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When Politeness is Risky:  
Positive Politeness and Sexual Debut 
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Although we know partner communication is important for safer sex 
behavior, we still have much to learn regarding how adolescents manage 
their sexual communication during initial sexual experiences.  To explore 
these phenomena, researchers conducted 33 in-depth semi-structured 
interviews of young women retrospectively reflecting on their perception of 
communication during their first sexual intercourse.  Using the framework of 
Politeness Theory, an inductive interpretive approach identified young 
women’s retrospective framing of their social and sexual identities. As such, 
the following three concerns were identified:  (1) lack of experience, (2) 
pressure, and (3) relational concerns.  Furthermore, the manuscript 
describes common facework strategies women deploy to resolve relational 
concerns of social and power distance.  This study indicates adolescents 
need refined sexual communication skills that focus on both refusal and 
delay strategies. 
 

dolescent unsafe sexual involvement is a pervasive problem in 
American society, with almost 615,000 adolescents becoming 

pregnant each year (Guttmacher Institute, 2014).  While adolescents, 
defined as ages 10-19 (World Health Organization, 2006), may be 
knowledgeable about how to prevent pregnancies and avoid STI and 
HIV infections, they do not necessarily have the skills to cope with 
sexual situations (Crowell & Emmers-Sommer, 2000).  
Approximately half of females and three-fourths of males have 
reported not using a condom at all during their last sexual experience 
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2010).  Further, the 
majority of college-aged women report having been the target in 
episodes of unwanted sexual intimacy—voluntary, but against one’s 
preferences (see Christopher, 1988; Motley, 2008a, 2008b), which 
increases the complications of this interaction.  
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Although empirical investigations suggest that partner 
communication is a moderately strong correlate of safer sex behavior 
(Noar & Edgar, 2008), there is still much to learn about the 
relationships that emerge in this intimate context which is often 
flooded with ambiguous messages.  Widman et al. (2014) found that 
among sexually active young adolescents, increased sexual 
communication was associated with more condom use.  Rates of 
contraception use among teens are rising (Guttmacher Institute, 
2012), but adolescents are still less likely than adults to use 
contraception (Blanc, Tsui, Croft, & Trevitt, 2009).  At this close, 
interpersonal level, such conversations about safe sex are both 
necessary and difficult (Emmers-Sommer & Allen, 2005).  Women 
often express that it is difficult to refuse unwanted sex (Howard, 
1985a, 1985b; Frith, 1997; Frith & Kitzinger, 1998), “with between 
34% and 59% of women reporting yielding to unwanted sexual 
intimacy solely as a result of verbal coercion” (Motley, 2008a, p. 
186).  Hence, the very nature of sexual communication is 
complicated (Grammer et al., 2000), and young women who may be 
competent communicators in other contexts are unable to do so in 
sexual situations with high levels of relational investment (Kitzinger 
& Frith, 1999). 

How women communicatively consider sexual interactions 
requires a deeper understanding, and the first sexual interaction is of 
particular importance because it can set the stage for all future 
interactions.  Hence, the current study included college-aged young 
women reflecting on perceptions of their sexual communication 
behavior during their first sexual intercourse.  Specifically, we 
applied Politeness Theory (Brown & Levinson, 1978, 1987) as a 
framework for understanding these communicative pairings. 

 
Politeness Theory 

 
Politeness Theory (Brown & Levinson, 1978, 1987), which is an 
extension of Goffman’s (1959) Facework Theory, offers a theoretical 
framework for analyzing the communicative interactions and 
strategies young women employ during their first sexual interactions.  
The politeness theoretical framework emphasizes the desire for 
interactants to manage their own and their partner’s face needs (see 
Cupach & Metts, 1994).  According to Brown and Levinson’s (1978, 
1987) politeness framework, individuals engage in strategic efforts to 
maintain and enhance the ways they are considered by their partners 
in social interactions.  Brown and Levinson identify the notion of 
“face,” building on Goffman’s (1967) work, to explain the positive 
and negative ways individuals work to manage self-image in 
symbolic interactions.  Brown and Levinson distinguish between two 
face types: “Positive face is the want to be thought of as a desirable 
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human being (or desire for approval), while negative face is the want 
not to be imposed on by others (or desire for autonomy)” (Lim & 
Bowers, 1991, p. 416).  

Face is relevant in close relationships and particularly 
prominent in problematic episodes (Cupach & Metts, 1994).  Sexual 
interactions are challenging for attending to face needs, because often 
the protection of one’s own face may simultaneously threaten 
another’s face, and this may pose a “dialectical conflict” for 
communication partners (Cupach & Metts, 1994).  A fundamental 
contradiction in relationships is the tension between autonomy and 
interdependence (Baxter, 1988, 1990), which makes simultaneously 
protecting one’s own face and the partner’s face quite challenging 
(Cupach & Metts, 1994).  As noted by Cupach and Metts (1994), 
face concerns are especially problematic in situations “where 
individuals find interaction with a partner to be challenging, 
threatening, paradoxical, difficult or awkward” (p. 96).   

