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ABSTRACT 

 

A small but important set of studies on complaint speech acts have been 

focused on certain aspects of native speaker (NS) and non-native speaker (NNS) 

complaints such as strategy use and native speaker judgment, (Du, 1995; House & 

Kasper, 1981; Morrow, 1995; Murphy & Neu, 1996; Olshtein & Weinbach, 1987; 

Trosborg, 1995). However, few researchers have comprehensively researched 

complaint interactions. 

Complaining to the person responsible for the complainable (as opposed to 

complaining about a third party or situation) is a particularly face-threatening 

speech act, with social norms that vary from culture to culture. This study was an 

investigation of how Japanese and Americans express their dissatisfaction to those 

who caused it in their native language and in the target language (Japanese or 

English). The data analyzed are from the role-play performances of four situations 

by ten dyads in each of four groups (native speakers of Japanese speaking Japanese 

to a Japanese (JJJ), native speakers of English speaking English to an American 

(EEE), native speakers of Japanese speaking English to a native speaker of English 

(JEE), and native speakers of English speaking Japanese to a native speaker of 

Japanese (EJJ). 

The complaint categories used in this study represent a pared-down version 

of Trosborg’s (1995) categories based on two criteria: (a) hinting or mentioning 
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complainable and (b) negative assessment of the complainer’s action or of the 

complainer as a person. 

The following characteristics of the complaint interactions were analyzed: (a) 

the length of interactions in terms of the number of turns, (b) complaint strategies 

used by complainers, (c) initial complaint strategies used by complainers, (d) the 

comparison of S1Hint and S2Cmpl as the initial position, (e) interaction flow in 

terms of complaint severity levels, 6) strategies employed by complainees, and (f) 

flow of complaint interactions between complainers and complainees. 

The results indicate some differences between the groups of native speakers 

of English and Japanese in the length of their interactions and the use of strategies 

by complainers and complainees. In general, complaint sequences in English were 

shorter, and the complaint strategies used by the JJJ group were less indirect than 

those used by the EEE group. Several protptypical complaint sequences are 

described. Concerning the use of strategies, the JEE and EJJ groups used strategies 

more in line with those employed by target language speakers, rather than by 

speakers of their own language. 

An attempt is made to account for the different characteristics of English and 

Japanese complaints in terms of linguistic resources. Pedagogical implications are 

also highlighted. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The Background of the Issue 

Pragmatics does not have a long history in the field of applied linguistics. 

According to LoCastro (1996, p. 5), Charles Morris (1938) coined the term 

pragmatics, which he defined simply as “the science of the relation of signs to their 

interpreters” (p. 30). Since this initial definition was first offered, researchers have 

developed definitions involving not only linguistic forms and interactants, but also 

contexts and intended meanings. 

Two research approaches toward studying pragmatics can be distinguished in 

terms of purpose and discipline. The first is pragmalinguistics, which is focused on 

linguistic rather than social aspects; the second is sociopragmatics, which is the 

study of pragmatic performance in specific social situations (Blum-Kulka, House, 

& Kasper, 1996; Leech, 1983). Sociopragmatics shares a commonality with 

sociolinguistics in that both are concerned with the relationship between concrete 

utterance patterns and social parameters such as age, gender, status, familiarity, and 

offence in a specific situation. 

In this chapter, I first review some of the important concepts concerning the 

definitions of pragmatics and pragmatic competence. Second, I introduce relatively 

current disciplines related to pragmatics, and then I explain the theory of speech 

acts using examples from previous studies. The limitations of this theory are then 
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briefly considered. Lastly, I describe the speech act of complaining, as that is the 

focus of this study. 

 

Definitions of Pragmatics 

A number of scholars have attempted to define pragmatics. Yule (1996) 

defined pragmatics as “the study of the relationships between linguistic forms and 

the users of those forms” (p. 4), while Crystal (1997) proposed that pragmatics is 

“the study of language from the point of view of users” (p. 301). These definitions 

can be contrasted with the traditional field of linguistics, which has been focused 

on the study of linguistic forms at the word and sentence levels. 

However, it is not sufficient to simply consider language users’ view, 

because language users are influenced by factors such as social status and degree of 

familiarity between the speaker and the hearer when choosing linguistic forms and 

strategies. A number of current researchers of pragmatics refer to contexts, which 

include linguistic context such as turns before and after a specific utterance, social 

contexts such as settings and situations, and factors concerning the participants’ 

identity, such as age, gender, status or power, and psychological distance between 

the speaker and the hearer. Although McCarthy (1991) briefly defined pragmatics 

as the study of meaning in context, he did not specify any concrete constructs of 

context. Kasper and Blum-Kulka’s (1993) definition of pragmatics included the 

notion of context when they wrote that pragmatics is “the study of people’s 

comprehension and production of linguistic action in context” (p. 3). Thomas 
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(1995) included the speaker, the hearer, the linguistic forms, and the physical, 

social, and linguistic environment of the utterance in her definition. LoCastro’s 

(1996) working definition is the most inclusive, that is, “pragmatics is the study of 

speaker and hearer meaning created in their joint actions that include both linguistic 

and nonlinguistic signals in the context of socioculturally organized activities” (p. 

15). 

 

Pragmatic Competence 

Canale and Swain (1980) proposed that communicative competence is 

composed of grammatical competence, sociolinguistic competence, and strategic 

competence. Later, Canale (1983) added one more component, discourse 

competence, to the previous model. However, pragmatic competence was not 

considered an independent component in either model. Bachman (1989, p. 253) 

proposed a framework of communicative language ability, in which he included 

pragmatic competence as a type of language competence made up of illocutionary 

and sociolinguistic competence. He later defined illocutionary competence as “the 

knowledge of the pragmatic conventions for performing acceptable language 

functions” (Bachman, 1990, p. 90) and sociolinguistic competence as “the 

knowledge of the sociolinguistic conventions for performing language functions 

appropriately in a given context” (p. 90). In other words, pragmatic competence 

was the ability to use language to carry out intended functions in appropriate ways 

in a given context or with cultural norms. 
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Fields Related to Pragmatics 

As noted above, pragmatics has two main sub-disciplines that have different 

foci: contrastive pragmatics and interlanguage pragmatics. The strength of the 

former is described by Kasper and Blum-Kulka (1993) as “identifying 

cross-cultural and cross-linguistic pragmatic differences and similarities” (p. 13). In 

an early study in this area, Thomas (1983) reported that users of a second/foreign 

language cannot often interpret intended meanings addressed by native speakers 

and might also fail to produce situationally appropriate linguistic acts. On the other 

hand, interlanguage pragmatics is focused on the second or foreign language used 

by its learners. Its strength is in “identifying learner-specific behaviors and their 

relationship to learners’ L1 and L2” (Kasper & Blum-Kulka, 1993, p. 13). This has 

attracted considerable attention from researchers interested in how pragmatics can 

be taught in order to develop second language learners’ pragmatic competence. 

 Recently, researchers working in a number of cross-disciplinary fields 

related to pragmatics, such as sociolinguistics, cognitive pragmatics, conversation 

analysis, discourse analysis (e.g., the ethnography of speaking, interactional 

sociolinguistics, and ethnomethodology), have sought to understand language 

performance from a number of different viewpoints. Although researchers in the 

field of pragmatics, as well as those in the related fields listed above, study similar 

types of data (i.e., spoken or written discourse including linguistic and 

nonlinguistic context), pragmatics tends to be limited to analyses of a speaker’s 

meaning in context, focusing in particular on features such as social status, social 
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distance, and power relationships. However, interactive communication is 

necessarily carried out by the co-participants in interactions, i.e., the speaker and 

the hearer. 

 

Speech Act Theory 

Austin (1975) and Searle (1969) developed a taxonomy of the illocutionary 

acts, or speech acts, which speakers use when performing their intentions. As 

Kasper (1989) noted, research on speech acts has been “central to pragmatic 

theory” (p. 39). The speech act of requesting, for example, has been investigated 

from different points of view, including strategies used in terms of 

directness/indirectness levels, and internal and external modifications (Kobayashi 

& Rinnert, 2003), a cross-cultural comparison of strategic realization (Blum-Kulka, 

1991; Iwai & Rinnert, 2001; Rinnert & Kobayashi, 1999), teaching pragmatics and 

interlanguage pragmatic development in requests (Kasper, 2000, Kasper & Rose, 

2002; Rose, 1999), and pragmatic transferability (Takahashi, 1996). Speech acts, 

actions carried out using language, such as requests, refusals, apologies, 

compliments, and complaints, are still being investigated by focusing on the 

speaker’s performance. 

LoCastro (1996) has pointed out that speech act theory has four analytical 

limitations: (a) the difficulty of recognizing the illocutionary force to be assigned in 

nonconventionally indirect speech acts; (b) the lack of understanding of how 

conversations proceed without considering the adjacent sociolinguistic context, (c) 
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little explanation of the multi-functionality of illocutionary acts, and (d) the 

limitations of analyses of surface level linguistic forms without a consideration of 

the psycholinguistic reality (pp. 169-170). 

