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ABSTRACT 

 

 

This study investigates the gender differences in the frequency of use of hedges as 

one of the most recurring politeness strategies used by Colombian Senators during the 

Senate‘s debates. The analysis of the debates provides significant bases to look at the way 

hedges are realized in a context where speakers have to be persuasive and polite at the 

same time. It claims that gender is an influencing factor in the frequency of use of hedges 

by Colombian Senators during the debates. It also maintains that age and senatorial 

experience influence the frequency of use of hedges by female and male Senators during 

the debates of Colombian Senate. 

The study integrates theoretical concepts associated with discourse in the 

workplace, naturally-occurring discourse, politeness and gender, etc., which make it a 

plausible approach to address the phenomenon of politeness in a very comprehensive 

way. The study sheds light on the way particular workplaces, such as the Colombian 

Senate, should be approached in order to understand how politeness strategies are 

realized there, especially because it is seen as environment that places strong institutional 

pressure on the speakers to observe polite behavior. In addition, this study offers the 

academic community another perspective of the phenomenon of politeness in Colombia. 

The results of the analysis show that there are not significant differences in the 

frequency of use of hedges between female and male Senators. In other words, we find 
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that the number of hedges used by males and females is similar, statistically speaking. 

They also show that there are no significant differences related to the number of words 

uttered by the subjects neither as a whole group nor as two independent groups (classified 

by gender). Finally, there is a correlation between the frequency of use of hedges and the 

age of the Senators and the Senators‘ number of periods in the Senate, 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

 

 

The goal of this study is to establish the gender differences in the frequency of use 

of hedges as one of the most recurring politeness strategies used by Colombian Senators 

during the Senate‘s debates. Using a discursive approach, this study analyzes, compares, 

and contrasts Colombian Senators‘ use of hedges when engaged in the debates of the 

Senate, the highest legislative institution of Colombia. The analysis of the data provides a 

detailed description of the most marked hedges of the Spanish spoken in the Colombian 

Senate during the debates, and introduces new strategies that have not been considered as 

hedges for the Spanish language. Social factors such as age and senatorial experience are 

correlated in order to determine the effect these factors may have on the frequency of use 

of hedges, and on how female and male Colombian Senators each make use of hedges 

during the Senate debates. 

The population of this workplace, the Colombian Senate, consists of 102 Senators 

(12 females and 90 males) who formed the Colombian Senate during the period of July 

20 to December 15, 2006. Although other individuals like government members and 

special guests also participated in the debates, they are not considered part of the 

population since they are not the focus of study. From this population, a representative 

sample of Colombian Senate was randomly selected. The sample included ten subjects: 



 

 

five female and five male Senators. Thus, the data for this study was made up of the 

discourse of the ten subjects during each of the Senate debates held during the period of 

July 20 to December 15, 2006. All of the debates are considered public discourse because 

they were broadcast on Colombian radio and television networks. The data was compiled 

into a database of dated digital recordings of each turn taken by one of the ten selected 

subjects. The Senators‘ identity was protected by assigning a code to each subject. For 

example, the code FS-01 corresponds to the female (F) subject (S) appearing first (01) in 

the female subjects‘ list that only the researcher has access to, organized in alphabetical 

order. In the same way, the code MS-01 corresponds to the male (M) subject (S) 

appearing first (01) in the male subjects‘ list, organized in alphabetical order. The amount 

of talk uttered by each subject was determined by counting the number of words spoken 

by each one, as specified in table 1. 

 

Table 1: Number of Words uttered by Subjects 

 

 

The classification of hedges included in the framework of politeness strategies 

suggested by Brown and Levinson (1987) was initially used to identify the hedges used 
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by the subjects, henceforth understood as the five female and five male Senators selected 

who participated in the debates of the Colombian Senate. In light of this classification, 

the data were carefully analyzed by using a discourse approach in order to identify the 

hedges used by each subject. In addition, the frequency with which each strategy was 

used was recorded in order to quantify the subjects‘ use of hedges. Then, the frequency 

with which each strategy was used was grouped by gender, and the results were 

compared and contrasted in order to determine the gender differences in the frequency of 

use of hedges during the Senate debates. Finally, the age and senatorial experience was 

examined to establish their effect on how the subjects make use of hedges during the 

Senate debates.  

 

1.1 Objectives 

 To establish the gender differences in the frequency of use of hedges by 

Colombian Senators during the debates of the Colombian Senate. 

 To determine how age and senatorial experience affect the frequency of use of 

hedges by female, male, and the mixed group of Senators during the debates 

of the Colombian Senate. 

 To state a general characterization of the hedges used in the Spanish spoken in 

the Senate of Colombia. 

 

1.2 Research Questions 

 What difference does gender make on the frequency of use of hedges of 

female and male Senators‘ during the debates of Colombian Senate? 
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 With what frequency do female and male Senators from Colombia use 

hedges? 

 What difference does age and senatorial experience have on the use of hedges 

of female and male Senators‘ during the debates of Colombian Senate? 

 What are the most notable hedges used by Senators during the debates of 

Colombian Senate? How are they characterized?  

 What ―new‖ hedges can be introduced as new strategies used by Spanish 

speakers that have not been considered as hedges for the Spanish language 

before? 

 

1.3 Variables 

 Independent Variables 

o Gender 

o Age 

o Senatorial Experience 

 Dependent Variable  

o Hedges 

 

1.4 Hypothesis 

 Gender is a factor in the frequency of use of hedges by Colombian Senators 

during the debates of Colombian Senate. 

 Age and senatorial experience influence the frequency of use of hedges by 

female and male Senators during the debates of Colombian Senate. 
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 Female Senators use more hedges during the debates of Colombian Senate 

than male Senators do. 
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2. BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

 

 

 

2.1 Geographical Location of Colombia in the Continent 

Colombia is located in the northwestern part of South America, bordered by the 

Caribbean Sea to the north and the Pacific Ocean to the west. Colombia‘s continental 

neighbors are Ecuador and Peru to the south, Brazil and Venezuela to the east, and the 

Isthmus of Panama to the west. Colombia is the only South American country bordered 

by both the Caribbean Sea and the Pacific Ocean (See Map 1). Colombia measures 

1,138,910 square kilometers (the land constitutes 1,038,700 square kilometers and the 

bodies of water, 100,210 square kilometers). It is the fourth-largest country in South 

America. Including its insular possessions such as San Andrés and Providencia and its 

bodies of water, Colombia is slightly less than twice the size of Texas. 

 

2.2 Natural Geographic Regions of Colombia 

The Colombian mainland territory is divided into five major geographic regions:  

The Región de la Llanura del Caribe (Caribbean Region), the Región del Pacífico 

(Pacific Region), the Región Andina (Andean Region), the Región de la Orinoquía 

(Orinoquía Region),  and the Región de la Amazonía (Amazon Region). (See Map 2.) 

Although eastern Colombia (including the Departments of Vichada, Guainía, Vaupes, 



 

 

 

Map 1: Location of Colombian in South America 

 
Note: Taken and adapted from http://www.educationplace.biz/ss/maps/ 
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Amazonas, Guaviare, etc,) makes up about 54 percent of Colombia‘s territory, less than 

three percent of the total population resides in the nine eastern lowland departments of 

the Orinoquía and Amazon Regions. The populations of the country‘s national regions 

are characterized by regional dialects of Colombian Spanish, ethnicity, customs, 

traditions, etc. The regions are generally associated with the division of the country into 

dialects, particularly into those that show more salient features often perceived by the 

general public.  

 

2.3 Political Division  

Colombia‘s territory is divided into departments (similar to states in the USA and 

provinces in Canada). There are 32 departments. (See Map 3). This division of the 

country into departments is of great importance for the constitution of Colombian 

Congress (both the Senate and the House of Representatives). Although Senators are 

nationally elected, they still heavily rely on the department they belong to (or the region 

where they come from) in order to obtain their seats in the Congress since the number of 

voters in just a particular region, for example, can give Senators the number of votes they 

need to get a seat in the Senate. 

 

2.4 Colombian People 

Colombian Society. Colombia is the third most populous country in Latin America, 

after Brazil and Mexico. According to the 2005 national census conducted by the 

Departamento Administrativo Nacional de Estadística –DANE (National Administrative 

Department of Statistics), the national population of Colombia was 41,423,792 in 2005.   
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Map 2: Natural Geographic Regions of Colombia 
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Map 3: Political Division of Colombia 

 

Note: Taken and adapted from http://www.igac.gov.co 
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Colombia has a largely urban population. By 2005 the urban population had increased to 

75 percent from 57 percent of the total population in 1951, according to DANE. About 35 

percent of the total population is concentrated in five cities: Bogotá (the Capital District 

of Colombia without administrative affiliation with any department of the country), 

Medellín, Cali, Barranquilla, and Cartagena (13,082,221 inhabitants). Graphs 1 and 2 

detail the distribution of the population of Colombia. Graph 1 shows the distribution of 

the population by considering three major groups: the Capital City of Colombia, the other 

capitals of department, and the other non-capital cities of the country. In turn, graph 2 

shows the percentages of the population of the most populated capital cities of Colombia. 

Important to point out here is the fact that the concentration of people in capital cities 

represents the 46.8% of the total population of the country. In the same sense, table 2 

highlights several characteristics of the Colombian population and the senatorial 

representation of each department listed. It numerically illustrates that the majority of the 

population is concentrated in the capital cities of the country (19,403,014 inhabitants 

corresponding to 46.8% of the total population of the country). It also shows that certain 

regions do not have any representation in the Senate (9 out of 32). 

Migration from rural to urban areas has been prevalent. The move to urban areas 

reflects not only a shift away from agriculture but also the fight from guerrilla and 

paramilitary violence. According to the 2005 census, 1,542,915 Colombians were victims 

of forced displacement between 1995 and 2005 (DANE 2005). However, the US 

Department of State claims that according to nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) 

―the actual number [of victims of forced displacement] may be between 2 and 3 million‖  
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Graph 1: Distribution of people by major groups of population 

 
 

 

Graph 2: Percentage of Colombian Population by Major Concentrations 
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Table 2: Distribution of Population by Department and Capital City 

 

(Library of Congress 2007). Owing to problems of security and unemployment, a total of 

1.2 million Colombians abandoned the country legally from 2000 to 2005 and have not 

returned. According to the 2005 census, 3,331,107 Colombians were living abroad. 

