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Intensifiers play a crucial role in everyday communication, varying in frequency, function, and socio-pragmatic significance across languages. However,
gender-based variation in their use remains underexplored. This study examines intensifier usage among native speakers of English and Bahasa Indonesia,
focusing on male and female speakers in spontaneous, face-threatening contexts. Data were collected through Elicited Oral Responses (EOR) from 40 university
students — 20 English speakers from an Australian university and 20 Bahasa Indonesia speakers from a university in Jambi. Participants responded in their
native language to an apologetic scenario in which a close friend had broken a promise. Their responses were recorded, transcribed, and analysed for intensifier
frequency and type. Findings indicate that both language groups use intensifiers to amplify emotions and signal heightened face-threat. However, English
speakers employed intensifiers more frequently and with greater variety than their Indonesian counterparts. Gender differences were also evident, with males
and females differing in both the types and frequency of intensifiers used. This study contributes to sociolinguistics and pragmatics by elucidating gendered
language use in intercultural communication. It also holds pedagogical implications for language learning, enhancing awareness of how intensifiers function
in spoken discourse across cultures. This study contributes to cross-cultural pragmatics by examining differences in intensifier use between native English and
Bahasa Indonesia speakers in face-threatening contexts. The findings enhance understanding of gender's impact on intensifier use and supply information for
language instruction, particularly in teaching emotional expressions in everyday conversations.
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1. INTRODUCTION markers that either amplify or diminish the force of a statement
The use of intensifiers is a fundamental feature of every- (Nordquist, 2019). Their occurrence is not uniform across lan-
day interactions, playing a crucial role in both spoken and writ- guages and cultures, as their types, meanings, and frequency of
ten discourse (Lorenz, 1998). Intensifiers serve as linguistic usage vary significantly, which may lead to misunderstandings
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Cross-cultural study of intensifiers in face-threatening situations: A gender perspective in English and Bahasa Indonesia

‘The present study aims to investigate the use of
intensifiers in English and Bahasa Indonesia from a
gender perspective, focusing on Indonesian and
Australian tertiary students. Specifically, the research
examines how male and female speakers of these two
languages use intensifiers in spontaneous speech and
face-threatening situations. It analyses the types,
frequency of occurrence, and intentional meanings of
these linquistic markers within both language groups.
Understanding such usage patterns is essential for
cross-cultural pragmatics and has broader
implications for second language acquisition’

in cross-linguistic communication (Xiao & Tao, 2007, Taglia-
monte & Roberts, 2005). Given their sociolinguistic importance,
intensifiers have been the subject of extensive research, with
scholars examining their distribution, pragmatic functions, and
sociocultural influences across different speech communities.
These include studies from Fuchs (2017), Stratton and Beaman
(2024), and Stratton and Sundquist (2022) which highlight the
variations in the use of intensifiers based on the differences in
the speakers’ social factors such as gender. However, as claimed
by Sardabi and Afghari (2015) and Ito and Tagliamonte (2003),
many findings remain inconclusive, particularly regarding
gender differences in their use. Additionally, limited research
has focused on the pedagogical implications of teaching these
markers in second or foreign-language contexts (Paradis, 2003).

The present study aims to investigate the use of intensifiers
in English and Bahasa Indonesia from a gender perspective, fo-
cusing on Indonesian and Australian tertiary students. Specific-
ally, the research examines how male and female speakers of
these two languages use intensifiers in spontaneous speech and
face-threatening situations. It analyses the types, frequency of
occurrence, and intentional meanings of these linguistic markers
within both language groups. Understanding such usage pat-
terns is essential for cross-cultural pragmatics and has broader
implications for second language acquisition (Subon, 2013).

This study is significant for several reasons. First, research
on intensifiers in both Bahasa Indonesia and English remains rel-
atively scarce, especially concerning gender-based variations in
spontaneous speech. Prior studies on cross-cultural speech acts
and gender-specific linguistic tendencies have yielded mixed
results, emphasising the need for more comprehensive research
incorporating sociolinguistic and pragmatic dimensions (Subon,
2013; Sardabi & Afghari, 2015). Second, the findings of this
study hold pedagogical relevance, particularly concerning the
syntactic, lexical, and pragmatic aspects of language teaching
(Hardiyanty et al., 2021; Hoff et al,, 2020). By addressing how
intensifiers function in real-life discourse, this research can con-
tribute to more effective language instruction strategies for both
English and Bahasa Indonesia learners. Additionally, it helps
bridge the gap between classroom learning and natural speech
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comprehension, an area where many EFL learners struggle due
to discrepancies between formal instruction and authentic lin-
guistic interactions (Laksana, 2021; Stardy, 2019).

