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THE PRAGMATIC USE OF HYPERBOLE IN STUDENT COMMUNICATION: A 

STUDY AMONG STUDENTS AT GOCE DELCEV UNIVERSITY 

 

Sashka Jovanovska1, Brikena Xhaferri2 ,Biljana Ivanovska3 Ana Koceva4 
 

1 Faculty of Philology, Goce Delcev University, Stip, North Macedonia 
2 South East European University, Tetovo, North Macedonia 

3 Faculty of Philology, Goce Delcev University, Stip, North Macedonia 
4 Faculty of Philology, Goce Delcev University, Stip, North Macedonia 

 

Abstract  

This paper examines the pragmatic use of hyperbole in the communication of students at Goce 

Delcev University. Within the framework of pragmatics, hyperbole is understood as an 

intentional exaggeration employed to achieve specific communicative effects rather than to 

convey literal meaning. The study focuses on identifying the pragmatic functions of hyperbole 

in everyday student discourse, particularly its role in expressing emotions, strengthening 

interpersonal relations, creating humor, and establishing solidarity and group identity among 

young speakers. 

The empirical research was conducted using a questionnaire distributed among university 

students, collecting data on their perceptions and usage of hyperbolic expressions in informal 

communication. The analysis explores the frequency, contexts, and communicative purposes of 

hyperbole, highlighting its function as a discourse strategy characteristic of youth language. 

The paper consists of two main parts. The theoretical section provides an overview of key 

concepts in pragmatics, with particular attention to hyperbole as a pragmatic and rhetorical 

device, as well as a brief discussion of the main features of youth language. The empirical 

section presents the research methodology, followed by data analysis, interpretation of results, 

and concluding remarks. The findings contribute to a better understanding of hyperbole as a 

pragmatic resource in student communication and its significance in contemporary youth 

discourse. 

Keywords: pragmatics, hyperbole, pragmatic strategies, youth language, student 

communication 

Introduction: Hyperbole in Pragmatics  

From a pragmatic perspective, hyperbole is understood as a form of non-literal language 

through which speakers intentionally exaggerate certain properties of an object, action, or 

person in order to convey evaluative, emotional, or interpersonal meanings. Rather than 

constituting a violation of communicative norms, hyperbole operates as a conventionalized 

pragmatic strategy whose interpretation depends on shared contextual knowledge and 

inferential processes. 

Within the Gricean framework, hyperbole is commonly analyzed as a deliberate flouting 

of the Maxim of Quality, whereby speakers say something that is literally false in order to 
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prompt the hearer to derive an implicature. The exaggerated nature of hyperbolic expressions 

signals to the interlocutor that a literal interpretation is inappropriate, thus encouraging an 

inferential interpretation aligned with the speaker’s communicative intention. In this sense, 

hyperbole contributes to meaning construction through conversational implicature rather than 

propositional content. 

Relevance Theory (Sperber & Wilson) offers a complementary account by viewing 

hyperbole as an instance of loose use of language. According to this approach, hyperbolic 

utterances are not interpreted as false statements but as approximations that achieve optimal 

relevance by conveying strong attitudes or evaluations with minimal processing effort. The 

hearer recognizes the intended meaning by adjusting the literal interpretation to a more relevant, 

contextually appropriate one, thereby accessing the speaker’s intended pragmatic effect. 

From a sociopragmatic perspective, hyperbole has been closely linked to politeness 

theory, particularly to strategies of positive politeness as proposed by Brown and Levinson. 

Exaggeration is explicitly identified as a positive politeness strategy used to intensify interest, 

approval, or sympathy toward the addressee. Hyperbolic compliments, for instance, function as 

face-enhancing acts that support the addressee’s positive face by expressing exaggerated 

admiration or emotional involvement, especially in contexts of familiarity and social closeness. 

Taken together, these theoretical frameworks demonstrate that hyperbole is not a marginal 

rhetorical device but a core pragmatic resource that enables speakers to negotiate meaning, 

express evaluation, and manage interpersonal relations. Its effectiveness relies on the 

interlocutors’ shared assumptions and pragmatic competence, making it particularly salient in 

informal and relational discourse. 