However, ―according to other estimates, the actual figure may exceed 4 million, or almost 

10 percent of the country‘s population‖ (Library of Congress 2007). External migration is 

primarily to the United States (34.6%), Spain (23.0%), Venezuela (20.0%), and a few 

European and South American Countries. 
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The 2005 Census‘ figures show that Colombia has a relatively young population. 

The estimated age profile of the population in 2006 was 30.3 percent in the 0–14 age-

group, 64.5 percent in the 15–64 age-group, and 5.2 percent in the 65 and older age-

group. The median age in 2006 was estimated at 26.3 years (25.4 years for males and 

27.2 years for females). Although according to the 2005 census, 48.8 percent of the 

population was male and 51.2 percent female, the gap between females and males is still 

vast in relation to the participation of women in the political, academic, and professional 

life of the country as reflected in the number of female Senators for the current legislative 

period. Life expectancy at birth for the total population was 71.99 years (males, 68.15 

years; females, 75.96 years). The 2005 census found out that approximately 66.7 percent 

of Colombian homes had four or fewer persons, and the average number was 3.9. This 

contrasts with the popular belief that all Colombian homes are constituted of large 

families. The census also determined that 44.9 percent of Colombians were single, 23 

percent married, and 23.1 percent over 10 years of age were living together as unmarried 

couples (DANE 2005). 

Ethnic Groups. The ethnic groups officially recognized in Colombia are Afro-

Colombian, Indigenous, and Gypsy populations. The Afro-Colombian population 

includes Blacks (determined by skin color and African features/heritage), Mulattoes 

(mixed Black and White ancestry), and Zambos (mixed Indian and Black ancestry). 

Although ethnic estimates vary widely, the 2005 census indicates that the Afro-

Colombian population accounted for 10.5 percent of the national population; the 

Indigenous population, for 3.4 percent; and the Gypsy population, for 0.01 percent. (See 

Graph 3). The majority of Colombians avoid the self-affiliation to ethnic groups as those 
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recognized by the 2005 Census, probably due to the discrimination against them. Thus, 

the majority of the population identifies themselves as ―non-ethnic‖ meaning that they 

consider themselves either Whites or Mestizos (Mixed White and Amerindian ancestry) 

(DANE 2005). (See Graph 3). The census also reported that the ―non-ethnic population‖ 

(Whites and Mestizos) constituted 86 percent of the national population. Estimates of the 

Mestizo category, to which almost all of the urban business and political elite belong, 

range from 54 percent to 58 percent of Colombia‘s national population. Estimates of the 

category of unmixed White (mainly European) ancestry range from 20 percent to 40 

percent. 

 

Graph 3: Distribution of Population by Ethnic Group 

 

Note: Adapted from figures taken from DANE 2005, 

Censo General 2005. Población censada. 
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Social Classes. The upper class, constituting 5 percent of the population, is 

overwhelmingly White; the middle class, 20 percent, is mostly Mestizo; and the lower 

class, 75 percent, is Mestizo, Afro-Colombian, and Indigenous, in equal proportions. (See 

graph 4). The population of major cities is primarily White and Mestizo. Most Indigenous 

people and Afro-Colombians live in rural areas—the former, in many cases, in barren and 

inaccessible regions, and the latter mainly in the Caribbean and Pacific coastal regions 

and tropical valleys. 

Graph 4: Distribution of Classes and Ethnicity 

 

2.5 Languages Spoken in Colombia 

The official language of Colombia is Spanish. However, contrary to previous 

generations, today‘s society seems to be more concerned about the existence and 

importance of indigenous languages. Examples of this concern can be found in the 1991 

National Constitution in which the State recognizes and protects the ethnic and cultural 
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diversity of the Nation (Article 7, National Constitution). In addition to this, the 

Constitution states that the official language of the country is Castellano (alternate name 

for Spanish) but establishes that native languages and their dialects are also official 

languages in the indigenous territories located in almost all the departments of the 

country (Article 10, National Constitution). Besides, the same article mandates that the 

education in communities where an indigenous language is spoken has to be bilingual 

(indigenous language and Castellano). According to Ethnologue (2005), ―the number of 

languages listed for Colombia is 101. Of those, 80 are living languages and 21 are 

extinct‖ (Gordon 2005, Ethnologue). Table 3 shows the living languages of Colombia 

with the most speakers. In the same way, maps 4 and 5 illustrate the distribution of the 

languages in Colombia.
1
 Regarding the use of foreign languages, English is the most 

influential foreign language in all aspects of the society such as education, trade, cultural 

imports, and so on. There are no clear estimates on the number of people who make use 

of English as a foreign or second language in the country. However, the Colombian 

government is concerned with improving the English language teaching methods so more 

people can speak English and make use of the advantages of communication in English in 

today‘s globalized world. A good example of this is the so-called Programa Nacional de 

Bilinguismo (Bilingualism National Program) that has been promoted in the country as 

one of the foreign language leading projects of the government.  

 

 

 

 

                                                
1 The division between Northern and Southern Colombia corresponds to the division shown in the online 

version of Ethnologue, from which site these maps were taken. 
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Table 3: Colombian Living Languages with the most speakers 

 
Note: Figures taken from Ethnologue. 

 

2.6 The Colombian Political Structure 

Previously Colombia had two dominant rival political parties, the Partido Liberal 

Colombiano (Liberal Party) and the Partido Conservador Colombiano (Conservative 

Party), but in the late 70‘s, the country shifted to a multiparty system. The presence of 

several different political parties in the current Senate has been possible by and large by 

the dynamics of new political parties, the politicians‘ need to move away from corruption 

/burocracy associated with traditional parties, and the demands of citizens who have 

become much more aware of the social/political problems of the country. Paradoxically, 

many of the members of the ―new‖ political parties were formerly members of the 

traditional parties. For the legislative period of 2006–2010, the parties with the highest 

number of seats in the Senate are the Partido de la Unidad Nacional (Social Party of 

National Unity, commonly known as Partido de “la U”) with 20 seats, the Partido 

Conservador Colombiano (Conservative Party) with 18 seats, the Partido Liberal   
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Map 4: Indigenous Languages of Northern Colombia 

 
Note: Taken from Ethnologue 
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Map 5: Indigenous Languages of Southern Colombia 

 

Note: Taken from Ethnologue 

 

Colombiano (Liberal Party) with 18 seats, Cambio Radical (Radical Change) with 15 

seats, and the Polo Democrático Alternativo (Alternative Democratic Pole) with 10 seats. 

Graph 5 illustrates the percentage of their seats in the Senate. In the same vein, Table 4 

shows the political parties that hold at least one seat in the Senate of Colombia. It also 

shows the distribution of seats between female and male senators. Only 5 political parties 

(CR, MIRA, La U, PLC, and POLO) had female Senators at the beginning of the 2006–

2010 legislative period. It is particularly interesting that La U party had six female 

Senators for this legislative period, which was 50% of the total female participation in the 

Senate by July 20, 2006. 
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Table 4: Political Parties and their Seats in the Senate (2006–2010) 

 
 

Graph 5: Distribution of Political Parties‘ Representation in the Senate 

 
 

Colombia is the only country in Latin America that has had an uninterrupted 

electoral process since it was established as an independent nation (1830). In order to be 

allowed to exercise the right to vote in the first decades after the independence of the 
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country, the voters had to be male citizens of the country, over 21 years old, married, and 

owners of land and/or other properties. In 1936, the law granted the right to vote to all 

male citizens over 21, annulling the previous requirements of marital status and property 

ownership. Women were granted the right to vote in 1957. After this change, women and 

men were allowed to vote if they were 21 or older. The legal age of adulthood was 21 but 

the constitution was amended in 1975 to change the voting age to 18. 

Today, the Colombian electoral process is controlled by the Consejo Nacional 

Electoral—CNE (National Electoral Council) and the Registraduría Nacional del Estado 

Civil (National Registrar‘s Office). The President, Vice President, Senators, and 

Representatives are elected at the national level. This means that each Colombian can 

vote for the Senator he/she likes even if his/her favorite Senator does not belong to the 

city or region where the voter lives. Congressional elections are held in March every four 

years. The last three legislative periods were held from 1994–1998, 1998–2002, and 

2002–2006. The current legislative period began in 2006 and will end in 2010, when new 

elections will be held for the legislative period 2010–2014. The period selected for this 

study corresponds to the beginning of a new legislative period that will end in 2010. 

 

2.7 Colombian Congress at a Glance 

Colombia has a bicameral Congress consisting of the Senado (Senate) and the 

Cámara de Representantes (House of Representatives). The Senate is composed of 102 

members, two of whom represent the indigenous population. The members of the Senate 

are popularly elected by nationwide ballot for a four-year term with no re-election limit. 

The members of the House of Representatives are popularly elected by regional ballot for 
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a four-year term with no re-election limit. The Congress, both the Senate and the House 

of Representatives, meets semiannually, but the President of the Republic has the power 

to call it into special session when necessary. Bogotá, the capital of the country, is the 

host of Colombian Senate. The Congress of the Republic of Colombia has the following 

duties:  

 

 The Constituent Duty to reform the political constitution by means of legislative 

actions;  

 The Legislative Duty to write, interpret, change, and derogate laws and codes at 

all levels of the legislation;  

 The Politic Control Duty to call and summon the ministers and other officials, to 

know the probable accusations against any government employee, and to impose 

sanctions such as the censure motion and the observation motion;  

 The Judicial Duty to judge, under exceptional circumstances, the government 

employees of the State accused of political irresponsibility;  

 The Electoral Duty to elect the Attorney General, the Solicitor General, the 

Magistrates of the Constituent Assembly, Magistrates of the Jurisdictional 

Disciplinary Room of the Judiciary Superior Board, the Ombudsman, and the 

Vice President of the Republic in case of absolute absence of one or all of them 

(e.g. due to death);  
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 The Administrative Duty to establish the organization and function of the entire 

Congress, the Senate and the House of Representatives;  

 The Public Control Duty to summon any individual, natural or judicial, to declare 

in oral or written form, about a given process studied by the Senate; and  

 The Protocol Duty to receive Head of States and Presidents of other nations. 
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CHAPTER 3: SIGNIFICANCE OF THE RESEARCH 

 

 

 

Literature on Colombian Spanish, particularly on politeness strategies, is scarce
2
. 