Another compelling aspect of this study is its methodologic-
al approach. It employs an Elicited Oral Responses (EOR), de-
signed to capture intensifier usage in near-naturalistic
conditions. Previous research has highlighted the challenges EFL
learners face in comprehending native speaker discourse, partic-
ularly due to the frequent use of discourse markers such as in-
tensifiers (Hardiyanty et al,, 2021; Hoff et al,, 2020). Spontan-
eous speech is often characterised by rapid delivery, overlap-
ping utterances, and implicit meanings that deviate from text-
book examples, making comprehension difficult for non-native
speakers (Tagliamonte, 2008; Stardy, 2019). By examining in-
tensifier use in a controlled yet spontaneous setting, this study
contributes valuable observations exposing how male and fe-
male speakers of both languages employ these markers in real-
life situations.

2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

2.1. Definition and function of intensifiers

Intensifiers are linguistic features that do not carry inher-
ent meaning proportional to the words or clauses they modify,
but they enhance, amplify, or attenuate their intensity (Sardabi
& Afghari, 2015, p. 206). As their name suggests, intensifiers
serve the function of intensification and modification of nouns or
items they are attached (Stoyanova-Georgieva, 2020). This lin-
guistic marker adjusts the intensity of a speaker’s statement or
perceived norm, either strengthening or diminishing its impact
(Tagliamonte, 2008; Stratton & Beaman, 2024; Stratton & Sun-
dquist, 2022). Chi and Truc (2020) claim that intensifiers have
long been studied by linguists, revealing various linguistic and
socio-pragmatic patterns in their usage. However, Rasekh and
Saeb (2015) point out that studies on intensifiers remain incon-
sistent, particularly regarding gender-based differences. Never-
theless, their role in communication is significant, shaping mean-
ing in both spoken and written discourse (Lorenz, 1998). Intens-
ifiers often reflect a speaker’s emotions and psychological state,
sometimes carrying a face-threatening function (Adrefiza &
Jones, 2013; Jones & Adrefiza, 2017). Stoyanova-Georgieva
(2020) reinforces this by stating that intensifiers reveal a speak-
er’s stance, although their evaluative polarity may not always be
clear. Some scholars (Gonzalez-Dias, 2021; Chi & Truc, 2020;
Qizi, 2022) argue that when intensifiers modify noun phrases,
they function similarly to degree adverbs, signalling the intens-
ity of the referenced object on a high or low scale.

2.2. Categorisation of intensifiers

Stratton and Beaman (2024) classify intensifiers into two
categories: amplifiers, which increase the intensity, and down-
toners, which decrease it. Quirk et al. (1985) further divide
amplifiers into boosters, which indicate a high degree, and max-
imisers, which mark the upper extreme of a scale. Similarly,
Bolinger (1972) identifies intensifiers as linguistic elements that
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measure quality on a scale, categorising them into Boosters,
Compromisers, Diminishers, and Minimisers. Carter and Mc-
Carthy (2006) classify intensifiers as degree verbs that indicate
the extent of modification rather than using the amplifier-down-
toner distinction. Pullum and Huddleston (2017) argue that in-
tensifiers should be reserved for degree adverbs indicating a
high degree, excluding terms such as moderately, slightly, and
barely since they lack semantic intensification (Khorsheed et al.,
2022, p. 70).

From a linguistic perspective, Qizi (2022) suggests that in-
tensification occurs at multiple levels, from phonetics to syntax.
Semantically, intensifiers function as indicators of scale, either
heightening or lowering an expression’s intensity, reflecting the
speaker’s stance (Khorsheed et al, 2022). Quirk and Svartvik
(1972) and Quirk et al. (1985) clarify that intensifiers modify
not just nouns, verbs, and adjectives but also adverbs, pronouns,
noun phrases, and prepositional phrases. They provide an in-
tensity scale for these expressions, which can be high or low de-
pending on the type of intensifier (Chi & Truc, 2020; Martin &
White, 2005; Nordquist, 2019; Quirk et al, 1985). Commonly,
these effects are described through binary terms such as upgrad-
ing and downgrading, upscaling and downscaling, or amplifying
and lessening (Chi & Truc, 2020; Khorsheed et al, 2022). These
effects extend beyond isolated words and influence sentence-
level structures, including predicates.