 

 Literature Review: Hyperbole in Pragmatics 

Hyperbole, commonly defined as deliberate exaggeration beyond literal truth, has long 

been recognized as a salient linguistic and rhetorical device, yet its pragmatic dimension has 

only relatively recently attracted systematic scholarly attention. Early research on hyperbole 

often treated it within the realms of rhetoric and stylistics; however, pragmatics scholars have 

moved beyond purely literary or semantic accounts to emphasize its role in real interactional 

contexts. 

A foundational corpus-based investigation by McCarthy and Carter (2004) 

demonstrates that hyperbole frequently occurs in everyday conversational discourse, not only 

in literary texts. Their analysis of a large spoken English corpus revealed hyperbolic 

formulations are interactive and dependent on the listener’s interpretive cooperation, indicating 

that hyperbole operates as a negotiation of meaning in context rather than a mere stylistic 

ornament.  

Subsequent studies have broadened this pragmatic perspective. Saffah (2021) argues 

that the listener’s recognition of the difference between literal and intended meanings is 

essential for hyperbole to function effectively in interaction, and that context plays a crucial 

role in this interpretive process. This work attempts to synthesize functions, types, and forms 
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of hyperbole, and to situate it as an interactional phenomenon within everyday communication 

rather than as an isolated rhetorical trope.  

Similarly, Saleem and Moussa (2021) highlight that hyperbole pervades multiple facets 

of pragmatic meaning, finding that exaggerated expressions contribute to pragmatic phenomena 

such as conversational implicature and speech acts. Their descriptive-analytical approach 

suggests that hyperbole is intertwined with other pragmatic elements like deixis and 

presupposition, further reinforcing its functional significance in context-bound language use.  

A major contribution to theoretical understanding comes from studies that distinctly 

separate hyperbole from other non-literal figures such as metaphor and irony. Carston and 

Wearing’s (2015) work in the Journal of Pragmatics argues that hyperbolic language should 

be treated as a unique non-literal device characterized by ‘blatant exaggeration’ of relevant 

scalar properties for evaluative purposes, rather than as a subtype of metaphor or irony. This 

distinction foregrounds hyperbole’s pragmatic mechanisms—its use of scalar exaggeration to 

signal attitudes and evaluations—which are negotiated through shared contextual knowledge 

between speaker and hearer.  

Beyond basic interaction, research has also explored the socio-pragmatic and discourse-

historical effects of hyperbole. For example, in analyses of political discourse, hyperbolic 

exaggeration has been shown to amplify emotional resonance and shape ideological 

positioning, illustrating how pragmatic use of hyperbole can influence public perception and 

discourse dynamics.  

More recent corpus and discourse studies (e.g., in social media settings) apply 

frameworks such as McCarthy & Carter (2004) and Claridge (2010), demonstrating that 

hyperbole appears across multiple forms—single-word, phrasal, and numerical—and serves 

functions ranging from emotionalisation to emphasis in contemporary digital communication. 

These works show that hyperbole continues to be a dynamic area of pragmatic research with 

cross-cultural relevance.  

In sum, the literature indicates a clear trend from viewing hyperbole as a peripheral 

stylistic device toward understanding it as a core pragmatic resource that facilitates 

interpersonal evaluation, emotional engagement, and interactive meaning-construction. This 

body of research situates hyperbole within pragmatic theories of meaning, implicature, and 

discourse, emphasizing its interpretive reliance on context and shared knowledge. 

Methodology 

Questionnaire 

For the purposes of this study, a questionnaire was administered during the workshop 

Mind the Meaning: Developing Language Competences in Pragmatics. The questionnaire was 

specifically designed to examine the use of positive politeness strategies, with a focus on 

hyperbole in the form of exaggerated compliments. Participants were asked to indicate, on a 5-

point Likert scale (1 = never, 5 = always), how frequently they employ hyperbolic expressions 

in communication with their close friends (e.g., “Your jacket is amazing”, “You are absolutely 

hilarious”). 
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The questionnaire consisted of two sections: the first section collected demographic 

information, while the second focused on the use of hyperbole and other strategies of positive 

politeness. The questionnaire was written in English to ensure clarity and consistency in 

comprehension among participants. 