The few studies available make evident certain problems that need to be addressed. First, 

the studies available cover just a few topics (mostly discussing very specific terms). 

Second, no one describes the realization of politeness in a specific workplace, making 

impossible to appreciate how the phenomenon of politeness is expressed in a social 

context such as the Colombian Senate where specific features of the Spanish spoken in 

Colombia are expected to emerge. Finally, most of these works do not directly address 

the study of politeness from the most relevant theoretical approaches developed during 

the last 30 years after the first publication of Brown and Levinson‘s Politeness theory in 

1978. Consequently, these problems suggest that a lot more needs to be investigated 

regarding the Colombian Spanish use of politeness strategies. This study has the potential 

to help fill the gap in the research on politeness strategies in Colombian Spanish because 

it provides a pioneering attempt to address some of the problems stated here. In addition, 

this study offers the academic community another perspective of the phenomenon of 

                                                
2 See, for example, Kany 1951, 1969, Albor 1973, Florez 1975, Ruiz Morales 1987, Fitch 1991, 2007, 

Caicedo 1992, Nino-Murcia 1992 , Fitch & Sanders 1994, Lipski 1994, Rey 1994, Bustamante-Lopez & 

Nino-Murcia 1995, Uber 1984, 1985, 1987, 1997, 1999.  



 

 

politeness in Colombia. It also serves as a sample methodology for exploring other social 

contexts of Colombia and even other settings or workplaces with similar characteristics. 

This study investigates how female and male Colombian Senators differ in the use 

of hedges during the debates of the Colombian Senate. Although based on Brown and 

Levinson‘s (1987) classification of politeness strategies, it integrates other theoretical 

concepts associated with discourse in the workplace, naturally-occurring discourse, 

politeness and gender, etc., which make this study‘s framework a plausible approach to 

address the phenomenon of politeness in a very comprehensive way. It is hoped that this 

study can shed light on the way particular workplaces, such as the Colombian Senate, 

should be approached in order to understand how politeness strategies are realized there. 

Furthermore, the use of the naturally-occurring discourse collected in this workplace 

allows the researcher to claim more valid and reliable results since the researcher is 

studying natural language with spontaneous occurrences of the strategies being studied. 

The researcher does not elicit language or ask for judgments. Consequently, the results of 

the study, its theoretical framework, and the database may serve as an important 

reference to those who want to further investigate politeness strategies in Colombia and 

to those who want to study similar workplaces elsewhere. 

Generally speaking, the data used in many studies on politeness strategies do not 

evidence pressure from the workplace on the speakers to be polite, and I have not found 

any study that has intended to examine interaction in an environment that places strong 

institutional pressure on the speakers to observe polite behavior. However, there is strong 

pressure to be polite during the debates in the Colombian Senate. The Senate‘s rules 

require the speakers to use linguistic devices that allow them to be in accordance with 
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their role as Senators who have to be able to defend their projects; persuade their 

audience about the importance of their bills/projects; and save their own face and the 

hearers‘ face in order to avoid the sanctions for impolite behavior. Thus, the analysis of 

the debates provides significant bases to look at the way hedges are realized in a context 

where speakers have to be persuasive and polite at the same time. 

In sum, it can be argued that this study is significant because it is innovative and 

more precise than previous studies in the way of integrating different approaches to 

propose a comprehensive framework to study a context like the Senate debates studied 

here; it is original in the type of data and context it covers; and most importantly, it helps 

close the gap between the advances in politeness research and the understanding of 

Colombian Spanish. 
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CHAPTER 4: RESEARCH CONTEXT AND METHOD 

 

 

 

4.1 The Research Context: a Close look at the Debates of the Colombian Senate  

The Colombian Senate debates are of particular importance since they constitute the 

concluding discussion and deliberation stage through which the Senate comes to a final 

vote on passing or defeating a bill. The Senate floor proceedings are governed by the 

Senate‘s standing rules which characterize and give form to the manner in which 

Senators must conduct themselves during the legislative processes. The Senate‘s standing 

rules establish that faults or wrong-doings not tolerated during the debates are ―the 

unawareness of the duties imposed by the Senate‘s regulations‖ and ―the commitment of 

actions of disorder and disrespect in the Senate grounds‖
3
 (Article 269, item 2, Ch. XI, 

Section I)
4
. In order to enforce obedience to the law, sanctions are imposed on those 

Senators who do not follow the norms of respect and politeness stated in the regulations. 

Not complying with these regulations causes Senators to lose the most precious rights 

they have in exercising their role as members of the Senate: the right to speak and the 

right to participate in the debates. Thus, it is clear that the Senate is an institution that 

                                                
3 All the citations appearing in this study and referring to the Colombian Senate‘s standing rules are my 

translation. 
4 If not specified differently, all the citations appearing in this study and referring to the Colombian 

Senate‘s standing rules are taken from Law 5 of 1992. 



 

 

privileges politeness over impoliteness since the Senators are required, at least by the 

rules, to observe a polite behavior.  

Although the Senate‘s rules are an important tool to maintain a safe environment 

during the Senate debates, terms such as ―appropriate respect‖, ―verbal offense‖, ―value 

judgment‖, etc. are not specifically defined in the law. Senators are expected to know the 

meaning of these terms and the rules governing the social interaction in the Senate. Thus, 

a major question arises here regarding the definition of disrespect. We can presume that 

in order to avoid their actions to be impeded, and to get their wants to be desired by 

others, the Senators will actively use politeness strategies, particularly hedges. Knowing 

that the Senators will attempt to be polite, we can ask, ―What hedges do senators use 

during the debates so they can express what they want to express without being punished 

or without threatening other‘s face?‖ (See the discussion of Brown and Levinson 

politeness theory, 1987) This is one of the core questions governing this study. 

Structure of the debates: In order to analyze how debates are structured and typified 

in Colombian Senate, I shall first recall the manner in which the term debate is defined in 

the Senate‘s standing rules. It is stated that a debate is the call-up for floor consideration 

of a bill or project which must be examined by Senators in order to determine its 

convenience or nuisance. (Article 94, Debates, Section IV). Assumed as legislative 

processes of discussion and deliberation to reach a final vote on passing or defeating a 

bill or on approving a special project, the Senate Debates should always follow the same 

procedure. They begin when the Presiding Officer opens the discussion, and they end 

when Senators take the vote. In between, there are always ongoing discussions and 
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deliberations of bills and proposals and holding the floor plays a major role during the 

Senate debates. 

All Senators have the right to speak during the debates, but in order to be granted 

the right to speak and as part of the formal procedures of the Senate debates, all Senators 

(potential speakers) must register their names before the Secretary of the Presiding Board 

(Article 97, Interventions, Ch. V, Section IV).  Thus, the Senate debates are not open 

interactions where anyone has the right to speak at any moment. But being registered to 

speak does not give the senator permission to freely speak; his/her participation is 

controlled by predetermined proceedings. When discussing a bill, the first person who is 

granted the right to speak is the Senator who submitted the bill. The purpose of this initial 

moment of the session is to allow the proponent Senator to ―answer questions [about the 

proposition under consideration] and clarify the doubts before the debate formally starts‖ 

(Article 157, Beginning of debates, Ch. VI, Section II). The proponent Senator has to 

succinctly explain the significance and scope of the bill. If the circumstances determine 

the necessity to require the presence or attendance of a citizen or a member of the 

government in the Senate, he/she can be summoned to the Senate to answer a charge or to 

give evidence. In these cases, the summoned person is treated as a guest speaker. 

Once the bill has been sufficiently described, the right to speak is granted to those 

members of the Senate who wish to speak. However, speakers are allowed to intervene 

only once and for a maximum of twenty minutes for each topic discussed. To guarantee 

that all the members of the Senate, including the members of the Presiding Board, can 

exercise the right to speak and express their opinions, Article 101 (Intervention of 

presiding board members), specifies that the Presiding Officer of the Senate or one of the 
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members of the Presiding Board ―must leave his/her place in the Presiding Board and 

return to the same only after the debate of the given topic has concluded‖ (Ch. V, Section 

4) if he/she would like to participate in a debate. 

Finally, the debate comes to an end when the topic has been fully discussed. 

Nonetheless, the Senate‘s standing rules establish that ―any member of the Senate may 

propose the closure of the debate if he/she considers that, after three (3) hours of debate, 

the topic has been sufficiently discussed, no matter if there are still Senators registered to 

speak‖ (Article 108, Closure of debates, Ch. V, Section IV). If the closure of the debate is 

proposed, the Presiding Officer has to discuss the proposition with the members of the 

Presiding Board and then, to inform the decision of accepting or rejecting the proposition 

to close the debate. If it is accepted, they can vote and move on to the next topic. If it is 

rejected, they continue debating until the topic has been sufficiently discussed and they 

can reach a final decision. 

Course of Action.  The course of action in a debate includes specific requirements 

and practices that make the Senate debates, linguistically speaking, unique. Holding the 

floor, freely asking and re-asking, reading aloud, changing the topic of discussion, and 

defending oneself, are all elements of interaction that control the debates. One of the most 

significant regulations of the Senate‘s standing rules to guarantee a safe environment is 

the demand for senators to observe a polite behavior. Article 73 (Faults or wrong-doings) 

clearly prohibits the failure to observe the appropriate respect to the Senate (as an 

institution), or to verbally offend one of the congress members. Recall that in order to 

enforce obedience to the law, those Senators who do not keep their composure and allude 

to individuals, making allusions that could affect the individuals or parties‘ decorum or 
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dignity will forfeit their right to speak and/or participate in the debates. The following 

paragraphs detail all the protocols that guide the course of action in the debates. 