2.3. Linguistic and pragmatic functions of intensifiers

Nordquist (2019) asserts that intensifiers increase or re-
duce the force of a statement, encompassing both amplifiers and
downtoners. Amplifiers emphasise certainty and engagement,
while downtoners hedge or mitigate a statement’s force. Reisigl
and Wodak (2001) note that intensifiers modify the persuasive
impact on listeners or readers. Scholars such as Stoyanova-Geor-
gieva (2020) and Quirk et al. (1985) categorise intensifiers into
reinforcers, which strengthen meaning, and attenuators, which
weaken it.

Martin and White (2005) further classify intensifiers as
isolating and infusing. Isolating intensifiers directly affect the in-
tensity of individual words while infusing intensifiers convey a
gradient of scaling. Both operate along a graduation axis, sig-
nalling degrees of intensity. Isolating intensifiers are lexicogram-
matically distinguishable, whereas infusing intensifiers embed
scaling meanings within lexical choices (Martin & White, 2005).
Chi and Truc (2020) argue that intensifiers, when analysed in
isolation, serve as lexical markers of graduation, modifying indi-
vidual items to indicate intensity levels.

2.4. Gender and social factors in intensifier usage

Research by Fuchs (2017), Stratton and Sundquist (2022),
and Stratton and Beaman (2024) suggests that women use in-
tensifiers more frequently than men. This tendency is attributed
to either their historically perceived lower social status or their
expressive nature, using intensifiers as a strategy to reinforce
their opinions in male-dominated settings. Other studies, such as
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Lakoff (1975), suggest women hedge more than men, though
later research (Newman et al, 2008) found no significant
gender difference in the use of English equivalents of down-
toners like maybe and perhaps.

Tagliamonte and Roberts (2005) examined intensifiers in
television scripts, revealing that so had overtaken really in fre-
quency, particularly among female speakers. Holmes (1995)
and Rasekh and Saeb (2015) corroborate these gendered differ-
ences, while Nemati and Bayer (2007) found no significant
male-female variation in Persian and English film scripts. Xiao
and Tao (2007) analysed 33 intensifiers across sociolinguistic
variables, finding that while men and women showed no major
spoken differences, women used intensifiers more frequently in
writing. Fahy (2002) also found gender differences, with wo-
men favouring qualifiers and men using intensifiers more dom-
inantly in computer-mediated communication.

2.5. Empirical analysis of intensifiers in Estonian

Hennoste et al. (2024) analysed downtoners and intensifi-
ers across seven Estonian registers using the Estonian Pragmat-
ics Corpus. These markers were most frequent in instant mes-
saging and least in academic prose. Expected situational factors
influenced downtoner use only in comments, fiction, and media.
Downtoners were notably more common in instant messaging
than spoken dialogue, and particle use in academic prose was
lower than expected. Ten frequent particles (six downtoners,
and four intensifiers) accounted for 76% of usage, varying by re-
gister. The authors propose hypotheses to explain these pat-
terns.

2.6. Cross-linguistic perspectives on intensifier use

Recent studies have explored intensifiers cross-linguistic-
ally and in gendered contexts. Su (2016) compared English in-
tensifiers (rather, fairly, quite, pretty) used by native English
speakers and Chinese learners, finding differences in acquisition
and preference. Ahmada and Mehrjooseresht (2012) examined
stance adverbs in dissertation abstracts, revealing variations in
type and frequency among writers. Techacharoenrungrueang
(2019) analysed intensifiers very and so in Thai café reviews,
linking their use to positive evaluations and affective engage-
ment. Rasekh and Saeb (2015) studied gender differences in
Persian conversations, finding that women used intensifiers
more frequently than men, a pattern also observed in Kuha
(2005).

2.1. Research questions

This study aims to investigate intensifier usage among Eng-
lish and Bahasa Indonesia (BI) native speakers, particularly fo-
cusing on gender-specific variations. Specifically, it addresses the
following research questions.

1. Is there any specific variance in the use of intensifiers as
linguistic markers between English and Bahasa Indonesia native
speakers?