 

Motivation of this Study 

I have been interested in pragmatics since before starting to study for my 

doctorate. At that time, studies using Discourse Completion Tasks/Tests (DCT) 

were commonplace. In my initial work in this area, I gathered data from college 

students, who answered DCTs on Requests, Refusals, and Apologies, and partly 

based on these studies, I decided to work on pragmatics for my dissertation even 

before I was accepted in the doctoral program. 

One day, when I parked my car in the parking lot of a post office, there was a 

very narrow space between the next car and mine. Although I opened the door 

carefully, my door touched the next car lightly. A young girl was sitting in the car 

waiting for her mother. She opened the car window and said, “Don’t touch our 

car!” In spite of myself, I reacted by saying, “It’s because your car is parked on the 

line.” She flinched a little, but demanded, “But you should make an apology.” At 

that moment, I decided to investigate the face-threatening act (FTA) of complaining 

as the topic of this study. I believed that I was a well-mannered person, but I could 

not be “polite” and apologize to the complainer. I thought to myself, “Complaints 

seem to have some interesting aspects.” 
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Complaining is one type of face-threatening act in which speakers choose to 

make a complaint directly to the person who is considered to be the trouble source; 

some people opt out of such an act in order to avoid causing further trouble or 

causing offense. The choices and the results of those choices depend in part on the 

personal traits of the individuals involved in the interaction and the cultural norms 

guiding those individuals. 

Once the complainer decides to show his/her dissatisfaction to the 

complainee, a speech act of complaining is frequently made in a relatively long 

interactional exchange, because the complainer might show annoyance, and the 

complainee might protect herself using strategies such as making an excuse, 

making a counter-complaint, or negation. The hearer’s reaction might influence the 

speaker’s next act. The interaction between the complainer and complainee also 

involves the choice of linguistic and strategic forms and nonlinguistic performances 

that can differ between languages, different native speakers of the same language, 

and foreign language learners. 

 

Statement of the Problem 

People often encounter situations in which they are unhappy with how they 

are treated by others in terms of their language and behavior. In some cases, the 

dissatisfied person expresses herself in order to improve the situation, while in 

other situations, the direct expression of dissatisfaction can cause the situation to 

deteriorate further. Furthermore, some individuals complain directly without 
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hesitation, while others avoid making direct complaints. Whether or not a person 

complains directly, and how the individual expresses dissatisfaction depends in part 

on differences in individuals’ attitudes and cultural differences in societal norms 

(Blum-Kulka, 1991; Gumperz, 1978; House, & Kasper, 1996). 

Even in one’s own culture, using one’s own native language, it is sometimes 

difficult to make a complaint directly to the accused, for the speech act of 

complaining is a potentially face-threatening act. The difficulty might be due to the 

situation, the relationship between the complainer and the complainee, or a habitual 

tendency to redress or not redress according to the degree of the severity of the 

complaint. People choose to make or not make a complaint, as well as how and 

when to make the complaint, by considering these different factors. 

When speaking a foreign language, however, language learners often have 

limited pragmatic knowledge of the target language; thus, they frequently use the 

pragmatic knowledge of their native language as a basis for deciding how to 

communicate with native speakers of the target language; however because native 

language norms cannot always be transferred successfully to other languages, 

language learners should learn the appropriate use of pragmatics in speech act 

realization in a target language in order to avoid misunderstandings. Language 

instructors need to focus on the similarities and differences of speech act realization 

patterns in different languages in order to raise learners’ consciousness of 

prototypical patterns in the target language for different situations and social 

contexts (Morrow, 1995). 
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Purposes of the Study 

This study is based on the following beliefs and ideas in language teaching 

and learning built over time by the researcher’s own experience of teaching English 

in Japan: 

1. Because most Japanese teachers of both Japanese and English in Japan have 

relied primarily on the grammar-translation method, the shift to a communicative 

approach with a functional component is of crucial importance. 

2. Functional appropriateness is more important than grammatical accuracy in the 

real life communicative situations that Japanese students might encounter. 

3. It is necessary to create an awareness of pragmatic realization patterns for adult 

language learners who began learning the foreign language after the sensitive 

period of language acquisition in situations in which they have limited exposure to 

the target language. 

4. Communicative language teaching focusing on functions can be of great interest 

and benefit for learners because they can use what they have learned in real life. 

5. Research in speech act realization patterns enhances instructors’ knowledge. 

Learners also benefit by learning speech-act performance. 

6. It is more important for the teacher and researcher to identify individual speech 

act realization patterns than to attempt to discover the universality of pragmatic 

principles. 

In order to incorporate pragmatics in general foreign language curricula, 

non-native speaker instructors need to know how native speakers enact specific 
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speech acts and how non-native speakers experience pragmatic failures in 

interactions with native speakers. The central purpose of this study is not to 

construct abstract principles, but to identify specific conditions or rules of language 

use in particular situations and in a specific culture. More specifically, the goals are 

to (a) identify the similarities and differences in exchanges between complainers 

and complainees by comparing complaint performances in English and Japanese, 

(b) identify to what degree nonnative speakers of each language interact with 

pragmatically appropriate behavior, and (c) identify what second language learners 

should attend to and ways to develop their pragmatic competence. 

If clear distinctions of pragmatic behavior between English and Japanese and 

between learners of each language can be identified, the results will add new 

evidence to the scholarly literature in the field of pragmatics. This might lead to 

improvements in foreign language education through the incorporation of 

pragmatics instruction that might lead to increased communicative ability. 

 

Scope of the Study 

This study on complaints belongs in the fields of sociopragmatics in that 

social factors and language behavior are considered and pragmalinguistics in that it 

involves linguistic and nonlinguistic performances between speakers and hearers. 

Although it is not necessary to strictly distinguish subcategories of pragmatics, it is 

useful to attend to the key phenomena in this study from different perspectives 

because the same linguistic features can indicate different effects from different 
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perspectives (Hudson, Detmer, & Brown, 1992; Morrow, 1995). Consequently, this 

study draws from both the fields of sociopragmatics and pragmalinguistics. 

As stated above, this study is based on the perspectives offered by 

cross-cultural pragmatics and interlanguage pragmatics, because the linguistic 

performances of native and nonnative speakers are compared in two languages. 

Furthermore, conversation analysis is employed in order to focus on contextual 

sequences and sequential organization. 

 

The Audience for the Study 

The first audience for this study is researchers working in the field of 

pragmatics. This study provides new data on the realization of complaints in two 

languages, Japanese and English. The findings of this study might provide clues in 

the search for universal characteristics of the acquisition of pragmatic competence. 

The second audience is school administrators and foreign language teachers. 

It is hoped that the results of this study will attract their interest and help them 

appreciate the necessity of supporting second language learners in their attempts to 

develop pragmatic competence. Including the teaching of pragmatics in the 

syllabus is necessary if second language learners’ communicative competence is an 

important curricular goal. 

The third audience of this study is materials designers. Few language 

teaching textbooks teach pragmatics explicitly. If textbook designers recognize the 
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importance of teaching pragmatics and produce textbooks that include pragmatic 

aspects, both teachers and learners will benefit. 

 

Delimitations 

The scope of this study is delimited in three main ways. First, only the speech 

act of complaining is investigated, so generalizing the results to other speech acts is 

not possible. Second, the data were gathered in only two languages, English and 

Japanese, so extending the results to other languages should be done with 

considerable caution. Finally, the participants were undergraduate and graduate 

students between the ages of the 20 and the 60, but only 10 native speakers of 

English and 10 native speakers of Japanese participated in this study, so 

generalizing the results widely should be done cautiously until further studies in 

this area have been conducted. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 

This chapter is made up of four main sections. In the first section, the status 

of the speech act of complaining is explained by referring to statements by Austin 

(1975), Searle (1979), Brown and Levinson (1978), and Lakoff (1975). In the 

second section, complaint strategies are identified by reviewing studies in which 

complainers’ devices for performing face-threatening acts were investigated. In the 

third section, a picture of complaint sequences between the complainer and the 

complainee, and the complainee’s responses to complaints is provided. In the 

fourth section, complaint, response to complaint, and complaint sequence are 

defined. The gaps in the literature that this study is designed to address and the 

purposes of the study are described in the final two sections. 

 

The Status of the Speech Act of Complaining in Pragmatics. 

Austin (1975) classified performative verbs into five types: Verdictives, 

Exercitives, Commissives, Behavitives, and Expositives. He stated that the fourth 

type includes two concepts: that of emotional reactions to others’ actions and 

fortunes and that of behavior or behavioral expressions against others’ past or 

present actions. The speech acts of criticizing, grumbling, and complaining are 

included in this type (p. 160). 
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Searle (1969) reorganized Austin’s classification of the five types of 

performative verbs to a more general classification of functions performed by 

speech acts: declarations, representatives, expressives, directives, and commissives. 

Yule (1996) explained that the third type, expressives, are “those kinds of speech 

acts that state what the speaker feels,” (p. 53) such as joy, pleasure, sorrow, pain, 

likes, dislikes, love, or hate. Although he did not cite complaint as an example, it is 

usually included in this type. 

