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Abstract 

 

This study explores the ways in which the staff of three local academic institutions flout 

Grice’s maxims in conversation during staff meetings. The study was conducted in two 

phases. The first phase was recording the staff meetings in participating institutions in 

two manners: overtly (the staff knew that they were being recorded) and covertly (the 

staff did not know they were being recorded). The second phase was to interview the 

staff present in the meetings to determine the reasons for them to flout the maxims 

during the meetings. This was done by playing the recordings to the interviewees after 

every meeting. Findings revealed that the staff of all the three institutions involved in 

this research did flout the maxims during the meetings due to several reasons. 

Politeness, power and social distance are few of the many reasons identified. The staff 

did not want to say anything that would offend the authority and thus flouted the 

maxims. Lack of information to answer the questions asked was also another reason to 

flout the maxims. It was also found that there were major differences in the ways the 

staff flouted the maxims when they were aware of the recording and when they were not 

aware of the recording. For instance, the Maxim of Manner was flouted frequently 

during overt recordings to avoid the researcher from recording any sensitive issue raised 

in the meetings.  
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Abstrak 
 

 

Kajian ini meneliti cara-cara staf akademik di tiga institut akademi tempatan melanggar 

hukum Maxim semasa mesyuarat. Kajian ini dikendalikan dalam dua fasa. Fasa pertama 

adalah untuk merekod mesyuarat-mesyuarat staf akademik dalam dua cara: satu adalah 

merekod mesyuarat tanpa pengetahuan ahli staf yang hadir dan cara kedua ialah untuk 

merekod mesyuarat-mesyuarat selepas memberitahu ahli staf yang terlibat dalam 

mesyuarat. Fasa kedua adalah menemuramah ahli staf akademik yang menghadiri 

mesyuarat-mesyuarat yang direkod (dengan cara satu dan dua) untuk mengenalpasti 

sebab-sebab ahli staf tersebut melanggar hukum Maxim. Temuramah dikendalikan 

selepas setiap mesyuarat. Analisis data menunjukkan bahawa staf ketiga-tiga institut 

melanggar hukum Maxim untuk beberapa sebab. Rasa hormat, kuasa dan hubungan 

antara staf adalah antara sebab-sebab yang telah dikenalpasti. Mereka tidak mahu 

menyebut apa-apa perkara yang boleh ditafsirkan sebagai tidak rasa hormat oleh pihak 

atasan. Ahli staf juga melanggar hukum Maxim kerana mereka tiada informasi yang 

mencukupi untuk menjawab soalan-soalan yang diajukan kepada mereka. Selain 

daripada itu, analisis juga menunjukkan yang ahli staf melanggar hukum Maxim dengan 

cara yang berlainan dalam mesyuarat yang direkod tanpa pengetahuan mereka dan 

dalam mesyuarat yang direkod dengan pengetahuan mereka. Contohnya, dalam 

mesyuarat yang direkod dengan pengetahuan staf, didapati bahawa mereka melanggar 

hukum Maxim of Manner dengan kerap untuk mengelakkan penyelidik dari merekod 

isu-isu yang sensitive yang dibincang dalam mesyuarat. 

 

 
 
 
 



v 

 

Acknowledgements 
 
 

My sincerest and heartfelt gratitude goes to:- 
 

 my family, without whom I could never be where I am today. Thank you for 

calming me down when I panicked and making me panic when I was too calm. 

Thank you very much for just being there for all this while. 

 

 my supervisor, Dr. Thilagavathi Shanmuganathan, who was willing to spend her 

time to guide me in completing this research. Thank you very much for your 

guidance, Dr. 

 

 my friends and staff from all the three institutions where I collected data, who 

helped me in completing this research. Thank you very much for allowing me to 

gather data for this research. 

 

 God, for lending me time, allowing me the opportunity and giving me strength, 

health and courage to see this study through. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



vi 

 

Table of Contents 
 

 Page 
  
Declaration ii 
Abstract iii 
Abstrak  iv 
Acknowledgements v 
Table of Contents vi 
List of Figures ix 
List of Tables 
 
 

ix 

1.0 Chapter One  
1.1 Introduction 1 

1.2 Background of Study 2 

1.3 Research Objectives 4 
1.4 Research Questions 4 
1.5 Theoretical Framework 5 

1.5.1 Maxim of Quantity 5 
1.5.2 Maxim of Quality  7 
1.5.3 Maxim of Relevance  8 
1.5.4 Maxim of Manner  8 
1.5.5 Violating or Flouting the Maxims 9 