2.1s there any gender-specific variation in the use of these
features in the two language communities?
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By bridging sociolinguistic and pragmatic perspectives, this
research contributes to the broader understanding of intensifiers
in face-threatening speech acts and their implications for TEFL.
Understanding intensifier usage across languages and cultures
has pedagogical implications for TEFL, as it enhances compre-
hension of native-speaker discourse. Many EFL learners struggle
with spontaneous speech due to unfamiliarity with discourse
markers, including intensifiers (Hardiyanty et al., 2021; Hoff et
al, 2020; Laksana, 2021). Stardy (2019) notes that non-native
speakers often misinterpret intensifiers, underscoring the need
for research on their pragmatic functions in cross-linguistic con-
texts.

Table 1
Participants/Respondents
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3. MATERIAL AND METHODS

3.1. Participants

This study involved 40 TESOL tertiary students (20 males
and 20 females) from two universities: one in Jambi, Indonesia
(20 students) and one in Canberra, Australia (20 students). Par-
ticipants were purposively selected based on their availability
and willingness to provide recorded expressions for research
purposes. They provided informed consent before participation,
ensuring confidentiality of their identity and responses. The par-
ticipants, aged between 17 and 40, maintained good contact
with the researchers, facilitating data collection. The distribution
of the respondents is shown in Table 1 below.

MALE FEMALE TOTAL
English 10 10 20
Bahasa Indonesia 10 10 20
Total 20 20 40

3.2. Research design

A qualitative-descriptive research method was employed
to examine the use of intensifiers in short, spontaneous interac-
tions. According to Creswell and Creswell (2018), qualitative
research is suitable when analysing text-based data related to
human life and social phenomena. The study was guided by in-
terpretative analysis, involving transcription, categorisation, and
rationalisation of participants’ recorded expressions, following
methodological principles outlined by Miles et al. (2018). The
primary focus was on identifying, classifying, and interpreting
intensifiers used in participants’ responses.

3.3. Data collection procedure

Following Yuan (2001), Adrefiza and Jones (2013), and
Jones and Adrefiza (2017), data were collected using an Elicited
Oral Responses (EOR) technique. Participants were asked to re-
spond to a close friend’s apology after an offensive act (e.g, re-
vealing a secret or breaking a promise). The apology statements
were pre-recorded and replayed to participants, who were then
given time to process the apology before providing a natural re-
sponse. Indonesian participants responded in Bahasa Indonesia,
while English speakers used English.

Australian native speakers were selected through online
coordination with a TESOL centre and a lecturer. Their re-
sponses were recorded remotely, maintaining consistency with
the EOR approach. The face-threatening scenario was deliber-
ately designed to provoke emotional engagement, making the
use of intensifiers more apparent. This method aligns with
Crossman (2020) and Palys (2008), who advocate purposive
sampling to align with research objectives.

3.4. Data analysis

The recorded responses were transcribed, and all intensifi-
ers were underlined, marked, categorised, and tabulated based
on language and gender. The frequency of occurrence and types
of intensifiers were documented, ensuring comprehensive ana-
lysis. Their functions were examined within the face-threaten-
ing context, identifying how intensifiers influenced the speaker-
hearer dynamic.

To ensure accuracy, an inter-coder analysis was conducted,
verifying the frequency (including repetitions), types, and con-
textual functions of intensifiers. All expressions were systemat-
ically tabulated for further interpretation and discussion. This
structured methodology allowed for an in-depth exploration of
intensifier use across language and gender, contributing valuable
insights into socio-pragmatic communication patterns.

4. STUDY RESULTS

The findings demonstrate that both language communities
used a variety of intensifiers in their expressions. They reflect
the speakers’ evaluation and attitude towards the interlocutors’
message and intention as well as showing the strength of their
feelings and emotions following the offence committed by the
addressees in their apology. Their types and frequency of occur-
rences remain unique and personal depending on the speaker’s
intention.

4.1. The use of intensifiers in English

Table 2 below presents the distribution of intensifiers in
English as used by male and female respondents. The data
shows a high frequency and variety of intensifiers, with a total
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of 160 instances across both genders. Compared to the intensifi-
er usage in Bahasa Indonesia (Table 3), English speakers exhibit
a greater range of intensifiers and a more balanced use of both
amplifiers and downtoners. Female respondents used more in-
tensifiers than males, with a ratio of 88:72, which suggests that

Table 2
The use of intensifiers in English

doi: 10.22363/2521-142X-2025-9-1-28-38

women in this study were more inclined to use expressive or
emphatic language. This aligns with previous linguistic research
indicating that female speakers tend to use more intensifiers,
hedging devices, and indirect speech than males (Holmes, 1995,
2006; Coates, 2015; Adrefiza & Jones, 2013) (Table 2).