Holding the floor during the Senate debates is a privilege according to the Senate‘s 

standing rules. Speakers cannot be interrupted when holding the floor, but the right to 

speak lasts a maximum of 20 minutes. The protocol indicates that an alarm bell has to be 

rung in order to announce that the speaker‘s time has finished. At that point the floor goes 

back to the Presiding Officer who determines if he/she extends the right to speak to the 

individual who was holding the floor or if he/she simply cuts off the subject‘s turn. There 

is not a protocol that explains to the Presiding Officer how to make a decision about the 

extension of the right to speak under these circumstances. It seems to be that Senators 

learn them by senatorial experience. Contrary to common interaction practices in which 

the speaker who holds the floor can be interrupted for almost any reason, the speaker who 

is holding the floor during a Senate debate ―may be interrupted only to be asked a 

question or to be asked for clarification of a given matter‖ (Article 98, Requests, Ch. V, 

Section IV). A Senator who wants to interrupt has to request the right to do so from the 

Presiding Officer, and the Presiding Officer is the one who decides if the interruption is 

allowed or not. In the case that this protocol is violated, the Presiding Officer has to 

exercise his/her power to call to order. Interrupting an expositing Senator also has a time 

limit (a maximum of 5 minutes). However, ―The Presiding Officer will withdraw an 

individual‘s privilege to interrupt if he/she exceeds the time limit or if his/her interruption 

is not a question or a request for clarification‖ (Article 98, Requests, Ch. V, Section IV). 

Freely asking and re-asking questions during the debates is also forbidden. For 

example, when a person has been summoned before the Senate (e.g. a Minister 
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representing the government), the Senators can directly formulate questions to the guest 

speaker if they have registered to speak, and the guest speaker is allowed to answer. The 

Senator who asked the question is then allowed to re-ask the question. After the second 

answer of the guest speaker, the discussion is finished. There are no limitations in the 

number of Senators who are allowed to ask. The practices indicate that it may happen that 

a Senator can ask someone else‘s question if the Senator judges that the question was not 

answered by the guest speaker. Note that the law establishes that ―in any case, no one will 

be allowed to re-ask again‖ (Article 240, Answers to questions, Ch. X, Section II). 

Reading written speeches aloud is also forbidden (Article 105, Ch. V, Section IV). 

Notes taken to aid memory and the written reports or visual aids that can be used to 

accompany the presentations are, however, allowed. Senators are also allowed to read 

certain documents such as certificates, short letters, and the like, during the debates as 

long as they do not directly affect the normal development of the topic under discussion. 

In that vein, changing the topic of discussion is also prohibited: ―No speaker can refer to 

a topic which is not related to the matter of discussion. If that would be the case, the 

Presiding Officer will be forced to warn the speaker and withdraw the right to speak from 

him/her‖ (Article 97, Interventions, Ch. V, Section IV). 

Equally important is the fact that defending one‘s face is a right granted by the 

Senate‘s standing rules. Value judgments or accusations can be responded to only in the 

same or following session. When a Senator fails to keep his/her composure and alludes to 

individuals, making allusions that could affect the decorum or dignity of a party or group 

with congressional representation, ―the Presiding Officer may grant the right to speak to 

one of the party‘s spokespersons‖, but the defense may only last 5 minutes (Article 99, 
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Allusions during the debates, Ch. V, Section IV). However, the terms decorum and 

dignity are not determined by the Senate‘s standing rules and the people have to rely 

exclusively in the assumptions made by either the Presiding Board members or the 

Senators themselves. In the same way, ―the person whose arguments have been 

contradicted by other participants in the debate will have the right to reply or rectify only 

once and for a period of time no longer than five (5) minutes‖ (Article 100, reply or 

rectification, Ch. V, Section IV).  Recall that no one is granted the right to speak if he/she 

has not registered to speak (Article 97, Interventions, Ch. V, section IV). Nevertheless, 

even if the speakers are allowed to speak only once for a maximum time length of 20 

minutes, ―the Presiding Officer, considering the importance of the debate, could extend 

or reduce the length of the turns and the number of turns for each Senator‖ (Article 100, 

item 2, Ch. XI, Section I). There is no a protocol that enables the Presiding Officer to 

judge how important a debate is. It seems to be a decision the Presiding Officer makes 

based on his experience and/or the reaction to the Senators to a given topic. 

 

4.2 Discourse Analysis: Method and Philosophy of Study 

It is necessary to adopt a discursive approach that enables the researcher to 

adequately analyze the Senators‘ discourse, not in isolation but in the social context in 

which it is produced. Furthermore, the particular discourse analysis perspective to be 

adopted has to match the underlying assumption that legislation moves the country, and 

this law-making procedure is discourse. The legislative discourse sets regulations that 

will influence citizen behavior. In this sense, politeness can be perceived as a 
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phenomenon which is constructed discursively; it shows particular instances that 

represent some of the things Senators do with their words. Politeness empowers Senators 

to construct their identity as active social participants of the Senate, and allows them to 

act according to the role they play during the debates. Furthermore, a variety of 

influential factors such as the standing rules impose the circumstances in which 

politeness is produced. 

Before moving forward into the details of the method adopted for this study, it is of 

exceptional importance to state how discourse and discourse analysis are understood 

here. The term discourse, as synonym of talk, refers to the spoken forms of language used 

as social practice; that is, as action (Potter 1997, Wood and Kroger 2000). The 

understanding of discourse as action implies that discourse is seen, not in isolation, but as 

part of the institutional setting in which it is produced. In this sense, there is a high 

interest in ―talk-in-interaction‖ since it is precisely in interaction where individuals are 

able to do things with their words. Discourse as action also includes the linguistic 

features of pauses and intonation which are inextricably interwoven with discourse (See 

Potter, Wood and Kroger, etc.). Nonverbal behavior features such as posture, gaze, touch, 

personal space, hand movement, etc., on the contrary, are not analyzed as part of the 

politeness behavior realized by Senators, mainly because of the limitations imposed by 

the type of recordings the researcher had access to (audio recordings). 

Now, Discourse Analysis (DA) in this study is an approach to study what people do 

with their words. This DA approach is envisioned as a methodology that attaches both 

data collection and data analysis methods into one embodied perspective, forming a 

system of interrelated concepts that frame the understanding of discourse and its 
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realization in the particular context in which it is produced. This approach recognizes that 

discourse is social practice in the sense that it enables individuals to do things with their 

words. For example, take the case of the action of hurting someone. Individuals can 

physically harm someone by using weapons, in which case the aggression is purely 

physical. But aggression or insulting words may result in emotional or mental offense. 

The aggression is still an action. This implies that discourse is simply another type of 

action, a verbal action. In this sense, this approach also recognizes that discourse is an 

essential element of interaction between humans, a vital aspect of social life, because 

human beings cannot distance themselves from it. 

According to Wood and Kroger (2000), there are three main assumptions about 

discourse underlying the perspective of discourse analysis on social life. The first 

assumption is that talk is action. The fundamental proposition of Austin (1962) is that 

utterances not only represent things and mean something, but they also do things. 

Individuals use the language to mean something but at the same time to do things with 

them, and to make hearers (or readers) react to them. That is action. With this in mind, 

discourse analysts emphasize what individuals do/perform with their words (See Wood 

and Kroger, 2000). Accordingly, the Senators‘ use of politeness strategies is action in the 

sense that Senators not only use their words to do certain things with them (to cause a 

reaction, for example), but they also use them to save face, for example. In any case, it 

must be kept in mind that language has different kinds of functions and its effects depend 

on several factors such as the hearer‘s reaction to the uttered words, the context in which 

the utterances are uttered, and so forth (Wood and Kroger, 2000). To illustrate, if a 

Senator says, ―I want to tell you something, with all my sincerity, before the 
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Congress…‖, the speaker is not only describing an action –it may be true or false that 

he/she wants to say something–, and the manner in which he/she is going to express it –

with all my sincerity–; the speaker is also communicating that he/she does not intend to 

upset her/him with his particular sincerity in his/her manner of speaking. The speaker 

may also want the hearer to realize or infer that even if the speaker sounds aggressive or 

rude, there is an important message to pay attention to. In other words, the speaker is 

lessening the degree of aggression sincere words‘ meaning may carry on with them. In 

this way, the speaker is saving his/her own face and making the hearer assume a 

cooperative attitude towards the speaker‘s words. Although we may not know the 

hearer‘s response, the speaker was able to perform the action of telling ―something‖ to 

the hearer. 

The second assumption stated by Wood and Kroger (2000) is that talk is the event 

of interest. Typically researchers examine some features of discourse, but Wood and 

Kroger propose that there must be a shift away from looking at just some features to 

explain behavior and move toward the understanding that the features of discourse are 

precisely the behavior that must be explained. That is, since discourse, with its 

corresponding characteristic features, is action, it constitutes a behavior in itself that must 

be explained. Then, the research purpose here is to find out what individuals are doing 

with their words, what the actions are which have been discursively constructed. This 

second assumption guides us to see politeness as a behavior that deserves the discourse 

analysts‘ attention. It is the behavior that needs to be explained since it constitutes an 

important element in the interactions established by the Senators when engaged in the 

37 



 

 

debates. The task is then to interpret politeness, to give it a social meaning, to recognize it 

as action that needs to be explained. 

Finally, the third assumption stated by Wood and Kroger is that variability is a 

characteristic of discourse. Wood and Kroger point out that ―[t]alk constructs different 

versions of the world and is oriented to different functions; variability is therefore to be 

expected not only between persons, but within persons‖ (10). This assumption is essential 

in approaching the study of politeness in the Senate debates since variability is expected 

to surface in the data. The way in which this study is conceived recognizes that the use of 

hedges can vary within each Senator and between them. Other studies have demonstrated 

that politeness is not a fixed, formulaic linguistic artifact that manifests itself uniformly in 

all individuals. Differences in gender, age, and senatorial experience are expected to 

show that Senators vary in their use of politeness strategies during the Senate debates. To 

sum up, the assumption of the variability of discourse is adopted in this study. 

