -
Situation 7 High (S>H) Close -
Situation 8 High (S>H) Distant -

The “speaker” is the one who initiates the small talk
“Equal” (the speaker and hearer have an equal power status)
“Low” (the speaker has a lower power status than the hearer)
“High” (the speaker has a high power status than the hearer)
“Close” (interlocutors are familiar)
“Distant” (interlocutors are not familiar)
“Short” (short greeting time)
“Long” (sufficient greeting time)

Based on the responses, 192 utterances have been written according to the situation provided that contains 
alerters whereas 165 utterances have shown the usage of greetings. Details of each categorization and greetings 
can be found in Table 2 in the following section.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The analysis of this study is divided into two sections. The first section discusses and illustrates the alerters and 
greetings in a small talk based on situations that involve various social distances. Table 2 illustrates the 
categories of alerters and types of greetings that have been used in the small talk. The second section will discuss 
the correlation between the alerters and greetings usage with social status involved based on the situation.

Table 3: Frequency of categorization of alerters  and types of greetings based on situation

As illustrated in Table 3, the most frequent category of alerters is Title/Role followed by Attention getter. There 
is no offensive term that has been used in the small talk based on the responses in the FDCT. Meanwhile, this 
study has found that formal greetings show a significant result in various situations in the small talk even though 
they involve equal power and close relationships. The formal greetings normally used in small talk are to greet 
the other person either with the highest or lowest power, whereas the informal greetings are used between the 
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equal power. The next section will show the example of formal and informal greetings that have been used in 
small talks together with the alerters.

Title / Role
In situations where the low power involves either a close or distant relationship, the person with the lower social 
status will use Title/Role as alerters in order to start the conversation in the small talk. This is to show respect or 
be polite as rules in Malay speaking as could be seen in the following example.

Table 4: Example of Title/Role category and formal greetings

Situation 5 Example

You (A) and your lecturer (B) already know each 
other well since (B) taught you in a previous 
semester. You met (B) while lining up at the post 
office on campus. Write down what you both say.

A: Assalamualaikum Dr. Saya Arisa, saya ada 
belajar dengan Dr kelas Jepun dengan Politik 
Ekonomi Jepun. A: Dr. ingat saya? 
B: Waalaikumussalam. Oh Arisa, saya ingat kamu. 
A: Dr nak pos barang ke mana tu? 
B: Oh ni, nak pos barang dekat anak saudara ni.
A: Ohhh. Okay lah Dr, turn saya dah tu. jumpa lagi 
Dr.

A: Assalamualaikum Dr. You remember me? I’m 
Arisa. I’m in your Japanese Politics and Economy 
class.
B: Waalaikumsalam. Oh Arisa, I remember you.
A: Where are you sending the parcel to?
B: Oh, this, I’m sending it to a nephew.
A: Ohhh. Okay, Dr. It’s my turn now. See you again 
Dr.

Based on the example in Table 4, the person with a lower power would use formal greetings together with 
Title/Role to alert the other person before starting the conversation. In Malaysia, it is a common practice to call a 
lecturer or teacher with a title ‘Dr.’, ‘Prof.’, ‘Sir’, or ‘Madam’ to show respect. The use of formal greetings such 
as ‘Assalamualaikum’ or ‘Selamat sejahtera’ (both with the meaning “peace be upon you”) is a way of being 
polite to the other speaker.

First Name
Table 5 shows the example of situations that involve lower social status with the high social status and only 
known each other for a short period of time. This study has found that normally the person will use the hearer’s 
first name along with the title ‘Puan’ (Madam) to alert her before starting the conversation. 

Table 5: Example of First Name category and formal greetings

Situation 6 Example

You (A) and lecturer (B) have only known each other 
since the beginning of this semester. You saw (B) 
while walking past his/her office. Write down what 
you both say.

A: Assalamualaikum Puan Sarah. Puan dah lunch 
ke?
B: Waalaikumussalam. Ya, dah. Awak dari kelas 
mana ya?

A: Assalamualaikum Madam Sarah. Have you had 
your lunch?
B: Waalaikumsalam. Yes, I have. Which class are 
you from?
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The formal greetings 'Assalamualaikum' along with the title and first name also shows a sign of respect and 
courtesy to those with a higher social status. Apart from using the first name category in the situation that 
involves low-high social status, there is also data showing the use of this category in equal social power 
situations with a distant relationship. The person will use the first name of the hearer such as ‘Samad’ and ‘Dr. 
Asmadi’ to alert them before initiating the small talk.

Nickname
Normally, the use of nicknames as an alerter to call or notice other people are common among the Malays 
especially if it involves a close relationship. However, in this study, nick names are not used very frequently. As 
shown in the following table, the situation is between good friends who bumped into each other. The speaker 
simply uses the nickname ‘Nis’ to alert her friend before asking her to sit together, as shown in Table 6.

Table 6. Example of Nickname category

Situation 1 Example

You (A) and (B) are good friends and are walking 
toward each other. You are both in a hurry to go to 
class. Write down what you both say.