However, Searle’s felicity conditions imply that there are actually two types 

of complaints: one that is just expressing the Speaker’s (S’s) feeling and the other 

in which the S intends that the Hearer (H) do something for the S, as shown in 

Table 1. Thus, one type would be classified as an Expressive, while the other would 

qualify as a Directive. Although these two types are overlapping in some situations, 

one type of complaint is often predominant. 

Complaints are one type of face-threatening act. Brown and Levinson (1978) 

recognized two types of face-threatening acts: those that threaten negative face and 

those that threaten positive face. The former include requests, orders, suggestions, 

advice, threats, and warnings, while the latter include disapproval, criticism, 

contempt, ridicule, complaints, reprimands, accusations, and insults. In the 

expressions included in the latter category, “S has a negative evaluation of some 

aspect of H’s positive face” and “indicates that he doesn’t like/want one or more of 

H‘s wants, acts, personal characteristics, goods, beliefs, or values” (p. 66). 



15 
 

Table 1. Two Types of Complaints 

Complaints Expressives Directives 
Propositional condition Past act A done by H S predicates a future act A 

of H 
 

Preparatory condition S believes A caused 
disadvantage to S 
 

H is able to do A 

Sincerity condition S feels displeasure at A S wants H to do A 
 

Essential condition Counts as an expression of 
displeasure 

Counts as an attempt by S to 
get H to apologize or repair 

Note. A = Act, H = Hearer, and S = Speaker. 
 

The speech act of complaining is also an act that violates all of Lakoff’s 

(1973) politeness rules, namely (a) Don’t impose, (b) Give options, and (c) Make 

[the hearer] feel good. According to Lakoff (1975), “politeness is developed by 

societies in order to reduce friction in personal interaction” (p. 64), so politeness 

must be differently indicated over time and across cultures. 

In sum, the speech act of complaining is, in Austin and Searle’s view, an 

emotional reaction to the addressee’s past or present action or behavior for the 

purpose of expressing the speaker’s displeasure. From the perspective of face, it is 

an act that threatens the negative face of the hearer by the speaker, who feels 

displeasure at a past or ongoing act by the hearer. 

 

Direct and Indirect Complaints 

In speech act studies, the concept of directness/indirectness is an important 

issue. The terms direct request and indirect expression are frequently used in 

pragmatics studies. The term direct here means that the expression is given a 

straightforward force and is undertaken at a risk of politeness violation in the 
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situation. The term indirect in an intended indirect expression means that the 

speaker desires to achieve a specific communicative purpose without threatening 

the hearer’s face by avoiding a direct expression. The distinction between 

directness and indirectness composes a continuum of degrees (Thomas 1995, p. 

119), on which there are different strategies for performing some face-threatening 

speech acts such as requests, refusals, and complaints. These communication 

strategies are closely related to politeness, and these strategies can be realized in 

different ways from culture to culture. 

However, in studies on complaints, the term direct/indirect complaint is used 

in different ways. Direct complaint usually means expressing one’s dissatisfaction 

directly to the one who caused the trouble source, while an indirect complaint 

entails griping, grumping, gossiping, or complaining when the trouble source is not 

present. Indirect complaints appear to universally have the same purpose or 

expectation: seeking agreement or expecting agreeable responses. On the other 

hand, direct complaints might involve cultural difference in norms, for example, 

whether the direct complaint can be realized, or what degree of directness is usually 

employed. 

A number of people have criticized the term indirect complaint to refer to the 

griping (e.g., Takahashi & DuFon, 1989). For the purposes of this study, the term 

complaint refers only to comments regarding actions or behavior by the addressee. 

With this in mind, direct complaint refers to a complaint with a performative or 

hedged performative verb (e.g., “I must complain about the service here.”). Indirect 



17 
 

complaints refer to a range of strategies that require some inference on the part of 

the hearer. 

Studies concerning complaints have been conducted by House and Kasper 

(1981), Olshtain and Weinbach (1987), Du (1995), Morrow (1995), Trosborg 

(1995), Murphy and Neu (1996), and Hartley (1999). Some of these researchers 

used discourse completion questionnaires and some analyzed role-play 

performances. 

Du (1995) investigated the realization in Chinese of three face-threatening 

acts: complaining, giving bad news, and disagreeing. Because complaining about 

someone else’s behavior can be viewed as a socially risky act, Chinese tend to 

avoid complaining in order to maintain a good relationship with those who have 

acted against them, even if they have to endure suffering. Du reported the 

distribution of complaint strategies in China. She found that direct complaints were 

expressed frequently through suggestions as to how the source of irritation can be 

removed and strategies involving trying to cope with the problem by adjusting to 

the situation. On the other hand, expressing hope and on-record complaining were 

not favored strategies. She explained that direct complaints were chosen relatively 

infrequently because of the participants’ concern for maintaining surface harmony, 

which she described as “a crucial social factor governing Chinese daily life” (p. 

179). Du concluded that “FTAs in Chinese tend to be performed in a cooperative 

rather than confrontational manner” (p. 193). 
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Hartley (1999) investigated face-threat and face-management in direct 

complaints by employing two types of data elicitation techniques. She conducted 

interviews with 73 university students in order to identify folklore definitions and 

images of complaints and administered DCTs to 120 students in the United States. 

She created four situations in terms of social distance and power relationships, and 

analyzed her data in terms of four levels of directness: no complaint, indirect 

complaint, mitigated complaint, and direct complaint. The result was that indirect 

complaints were most frequently utilized in all situations, although more than 25% 

of the participants chose an opting-out strategy in three situations. This indicated 

that the speech act of complaining is a difficult activity involving face 

management. 

The question arises as to how nonnative learners of English with different 

cultural norms behave verbally when they complain in English, an activity that 

appears to be challenging even for native speakers. A number of researchers have 

focused on the comparison of performances realized in the native language and in a 

foreign language. Olshtain and Weinbach (1987) collected data through a DCT 

consisting of 20 situations of complaining from 35 Israeli university students in 

order to develop a baseline scale for complaint severity. They established a speech 

act set of five realization patterns of complaining: (a) below the level of reproach, 

(b) expression of annoyance or disapproval, (c) explicit complaint, (d) accusation 

and warning, and (e) immediate threat. They found that Hebrew speakers tended to 

cluster around three central strategies: disapproval, complaint, and warning. The 
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tendency varied according to the relationship and the interlocutors’ social distance; 

speakers of lower status addressing higher status speakers tended to use less severe 

complaining strategies (disapproval and complaint), and speakers with equal or 

higher social status tended to use more severe strategies (complaint and warning). 

Olshtain and Weinbach (1987) also compared different cultural groups 

(British (n = 27), American (n = 23), and Israeli (n = 25)) in terms of their 

preference for unmitigated form, mitigated strategies, and indirect strategies. The 

results indicated that there were only slight differences in the complaining behavior 

among the three language groups. 

Olshtain and Weinbach (1987) also investigated the pragmalinguistic and 

sociopragmatic features of the interlanguage of complaining by Hebrew learners. 

The instrument used to collect the data was a modified version of a discourse 

completion test designed to elicit expressions of censure. The researchers 

established five measures to compare native and nonnative realizations of 

complaining: (a) utterance length as expressed in number of words, (b) utterance 

length as expressed in number of moves, (c) position on the severity scale, (d) the 

use of softeners, and (e) the use of intensifiers. The results indicated that 

intermediate and advanced learners tended to use more words than native speakers, 

and used more words in the foreign language than they used in their native 

language. Variability in strategy selection, the use of intensifiers, softeners, and 

number of moves, was consistently seen. The explanation given for these findings 

was that because second language learners have little confidence in choosing the 
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correct strategy, they try to negotiate their intentions by using more words and a 

greater variety of strategies in the foreign language. Similar deviations in 

interlanguage speech act realizations of complaining had been found in previous 

studies (Blum-Kulka & Olshtain, 1986; Kasper, 1981; Olshtain & Cohen, 1983). 

Trosborg (1995) selected the three speech acts of requesting, complaining, 

and apologizing in her cross-sectional study in order to identify pragmalinguistic 

and sociopragmatic failures typically committed by Danish learners of English. The 

informants in her study consisted of five groups: three groups with different 

proficiency levels learning English as a foreign language, and two groups of native 

speakers of British English and Danish, respectively. The English learners’ ages 

ranged from 16 to 20, and the native speakers’ ages ranged from 20 to 35. The 

number of informants was not specified. 

For the data collection, Trosborg constructed situations involving a variety of 

speech acts similar to real life interactions, and elicited three specific speech acts 

from 400 role enactment conversations by students in class; 120 complaints were 

elicited. Trosborg established two analytical measures for studying complaints: a 

scale of directness levels and components of complaint strategies. The complaint 

strategies were classified into four main categories in terms of directness levels: (a) 

no explicit reproach, (b) expression of disapproval, (c) accusation, and (d) blame. 