In addition to Wood and Kroger‘s DA approach, this study adopts the conventional 

Content Analysis (CA) treatment of data as quantitative, in which hedges proposed by 

Brown and Levinson and others are seen as mutually exclusive categories whose 

occurrences must be counted as part of the statistical analysis. Wood and Kroger have 

insisted on the fact that in discourse analysis the data are analyzed from a qualitative 

perspective and that the analysis should not be confused with CA, since it is a 

quantitative approach. They claim that CA cannot ―provide the sort of sensitive, 

penetrating analysis provided by discourse analysis [because CA] involves a much more 

mechanical process of categorization, neglects the possibility of multiple categorizations, 

and aims to quantify the relationship between coding categories‖ (Wood and Kroger, 33). 
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However, the use of CA in this study does not intend to replace the discourse analysis 

approach proposed in the previous paragraphs of this section. The goal is not to have 

fixed categories neglecting the multiplicity of functions of discourse. On the contrary, the 

statistical analysis of the study gains strength with the use of CA since it broadens the 

horizon of analysis and use of specific strategies that can be grouped for statistical, 

quantitative purposes. In consequence, since this study is both qualitative and 

quantitative, it is more comprehensive and robust. 

 

4.3 Naturally-Occurring Discourse: Data Characteristics and Data Collection 

Method 

Natural Discourse (ND) in Wood and Kroger‘s terms refers to ―discourse that is not 

produced through the instigation of the researcher‖. ND is genuine in the sense that it is 

not out of place in the setting where it is produced. It turns out that the definition of ND 

leads the discussion towards Naturally-Occurring Discourse (NOD). The expression 

NOD is used to refer to the discourse that has not been affected by the interests and 

formulations of the researcher (see Potter 1997, Edwards 1997, etc…).  In turn, it is 

claimed that data from NOD allow researchers to claim more valid and reliable results 

because they show realistic uses of the language with probably more spontaneous 

occurrences of the type of discourse that is under investigation. So it may be argued that 

the discourse that makes up the data of this study, produced during the regular Senate 

debates, is NOD. The Senators‘ discourse has not been affected by the interests, 

formulations, or instigations of the researcher. It is authentic because it has not been 

uttered out of context. Consequently, the NOD of the Senators produced in the 
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Colombian Senate debates is ideal for the study of hedges because the phenomenon of 

politeness is better studied in real interactions held in real settings as well. 

Although it is useful for its reliability and validity, major problems emerge when 

trying to work with naturally-occurring discourse. One problem is that NOD only exists 

for a moment. The problem with transitory, short-lived discourse is that it is almost 

impossible for a researcher to properly study the discourse if he/she has to rely only on 

his/her memory and/or the notes taken while discourse is produced. Consequently, in 

order to make spoken discourse last, it has to be carefully recorded in order to guarantee 

its perdurability and immediate and constant access to the researcher. Yet recording 

discourse is not always that simple. The researcher has to make sure that the recording 

can guarantee the fidelity of the discourse without modifying any of its parts, or without 

missing the context and significant sections for the particular phenomenon under 

investigation. The NOD that is the focus of analysis of this study, the actual words 

uttered by the Senators during their turns, is ephemeral as well. So it must be recorded if 

the interest is to make it last for the record or for research interests. However, recording 

NOD carries certain problems as shown in the next paragraphs. 

Recording NOD can negatively affect the participants‘ discourse, making it lose its 

characteristics of spontaneity and naturalness. Although there is not a universally 

accepted way to solve this problem, the negative effect of recording the discourse can be 

lessened under certain circumstances. Firstly, if the speakers become used to the 

recordings, then they are not fully affected (see Wood and Kroger). In the case of the 

Colombian Senate debates, it is a routine to record each senatorial debate, and it is 

expected that Senators be used to being recorded. Secondly, Wood and Kroger claim that 
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according to some researchers and under certain circumstances, ―participants forget that 

their discourse is being taped, for example, when they are highly involved in the activities 

taking place during the taping and when the recording takes place over a relatively long 

period of time‖ (59). Both of these circumstances fit the Senate debates; the Senators are 

accustomed to being recorded in their debates, and the Senate debates can be considered 

―relatively long‖. It is possible to state that the longer the recording the more the speakers 

forget about it. The Senate debates show an average length of 5.99 hours (357.80 

minutes) per session,
5
 which indicates that the recordings are long enough for participants 

to forget about the recordings. Thirdly, if the group is made of individuals who know 

each other, the negative effect of the recording is lessened (Wood and Kroger). The 

working environment of the Colombian Senate enables individuals to get used to each 

other and to the standing rules that govern the debates. Some of the individuals may be 

new as Senators at a certain moment of a legislative period, but all of them have a 

background in public speech that may allow them to easily adapt to the protocols of the 

Senate debates. In conclusion, although the senators‘ discourse has been recorded, it can 

be considered as NOD since the negative effect of recording has been lessened under the 

circumstances explained above. 

A third major problem when working with NOD has to do with the access to the 

discourse and/or the setting in which it is produced. The admittance to many public and 

private institutions (and workplaces) is generally restricted, and the possibility for 

researchers to study the discourse produced in those workplaces is almost null. 

                                                
5 There were 41 sessions from July 20 to December 15, 2006. The longest session lasted 12.75 hours (765 

minutes) and the shortest only 45 minutes. The most frequent length was 6 and 8 hours with 6 cases of 

each. 

41 



 

 

Fortunately, thanks to the technological advances in communication tools, today‘s 

researchers have more access to NOD that is constantly transmitted or posted from 

almost all over the world in almost every language. In Colombia it is mandatory to make 

public the Senate‘s debates, congressional debates, and special senate sessions. 

Accordingly, all the debates of the data were broadcast on the radio and television 

networks of Colombia. Consequently, this study makes use of NOD that was broadcast 

live from Bogotá, Colombia during the debate sessions held in the Senate of Colombia 

from July 20 to December 15, 2006. The researcher did not exercise any control over the 

situations, the content, or the speakers intervening in the communication events. 

Although the Senate debates were audio and video recorded by the Congress 

channel, only cassette tape recordings were available to the researcher. The audio 

recordings were converted into digital recordings so that they could be easily stored in 

different formats and played in a wide variety of devices including iPods, PCs, MP3 

players, CDs, and the like. Hence, the information was available for the study, safely 

stored, and ready to be used at anytime and anywhere. 

 

4.4 Population 

This study is intended to reveal the gender differences in the use of hedges during 

the Senate debates and the correlation of social factors such as age and experience. The 

subject of analysis, therefore, is the senators‘ discourse, and particularly the utterances as 

vehicles for politeness strategies (hedges in particular). Recall that the population of this 

study consists of 102 Senators who worked during the period of July 20 and December 

15, 2006. On July 20 of 2006, the date when the legislative period 2006–2010 started, the 
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population showed the following characteristics. The average age of the population was 

49.28 years old. The oldest Senator was 78 years old and the youngest Senator was 30. 

The most experienced Senator had participated in 11 legislative periods and the least 

experienced Senator was participating as Senator in this legislative period for the first 

time. There were 12 female Senators and 90 male Senators. The average age of the 

female population was 46.42 years old. Although the average female Senator age is 

younger than the average age of the general senate population, the difference does not 

seem to be significant. The oldest female Senator was 64 years old and the youngest 

female Senator was 32 years old. The most experienced female Senator had participated 

in 3 legislative periods and the least experienced female Senator was participating in her 

first legislative period. The average age of the male population was 49.66 years old, 

almost the same average age of the general population (49.28). The oldest male Senator 

was 78 years old, and the youngest male Senator was 30 years old. The most experienced 

male Senator had participated in 11 legislative periods and the least experienced male 

Senator was participating in his first legislative period. 

Divided by experience in the Senate, the population presented the following 

characteristics: there were 58 Senators with more than one legislative period in the Senate 

(called experienced here), and 44 Senators who were participating in the Senate for the 

very first time (called inexperienced here). From the group of experienced Senators, the 

average age was 51.91 years of age, a bit older than the average age of the general 

population. The oldest experienced Senator was a 78-year old male Senator, and the 

youngest experienced senator was a 31-year old female Senator. The average of 

legislative periods of experienced Senators was 2.77. It would be important to point out 
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that the case of the Senator who had participated in 11 legislative periods (along with the 

case of another Senator who was participating in his fifth legislative period) is a unique 

case since apart from these two cases, no Senator has more than three senatorial 

legislative periods of experience. From the group of inexperienced Senators, the average 

age was 45.86 years of age. Again, it is younger than the general average but not 

significantly different. The oldest inexperienced Senator was a 65-year old female and 

the youngest inexperienced senator was a 30-year old male. 

The figures show that both female and male young people (between the ages of 30 

and 35) are not restricted to getting seats in the Senate. The Senator who has sat for the 

most legislative periods was first elected Senator in 1970, showing a record of eleven 

legislative periods as Senator. From the total of the population (102), a little more than 

half (52) were reelected after serving as senators for at least the previous legislat ive 

period (2002–2006); 25 were members of the House of Representatives during the 

previous legislative period 2002–2006, which gives them some experience dealing with 

legislative processes and debate sessions; 3 were reelected after a period of absence as 

Senators, and 22 were absolutely new in the Congress. It means that less than half (47) of 

102 Senators were new participants of the Senate debates by July 20, 2006. Regarding the 

presence of ethnic groups in the Senate, only 2 out of the 102 Senators were indigenous 

and only one out of the 102 was Afro-Colombian. The rest of the population is not 

affiliated to any of the ethnic groups of Colombia, which means that they identify 

themselves as either whites or mestizos. 
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4.5 Sample 

Selecting a sample limits the vast amount of information available to a more 

workable, but representative sample of the population. From the population described 

above, a representative sample of Colombian Senators was randomly selected. Random 

sampling is considered to be the purest form of probability sampling. In probability 

samples, each member of the population has a known non-zero probability of being 

selected. In other words, “every unit of analysis has an equal chance of being chosen for 

study‖ (Italics in the original. Bernard, 2006:146). In order to guarantee a random 

selection for this study, a procedure that assures that all the Senators of the population 

have equal probabilities of being chosen was set up. Although there are several 

procedures at hand, a Simple Random Sampling was used to select the sample because it 

is not a biased means of sample selection, and results can be generalized to the 

population. 