NO. INTENSIFIERS MALE FEMALE TOTAL
1. Absolutely 2 3 5
2. Extremely 1 2 3
3. Really 27 | 68
4. Completely 2 0 2
5. Very 15 6 21
6. Pretty 9 13 22
T. Rather 5 T 12
8. Alittle) bit 7 1 18
9. Too 4 5 9
TOTAL 2 88 160

The most frequently used intensifier in the data was really,
which appeared 68 times—41 instances among females and 27
among males—highlighting its prominence in expressing em-
phasis and evaluation. Following this, very (21 instances) and
pretty (22 instances) emerged as the second most used intensifi-
ers, suggesting their significant role in amplifying meaning. In
contrast, downtoners such as rather (12 instances) and a (little)
bit (18 instances) were predominantly used by females, reflect-
ing a tendency toward hedging and mitigating expressions to
soften the impact of their statements. Meanwhile, strong amplifi-
ers such as absolutely (5), extremely (3), and completely (2) ap-
peared much less frequently, indicating that English speakers in
this context favoured moderate intensification over extreme
emphasis. The examples below show the use of intensifiers in
English found in the data:

(1) Well OK, I'm really disappointed actually and I don't ex-
pect that you did it to me. So, I guess it’s pretty embarrassing (Fe-
male).

(2) Um er yeah I was really really shocked that you didn’t
come to my birthday party. How could you forget and do that to
me... (Male).
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(3) Oh that’s OK. Um I was really sad that you weren't there
last night. It’s really an awesome event for me... (Female).

(4) Well um er that’s dlright, it doesn’t really matter
(Female).

(5) OK, um I really really expected that returned the book
and it would be really great if you could hand it back to me be-
cause my assignment is due really really soon (Female).

The example sentences demonstrate how intensifiers were
used in different pragmatic contexts. In terms of amplification of
emotions and evaluations, intensifiers such as really and pretty
played a key role in reinforcing the speaker's disappointment,
shock, and urgency. For instance, in Example (1) ‘Well OK, I'm
really disappointed actually, and I don't expect that you did it to
me. So, I guess it’s pretty embarrassing’, the use of really and pretty
heightens the speaker's emotional response. Similarly, in Ex-
ample (2) ‘Um er yeah I was really really shocked that you didn’t
come to my birthday party’, the repetition of really further ampli-
fies the speaker’s intense reaction. This pattern is also evident in
Example (5) ‘OK, um I really really expected that you returned the
book and it would be really great if you could hand it back to me
because my assignment is due really really soon’, where really is
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used multiple times to emphasise the urgency and importance of
the request. On the other hand, mitigation and face-saving
strategies were also observed in the data. In Example (4) ‘Well
um er that'’s alright, it doesn’t really matter’, the intensifier really
functions as a downtoner, softening the statement and minim-
ising the impact of the incident. Unlike the previous examples,
where intensifiers heightened emotions, this usage of really
helps reduce the face threat to the hearer, signalling that the
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speaker does not consider the situation a serious offense. The
dual role of really as both an amplifier and a downtoner high-
lights its versatile pragmatic function in English discourse. Other
mitigative intensifiers such as rather and a bit were also used
primarily by female respondents, reinforcing the trend that wo-
men tend to soften their speech through linguistic hedging.
Table 3 illustrates the distribution of intensifiers used by male
and female respondents in terms of their pragmatic functions.

Table 3

The function of intensifiers in English
NO. INTENSIFIERS AMPLIFIER DOWNTONER TOTAL

MALE FEMALE MALE FEMALE
1. Absolutely 0 5 0 0 5
2. Extremely 0 3 0 0 3
3. Really 9 12 19 28 68
4. Completely 0 2 0 0 2
5. Very 8 13 0 0 21
6. Pretty 4 18 0 0 2
T. Rather 0 0 2 10 12
8. A (little) bit 0 0 5 13 18
9. Too 3 6 0 0 9
TOTAL 24 59 26 51 160
83 T