These categories were further classified into eight subcategories. In addition, 

internal modifications used by the complainer were analyzed in terms of two 

categories of modality markers: downgraders and upgraders, which were further 
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classified into nine subcategories. External modifications, classified into eight 

subcategories, acted as support to internal modifications. Table 2 presents 

complaints strategies at levels of increasing directness as described by Trosborg 

(1995). 

 

Table 2. Complaint Strategies at Levels of Increasing Directness 

Category Strategy 
I. No explicit reproach 1. Hint 
II. Expression of disapproval 2. Annoyance 

3. Ill consequence 
II. Accusation 
 

4. Indirect 
5. Direct 

III. Blame 6. Modified blame 
7. Explicit blame (behavior) 
8. Explicit blame (person) 

 

Table 3 presents internal modifications and external modifications with their 

subcategories as presented by Trosborg. 

 

Table 3. Internal and External Modifications of Complaints  

Internal Modification External Modification 
Downgraders and Upgraders Supportive Moves 
1. Downtoners 1. Aggravating the offence 
2. Understaters 2. Repeated action 
3. Hedges 3. Lack of consideration 
4. Subjectivizers 4. No excuse 
5. Cajolers 5. A general nuisance 
6. Appealers 6. A breach of contract or promise 
7. Intensifiers 7. Deceived expectations 
8. Commitment upgraders 8. Appeal to the complainee’s moral consciousness 
9. Lexical intensification  
 

Trosborg examined what strategies learners and native speakers employed, as 

well as what kind of external and internal modifications they added, such as “I 

think it’s ok, but …,” “really,” and “in my opinion.” She found that learners were 
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(a) unable “to combine individual strategies to build up an effective succession of 

strategies,” (b) “unable to support their complaints convincingly,” and (c) “less 

persistent in complaining than native speakers and give up too easily when faced 

with resistance from the accused” (p. 370). She stated that “the communicative act 

of complaining is an extremely difficult act to master even for advanced learners of 

English” (p. 370). Danish learners of English produced “fewer modality, alerters, 

upgraders as well as downgraders, and they did not adjust their performance 

sufficiently to the parameters of dominance and social distance” (p. 370). 

Nakabachi (1996) examined the speech act of complaining in Japanese as a 

native language and English as a foreign language, using a discourse completion 

test of eight situations. Over 25% of the participants, who were Japanese 

undergraduates with an intermediate level of English proficiency, used more severe 

expressions in English than in Japanese. 

Murphy and Neu (1996) compared the components of complaint speech act 

sets produced by American native speakers of English and Korean learners of 

English, and ascertained how these speech act sets were judged by native speakers 

in terms of several factors. Fourteen male American graduate students and 14 male 

Korean graduate students participated in the productive part of the study. The data 

were collected through an oral discourse completion task; each student was 

supposed to express disapproval about an unexpectedly undeserved grade he 

received from the professor. The researchers identified six components of the 

complaint speech act set: (a) explanation of purpose, (b) complaint, (c) criticism, 
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(d) justification, (e) candidate solution: request, and (f) candidate solution: demand. 

Native speakers of English used four of the six components and never used 

“criticism” and “demand by candidate solution,” while Korean learners of English 

used all six components, that is, they tended to produce a criticism where American 

native speakers produce a complaint. In the latter section of their study, native 

speakers of English were asked to judge tape-recorded responses to the situation in 

which the participants had to complain to a professor about a grade. Most native 

speakers of English judged most responses produced by Koreans to be criticisms 

rather than complaints. The judges found that the criticizer was “aggressive, 

disrespectful, and lacking credibility,” while the complainer was “respectful, 

credible, and not aggressive” (pp. 206-207). The finding that non-native speakers of 

English might produce a speech act (here a complaint) so incorrectly that it is 

perceived as another speech act (here a criticism) suggests that it is important to 

raise nonnative learners’ awareness of the appropriate strategies to perform 

potentially face-threatening speech acts. 

Recently many researchers have displayed an interest in instructed pragmatic 

development. Morrow (1995) investigated the effect of formal instruction on the 

speech acts of refusals and direct complaints by learners of English in the United 

States with 20 students. The research activities were integrated into the normal 

class activities of two intermediate-level spoken English classes. The teaching 

treatment occurred in two weeks of the 12-week-course. The activities in class that 

were related to the speech acts of refusals and complaints were metapragmatic 
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judgment tasks, model dialogues, an introduction to prescribed speech act formulas, 

role-plays, and jigsaw dialogue activities. The components and semantic formula of 

complaints that Morrow presented to his students were as follows: (a) Start nice 

(e.g., I appreciate …), (b) Hint (e.g., Is there some reason why …?), (c) Explain 

yourself, (d) Be personal (e.g., I wish you would(n’t) …), (e) Suggest a solution 

(e.g., I’d appreciate it if you would …), (f) State major complaints, and (g) state 

complaints in small talk. He analyzed the data using holistic ratings made by 

himself and his assistant, and analyzed the propositions and modifiers in terms of 

the following coding scheme: (a) identification of the problem, (b) blame the hearer, 

(c) resolution of the problem, and (d) showing gratitude for the hearer’s 

cooperation. The results indicated that the higher proficiency learners used more 

indirect, deferential, and native-like performances than the lower proficiency group 

did. According to the holistic ratings, the pretest score changed from level 3 (little 

or no emphasis on meeting the hearer’s face needs) to level 6 (a moderate emphasis 

on meeting the hearer’s face needs) on the posttest. He concluded that learners can 

acquire some aspects of explicit L2 pragmatic knowledge even through brief 

speech-act instruction. 

In sum, in previous investigations of direct complaints, data were collected 

with DCTs or role-plays, the research focuses were mainly strategies use by native 

speakers and learners of a foreign language (English or Hebrew), no naturalistic 

data were used, and no longitudinal studies were conducted. A summary of 

previous studies on direct complaints is presented in Table 4. 
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Table 4. Comparison of Direct Complaint Studies 

 
Researcher 

 
Participants 

 
Data elicitation technique 

 
Research focus 

House & Kasper (1981) German & English  
(L1 & L2) 
 

Role-play Politeness strategy use 
 

Olshtain & Weinbach 
(1987) 
 

Hebrew & learners 
(L1 & L2) 

DCT Strategy choice in HA 

Frescura (1993) Italian & English  
(L1 & L2) 
 

Role-play Reactions to complaints 
 

Du (1995) Chinese (L1) DCT Strategy use 
 

Trosborg (1995) Danish (English as L2) Role-play Strategy use 
 

Morrow (1995) Learners of English (L2) 
 

Role-play and other tasks Pragmatic development 
 

Murphy & Neu (1996) Americans & Koreans 
(L1 & L2) 
 

Oral DCT NS judgments 

Nakabachi (1996) English & Japanese 
(L1 & L2) 
 

DCT Pragmatic transfer 
 

Hartley (1999) American English (L1) DCT Face-management 
 

The choice of strategies and coding scheme are important in researching any 

specific speech act. Table 5 displays a comparison of the strategies used by four of 

the researchers mentioned above. As shown in Table 5, Olshtain and Weinbach 

(1987) divided the strategies for performing complaints into five types, and 

Trosborg (1995) presented complaint strategies at four levels of increasing 

directness from the most indirect (no explicit reproach) to the most direct (blame). 

These two studies are similar, except that Olshtain and Weinbach included “explicit 

complaint” as the core directness levels, and proposed “immediate threat,” as 

opposed to Trosborg’s “blame” as the most severe complaint strategy. Trosborg 
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Table 5. Comparison of Complaint Strategies Coded in Four Studies 

Olshtain & 
Weinbach (1987) 

 
Trosborg (1995) 

 
Morrow (1995) 

Murphy & Neu 
(1996) 

 
(a) below the level 
of reproach 

 
(a) Category I: No 
explicit reproach 
• Strategy 1 Hint 
 

 
(a) identification of 
the problem 

 
(a) explanation of 
purpose 
 

(b) expression of 
annoyance or 
disapproval  
 

(b) Category II:  
Expression of 
disapproval 
• Strategy 2: 
Annoyance 
• Strategy 3: Ill 
consequence 
 

(b) blaming the 
hearer 

(b) complaint 

(c) explicit 
complaint  
 

(c) Category III 
Accusation 
• Strategy 4: 
Indirect 
• Strategy 5: Direct 
 

(c) resolution of the 
problem 
 

(c) criticism 

(d) accusation and 
warning 
 

(d) Category IV: 
Blame 
• Strategy 6: 
Modified blame 
• Strategy 7: 
Explicit blame 
(behavior) 
• Strategy 8: 
Explicit blame 
(person) 
 

(d) showing 
gratitude 
 

(d) justification 

(e) immediate 
threat 

  (e) candidate 
solution request 
 

   (f) candidate 
solution demand 

 

assigned eight strategies—hint, annoyance, ill consequence, indirect accusation, 

direct accusation, modified blame, explicit blame on behavior, and explicit blame 

on person— without using the term “complaint” into four categories; no explicit 

reproach, expression of disapproval, accusation, and blame. These two sets of 

complaint strategies focus on the realizations of the act of complaining itself. 
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In contrast to the above studies, Morrow (1995) and Murphy and Neu (1996) 

described sequences in which the act of complaining is embedded. Morrow coded 

the propositional content of complaints into four major categories with four to six 

subcategories in terms of directness and degree of offense. He coded propositions 

and modifiers separately. He classified propositions into four subcategories: 

identification of the problem, blaming the hearer, resolution of the problem, and 

showing gratitude. The latter two subcategories have two levels, aggravation 

modifier and mitigating modifier. Morrow focused on the strategies in the 

interactional sequence of complaining, which starts from “identification of the 

problem” through “blaming the hearer” and “resolution of the problem” and closes 

the sequence by “showing gratitude for the hearer’s cooperation.” Murphy and Neu 

(1996) included both the sequence of moves of a complaint interaction and the 

severity of complaint in their complaint coding. For them, complaint is a cover 

term for all the subcategories. Such different points of view for coding and 

categorizing specific speech act realization strategies should be considered when 

comparing the categories of strategies in different studies. 