Based on the total number of individuals who make up the population, a sample of 

10 subjects out of the 102 was adequate for this study. Since the sample has to represent 

the two main groups under investigation, namely females and males, two groups of equal 

number of subjects (5 females and 5 males) were selected. To get the simple random 

sample, the list of all the Senators were printed out on strips and the female group was 

separated from the male group. After that, each strip (containing only one name) was put 

onto a ping-pong ball. The ping-pong balls were put into a dark box and mixed up. Five 

ping-pong balls out of 90 (for the male Senators) were randomly and blindly selected 

from the box, and 5 ping-pong balls out of 12 (for the female Senators) were randomly 

and blindly selected. The use of the ping-pong balls guaranteed that all the individuals 
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from the population had equal chances of being chosen since the balls were all the same 

size, and no one had particular characteristics that could make it more suitable for being 

chosen. 

For each subject selected in the sample, a form was filled out in order to register the 

most relevant information of the speakers. Appendix A shows Form 1 containing the 

information that was recorded for each subject: identification number (code), Name, 

Gender, Date of Birth, and First Period as Senator. Additional information such as Place 

of Birth, Ethnicity, Discipline of Study, Academic Level, and Political Party Affiliation 

was included in the same form for further investigations with the same data. In addition, 

as a way to facilitate statistical analysis, the information of each subject was also 

registered in the statistical software SPSS. 

Although there are no doubts about the kind of sample selected, it is important to 

point out that in this discourse analysis approach, the concern is for the study of discourse 

and not for individuals themselves. Then, it is necessary to bear in mind some important 

considerations. First, the sample selected corresponds to a selection of subjects whose 

discourse is analyzed. There is not a further selection of discourse sample since the 

analysis covers every utterance of each Senator held from July 20 to December 15, 2006. 

Second, any Senator might make use of hedges during the debates. Consequently, the 

random selection of the sample is expected to be representative of individuals whose 

discourse includes the use of hedges. In turn, the hedges used by subjects are expected to 

be representative of the hedges realized by all/any Senator in the Colombian Senate 

debates. Third, the utterances of the subjects held during the 41 Senate debates over a 

period of time of approximately five (5) months is adequate to observe the manifestation 
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of the phenomenon of hedges as a realization of politeness strategies used both by each 

individual in the Senate debates and by the Senators in general. Consequently, the 

discourse of the subjects is expected to allow the researcher to observe how hedges are 

realized by each individual, draw conclusions about individual subjects, and make 

generalizations about groups that share certain characteristics (i.e. individuals grouped by 

gender, age, and senatorial experience). 

Once collected, the data was classified by subject and gender, date, serial number of 

subjects‘ utterance, and topic. The transcript of each single turn was revised guaranteeing 

the maximum fidelity between the discourse and the transcript. The subsequent step was 

to code the data in light of, Brown and Levinson‘s classification at first, and in the light 

of a more comprehensive classification of hedges for Colombian Spanish. But before 

moving forward, it is necessary to state the unit of analysis that was used to study the 

data. 

 

4.6 Unit of Analysis 

There are different ways of dividing oral discourse into units. Some of the most 

common units of analysis that have been identified and used by many linguists are 

sentences, clauses, utterances, thematic units (t-units), tone groups, turns, moves, etc. 

Johnstone (2008) claims that ―Each option has the effect of highlighting certain facts 

about talk; accordingly, different systems for dividing up talk in transcripts are associated 

with different theories of discourse structure and are used for different purposes‖ (86). 

Among these ways of dividing oral discourse, the move seems to be the most appropriate 

47 



 

 

unit of analysis for the interpretation of the discourse under investigation in this study. 

Goffman (1976) first introduced the notion of move in the following terms: 

 

I refer to any full stretch of talk or of its substitutes which has a distinctive unitary 

bearing on some set or other of the circumstances in which participants find 

themselves, such as a communication system, ritual constraints, economic 

negotiating, character contests, ‗teaching cycles‘, or whatever. (1976: 272) 

 

In his explanation of move, Goffman points out that ―a move may sometimes coincide 

with a sentence and sometimes with a turn's talk but need do neither.‖ (272). Goffman 

proposed that a move could be both the statement that suggests an ―answer‖ and the 

―reply‖ that corresponds to the expected answer of the statement. (272) 

Based on Goffman (1981, 1976), Johnstone claims that a ―move‖, a unit defined 

functionally rather than structurally, can be compared with ―moves‖ in certain games 

such as chess: ―A move in chess, for example, is the performance of an action that is 

relevant to the game (so that shifting the location of a piece that has already been taken 

out of play is not a move, but shifting a piece that is on the board may be a move, 

assuming it is a shift of the right kind).‖ (103). Johnstone also claims that ―In social 

interaction, a move consists of the amount of talk required to perform one action in the 

"language game" in which interlocutors are engaged‖ (103), indicating that discourse is 

action and that the notion of move is appropriate for accounting to the actions the 

Senators make when realizing hedges. Finally, Johnstone exemplifies what moves could 

be, coinciding with the kind of strategies that will likely be found in the data: ―An 
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apology might be a move, for example; the response to an apology might be another; a 

question might be a move and an answer another move. A move may take one or more 

sentences, and it may take one or more turns in conversation‖ (103). 

In other studies on politeness scholars such as Perez de Ayala (2001) and Lin 

(2005) have successfully used the notion of move as the unit of analysis of their 

investigations. Perez de Ayala (2001) uses the ‗move‘ as the unit of analysis in his study 

about politeness strategies used by the British Members of Parliament during Question 

Time. He points out that ―moves are the structural categories in which a turn can be 

divided, and which identify a new function in the discourse of the speaker.‖ In his 

analysis, Perez de Ayala relates moves with main discourse acts, and emphasizes that 

politeness strategies can be identified at this level. In the same sense, Lin (2005) points 

out that she adopts the move as the unit of analysis in her study because it gives her the 

opportunity ―to better and more accurately categorize the politeness strategies in [her]  

data‖ (92). 

Thus, it may be possible to state that in realizing politeness, a move has been made 

when the action of diminish a FTA has been performed. Recall that this study has 

assumed that discourse is action and that politeness is action in the sense that individuals 

save their face and others‘ face as well. When a Senator uses a hedge to, for example, 

diminish the effects of his/her words, he/she basically performs an action. In other words, 

he/she has made a ―move‖ in attempting to perform an action. 

Finally, an important consideration has to be made: although the notion of move 

seems to be appropriate for the analysis of the data, it must be remembered that in most 
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of the cases in which the notion of move has been used as the unit of analysis, the 

adoption of a unit of analysis resides in the emphasis provided by Johnstone (2002): 

 

We might remember to ask, though, whether a move has really been made unless 

and until it has been responded to in an expected way. If you ask a question and 

your interlocutor fails to respond to it, have you really successfully asked a 

question? It can be argued, in other words, that moves are mutually constituted, like 

turns, and it can sometimes be useful to think of them that way for the purposes of 

analysis. (75) 

 

The type of data available for this study makes it difficult for the researcher to predict, in 

many cases, the response, effect, or damage that has been caused by the action. However, 

it does not prevent the analysis of the actions performed by the speakers. The 

identification of the effect of the moves made by the Senators could be considered in 

further studies in the same context. 

 

4.7 Variables 

Finally, it is important now to recall the variables of the study in order to 

understand the way in which the data was registered in the code sheet. The independent 

variables are Gender, Age and Senatorial Experience. Gender refers to the social and 

cultural distinction between males and females as opposed to the biological distinctions 

between them. Senatorial Experience is established as experienced to refer to those 

subjects who had served as Senators at least in two legislative periods (including the 
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2006-2010 legislative period), and inexperienced to refer to those subjects who were 

participating in the Senate for the first time during the 2006-2010 legislative period. 

Finally, special attention focuses on the independent variable 'age'. The statistics of the 

population showed that the average age was 49.28. From this average, the sample was 

divided into the following groups of ages: 48-50 (which includes the average age of the 

population and a year above and a year below this average age), 41-47, 51-57, 40 or 

younger, and 58 or older. The population figures indicated that we could find experienced 

and inexperienced individuals as well as female and male subjects in all those groups of 

age. 

The dependent variables correspond to the 'Taxonomy of Hedges' proposed by the 

author. This taxonomy has been the result of a careful analysis of previous studies on 

Politeness such as the classification of hedges proposed by Brown and Levinson (1987) 

and others. The following table summarizes the taxonomy of hedges proposed: 

 

Table 5: Taxonomy of Hedges 

Type of Hedge Realization 

1. Impersonal Constructions (no) ―se‖ + verb expressions 
First Person Plural 

Institutional First Person 

 

2. Shields Conditionals: ―–ría” Forms 

Imperfect Subjunctive with ―querer‖ 

Epistememic modal verbs 

Epistemic Verbs 
Adv. & Adj. of possibility and probability 

 

3. Approximators Aproximadamente 
Mucho, mucho más, mucho 

Muchísimo 

Poco, pocos, poco más 

Poquito 
Poquísimo 
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Bastante 

Más o menos 
Ocasionalmente 

Frecuentemente 

Relativamente 

 

4. Justified Sincerity Claims Me da pena pero 

Qué pena pero 

Perdóneme pero, perdón pero 

(Pero) con todo respeto… tengo que, con mucho 
respeto, con muchísimo respeto, con el debido 

respeto 

(Pero) tengo que ser (muy) honesto 
(Yo) no pensaba… pero 

No quiero polemizar… pero 

 

5. Yielded Right of 
Decision Constructions 

Si quiere(n)…, si (usted/ustedes) quiere(n)… 
Si (usted/ustedes) tiene(n) a bien / si (usted/ustedes) 

a bien (lo) tiene(n) 

Si considera(n) 
Si así se estima, si así lo estima(n), si lo estima(n) 

conveniente 

 

6. Future-Tense Orders Voy/vamos a pedir(les) que, Voy/vamos a pedir a… 
que 

Le voy a pedir que, les voy/vamos a pedir que 

 

7. Pleas Le ruego que 

Me permite con la venia de la Presidencia 

Con la venia de… 
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CHAPTER 5: STATISTICAL ANALYSIS AND RESULTS 

 

 

 

5.1 Number of Words 

The purpose of this study was to establish the gendered differences in the frequency 

of use of hedges as a Politeness Strategy by Colombian Senators when engaged in the 

Senate debates. In order to determine how much each subject (5 female Senators and 5 

male Senators) spoke during the period from July 20 to December 15, the amount of talk 

was determined by counting the number of words uttered by each one.  

