Nuance, Hedging, and Strategic Vagueness

“What People Really Mean”
“Direct or softened? What is the hidden messagee”

It's kind of late, isn't ite

| suppose the meeting could have been shorter.
He tends to exaggerate a bit.

It seems you didn't read the entire report.

It's more or less ready.
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Short Text: “The Art of Saying Things Without Saying Them”

People rarely say exactly what they mean. In professional settings, hedging allows
speakers to sound diplomatic, avoid conflict, or express uncertainty without
seeming incompetent. Phrases such as "It seems that..." or “There might be a
small issue..." soften criticism. Others, like “I guess..." or “to some extent," protect
the speaker from committing too strongly. While direct communication can
sometimes seem more efficient, strategic vagueness gives conversations flexibility
— especially when opinions differ or when precision is impossible. Mastering these
subtle expressions lets us navigate complex conversations with nuance,

confidence, and social intelligence.

Comprehension Questions

1. Why do people hedge in professional settings?

2. What do phrases like "It seems that...” do to crificism?
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3. Why is strategic vagueness sometimes useful?

4. According to the text, what does hedging help us navigate?

“The Diplomat’s Challenge”

You must answer using hedging / softeners.

Scenarios

1.

You think your colleague is wrong, but you need to correct him politely.

2. You're unsure about weekend plans.
3. You think a friend’s idea is unrealistic.
4,
5

. You need to give negative feedback about a messy presentation.

You want to say someone is unreliable, but gently.

Grammar Focus: Hedging & Softening

1) Hedging Verbs

seem [ appear to... — "It appears to be working."
tend fo... — "People tend to avoid conflict.”

2) Softening Adjectives/Adverbs

kind of / sort of
slightly / somewhat
fairly / relatively

3) Quantitative Vagueness

more or less
roughly [/ approximately
a bit [ a little
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4) Softening Opinions

| suppose...

I'd say...

| guess...

I'm not entirely convinced, but...

To some extent [ to a certain degree...

5) Typical Functions

reducing conflict

expressing uncertainty

avoiding absolute claims

sounding diplomatic

indicating nuance and complexity

Practice

Rewrite the sentences using hedging.

|

2.

10.Your plan is unrealistic.

. Your explanation isn't clear.

Your idea is wrong.

This report is incomplete.

The results are ferrible.

He is always late.

The project will fail.

She never listens.

| won't be able to help.

You misunderstood the instructions.
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“The Vague Consultant”

Pretend to be a consultant who must answer questions without committing too
strongly.

Questions:

“Is Al going fto take everyone's jobg"

+ ‘“Is Argentina’'s economy improving?"

o "Will humans live to 120 soong”

« "Is multitasking actually possible2”

+ "Are people becoming less patientg”
Sample Answers:

» To some extent, Al might replace certain tasks, but | suppose it's still
unclear how far this will go.

« It appears the economy is stabilizing a bit, though I'm not entirely

convinced it will last.

Reflection
Small reflection questions:

+ "Which hedging expressions do you naturally use in Spanishg™
« "In what situations do you want to be vague rather than precise?2”

« "Which hedging expressions sounded most natural to you today2”
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