 

Complaint Responses and Complaint Sequences 

Most studies of a complaining speech act are focused on the strategies 

employed by complainers or the pragmatic effects of instruction. Frescura (1993) is 

one of few researchers to have focused on the strategies used by complainees. She 

compared the reactions to complaints using four groups of participants: (a) 22 
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native speakers of Standard Italian living in Italy (SI), 10 male and 12 female, aged 

30 to 50; (b) 20 native speakers of Canadian English living in Toronto (CE), 10 

males and 10 females, aged 30 to 50; (c) 20 speakers of Italian as a Community 

Language living in Toronto (ICL), 10 males and 10 females, ages of 30 to 50; and 

(d) 20 learners of Italian as a Second Language (ISL), 7 males and 13 females, aged 

18 to 24. As an analytical tool, seven semantic formulas for reactions to complaints 

were constructed from the role-play data performed by the native speakers of 

Italian and English: (a) Denial, (b) Apology, (c) Explanation, (d) Appeal, (f) 

Acknowledgement of Responsibility, (g) Offer of Repair, and (h) Promise of 

Forbearance. Several subcategories of each semantic formula are shown in Table 5. 

These formulas were classified by the degree of intensity and orientation into two 

types: hearer-supportive and self-supportive. The performances of the participants 

who played the roles of complainees in six situations were coded according to 

output of formulas, types of formulas, and intensity of formulas, and whether a 

hearer-supportive or self-supportive formula was identified, according to the 

protection of “faces.” 

Table 6 indicates the strategies employed by complainees’ in their reaction to 

complaints as coded by Frescura (1993). In the quantitative analysis, Frescura 

employed a mixed-model ANOVA to investigate the effects of several independent 

variables: group and gender (between-subjects factors), and dominance, social 

distance, severity of offense, and tone of complaint in the situations 

(within-subjects factors). The dependent variables were formula production, the  
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Table 6. Semantic Strategies of Reaction to Complaints Coded by Frescura (1993) 

Strategy Subcategory 
 
Denial (SS) 

 
Denying own responsibility 
Blaming others 
Blaming complainer 
 

Apology (HS) 
 

Expression of regret 
Offer of apology 
Request for forgiveness 
 

Explanation (SS) 
 

Reason 
Excuse 
Account 
 

Appeal (SS) Understanding 
Leniency 
Self-control 
 

Acknowledgement of 
Responsibility (HS) 

Lack of intention 
Embarrassment 
Self-deprecation 
Acknowledging hearer’s right to complain 
Accepting/Recognizing own guilty 
 

Offer of Repair (HS) 
 

 

Promise of Forbearance (HS)  
Note. SS = Speaker Supportive; HS = Hearer Supportive 

 

intensity of the formulas, and the selection of formulas (hearer-supportive and self- 

supportive formulas). The first major finding was that the native speakers of 

English had a more pronounced tendency to use more hearer-supportive formulas, 

such as apology, responsibility, repair, and forbearing, than the native speakers of 

Italian, who tended to use more self-supportive formulas, such as denial, 

explanation, and appeal. Second, the speakers of Italian as a community language 

and the learners of Italian as a second language used fewer and lower intensity 

hearer-supportive and speaker-supportive formulas than the native speakers of 
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Italian and English. Third, women produced more hearer-supportive formulas than 

men in relation to social distance, severity of offence, and tone, and finally, only the 

native speakers of Italian selected fewer hearer-supportive formulas when the 

complaint was strong and threatening than when it was weak. 

In the qualitative analysis, Frescula speculated from the introspected 

comments by the participants that the “considerate toward others” behavior 

preferred by the Canadian English speakers is advantageous to their own face, 

because it is generally stereotyped as being controlled, polite, and calm; on the 

other hand, the self-protective behavior of the standard Italian speakers is 

disadvantageous in terms of face-saving, because it is generally stereotyped as rude 

and volatile by speakers of other languages. She also commented that the impact 

that the tone the complainer has on the hearer can not be ignored. Because the 

variables of severity of offense and tone of the complaints are mutually exclusive, 

the interaction of these two variables should be further explored (p. 208). She 

finally recommended that future research be conducted on the use of formula 

repetitions and the diversified repertoire of formulas. 

Very few researchers have referred to complaint sequences. However, 

Coulthard (1985) discussed a typical pair of a speech act and response. Referring to 

adjacency pairs, he introduced three kinds of second pair parts for the first pair 

parts as follows: “...for some first pair parts the second pair part is reciprocal 

(Greeting–Greeting), for some there is only one appropriate second 

(Question–Answer). For some, more than one (Complaint–Apology/Justification)” 
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(p. 69). Schegloff (2007) also referred to the same theme in a chapter on the 

organization of preference/dispreference. He explained that a preferred response to 

a first pair part is one “which embodies or favors furthering or the accomplishment 

of the activity is the favored” second pair part (p. 59). A first pair part and a second 

pair part constitute the alignment in an interactional sequence, and the second pair 

part as a response to the first pair part might be favored or unfavored to the speaker 

of the first pair part. For example, in the sequence of assessments or yes/no 

questions, “agreements” are favored/preferred and “disagreements” are 

unfavored/dispreferred. Other types of first pair part, such as requests, offers, 

invitations, and announcements, are taken up as examples. In requests, “granting” 

or “acceding” is a preferred response, and “rejecting” or “denying” is a dispreferred 

one. 

Schegloff (2007) stated, however, that complaint sequences are more 

complicated. It is not “always clear what second pair part to complaints is preferred 

or dispreferred (and more or less) among such response types as agreeing, 

co-complaining (or joining the complaint), doing a remedy, offering a remedy, 

disagreeing/rejecting, counter-complaining, and others” (p. 61). 

In sum, research on complaints has been conducted using DCTs or role-plays, 

and by examining choice of strategy use and native speakers’ judgments. 

Researchers have investigated native and non-native speakers of English, German, 

Hebrew, Chinese, Danish, Korean, and Japanese and found that non-native speakers 

tend to use more direct strategies than native speakers. Many of the studies of 
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complaints have involved the investigation of strategies and the severity of 

complaints employed by complainers from the side of complainers. These 

researchers have examined mitigations and aggravations used to soften the high 

degree of the risk of the complainee’s “face,” and to strengthen the complainer’s 

dissatisfaction. On the other hand, few researchers have focused on responses to 

complaints or the organization of complaint sequences including 

preferred/dispreferred responses. 

 

Definitions of Complaint, Response to Complaint, and Complaint Sequence 

House and Kasper (1981) characterized a complaint as a “post-event, i.e., the 

complainable has already happened, and this event is at a cost to the speaker” (p. 

159). They focused on two aspects of a complaint: the act is itself risky for the 

speaker, and the act is undertaken after something happened. 

Olshtain and Weinbach (1987) explained the conditions under which the 

speech act of complaining takes place. “The speaker (S) expresses displeasure or 

annoyance as a reaction to a past or ongoing action, the consequences of which 

affect the S unfavorably” (p. 195). They stated the following preconditions: 

1. S expected a favorable event to occur or an unfavorable event to be 

prevented from occurring. The act (A) results in the violation of S‘s 

expectations by either having enabled or failed to prevent the offensive 

event. 

2. S views A as having unfavorable consequences for S. A is therefore the 
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offensive act. 

a. S views H as responsible for A. 

b. S chooses to express his/her frustration and disappointment verbally. 

(pp. 195-196) 

The act of complaining, according to Olshtain and Weinbach (1987), does not 

always include a repair or remediation as the purpose of the speech act. The 

speaker might or might not intend to change an unfavorable event to a satisfactory 

one. 

Morrow (1995) pointed out that previous researchers’ definitions of 

complaint are very broad, and introduced Littlewood’s (1992) three criteria: (a) S is 

unhappy about something (literal meaning); (b) S requests for H to refrain from A, 

or S expects that H is obliged to apologize for A (functional meaning); and (c) S 

desires to preserve or weaken his/her relationship to H (social meaning) (p. 47). 

Morrow himself did not propose a definition of a complaint. 