Brown and Levinson (1987) suggest that social distance, 
power/status, and size of the request influence the use of strategies.  
The authors argue that individuals will use more face threatening 
strategies when social distance is great and fewer face threatening 
messages when the requester thinks the requestee has more power.  
Baxter (1984) and Lim and Bowers (1991) found that there are 
indeed more face saving strategies used in close relationships.  Reel 
and Thompson’s (2004) findings provide additional evidence for 
Baxter (1984) and Lim and Bowers’ (1991) conclusion, but with a 
major qualification.  Reel and Thompson did not find support for the 
role of social distance and power in influencing the politeness of 
message strategies used overall; however, they did uncover a three-
way interaction among politeness message strategies, social distance, 
and gender.  Based on their findings, females “tended to use more 
polite strategies in relationships with less distance” as supported by 
Baxter (1984) and Lim and Bowers (1991); yet, males “tended to 
produce more baldly-on-record statements, regardless of the type of 
relationship” (Reel & Thomson, 2004, p. 111).  

Overall, sexual interactions tend to be precarious in terms of 
the management of face and face threatening acts.  Sexual resistance 
has the potential to restrict the initiator from acting on his or her 
desire, which inherently damages negative face needs.  It also implies 
that the request was inappropriate, which may damage the positive 
face of the initiator (Afifi & Lee, 2000).  Further, if the face threat is 
too overt, the initiator may be embarrassed and deny the request.  In 
contrast, if the message is too polite, then it may be ineffective 
(Cupach & Metts, 1994).  
 Consequently, politeness theory offers a theoretical 
framework that may help explain and understand the 
communicative process undertaken by young female adolescents 
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during their sexual debut.  To that end, the current study 
examines young women’s reflections on their perceptions of 
conversations with their first sexual partners and posed the 
following research questions: 

RQ1:  In what ways do young women report attending to 
their own positive face as part of their first sexual 
intercourse communication?  Do threats to their positive 
face inhibit or foster their ability to communicate with their 
first sexual partner? 
RQ2:  In what ways do young women report attending to 
their own negative face as part of their first sexual 
intercourse communication?  Do threats to their negative 
face inhibit or foster their ability to communicate with their 
first sexual partner? 
 

Method 
 
The participants were 36 unmarried heterosexual young women 
solicited from undergraduate courses for extra credit at a large 
Midwestern university. The participants were instructed in advance 
that the content of the interviews would have no bearing on the extra 
credit award.  Female students who did not elect to participate in this 
study were offered an alternative extra credit assignment, but there 
were no female participants who chose the alternative assignment.  
The final analysis included 33 women who had at least one 
experience with sexual intercourse; three of the 36 interviewees were 
virgins, and their reflections on the first sexual intercourse could not 
be included, given the focus of the study.  The participants were 
between the ages of 22 and 25 (M = 22.18).   The young women 
engaged in the first sexual intercourse in adolescence between the 
ages of 14-19.  Twenty-seven (82%) of the participants were White, 
4 (12%) were Asian, and 2 (6%) were African American.  

Young women discussed their first sexual experience, rather 
than adolescents who had recently experienced their first sexual 
experience, to examine the retrospective sense making developing 
over time and with additional experience.  As is demonstrated by 
these data, many of the young women felt their choices to become 
sexually involved were confined by their relational status and lack of 
communication.  Accordingly, adolescents who are still involved in 
those relationships and recently became sexually involved may not 
be able to examine the interaction with the depth that young women 
are able to retrospectively.  Hence, open-ended retrospective 
accounts were chosen for this analysis. 

The interviews were semi-structured, guiding the 
participants through a series of open-ended questions.  The 
participants were asked to recall their first sexual intercourse.  The 
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interviews were audio taped with consent, averaged 30 minutes, and 
transcribed verbatim.  Following transcription, the researchers 
identified key thematic concepts through a recursive process of 
searching for themes, reviewing themes, and finalizing the themes 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

 
Findings 

 
Overall, the findings of this study illustrate that the experience of 
their first sexual intercourse for these women is characterized by 
relationally-constrained communication to maintain positive face and 
that partner pressure undermined negative facework.  As such, 
facework negotiations at sexual debut are wrought by difficult 
relational concerns. 
 