In general, it was found that the total number of words uttered by the sample (both 

the five female and the five male Senators) was 170,481. The five female senators uttered 

in total 58,117 words while the five male senators uttered in total 112,364 words. This 

means that the female subjects spoke 34.1% of the words uttered by the sample and the 

male subjects spoke 65.9% of the total of words. We can easily establish that the male 

subjects spoke more than the female subjects. Notice that this difference seems to be 

associated with the number of times females and males participated in the debates (41). 

The average of females‘ participation in the debates was of 15 of 41 compared to the 

average of males‘ participation in the debates that was of 19.4 of 41. Furthermore, the 

average number of words uttered by the female subjects was 11,623.4 while the average 

number of words uttered by the male subjects was 22,472.8. This means that the average 



 

 

of words uttered by the female subjects (11,623.4) was way behind the average of words 

uttered by the sample (17,048). In contrast, the average of words uttered by the male 

subjects (22,472.8) was over the average of the words uttered by the sample.  

It was also found, on the one hand, that among females, the highest number of 

words uttered was 23,412 and the lowest number of words was 2,923. (See table 6). On 

the other hand, it was found that among males, the highest number of words uttered was 

47,473 and the lowest number of words was 9,415. (See table 7). This clearly shows that 

if we consider the number of words uttered by individuals to determine how much they 

talk, we can state that female Senators tend to speak less than the male Senators. 

 

Table 6: General data for Female Subjects 

 

 

Table 7: General data for Male Subjects 
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Table 8: Countdown of Hedges by Subject 

 

 

5.2 Number of Hedges 

From the total number of words (170,481) uttered by the sample, both female and 

male senators, 4,179 correspond to the Hedges they uttered. Females uttered 1,572 

Hedges and male subjects uttered 2,607 Hedges. This means that the female subjects 

spoke 37.6% of the Hedges uttered by the sample and the male subjects spoke 62.4% of 

the total of Hedges. We can see that the male subjects uttered more Hedges than the 

female subjects did. These figures seem to be consistent if compared to the percentage of 

words uttered by the male subjects (65.9% for words, 62.4% for Hedges) and the 

percentage of words uttered by the female subjects (34.1% for words, 37.6% for Hedges). 

See tables 8 and 9. 

 

Table 9: Frequency of Use of each Type of Hedge 
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Another important point of analysis can be made from the type of hedges used by 

the sample. For the five female Senators, we can see the following: Shields were the most 

frequently used Hedges with a total of 718 times, corresponding to 45.7% of the total 

number of Hedges uttered by the female subjects. Close to this are the Impersonal 

Constructions that were used 43% of the total of Hedges uttered by the female subjects. 

Approximators seem to play an important role in the use of Hedges by the female 

Senators when engaged in the debates because they were the 9.5% of the Hedges used by 

the female subjects. This information is relevant because there is an important difference 

between Shields and Impersonal Constructions’ percentage of use compared to Yield 

Right of Decision Constructions (0.25%), Future-Tense Orders (0.06%), and Pleas 

(0.25%) which in total made 0.57% of the Hedges used by the female subjects. Justified 

Sincerity Claims percentage of use is 1.2% of the total of hedges used by the female 

subjects. Notice that this figure is closer to the previously mentioned types of Hedges 

although it does not seem to show a significant difference in the frequency of use of this 

type of Hedge compared to the Hedges with a higher frequency of use.  

For the five male Senators, we can see the following: Shields were the most 

frequently used Hedges with a total of 718 times, corresponding to 50.6% of the total 

number of Hedges uttered by the male subjects. Close to this percentage are the 

Impersonal Constructions that were used 37.9% of the total of Hedges uttered by the 

male subjects. As it was for the female subjects, Approximators seem to play an 

important role in the use of Hedges by male Senators when engaged in the debates 

because they were the 7% of the Hedges used by the male subjects. Again, we can notice 

that there is an important difference between Shield and Impersonal Constructions 
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percentage of use compared to Yield Right of Decision Constructions (1.0%), Future-

Tense Orders (0.5%), and Pleas (0.9%) which in total made 2.42% of the Hedges used by 

the female subjects. As noticed for the female subjects, Justified Sincerity Claims’ 

percentage of use (2.1%) is closer to the less frequently used types of Hedges but the 

difference does not seem to be significant. 

In general, the most frequently used type of Hedges was Shields with 48.7% of the 

percentage of use of all Hedges. Relatively close to this figure are the Impersonal 

Constructions with 39.8%. There are also four types of Hedges that show a relatively low 

frequency of use: Justified Sincerity Claims with 1.8%, Yield Right to Decision 

Constructions with 0.74%, Future-Tense Orders with 0.34%, and Pleas with 0.65%. 

These four types of Hedges make 3.5% of the hedges. Playing an important role among 

these types of Hedges are Approximators that show an 8% of the total number of Hedges 

used by the sample. 

Finally, we can see that the female subjects tend to use more Impersonal 

Constructions (43%) than the male subjects (37.9%) while the male subjects tend to use 

more Shields (50.6%) than the female subjects (45.7%). Notice, for example, that the 

total number of Impersonal Constructions uttered by the subjects was of 1,663. From 

this, the 40.6% was uttered by the female subjects whilst the 59.4% was uttered by the 

male subjects. The difference is of 18.8% (or 311 Impersonal Constructions). The same 

applies for Shields: The female subjects uttered 718 Shields for a 35.3% of the total of 

Shields uttered by the sample (2,036) whereas the male subjects uttered 1,318 Shields for 

a 64.7% of the total of Hedges. Notice that if each type of Hedge is seen individually, the 

differences that emerge are more significant than if the same type is seen as part of the 
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total number of Hedges uttered. Thus, the other types of Hedges show a similar tendency. 

One of them is more frequently used by the female subjects (Approximators) while 

Justified Sincerity Claims, Yield Right of Decision Constructions, Future-Tense Orders, 

and Please are more frequently used by the male subjects, but again, the differences are 

not significant. What seems to be relevant to highlight is that the Impersonal 

Constructions and the Shields are in general, the Hedges more frequently used. It does 

not necessarily mean that the other types of Hedges are not relevant for the senators to 

mitigate the force of their moves. 

 

5.3 Statistical Analysis 

The amount of talk of each subject suggested a difference that could be significant 

at first glance, possibly affecting the frequency of use of hedges, not only among subjects 

but also between genders. Thus, a series of statistical tests were carried out in order to 

establish if the differences in the number of words uttered by the subjects were either 

significant or not.  

 

5.3.1 One-way ANOVA of a Factor for the variable Number of Words 

Dependent Variable: Number of Words  

Factor: Gender 
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Table 10: Descriptives for Words (by Gender) 

 

 

As previously presented, the average number of words uttered by the female subjects was 

of 11,623.4 with a standard deviation of 8,432.44865. (See table 10). This indicates that 

there is a high variability among the female subjects of the sample. In fact, when 

calculating the coefficient of variation, the resulting percentage was 72.55%. On the other 

hand, the average number of words uttered by the male subjects was of 22,472.8 with a 

standard deviation of 15,723.8399. (See table 10).This also indicates a high variability 

among the male subjects as it was found for the female subjects. This high variability 

tendency among the male subjects can be corroborated by calculating the coefficient of 

variation which was of 69.97%. 

When observing the confidence intervals for means, it could be stated that there are 

no differences between the means of the factors because they overlap, even if the average 

of words uttered by the female subjects (11,623.4) corresponds to only a 51% of the 

words uttered by the male subjects (22,472.8). It is clear that this result is due to the high 

variability of the data. Nonetheless these figures show that the differences are not 

significant, the assumptions of variance analysis will be verified by means of a test of 

homogeneity of variances in order to get a more reliable conclusion. 
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Table 11: Test of Homogeneity of Variances (for Words) 

 

 

The Levene Statistic Test was used to verify the assumption of homogeneity of variances 

because it is not susceptible to the normality of the data. The probability value of 0.218 

obtained is bigger than the level of significance (0.05). (See table 11) Thus, the 

hypothesis of equality of variances is accepted. Consequently, a test to check the 

assumption of normality was required. It was tested by means of a Probability-Probability 

(P-P) plot as shown in graph 6. 

 

Graph 6: Normal P-P Plot of Words 

 

 

Graph 6 shows that the data follow the tendency of a straight line (approximately linear). 

Then, it can be concluded that the data are normal. However, to verify this tendency, the 
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Kolmogorov-Smirnov test (KS Test) was calculated in order to determine if the two 

datasets (specified by gender) either differ significantly or not. 

 

Table 12: One-Sample Kolmogorov-Smirnov Test (for Words) 

 

a. Test distribution is Normal 

b. Calculated from data 

 

As observed in table 12, the test shows a value of probability of 0.836 which is 

bigger than the level of significance (0.05). Then, it can be stated that the data correspond 

to a normal distribution. The graph for Probability-Probability (P-P) plot of words (graph 

7) does not show any particular tendency of the data. Then, it can be concluded that there 

is no autocorrelation of the data. 
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Graph 7: Detrended Normal P-P Plot of Words 

 

 

5.3.2 Analysis of Variance between groups (ANOVA) 

Taking into account that the predictions of the analysis of variance are met in this 

graphic model, the results of the test that was run for significant differences between 

means is presented in the following Analysis of Variance between groups (ANOVA). 

 

Table 13: ANOVA of Variance Analysis (words) 

 

 

Considering that the probability value 0.211 is bigger than the level of significance 

(0.05). (See table 13). Accordingly, the assumption that there are not significant 

differences among the means of words uttered by females and males is accepted. In 

conclusion, the statistical tests show that there are no significant differences related to the 
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number of words uttered by the subjects neither as a whole group nor as two independent 

groups (classified by gender). 