Table 3 presents the distribution of intensifiers used by
male and female respondents in English, categorised by their
pragmatic functions: amplifiers (which strengthen or emphasise
a statement) and downtoners (which soften or mitigate a state-
ment). The total occurrences of each intensifier, as well as their
gendered usage, are also displayed. The data reveals that both
male and female respondents use amplifiers and downtoners,
but with notable variations in frequency and distribution. Male
respondents (83 occurrences) slightly exceed females (77 oc-
currences) in total intensifier use, but females exhibit a higher
tendency to use downtoners (51 instances compared to 26 by
males). This finding aligns with previous research suggesting
that women tend to adopt a more hedging and indirect commu-
nication style to soften speech and reduce potential face threats
(Holmes, 1995; Coates, 2015). Among amplifiers, the most fre-
quently used intensifiers are really (21 instances by males, 40
by females) and pretty (4 instances by males, 18 by females).
This suggests that really serves as a common intensification tool

for both genders, though females employ it significantly more
often. Other amplifiers, such as very (8 occurrences by males, 13
by females) and absolutely (5 occurrences, all by females), fur-
ther highlight the tendency for women to use a wider range of
amplification strategies. Downtoners, which function to reduce
the impact of a statement, are predominantly used by female re-
spondents. Notably, a (little) bit (13 instances by females vs. 5
by males) and rather (10 instances by females vs. 2 by males)
show significant gender disparities, reinforcing previous claims
that women tend to employ more mitigative expressions in
speech (Holmes, 1995; Coates, 2015). The findings from Table
3 align with previous studies indicating that women are more
likely to soften speech through downtoners, while men favour
direct amplification strategies. These gender-based differences in
intensifier use reflect sociolinguistic trends related to politeness,
indirectness, and conversational styles in English. Future re-
search could explore whether these patterns persist across dif-
ferent social contexts and interaction types. As per study results,
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English speakers use intensifiers not only to amplify emotions
but also to mitigate face-threatening situations, a feature that dis-
tinguishes English intensifier use from that in BI. Female speak-
ers demonstrated a greater tendency toward both amplification
and mitigation, reinforcing previous research on gendered
speech patterns. The findings emphasise the role of intensifiers
in English as both expressive and strategic linguistic tools, de-
pending on the speaker’s intention and social context.

doi: 10.22363/2521-142X-2025-9-1-28-38

4.2. The use of intensifiers in BI

Table 4 presents the distribution of intensifiers in Bahasa
Indonesia (BI) as used by male and female respondents. The
data reveals that intensifiers in BI are not as varied or as fre-
quently used as in English, with a total of only 55 occurrences
compared to the 160 recorded in English. Additionally, all BI in-
tensifiers function as amplifiers, with no instances of downtoners
found in the data.

Table 4

The use of intensifiers in BI
NO. INTENSIFIERS MALE FEMALE TOTAL
L. Terlalu 0 2 2
2. Bangel/bangat/sangat 11 23 34
3. (Se)kali T 2 9
4. Nian 1 4 5
5. Benar-benar 4 1 5
TOTAL 23 32 55

In terms of gender variation, the findings indicate that fe-
males use intensifiers more frequently than males, with a ratio
of 32:23. While this suggests a potential gender-based prefer-
ence for expressive language among female speakers, the small
difference does not provide strong enough evidence for a defin-
itive conclusion. The preference for amplifiers across both
genders suggests that Bl speakers tend to emphasise rather than
mitigate their statements.

The most commonly used intensifiers in BI are banget/
sangat (very) with 34 occurrences, making up over 60% of the
total instances. These intensifiers are particularly popular in in-
formal speech, with banget being widely used among younger
speakers, especially in urban areas like Jakarta. The second most
frequently used intensifier is (se)kali (extremely, very), which
shows a slightly higher preference among males (7 instances vs.
2 by females). This may suggest that male speakers in Bl prefer
using this specific intensifier over others, though further re-
search would be needed to confirm this trend.

One interesting aspect of the data is the use of nian, which
appears four times in female speech and only once in male
speech. Unlike the other intensifiers, nian is a regionally specific
term commonly used in the Jambi dialect. Its presence in the
data highlights how linguistic choices in BI can also reflect cul-
tural and regional identity, as well as the speaker’s emotional in-
tensity. While nian is not as widely used across Indonesia, its
meaning remains understandable to most BI speakers. The fol-
lowing examples provide illustrations of how intensifiers were
used by BI speakers:
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(6) Ya kok kamu gitu sih? Seharusnya kamu hadir kemaren?
Terus terang aku kecewa sekali. Tapi gak apa apaq, lain kali ingat
va? (Yeah you're always like that? You should have come yes-
terday? To be honest, I was very disappointed. But that’s fine,
next time you should remember) (Female).