A complaint is defined in this study as a face-threatening act undertaken by 

the speaker’s decision to repair an unfavorable result or remedy his/her feeling of 

dissatisfaction caused by the hearer’s past or ongoing act; the degrees of speaker 

hesitation and the hearer offense vary depending on the social expectations and 

situational norms for complaints. 

Regarding responses to complaints, as seen in Frescura (1993) and Schegloff 

(2007), there are many types of reactions to complaints, although one or two of 

them appear frequently, while others depend on the specific situation. In this study, 
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the response to complaint is defined as the complainee’s verbal or behavioral 

reaction to a complaint made by the complainer. The definition of complaint 

sequence is the verbal interactions between the interlocutors concerning the 

complainable, from the perspectives of both the complainer and the recipient of the 

complaint. 

 

The Gaps in the Literature 

As shown in the above review of the literature, a number of studies regarding 

the speech act of complaining have been focused on strategies from the speaker’s 

perspective. Few researchers have focused on reactions to complaints from the 

hearer’s perspective. In addition, little research has been carried out concerning 

how complaints play out in sequences. Furthermore, to the best of my knowledge, 

no researchers have attempted to examine or describe a broad picture of complaint 

interactions. 

 

The Purposes of the Study 

The current study is concerned with the similarities and differences in 

complaining between American English and Japanese. The primary purpose of this 

study is to identify patterns of complaint realization sequences in individual 

languages (Japanese and English), and to examine the patterns used by learners of 

both languages. The following four research questions are posed concerning 

complaint realization. 
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1. What differences exist in complaint realization patterns between American 

English and Japanese? 

2. What social norms or factors affect the differences that are identified? 

3. To what degree do the complaint receiver’s reactive strategies vary depending 

on the severity of complaint made by the complainer? What differences exist 

between English and Japanese? 

4. Do language learners employ strategies from their first language in the 

language they are learning? 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODS 

 

In this chapter I describe the methodological design of the study, which 

includes the participants, apparatus for identifying strategies used and procedures 

for data collection. 

 

Participants 

The participants consisted of four groups, which were made up of (a) native 

speakers of English complaining to native speakers of English in English (EEE), 

(b) native speakers of English complaining to native speakers of Japanese in 

Japanese (EJJ), (c) native speakers of Japanese complaining to native speakers of 

English in English (JEE), and (d) native speakers of Japanese complaining to native 

speakers of Japanese in Japanese (JJJ). The participants in the EEE and JJJ groups 

were learning either Japanese or English as a foreign language. The EEE group had 

twelve members, two of whom played both roles of complainers and complainees 

in English only. Ten members of the EEE group role-played in English, and 

provided ten pairs of role-play interactions by playing both the roles of complainers 

and complainees. The JJJ group had ten members who made up ten pairs by 

role-playing both complainers and complainees. In the second language learning 

groups (EJJ & JEE), ten of the same members from each group also played the role 

of complainer with a foreign language instructor. 
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The American participants were aged 20 to mid-50s. Most were enrolled in a 

four-year university or a community college on the west coast of the United States; 

their majors included Latin American studies, psychology, anthropology, biology, 

and neuroscience (8 males and 4 females), with one doctor in his fifties (a male). 

All were studying Japanese. The Japanese participants were aged 23 to mid-60s (4 

males and 6 females). They were students in a graduate program in the Department 

of English Language in Nagoya, Japan. Two of them (one male and one female) 

were retired junior high school teachers. 

Tables 7, 8, and 9 provide information about participants’ age, background, 

estimated language proficiency, and status. Proficiency in Table 7 was estimated by 

observing their performance in the role-plays in English. 

The Japanese in this study had been studying English for over 600 hours. In 

Japan, learning English starts when students enter Grade 7 in middle school. 

Students have four 45-minute classes per week, 102 hours a year, totaling 306 

hours for three years. In high school, Japanese students have a 50-minute class four 

times a week, 113 hours a year, totaling 340 hours for three years. In college, most 

students have a 90-minute class twice a week, 102 hours a year, totaling 204 hours 

for two years. During their junior or senior year of college, the number of hours and 

the kinds of English courses that they take differ depending on their major. In 

general, Japanese study English for 850 hours, and the lessons are primarily 

focused on reading and translating, rather than speaking and writing. 
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Table 7. Biographical Data for the Japanese Participants 

Pair 
# 

Participant 
(gender) 

 
Age 

 
Background 

English 
Proficiency 

 
Status 

1 JEa (f) 50’s Retired English teacher advanced graduate 
student 

2 JEb (f) 20’s Studied abroad in the past 
year 

advanced graduate 
student 

3 JEc (m) 20’s Studied abroad in the past 
year 

advanced graduate 
student 

4 Jed (m) 50’s Retired English teacher intermediate graduate 
student 

5 JEe (f) 40’s Studying English 
conversation 

advanced graduate 
student 

6 JEf (f) 30’s Work experience advanced graduate 
student 

7 JEg (m) 20’s College graduate advanced graduate 
student 

8 JEh (f) 20’s College graduate advanced graduate 
student 

9 JEi (m) 20 Grew up in Australia advanced undergraduate 
student 

10 JEj (f) 20 Lived in New York advanced undergraduate 
student 

Note. JEa = Japanese speaker “a” speaking English, m = male, f = female. 
 

The participants in this study had studied English primarily in high school and 

college. Two of them were former high school teachers, and one them was quite 

fluent. The other participants were interested in speaking English and seemed to 

have made an effort to speak English, with the exception of one of the former high 

school English teachers, who did not speak English fluently. 

Table 8 provides information about the American participants. The 

participants’ Japanese proficiency was estimated by their instructors and their 

performance during the role-plays. 
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Table 8. Biographical Data for the American Participants 

 
Pair # 

Participant 
(gender) 

 
Age 

 
Background 

 
Proficiency 

 
Status 

1 EJa (m) 50’s Studied Japanese in a 
community college 

advanced doctor 
 

2 EJb (m) 20’s studied in Japan advanced graduate 
student 

3 EJc (m) 20’s studied more than 4 years intermediate graduate 
student 

4 EJd (f) 20’s studied more than 4 years intermediate graduate 
student 

5 EJe (m) 20’s Taking an advanced 
Japanese class 

advanced undergraduate 
student 

6 EJf (m) 20’s Taking an advanced 
Japanese class 

advanced undergraduate 
student 

7 EJg (m) 20’s Taking an advanced 
Japanese class 

advanced undergraduate 
student 

8 EJh (m) 20’s Taking an advanced 
Japanese class 

advanced undergraduate 
student 

9 EJi (f) 20’s Taking an advanced 
Japanese class 

advanced undergraduate 
student 

10 EJj (f) 20’s Taking an advanced 
Japanese class 

advanced undergraduate 
student 

Note. EJa = American speaker “a” speaking Japanese; m = male, f = female. 
 

The American participants had studied Japanese for approximately 540 hours 

for four years in the university. One of them had lived in Japan for two years, and a 

few of them had lived in Japan for several months. These students are required to 

take a Japanese interview placement test and to register for the proper level class. 

The general aim of the language course is to develop listening and speaking ability. 

In the second year, reading and writing occupy 10 to 20% of the class time. In their 

junior and senior year, the students select one of the two courses, Speaking & 

Listening or Reading & Writing. Students learn the desu/masu style from the 

beginning of their studies and they are introduced to keigo (honorific style), and 

casual speech styles in the latter half of their freshmen year. Students who started 

learning Japanese in their freshmen year are accustomed to using the desu/masu 
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style. Some of the participants used this style in every situation, while others used 

both polite and casual styles depending on the occasion. 

Table 9 provides information about the participants who took the role of 

complainees when they were complaining in their foreign language. 

 

Table 9. Participants Who Took the Role of Complainee Using Their Foreign 
Language 
# Participant Age Gender Status Nationality 
1 W 40’s Female Professor and instructor 

of Japanese 
Japanese 

2 R 50’s Female Researcher Japanese 
 

3 S 50’s Female Japanese Instructor Japanese 
 

4 X 30’s Male English conversation 
Instructor 

American 
 

5 Y 20’s Male College student and 
interpreter 

American 

 

Four instructors and the researcher participated in the data collection 

procedures. Two were Japanese women who instructed American students in 

Japanese at a university on the west coast of the United States. Two were native 

English speaking males who were teaching English conversation at an English 

language school in Japan. Detailed information on the complainee participants is 

presented below and in the section on role-play performance. 

W was a professor in the Japanese Department of a university on the west 

coast of the United States. She was in her forties and had taught Japanese more than 

ten years since receiving her doctorate degree from Georgetown University. S had 

been W’s assistant and was now a Japanese instructor teaching graduate students in 

the same university. She had also lived in the United States for more than ten years. 
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R was the researcher, who played the role of complainee when S had a class. 

X was an English conversation instructor at an English conversation school 

in Nagoya. One of the Japanese participants (e) was studying English conversation 

with him. Y was a student in the researcher’s class. He was a bilingual whose 

mother was Japanese. He had entered a Japanese college with the same status as 

other Japanese students, so he was required to take English. In his free time he 

worked as an interpreter at several international conferences in Nagoya, Tokyo, and 

Kyoto. 