 

5.4 Hedges 

The statistical analysis addresses now the frequency of use of hedges by the 

Senators when engaged in the Senate debates. The statistical analysis showed that there 

are not significant differences in the number of words uttered by the subjects. As 

previously stated, each of the Senator‘s turns was carefully listened to and examined by 

two native speakers of Spanish who worked as ―counters‖. Table 14 shows the total 

number of strategies used by each subject. Table 15 shows the total number of words and 

hedges discriminated by gender. Once more the figures may suggest that the differences 

regarding the number of hedges used by each subject could be significant as it was 

thought a priori for the number of words uttered by each subject. Table 15 shows that the 

female subjects used 1572 hedges while the male subjects used 2607. The number of 

hedges used by the female subjects corresponds to the 60.299% of the hedges used by the 

male subjects. So far we can post the following question: Is this difference significant? If 

so, does this difference allow us to validate the hypothesis which states that the female 

Senators use more hedges during the Senate debates than the male Senators do? In order 

to establish if the differences are significant, a series of statistical tests were carried out. 
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Table 14: General Information by Subjects 

 

 

Table 15: Total of Words and Hedges by Gender 

 

 

5.4.1 One-way ANOVA of a Factor for the Variable Hedges 

Dependent Variable: Hedges 

Factor: Gender 

 

Table 16: Descriptives for Hedges (by Gender) 

 

 

Table 16 shows that the average number of hedges used by the female subjects was of 

314.400 (the mean) with a standard deviation of 235.39817. The coefficient of variation 

was 74.87%. The average number of hedges used by the male subjects was of 521.4 (the 
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mean) with a standard deviation of 400.95798. The coefficient of variation was 76.90%. 

These figures show a high variability in the frequency of use of hedges for both female 

and male subjects. Considering the confidence intervals for means, it may be predicted 

that there are not significant differences between the means of the factors because they 

overlap, even though there seems to be a high difference. Thus, in order to verify the 

hypothesis of no significance difference, the same methodology employed for the number 

of words will be used to test this assumption. 

 

Table 17: Test of Homogeneity of Variances (for hedges) 

 

 

The Levene test was used in order to verify the assumption that the variances are equal 

across the groups (females and males). The probability value of Levene test was 0.363 

which is bigger than the level of significance 0.05. Consequently, the assumption of 

homogeneity of variances is accepted. (See table 17). 
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Graph 8: Normal P-P Plot of Hedges 

 

 

Then, a Probability-Probability (P-P) plot was used to see if the data followed a normal 

distribution. Graph 8 shows that the distribution is approximately linear, although it is not 

absolutely clear. So that, it can be concluded that the data are normal. 

 

Table 18: One-Sample Kolmogorov-Smirnov Test (Hedges) 

 

a. Test distribution is Normal 

b. Calculated from data 
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Since the probability value 0.732 found by the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test (KS Test) is 

bigger than the level of significance 0.05, it can be stated that the data have a normal 

distribution. (See table 18). 

 

5.4.2 Test of Correlation 

Graph 9: Detrended Normal P-P Plot of Hedges 

 

 

The graphic test for correlation does not show any significant tendency, so it can be 

stated that there is not self-correlation among the data. (See graph 9). 

 

Table 19: ANOVA of Variance Analysis (Hedges) 

 

 

Since the probability value 0.349 is bigger than the level of significance (0.05), we can 

accept the hypothesis that states that the number of hedges used by males and females is 

similar. (See table 19). 
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5.4.3 One-way ANOVA of a Factor for the Variable Reason between the 

Hedges and the Number of words 

Dependent Variable: Reason 

Factor: Gender 

 

Table 20: Descriptives for Reason (by Gender) 

 

 

The average of the reason between the number of strategies and the number of words 

uttered by the female subjects is 2.8 with a standard deviation of 0.78045. Then, it can be 

stated that the variability in this case is acceptable since the coefficient of variation is 

27.87%, lower than the recommended 33%. (See table 20). On the other hand, the 

average of the reason between the number of strategies and the number of words uttered 

by the male subjects is 2.22 (lower than the average for the female subjects) with a 

standard deviation of 0.25328. The variability is acceptable since the coefficient of 

variation is 11.41%, lower than that of the female subjects. In this variable, the intervals 

also intercept between them so it is very likely that there are not significant differences. 

To verify this, the results of the ANOVA will be tested following the same methodology 

used before. 

68 



 

 

 

Table 21: Test of Homogeneity of Variances (for Reason) 

 

 

Since the value of probability 0.002 is lower than the level of significance 0.05, it cannot 

be said that the variables are equal. So the analysis of variances is not recommended to 

conclude these results. (See table 21). Then a T-test, which is ideal for small figures, was 

carried out in order to determine the equality of the variances. 

 

Graph 10: Normal P-P Plot of Reason (between Hedges and Words) 

 

 

Since the graph is not absolutely clear (See graph 10), it is necessary to carry out a One-

Sample Kolmogorov-Smirnov Test. 
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Table 22: One-Sample Kolmogorov-Smirnov Test (Reason) 

 

a. Test distribution is Normal 

b. Calculated from data 

 

Since the probability value 0.203 is bigger than the level of significance 0.05, it can be 

stated that the data is normal. (See table 22). 

 

5.5 Correlations 

It is necessary to establish if there is any correlation between the frequency of use 

of hedges and the age of the subjects, and between the frequency of use of hedges and the 

subjects‘ number of periods in the Senate as Senators. The preliminary hypothesis stated 

is that there is a correlation between those variables. However, in order to determine if 

there is in fact any correlation between the frequency of use of hedges and the age and 

number of periods, a series of correlation tests were carried out. The tests were conducted 

to determine, first, if there is a correlation between the frequency of use of hedges and 

age and the number of periods (without considering the gender variable); then, if there is 
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a correlation between the frequency of use of hedges and age and the number of periods, 

discriminated by gender. 

 

Correlation between Hedges, Age, and Number of Periods 

 

Table 23: Correlation between Hedges and Age 

 

 

Table 24: Correlations between Hedges and Periods 

 

 

The Pearson Correlation (coefficient) 0.283 (See table 23) allows us to observe that there 

is a weak correlation, and considering that it is positive, it can be concluded that the 

frequency of use of hedges increase when the age increases. That is, the older the 

Senator, the more hedges he/she may use. Concerning the correlation between the 
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frequency of use of hedges and the Senators‘ number of periods as Senators, the Pearson 

Correlation (coefficient) 0.5 (See table 24) allows us to observe that there is also a weak 

correlation. In addition, the fact that this correlation is positive, it can be concluded that 

the frequency of use of hedges increase when the number of periods in the Senate 

increases. That is, the more number of periods in the Senate, the more hedges he/she may 

use. 

 

Table 25: Correlations between Hedges and Age for Female Subjects 

 

 

Table 26: Correlations between Hedges and Periods for Female Subjects 

 

 

Now that we have established that, although weak, there is a correlation between the 

frequency of use of hedges and the age of the Senators and the Senators‘ number of 
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periods in the Senate, it is necessary to determine if there is a correlation between the 

females‘ frequency of use of hedges and their age and the number of periods as Senators. 

The Pearson Correlation (coefficient) 0.527 (See table 25) allows us to observe that there 

is a correlation between the variables, although it is not too strong. Now, since the 

correlation is positive, it can be concluded that the frequency of use of hedges increases 

when the age increases. That is, the older the female Senator, the more hedges she may 

use. In the same vein, the Pearson Correlation (coefficient) -0.593 (See table 26) for the 

females‘ frequency of use of hedges and the number of periods as senators allows us to 

observe that there is a weak correlation between the variables. In addition to this, the fact 

that the correlation is negative allows us to conclude that the frequency of use of hedges 

decreases when the number of periods as senators increases. That is, the greater the 

number of periods as senators, the less frequency of hedges they use. This may be due to 

the fact that the oldest female is one of the two subjects who use fewer hedges (117). 

 

Table 27: Correlations between Hedges and Age for Male Subjects 
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Table 28: Correlations between Hedges and Periods for Male Subjects 

 

 

On the other hand, it is also necessary to determine if there is a correlation between 

the males‘ frequency of use of hedges and their age, and the number of periods as 

senators. The Pearson Correlation (coefficient) 0.389 (See table 27) between the 

frequency of use of hedges and age allows us to observe that there is a correlation 

between the variables, although it is not too strong. Now, since the correlation is positive, 

it can be concluded that the frequency of use of hedges increases when the male‘s age 

increases. That is, the older the male senator, the more hedges he may use. Along the 

same line, the Pearson Correlation (coefficient) 0.868 (See table 28) for the males‘ 

frequency of use of hedges and the number of periods as senators allows us to observe 

that there is a strong correlation between the variables, although it is not perfect. In 

addition to this, the fact that the correlation is positive allows us to conclude that the 

frequency of use of hedges increases when the males‘ number of periods as senators 

increases. That is, the greater the number of males‘ periods as senators, the more hedges 

they may use.  
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSIONS 

 

 

This study aimed at establishing the gender differences in the frequency of use of 

hedges by Colombian Senators during the debates of the Colombian Senate. It also 

intended to determine how age and senatorial experience affect the frequency of use of 

hedges by female, male, and the mixed group of Senators during the debates of the 

Colombian Senate. We hypothesized that gender is a factor in the frequency of use of 

hedges by Colombian Senators during the debates of Colombian Senate, and that age and 

senatorial experience influence the frequency of use of hedges by female and male 

Senators during the debates of Colombian Senate. To determine this, a series of statistical 

tests were carried out in order to establish if the differences in the number of words and 

hedges uttered by the subjects were either significant or not. 

We concluded that the even if the rough figures suggest that there are important 

differences in the amount of talk between female Senators and male Senators, and that 

there are main differences in the number of hedges uttered by female Senators and male 

Senators, There are not significant differences in the amount of talk between female and 

male subjects. We also concluded that the difference gender makes on the frequency of 

use of hedges of female and male Senators‘ during the debates of Colombian Senate is 

not significant. We also noticed that age and senatorial experience have a slight influence 

on the use of hedges of female and male Senators‘ during the debates of Colombian 



 

 

Senate. Finally, we were able to establish that the most notable hedges used by Senators 

during the debates of Colombian Senate are Shields and Impersonal Constructions. 
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