1.6 Significance of Research 10 
1.7 Conclusion 
 
 

11 

2.0 Chapter Two  
2.1 Introduction 12 
2.2 Related research 12 

2.2.1 Research about meetings 12 
2.2.2 Research on Staff Meetings in Academic 

Institutions 
16 

2.3 Research Related to Grice’s Maxims 18 
2.4 Research Related to Power and Social Distance 24 
2.5 Criticisms of the Gricean Maxims 27 
2.6 Observer’s Paradox 30 
2.7 Conclusion 
 
 

33 

3.0 Chapter Three  
3.1 Introduction 34 
3.2 The Research 34 
3.3 Participants of the Research 34 
3.4 Research Instruments 35 
3.5 Pilot Study 35 
3.6 Research Procedure 37 
3.7 Using Grice’s Conversation Maxims 40 



vii 

 

3.7.1 Coding the Data 41 
3.7.1.1 Hedging 41 
3.7.1.2 Indirectness 42 
3.7.1.3 Open Answer 43 
3.7.1.4 Detailed Element 43 

3.7.2 Nonverbal Cues 44 
3.7.2.1 Gestures 44 
3.7.2.2 Face and Eyes 45 
3.7.2.3 Voice 45 

3.8 Confidentiality 46 
3.9 Conclusion 
 
 

46 

4.0 Chapter Four  
4.1 Introduction 47 
4.2 a) How do the participants flout the maxims during the    
          staff meetings? 

47 

       b) Why do the staff flout the maxims during staff   
           meetings? 

47 

4.2.1 Maxim of Relevance 48 
4.2.1.1 Avoiding the question 48 
4.2.1.2 Question responded with counter-question 49 
4.2.1.3 Using idiomatic expressions 50 

4.2.2 Maxim of Manner 51 
4.2.2.1 Indirect speech 52 
4.2.2.2 Vague answers 53 
4.2.2.3 Ambiguous responses 54 
4.2.2.4 Using prolixity  55 

4.2.3 Maxim of Quantity 56 
4.2.3.1 Too little information 56 
4.2.3.2 Closed Answers (No Answers Given) 57 
4.2.3.3 Too much information (Detailed Element) 58 

4.2.4 Maxim of Quality 60 
4.2.4.1 Flouting the Maxim of Quality 60 
4.2.4.2 Flouting the Maxim of Quality by flouting 

the Maxim of Manner 
61 

4.2.4.3 Flouting the Maxim of Quality by flouting 
the Maxim of Quantity 

62 

4.2.5 Reasons for flouting the maxims 64 
4.2.5.1 Power Distance and Face Threatening Act 

(FTA) 
64 

4.2.5.2 Confidentiality 66 
4.2.5.3 Humour 66 

4. 3 How does the flouting of maxims differ during the staff 
meetings recorded overtly and covertly? 

66 

4.3.1 Maxim of Quality 67 
4.3.2 Maxim of Quantity 70 
4.3.3 Maxim of Manner 73 
4.3.4 Maxim of Relevance 78 

4.4 Comparison of flouting of maxims between overt 81 



viii 

 

recordings and covert recordings 
4.5 Additional findings 83 
4.6 Conclusion 
 
 

84 

5.0 Chapter Five  
5.1 Introduction 85 
5.2 Findings 85 

5.2.1 a) How do the participants flout the maxims   
             during the staff meetings? 

85 

          b) Why do the staff flout the maxims during staff  
               meetings? 

85 

5.2.2 How does the flouting of maxims differ between 
the staff meetings recorded overtly and covertly?  

87 

5.3 Discussion of findings 88 
5.4 Limitations of the research 89 
5.5 Suggestion for future research 89 
5.6 Conclusion 
 
 

90 

References I 
Appendices  

Appendix A  Meeting 1A IV 
Appendix B  Meeting 2A VII 
Appendix C  Meeting 3B XII 
Appendix D  Meeting 4B XIV 
Appendix E Meeting 5C XVIII 
Appendix F  Meeting 6C XX 
Appendix G Transcription Notations XXIII 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



ix 

 

List of Figures 
 
 
  Page 

Figure 3.1 Research Procedure 37 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

List of Tables 
 
 
  Page 

Table 3.1 Hedging Markers by Yule (1996) 42 

Table 4.1 Comparison of flouting of maxims between overt 
recordings and covert recordings. 

81 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