A: Nis, jom duduk sekali.
B: Haa, jom Ayu.

A: Nis, let’s sit together.
B: Haa, let’s (sit together) Ayu.

Based on the example shown in Table 6, the speaker only alerts the hearer with a nickname before starting the 
conversation, without a formal or informal greeting. This is common in Malay society due to her close 
relationship and equal social status. This study also found some other nicknames when initiating a small talk 
such as ‘Ben’, ‘Abu’, and ‘Liya’. All those nicknames are used in the conversation involving a close relationship.

Endearment Term
Endearment term or calling someone with an affectionate name is a strategy to create warmth and a sense of love. 
This is a common practice if related to a person that has a close relationship. Table 7 below shows the situation 
with distant relationships and equal power.

Table 7. Example of Endearment Term category and informal greetings

Situation 4 Example

You (A) run into (B) on your way to the school 
cafeteria and both have time to chat. You two 
recognize each other from the first day of class but 
haven’t spoken yet. Write down what you both say.

A: Hai beb, kita ni dah la sekelas, tak pernah-pernah 
nak bersembang. Kau okay tak sembang ngan aku? 
HAHAHAA
B: (senyum)

A: Hi babe, we’re in the same class, but we never 
chat. You’re okay chatting with me? HAHAHAA.
B: (smile)

The speakers try to initiate the conversation by using the informal greetings ‘Hai’ (Hi),  followed by the 
endearment term ‘beb’ (slang for babe) to cultivate intimacy and avoid awkwardness with a new classmate. This 
is uncustomary in Malay society, but it could be among the youngsters influenced by the foreign culture. This is 
also the only example from the whole data, that which the respondent used an endearment term in the greeting. 
From the way she imitates laughing (HAHAHAA), her intention could be just trying to create a joke.

Pronoun
The use of pronouns in order to alert the other person is a normal practice either in close or distant relationships. 
In the Malay language, there are variations to call ‘you’ besides ‘kamu’ which are ‘awak’ and ‘kau’ (short 
version of ‘engkau’). The usage depends on the social distance between the interlocutors.

Table 8. Example of Pronoun category
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Situation 7 Example

Your lecture (A) came across you (B) while shopping 
at a supermarket near campus. You (B) were his (A) 
student over the past two semesters. Write down what 
would be the conversation.

A: Kamu student UUM dulu kan?
B: Ya, saya student situ.

A: You were UUM student?
B: Yes I was.

As shown in Table 8, the situation involved the person who has high power and a close relationship with the 
interlocutors. It is acceptable for the person to call ‘kamu’ (you) as an alerter to initiate the conversation. 
Moreover, the person uses a proper pronoun which is ‘kamu’ to address the interlocutor.

Attention Getter
The Attention Getter category indicates its prevalent use in most situations whether involving close or distant 
relationships and high or low social status. The speakers try to alert their hearers by using one-syllable utterances 
such as ‘hai’, ‘eh’, ‘oh’, and ‘wei’ to attract attention before starting the small talk, as shown in Table 9.

Table 9: Example of Attention Getter category and informal greetings

Situation 3 Example

You (A) and (B) are sitting together on the first day 
of the class. You two just met and have never spoken 
before. Write down what you both say.

A: Hai,saya Liya. Nama awak siapa?
B: Hai, saya Su.

A: Hi, I’m Liya. What’s your name?
B: Hi, I’m Su.

Based on the data, normally the one-syllable utterances were used with the equal power (Refer to Table 3). 
These responses indicate that the respondent understands the Malay rules of speaking according to the context of 
their interlocutors. 

In the small talk, alerters differ from greetings. As discussed above, the alerters are used to attract the 
interlocutors’ attention or initiate conversation. Meanwhile, the greetings could be used together with the alerters 
to greet or address the interlocutors in the small talk. This study indicates that the speakers are conscious of the 
use of appropriate alerters and greetings according to the context of the situation of small talk in Malay society.

CONCLUSION
In this study, alerters were used in all eight situations. They are used as a means of getting the hearers’ attention. 
Attention getters, title and role, and name are the most used alerters by the students. Meanwhile, formal greetings 
were used more than informal greetings. Formal greetings were used in all situations, especially in situations 5 
and 6 where the speaker has lower status than the hearer.  Compared with social power, social distance has less 
impact on greeting choice. This indicates that when greeting others, Malay speakers place greater emphasis on 
power status than familiarity. When it comes to the positive face of Malay culture, it appears that hierarchy is 
valued more than personal relationships. 

This research involves greetings among Malay respondents as a preliminary study on allerters. For future 
research, it would be interesting ifresearchers could expand the study among other races in Malaysia, like 
Chinese and Indian, since Chinese and India are the second and third-biggest populations in  Malaysia. It is also 
more interesting if researchers can do more studies in a cross-cultural setting because of the uniqueness of 
Malaysia as a multicultural and multilingual country.
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