(7) Ah, kamu tu keterlaluan deh, nyebelin banget (You are
so disappointing, very annoying) (Female).

(8) Yah aku benar-benar nggak nyangka, Kok sampai begitu
Lex? Hmm Aku benar-benar kecewa sama kamu. OK Aku seben-
arnya percaya banget sama kamu ((Particle) I really didn’t ex-
pect you to do that to me. How could you be like that Lex?
(Filler) I'm really really disappointed with you. (Filler) I really
trusted you so much) (Male).

The example sentences above provide further insight into
the pragmatic functions of BI intensifiers. In (6), the speaker
uses sekali to intensify disappointment, indicating the serious-
ness of their emotions. However, since the conversation takes
place between close friends, the potential face threat is mitigated
by the relationship between interlocutors. Similarly, in (7), the
use of banget emphasises the speaker’s annoyance. Example (8)
showcases benar-benar (really), which is used twice to exagger-
ate the speaker's feelings of disbelief and disappointment. The
repetition of benar-benar highlights the speaker’s strong emo-
tions, reinforcing its amplifying effect.

A significant distinction between Bl and English intensifiers
is the absence of downtoners in Bl. While English speakers fre-
quently use downtoning intensifiers such as rather, a bit, and
somewhat to mitigate statements, BI respondents exclusively
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used amplifiers. This suggests that BI speakers may prioritise
emotional intensity and emphasis over politeness strategies that
soften expressions, which contrasts with the hedging tendencies
observed in English, especially among female speakers.

Ultimately, the findings from Table 4 suggest that intensifi-
ers in Bl serve a primarily amplifying function, with no evidence
of mitigation strategies through downtoning intensifiers. Female
speakers in BI tend to use intensifiers more frequently than
males, reflecting previous research on gender differences in lan-
guage use (Holmes, 1995; Coates, 2015; Mills, 2003). Addition-
ally, the presence of regional markers like nian indicates that in-
tensifier use in BI can also reflect linguistic identity. Future re-
search could explore whether intensifier use varies across differ-
ent social contexts and age groups, as well as how it compares to
other regional languages in Indonesia.

5. DISCUSSION

The findings of this study highlight the multifaceted role of
intensifiers in communication, serving not only as linguistic tools
for emphasising evaluation, attitude, and statements but also as
mechanisms for emotional regulation and face management.
Speakers employed intensifiers to express emotions such as dis-
appointment, embarrassment, and annoyance while simultan-
eously mitigating potential face-threatening acts. This aligns
with politeness theory (Brown & Levinson, 1987), which sug-
gests that speakers strategically use language to maintain social
harmony and minimise interpersonal conflict. Moreover, the res-
ults resonate with previous studies by Holmes (1995), Stoyan-
ova-Georgieva (2020), Gonzalez-Diaz (2021), Chi and Truc
(2020), and Qizi (2022), which argue that intensifiers function
as markers of intensity, signalling the scale of a speaker’s emo-
tions, attitudes, and evaluations. These scholars emphasise that
intensifiers do more than simply modify an utterance; they
provide insight into the speaker’s stance, reinforcing the emo-
tional and interpersonal weight of their expressions. The
heightened use of intensifiers in emotionally charged contexts
suggests that speakers rely on them not only to strengthen their
message but also to navigate social dynamics, demonstrating
alignment or resistance within a given discourse. Ultimately, in-
tensifiers serve a dual function: they both amplify the speaker’s
emotional experience and contribute to pragmatic strategies that
manage social interaction, soften confrontational discourse, and
maintain relational equilibrium.

In line with Khorsheed et al. (2022), the findings indicate
that intensifiers in this study played a significant role in either
maximising or minimising face threats, depending on the
context. As the exchanges took place in face-threatening situ-
ations, speakers had to carefully modulate their emotions in re-
sponse to the offense. In some cases, intensifiers helped speakers
control their feelings and hesitation, allowing them to structure
their responses in a way that concealed face threats and pre-
served interpersonal harmony. Importantly, the use of intensifi-
ers in these instances was not indicative of a lack of confidence
or personal assertiveness, as suggested by Holmes (1995, 2006,
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2008), Oishi (2020), Mills (2003), Coates (2015), and Lakoff
(1975, 2004). Rather, it reflected speakers’ personal feelings and
their intent to intensify attitudes, emotions, and behaviours
(Stoyanova-Georgieva, 2020).