Participants / Sample 

The study involved 40 students from Goce Delcev University. All participants were 

native speakers of Macedonian, aged between 18 and 22 years. The sample included both male 

and female students. Participation was voluntary, and all respondents were informed about the 

purpose of the study. Confidentiality and anonymity were strictly maintained throughout the 

data collection process. 

Data Analysis 

The collected data were analyzed quantitatively using descriptive statistical methods. 

Frequencies, percentages, and mean scores were calculated to determine how often students 

employ hyperbolic expressions. 

From a theoretical standpoint, the analysis was guided by Grice’s theory of 

conversational implicature, Relevance Theory (Sperber & Wilson, 1986/1995), and Brown and 

Levinson’s (1987) politeness framework. Hyperbolic expressions were interpreted as deliberate 

floutings of the Maxim of Quality, intended to convey additional pragmatic meaning beyond 

literal content. Relevance Theory provided insight into how hearers infer intended meaning 

from exaggeration, recognizing it as a signal of approval, humor, or emotional engagement. 

According to Brown and Levinson, hyperbolic compliments function as positive politeness 

strategies, supporting the addressee’s positive face by expressing admiration, solidarity, and 

closeness. 

This combination of quantitative analysis and pragmatic interpretation allows for a 

comprehensive understanding of hyperbole as a linguistic form and as a strategic tool for  

Data for this study were collected through a self-assessment questionnaire administered 

to 40 students from Goce Delcev University. Task 10 examined the frequency with which 

students use hyperbolic, or exaggerated, compliments when addressing their best friend. 

Participants were asked to indicate their responses on a five-point Likert scale: Always, Often, 

Sometimes, Rarely, and Never. 

The results indicate a high frequency of hyperbolic compliment use among participants. 

A total of 20% of respondents (8 students) reported that they always use exaggerated 

compliments, while 40% (16 students) stated that they use them often. Additionally, 32.5% of 

participants (13 students) indicated that they sometimes employ hyperbolic compliments. Only 

7.5% of respondents (3 students) reported rare use of such expressions, whereas 0% indicated 

that they never use exaggerated compliments. 

Overall, the findings demonstrate that 92.5% of the participants use hyperbolic 

compliments at least sometimes, suggesting that hyperbole is a highly prevalent pragmatic 

strategy in student communication. This supports the assumption that exaggerated compliments 
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function as a strategy of positive politeness, reinforcing interpersonal closeness, emotional 

engagement, and solidarity in interactions among close friends. 

Table 1. Frequency and Percentage Distribution of Responses to Task  

Task: How often do you give your best friend “exaggerated” compliments? (N = 40) 

Response option Frequency (N) Percentage (%) 

Always 8 20.0% 

Often 16 40.0% 

Sometimes 13 32.5% 

Rarely 3 7.5% 

Never 0 0.0% 

Total 40 100% 

 
 

CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, the results of Task demonstrate that hyperbolic compliments are a salient 

feature of student communication. With over ninety percent of participants reporting at least 

occasional use of exaggerated compliments, hyperbole emerges as a highly conventionalized 

pragmatic strategy among Macedonian students. These findings support the view that hyperbole 

plays a significant role in the realization of positive politeness, functioning as a means of 

intensifying approval, expressing emotional closeness, and strengthening interpersonal bonds 

in peer interaction. 

According to Brown and Levinson’s (1987) politeness theory, exaggeration is explicitly 

identified as a strategy of positive politeness, described as exaggerating interest, approval, or 

sympathy with the hearer. In this sense, hyperbolic compliments such as “Your jacket is 

amazing” or “You’re so funny” function as face-enhancing acts that support the addressee’s 

positive face by expressing heightened admiration and emotional involvement. 

The high frequency of exaggerated compliments reported by the participants indicates 

that students regularly employ hyperbole to intensify approval and reinforce interpersonal 

closeness. This finding aligns with Brown and Levinson’s claim that exaggeration is 

particularly common in interactions characterized by familiarity and solidarity, such as 

communication between close friends. Hyperbole thus serves not only an expressive function 

but also a relational one, contributing to the maintenance of positive social relations. 
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