Research Question One: Relationally Constrained 
Communication Maintains Positive Face  
 
Research question one asked how women attend to their own positive 
face and role of positive face in facilitating or constraining 
communication for young women as part of the first sexual 
intercourse.  Approximately one-third of the participants in this study 
cited that they did not say everything they wanted to say before they 
had intercourse for the first time.  Their reasons for not talking to 
their partner were most often related to not knowing how the partner 
would react or due to fear of losing the partner.  Therefore, lack of 
communication due to relational concerns was an emergent theme in 
response to this research question.  Young women shared that their 
concerns over losing the relationship (positive face) overwhelmed 
their need to communicate their own desires (negative face).  One 
young woman bluntly stated, “I was embarrassed and I didn’t want to 
lose him, so I didn’t talk about how I felt or what I wanted.”  Twelve 
(36%) of the participants indicated that they did not communicate 
everything they wanted to say before their first sexual experience.  
Women reported that they were nervous about how the conversation 
would affect their relationship with their dating partner.  Nine (27%) 
indicated they were afraid of losing the relationship, and twelve 
(36%) reported that they were unsure of how the dating partner 
would react if they had tried to initiate a talk about sex. 
 Women’s fear of losing a dating partner and concern for 
maintaining the relationship subverted open communication.  In 
some cases, the presumptive concern over fear of losing the 
relationship was more important than communication about how the 
women felt or what they wanted in the relationship, if such 
communication could put women in a face-losing position.  As Beth 
(pseudonyms have been used for reporting) expressed, “I feared 
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rejection or what he would think about me.”  Sometimes the young 
women were not sure what they would have said, but regretted that 
they did not say something, particularly regarding safe-sex practices 
(and lack, thereof).  Many reported how they “had been drinking” 
and how “it [sex] just happened.”  Others thought that rather than 
presuming sex was the next relational step, if they had talked more 
openly, they may have delayed intercourse.  For example, Karen 
admitted, “I wish I would have talked to him more about sex and I 
am sure we would have waited.”  When asked, 5 (15%) young 
women wished they would have discussed condoms and/or birth 
control, stating that they should have expressed their opinions or 
enforced their own opinions regarding the use of condoms.  As Sue 
noted, “I wish I would have insisted on using a condom, especially 
after I found out how many other people he had been with.” 

Beyond safe sex practices, young women expressed 
difficulty communicating about sexual initiation when the sexual 
activity was in conflict with their self-image.  As one young woman 
noted: 

When I was in middle school, I didn’t talk to my partner 
about it, because I didn’t want him to break up with me at 
the time.  I regret having sex with him and not standing up 
for myself, because I did not want to have sex with him at 
such a young age.   

Specifically, the young women regretted not talking to their partner 
about their value system (negative face).  They often expressed that if 
they had clearly stood up for what they believed (negative face), the 
outcome may have been different.  Sarah shared, “I should’ve told 
him more about how I felt and my values, and we probably wouldn’t 
have had sex.” 

Reticence to talk openly about first intercourse was clearly 
linked to relational concerns, and specifically the desire to maintain 
the intimate relationship.  This relational concern was not limited to 
their encounters with their first sexual partner.  Some women, such as 
Anne, indicated this concern was current, saying “If I feel like a guy 
would not like to hear something, and I want to date him, then I 
won’t say it.”  This reticence to communicate was complicated by 
women’s lack of experience and younger age.  Margaret remarked, “I 
was a year younger than him and I didn’t know much about sex, so I 
didn’t say anything.  I trusted him and did what he told me to.” 

 
Research Question Two: Partner Pressure Undermined 
Face-Threatening Communication  
 
Research question two probed how the women attended to their own 
negative face and managed threats to negative face.  Beyond 
experience-related normative concerns for image-management, 
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participants expressed specific relational-concerns about feeling 
pressured to engage in sexual intercourse before they were ready.  
More than half of the participants in this study indicated they wished 
that after they had sex for the first time they had talked to their 
partners more before engaging in sexual relations.  However, when 
the interviewers asked them earlier in the interview if they felt before 
they had sex that they had communicated everything they wanted to 
say, an overwhelming majority said yes.  Hence, before they actually 
had sex, they felt they said everything they needed to say, but 
afterwards, they felt they should have said more.  In essence, until 
after they had sex for the first time, they really did not know what to 
say and what would constitute adequate sexual communication.  As 
one woman expressed, “I don’t think anything I would have said 
would have kept us from having sex.  He wanted to do that, and I 
think he would have done anything and told me anything to make me 
think it was okay.”  Relational concerns (such as fear of losing the 
relationship) as well as concerns associated with peer norms (it 
seemed the appropriate thing to do because all of their friends were 
doing it) were the reasons women expressed for feeling pressured to 
have sex.  As another woman reported: “He said he would stay with 
me if I had sex with him, and I had sex with him because I didn’t 
want him to run away from me.” 