Another significant observation is that the use of intensifi-
ers was both context-dependent and personally influenced. The
choice of intensifiers varied according to speakers' personal
styles and the situational demands of the discourse. In the given
scenarios, speakers were placed in uncomfortable situations fol-
lowing an offense, prompting them to express their emotions
while simultaneously seeking to maintain personal relationships.
As Stoyanova-Georgieva (2020) suggests, intensifier use is
closely tied to a speaker’s evaluation of emotions and feelings,
and its perlocutionary effect often depends on the interlocutor’s
perception. This dynamic interplay highlights the role of intensi-
fiers as tools for managing both self-expression and social cohe-
sion.

When considering gender differences, a slight variation in
the use of intensifiers was observed between male and female
speakers. Given the small sample size, broad generalisations can-
not be made; however, the data suggest that males and females
differed in both the frequency and ratio of intensifier usage. Eng-
lish speakers, both male and female, employed intensifiers more
frequently than BI speakers, with a ratio of 160:55, as shown in
Tables 1 and 2. English speakers predominantly used really,
whereas BI speakers favoured variations of banget, bangat, or
sangat (all of which correspond to very, pretty, or really in Eng-
lish).

This phenomenon aligns with previous claims by Adrefiza
and Jones (2013), Jones and Adrefiza (2017), Holmes (1995,
2006, 2008), Coates (2015), Mills (2003), and Lakoff (1975,
2004), which suggest that men and women differ in their lin-
guistic expressions, particularly in social interactions. The use of
intensifiers as a pragmatic feature or linguistic marker reflects
these gendered speech patterns, supporting the broader debate
on inconsistencies and inconclusiveness in studies of men’s and
women’s language (Rasekh & Saeb, 2015). While Wouk (1999)
and Holmes (1995) acknowledge that men and women use lan-
guage differently — particularly in their use of hedges, intensifi-
ers, and other pragmatic markers — such differences manifest in
varying frequencies and functions across contexts.

In the context of apology responses, the use of intensifiers
may also be interpreted as an intensification of face-threatening
acts, potentially exacerbating negative effects on the inter-
locutor’s face. Since these interactions occurred in highly face-
threatening situations (Holmes, 1995; Adrefiza & Jones, 2013),
intensifiers cannot be viewed merely as socio-pragmatic mark-
ers but also as indicators of psychological and emotional states.
The impact of intensifiers — whether positive or negative — de-
pends on the context in which they are used. In this study,
when intensifiers were employed in moments of heightened
emotional tension, the personal conflict between interlocutors
had the potential to escalate, increasing social distance between
the addressee and the person apologising. As previous research
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by Blum-Kulka and Olshtain (1984), Kurdghelashvili (2015),
Nureddeen (2008), Wouk (2001), and Stoyanova-Georgieva
(2020) suggests, intensification in speech often reflects a speak-
er’s personal evaluation of emotions and feelings, shaping the
way they navigate interpersonal interactions.

These findings contribute to the broader understanding of
how intensifiers function in different linguistic and cultural con-
texts. While intensifiers can serve to amplify emotions and atti-
tudes, they also play a critical role in face management, particu-
larly in face-threatening interactions. This study underscores the
importance of considering both sociolinguistic and pragmatic
factors when analysing intensifier use, offering insights into how
speakers strategically employ language to manage both self-ex-
pression and social relationships.

6. CONCLUSION

The findings of this study reinforce previous claims regard-
ing gender differences in language use, particularly in the use of
intensifiers. The data reveal two key patterns that align with es-
tablished linguistic research. First, regardless of language, fe-
males tend to use intensifiers more frequently and with greater
variety than males, demonstrating stronger expressiveness,
emotion, and sensitivity. This supports Carli’s (1990) assertion
that women use intensifiers more often than men, as well as
studies by Holmes (1995, 2008), Mills (2003), and Coates
(2015), which suggest that women’s speech is generally more
expressive and emotionally nuanced. Additionally, the study
highlights that Indonesian speakers tend to be more direct than
English speakers in their expressions, as reflected in the fre-
quency and variety of intensifiers used. English speakers not
only employed intensifiers more frequently but also demon-
strated a wider range of them, a finding consistent with the
work of Wouk (1999, 2006), who observed that the use of
pragmatic markers varies across languages and cultures in both
frequency and function.
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