 

Materials 

Although naturally occurring language performances are ideal for identifying 

the strategies used by any group, it is difficult to collect interactional data in 

situations such as complaining between friends, family members, or manager and 

employee. As a result, role-plays were employed in this study. 

Most researchers investigating pragmatics elicit data using situations 

presented on Discourse Completion Tests or role-plays determined according to the 

objects of interest to the researcher. The choice of situation greatly influences the 

results. Therefore, situations need to be selected giving careful consideration to the 

participants’ perspective, as well as the participants’ experience. 

In collecting complaint realization data in Japan, whether or not people 

complain directly needed to be considered; thus, it was important to determine in 

what situations participants would make complaints. In addition, in those situations 
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in which participants complain directly, the factors that influence the decision to 

make an on- or off-record complaint needed to be identified for use in determining 

situations. 

If traditional factors such as social distance, psychological distance, and/or 

severity of complaint content were to be employed, participant judgments needed 

to be measured before the situations were determined. In this study, the fewer the 

factors that varied, the easier it was to administer role-plays and investigate 

cross-cultural differences. Social distance or social status is reported to be a very 

the influential factor in speech act realization, especially in the Japanese use of 

honorifics. Furthermore, it is often difficult for a lower status person to make a 

direct complaint to a higher status person. Psychological distance or familiarity is 

assumed to be a more influential factor in American complaints than Japanese 

complaints. The severity of a complaint, as well as the importance of complaint 

severity, might differ by persons or culture. Given the above considerations, it was 

decided to incorporate the two degrees of familiarity between interlocutors and 

severity of complaint content into the four situations. 

First, a complaint report was assigned to over 100 Japanese female university 

students, mostly age 18, asking them to report situations in which they recently or 

frequently made a direct complaint or witnessed someone complaining. They were 

asked to explain the situation in detail by describing the participants and location. 

The resulting data were classified into four domains: work place, family, university, 

and friend relationships. 
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In the second step, 22 of the 130 reported situations were selected on the 

basis of frequency for the second questionnaire. In that questionnaire, the same 

population was asked to answer two yes/no questions indicating whether or not 

they often encountered the situation, and whether or not they would make a 

complaint in these situations. 

In the third step, 12 situations selected from the previous questionnaire were 

translated into English and three female American students were asked for their 

opinions on possible situations in the United States. Based on these responses, the 

following four situations were selected as possible in both Japanese and American 

cultures: 

1. You complain about the slow service to a waiter/waitress in a restaurant 

(Restaurant); 

2. You complain about frequent sudden requests for extra work by the manager at 

your work place (Work); 

3. You complain to your close friend about the friend’s lateness (Tennis), and; 

4. You complain to your son/daughter about his/her long telephone calls every day 

(Phone). 

In creating the situations, the focus was on the psychological factor of social 

distance, or familiarity, so that the performances could be analyzed and compared 

in terms of distance and an uchi-soto (inner-outer) relationship. The factors 

embedded in the four situations are shown in Table 10. 
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Social distance indicates a low or high relationship in familiarity between the 

complainer and the complainee, while dominance indicates whether the complainer 

is lower or higher or equal in status to the complainee. Severity indicates the weak 

or strong threat to the complainee’s face in the situational content.  

 

Table 10. Social and Contextual Factors in Role-play Situations 

Situation Social Distance Dominance Severity 
#a Restaurant stranger/low a little higher weak 

 
#b Work acquaintance/low lower strong 

 
#c Tennis friend/high equal weak 

 
#d Phone family/low lower/equal strong 

 
 

Procedures 

Role-plays as a Data Elicitation Technique 

Along with the Consent to Participate in the Research completed by the 

participants, a questionnaire was distributed immediately before collecting the data 

to elicit supplementary information about participants such as name, age, first 

language, other languages spoken, a self-assessment of their proficiency in those 

languages, overseas experience, major, and where they lived most of their life, for 

later consideration in the analysis. 

The main data for analysis were collected through the participants’ 

performances in the role-plays in the four situations. For each role-play, the 

participants were provided with a card on which one of the situations was described 

and they asked to read it until they understood the situation in which they were 
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expected to play a role. They were allowed to ask questions if they found anything 

confusing. In the native speaker groups (EEE and JJJ), the participants played the 

role of either the complainer or the complainee and then changed roles. The 

researcher gave a signal to start, and the participants signaled when their role-play 

was finished. There was no time limit on performing the role-play. In the learner 

groups (EJJ and JEE), the student participants played the role of complainer, and 

the native speakers played the role of complainee. Performances were recorded on 

audio and video tape and transcribed for later analysis. 

 

Role-play Performance 

Twelve participants in the EEE group and 10 in the JJJ group played both the 

roles of complainer and complainee in the four situations; this resulted in 40 

role-play interactions in each group. Furthermore, 10 participants in each language 

learner group played the role of complainer, with their instructors playing the role 

of complainee. 

It was left to each pair to decide which role would start first (i.e., complainer 

or complainee) and how long the interaction would continue. The number of turns 

varied from talkative pairs to pairs who produced comparatively few words. The 

assignment of roles to the participants is shown in Table 11. 
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Table 11. The EEE Group and the EJJ Group 

 EEE Group EJJ Group 
Pair # Complainer Complainee Complainer Complainee 

1 EEa(m) EEb(m) EJa(m) JW (f) 
2 EEb(m) EEa(m) EJb(m) JW (f) 
3 EEc(f) EEd(m) EJc(f) JR (f) 
4 EEd(m) EEc(f) EJd(m) JR (f) 
5 EEe(m) EEf(m) EJe(m) JW (f) 
6 EEg(m) EEh(f) EJg(m) JS (f) 
7 EEi(m) EEj(m) EJj(m) JW (f) 
8 EEk(f) EEi(m) EJi(m) JW (f) 
9 EEj(m) EEl(f) EJk(f) JW (f) 

10 EEl(f) EEk(f) EJl(f) JW (f) 
Note. EEa = English native speaker “a” speaking English; EJa = English native 
speaker “a” speaking Japanese; JW = Japanese native speaker “W”; m = male, f = 
female. 
 

EEf and EEh played roles only in English. Consequently the two pairs in 

which EEf and EEh played the role of complainer were removed from the EEE 

group. The other members of the EEE group also played the role of complainer in 

Japanese as members of the EJJ group. 

JW was a professor in the Japanese department at a university on the west 

coast of the United States; JS used to be JW’s assistant and taught Japanese to 

graduate students. JR was the researcher, who acted with EC and ED in JS’s place 

while JS had a class. JS and JW were the complainers’ instructors. 

The JJJ and JEE groups were made up of the same members except for two 

participants who played the role of complainee in the JEE group. The ten members 

of both groups were assigned as shown in Table 12. 
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Table 12. The JJJ Group and the JEE Group 

 JJJ Group JEE Group 
Pair # Complainer Complainee Complainer Complainee 

1 JJa(f) JJb(f) JEa(f) EX (m) 
2 JJb(f) JJa(f) Jeb(f) EX (m) 
3 JJc(f) JJd(m) JEc(f) EX (m) 
4 JJd(m) JJc(f) Jed(m) EX (m) 
5 JJe(f) JJf(f) JEe(f) EX (m) 
6 JJf(f) JJe(f) JEf(f) EX (m) 
7 JJg(m) JJh(m) JEg(m) EX (m) 
8 JJh(m) JJg(m) JEh(m) EX (m) 
9 JJi(m) JJj(f) JEi(m) EY (m) 

10 JJj(f) JJi(m) JEj(j) EY (m) 
Note. JJa = Japanese native speaker “a” speaking Japanese; JEa = Japanese native 
speaker “a” speaking English; EX = English native speaker “X”; m = male, f = 
female. 
 

All the JJJ group members paired up with their friends. The two participants who 

played the role of complainee with native speakers of Japanese in English (X and 

Y) were both males who were instructors of English at a language school in Japan. 

EX and EY were unfamiliar to all but one of the complainees (JJe). 

 

Transcription and Verification 

The performances recorded on the video tapes were transcribed by (a) the 

researcher, (b) two native speakers of English, one a male college student in Japan 

and the other a male acquaintance living in New York, and (c) a native speaker of 

Japanese, the researcher’s daughter living in New York. Two of the three 

transcribers also contributed to verifying the completed transcripts. 
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Coding, Coding Systems, and Coding Verification 

The role-play data by the four groups were analyzed using a modified version 

of Trosborg’s (1995) coding scheme of complaint severity and Frescura’s (1993) 

coding scheme of reactions to a complaint act. First, initial complaint strategies 

were identified and classified in terms of the degrees of directness and reproach. 

Then the sequences of strategies used by the complainees in each situation were 

examined. Next, the typical patterns of complaint sequences were identified for 

each situation, and the results were compared with those of the other groups. 