These exemplars demonstrate young women’s commitment 
to maintaining positive face, their desire to be liked by their dating 
partner, and their even greater desire to not be left by their dating 
partners.  As Donna shared: “We had been together for two years, 
and I didn’t want him to break up with me just because I wouldn’t 
have sex with him, so I never talked about it and just let it happen.”  
By placing such emphasis on maintaining their positive face (their 
likeability) and interest in avoiding threatening the other’s face to 
secure their relationship (which was intertwined with their identity as 
a good romantic partner), they succumbed to pressure without 
attempting to assert their own need to hinder their partners’ actions 
(Brown & Levinson, 1978).  As Motley (2008a) argued, there is 
heightened pressure when we are asked to do something by those 
whom we like.  In fact, his study showed that more than one-third of 
females, who were the target of a verbal coercive request to engage 
in unwanted intercourse (“I’ll leave you”), complied with the request 
from fear of losing the partner (Motley, 2008a, p. 192). 
 When confronting felt pressure from partners, particularly 
from young men who were more experienced, young women would 
stay silent and avoid face-threatening communication.  Indeed, as 
Angie indicated, “He was older, and I was afraid I wouldn’t measure 
up to what he had experienced before.”  Thus, her lack of experience, 
his age, and pressure to have sex created a relational dynamic where 
she would rather stay silent than communicate potentially face-
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threatening information.  
 

Limitations  
 
There were a few limitations inherent to this study.  First, the study 
was somewhat homogenous, with over four-fifths of the sample 
being Caucasian.  Second, the interviews were retrospective in 
nature, which may not offer the most accurate information, as our 
recollections and memory decay over time (see Malhotra & Peterson, 
2005).  Using this method, we lose the intricacies of their face-to-
face communication; however, the women’s recollections of how 
much their desire for a relationship may have influenced their sexual 
decision making is important.  In addition, only the women’s 
interpretations were included in this study; future studies should also 
integrate young men’s perspectives.  

There also could be some concern that study participants 
may be less representative of the general experiences of women in 
similar circumstances.  Stated differently, one may argue that women 
in the present study have self-selected based on the need to share 
their remorse with someone.  However, although this argument is 
possible, the primary motivation for this study’s participants was 
college extra credit, rather than an outlet to share the remorse.  As 
such, it is less likely that remorse influenced selection bias.  In 
addition, the fact that no participant chose the alternative assignment 
suggest that self-selection bias based on felt remorse was unlikely a 
significant sampling factor. 
 

Discussion and Conclusion 
 
Adolescence and early adulthood is an important developmental time 
for young women as they make the transition to adulthood; it is a 
time when behavioral choices are the primary predictors and causes 
of mortality and morbidity (Rodham, Brewer, Mistral, & Stallard, 
2006).  As noted by Michels et al. (2005), “this time of early decision 
making is a promising target for interventions that may promote 
positive youth development and prevent negative health and social 
outcomes for adolescents” (p. 584).  Understanding everyday 
interpersonal communication may help in discovering health 
intervention strategies, particularly HIV/AIDS intervention efforts 
(Cline, 2003).  Consistent condom use is a key protective behavior in 
reducing teen births and STIs (Johnson et al., 2015), and this study 
indicates that we should not ignore the role of politeness in 
discussions targeting this protective behavior.   
 This study prompts further understanding of how asserting 
independence and autonomy bolsters young women’s voice during 
the first sexual intercourse interaction.  Young women generally 
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expect men to pursue perhaps undesirable levels of sexual intimacy 
(Ambrose & Gross, 2015; Motley, 2008b), which tends to often place 
young women in the position of the resistor.  Women and men do not 
communicate on a level playing field in these interactions, and 
interventions should be designed with this framework in mind to help 
young women communicate effectively.  Communicating as the 
instigator and the resistor are unique positions, and if women are 
more likely to be resistors, interventions should take special care to 
focus on the communication skills needed to negotiate from this 
perspective.  
 These interviews suggest that failure to negotiate negative 
face was tied to decisional regrets related to first sexual intercourse.  
The young women made such comments as “… I just did not have 
the guts to do it,” “I regret … not standing up for myself,” and “I 
wanted him to wear a condom, but I never told him that.”  Clearly, 
these young women did have things they wanted to say, but they 
were not comfortable attending to their negative face to insist on a 
conversation.   

Teaching young people that early sexual behavior is risky is 
not enough; they must know how to communicate that information, 
their intentions, and their values to their partners.  These data 
demonstrate the need for young women, in particular, to feel 
empowered to talk to their partners as part of the first sexual 
intercourse experience.   
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