Complaint sequences are multifaceted speech events with speech acts 

(Hymes, 1974; Morrow, 1995). Potentially, a number of other speech acts are 

contained in complaint sequences such as blaming, requesting, threatening, and 

self-defense; apologies and/or promises might be produced in reaction to 

complaints. 

The analyses in this study basically follow Trosborg’s (1995) coding format 

for the initial complaints and Frescura’s (1993) coding manual for reactions to 

complaints, with some revisions. The revisions require some explanation. 

I first coded the complaint sequences in the role-play data according to 

Trosborg’s original eight categories. However, one of the three raters had difficulty 

judging, for example, whether the complainer was mentioning a complainable or 

expressing annoyance. It was difficult to decide on categories using only 

Trosborg’s definitions and examples. The researcher and coder discussed the 

problem and reduced Trosborg’s eight categories to four, which could be 
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determined without considering the complainer’s emotional state. Two types of 

complaint indirectness were determined: (a) mention of the complainable, and (b) 

reference to the frequency or duration of the act. As a result, Trosborg’s coding 

format was reduced to the following five indirect complaining strategies ordered 

from least to most aggravated: (a) Hint, (b) Mention of Complainable, Act, (c) 

Mention of Complainable, Duration or Frequency (Severity), (d) Negative 

Assessment of the Act, and (e) Negative Assessment of the Person. The criteria 

made it possible for coders to determine levels easily and objectively. With the 

rater’s cooperation, a new Coding Manual with examples was produced and sent to 

the other two raters. 

The other raters had already started to code the data according to Trosborg’s 

coding table, and the revision caused some confusion because the word ‘severity’ 

was used with two different meanings: (a) as a level of indirectness in the title 

‘Definition of Coding Categories of Complaint Levels of Severity,’ and (b) as one 

level in the coding manual. The former referred to the severity of the levels of 

complaint categories (hint, mention a complainable, mention duration or frequency, 

negative assessment of the act, and negative assessment of the person). The latter 

referred to situations such as the complainer’s mention only of the act of the 

complainable, mention only of the severity of the complainable, or mention of both 

the severity + the act of the complainable. For example, in the Restaurant situation, 

the customer said, “I ordered the food twenty minutes ago…” The coding was 

Mention of Complainable, Duration. If the customer said, “The food I ordered has 
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not come yet.” The coding was Mention of Complainable, Act. However, one rater 

interpreted the word ‘severity’ in the manual as the keyword of the coding levels, 

and every time expressions such as always, every day, or the man who came after 

me has already got his food were encountered, he upgraded its level of severity. 

Although a complainer never assessed the complainee’s act or person negatively, 

Strategies 3 and 4 (see Table 13) were coded. As a result, the researcher identified  

 

Table 13. The Definition of the Coding Categories of Complaint Levels of Severity 

Strategy Definition Example 
Strategy 1. Hints 
(Hint) 

A complainer might hint at a 
complainable in a roundabout way, 
in which case the complainable itself 
is not mentioned in the proposition. 

1. What happens with my 
order? 

2. How many hours have 
you been calling all the 
while? 

3. Where are you? 
 

Strategy 2a. Mention 
Complainable-Act 
(Act or A) 

A complainer directly mentions act 
of a complainable. 

1. You’re late. 
2. The dish I ordered has 

not come yet. 
 

Strategy 2b. Mention 
Complainable-Severity 
Duration or Frequency 
(Dur or D-F) 

A complainer directly mentions 
duration or frequency of a 
complainable, indicating severity. 

1. I ordered about 20 
minutes ago. 

2. I have been waiting for 
20 minutes. 

 
Strategy 3. Negative 
assessment of the 
accused’s action 
(NAAct) 

A complainer mentions an action for 
which the accused is held 
responsible, (e.g., using an adjective 
with negative connotation such as 
“unfair” or “late”). 

1. You do this all the time 
and you need to plan 
better. 

2. You think somebody is 
more important than I am. 
 

Strategy 4. Negative 
assessment of the 
accused as a 
Person (NAPer) 

A complainer explicitly states that 
he/she finds the accused a 
non-responsible social member (e.g., 
using an adjective with negative 
assessment such as “irresponsible” 
or “unfair”). 

1. One can never trust 
you a damn. 

2. You really are 
thoughtless. 
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those instances in which ‘severity’ had been misinterpreted and recoded them. 

Table 13 shows the definitions of each of the coding categories in complaint 

realization, with examples. The examples are adopted from both Trosborg’s (1995) 

and the researcher’s data. 

 

Table 14. Possible Reactions to Complaints (Adapted from Frescura, 1993) 

Speech Act as Response Definition Example 
1. Denial of 
Responsibility 

A complainee denies responsibility 
for an action of which he/she was 
accused. 
 

1. Not that long. I’m not 
so late. [Tennis] 

2. What do you mean 
“again”? [Phone] 

 
2. Apology A complainee shows his/her regret 

for what he/she did or has done. 
 

1. It was kind of rude of 
me. [Tennis] 

2. I’m really sorry about 
this. [Restaurant] 

 
3. Explanation/Excuse A complainee justifies and defends 

him/herself by explaining the 
reason for what he /she did or has 
done. 

1. I got stuff to talk about 
on the phone. [Phone] 

2. I was caught in traffic. 
[Tennis]  

 
4. Appeal/Counter 
Complaint 

A complainee argues back at a 
complainer by making a complaint 
as an objection. 
 

1. You’re always talking 
to somebody, too. 
[Phone] 

2. You should have 
called me. [Tennis] 

 
Acknowledgement of 
Responsibility 

A complainee admits responsibility 
for the complainable. 
 

1. Sure. [Work] 
2. I understand. [Work]        

Offer of 
Repair/Compensation 

After a complainee admits 
responsibility, he/she offers to 
make up for the damage or loss 
he/she gave the complainer.  
 

1. I’ll make it up for you, 
how’s that? [Work]                

2. Let me go back to the 
kitchen and check on 
it. [Restaurant] 

 
7. Promise of 
Forbearance 

A complainee promises to exercise 
self-control and not do the 
complainable again. 

1. It won’t happen again, 
promise. [Tennis] 

2. I’ll do my best, mom. 
[Phone] 
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Table 14 is simplified from Appendix 7b in Frescura’s (1993) dissertation. 

Compensation is the researcher’s term, and examples are from the researcher’s data 

in the four situations. The underlined word in each formula is used as a code name 

in the data. The examples above are from the data gathered during the Phone 

role-play in this study. 

Table 15 was adapted from Murphy and Neu (1996) and Morrow (1995). 

 

Table 15. Possible Complainer Moves in a Complaint Sequence 
_________________________________________________________________    __ 
a. No complaint by a complainer (C)   Not coded 
b. C identifies the problem including hinting or indirect 1. Complaint 

accusation strategies and after the response from the   | 
complainee, the interaction stops.    | 

Example 1. My dishes haven’t come yet.  2. Response 
Example 2. I’ve been waiting a long time.   | 

C complains: assesses the hearer’s responsibility and   | 
blames the hearer for his/her action.    3. Negotiation 

Example 1. Why didn’t you buy the magazine?  | 
c. Depending on the hearer’s response,    | 

i) C and complainee resolve the problem   4. Resolution of Problem 
ii)  Gratitude and/or regret: C shows regret for the  | 

complaint or gratitude for the complainee’s   | 
understanding or cooperation.   5. Gratitude 

Example 1. Thank you for your understanding.  | 
iii)  Close the sequence or change the topic   | 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

The complaint moves are shown in the following order. 

No complaint chosen Complaint chosen 
1. Complaint 
2. Response 
3. Negotiation 
4. Resolution of Problem 
5. Closing: 

Complainer: Gratitude, Acceptance of Apology or 
Excuse, Regret for Complaint, 
Complainee: Understanding Complaint 
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The moves in each interaction in the data will be identified.  

The role-play data of the four groups were coded based on the categories 

shown in Tables 14 and 15 and the coding manual, which is shown below. The 

coding systems used for complainers and complainees differed. The coding for 

complainers focused on the complaint realization strategies, that is, the directness 

of the complaint, and complainees’ reactions to the complaint were coded in terms 

of speech act, as in Frescura (1993). The interactions by each group in each 

situation were examined according to the possible moves listed above. In particular, 

complaint sequences were examined. 

To avoid confusion and difference among the coder and raters, a coding 

manual with the definition of the complainable and concrete examples of severity 

levels of complaint utterances was developed. The complainable was defined as in 

Table 16. 

 

Table 16. Definition of the Complainable 

Two kinds of the complainable are identified. 

1. 
The act that the complainer finds offensive, for which the complainee is 
considered responsible.  

2. 
Degree of inconvenience (= severity of problem) 

 

Table 17 shows examples of the complainable. 
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Table 17. Examples of the Complainable in Four Situations 

 
Situation 

Two Kinds of the 
Complainable 

 
Example 

 
Restaurant 

Act 
 
Severity 

The food hasn’t arrived yet. 
 
C ordered 20 minutes ago. 
Another customer’s food has come even though 
he/she came later than C. 
 

 
Work 

Act 
 
Severity 

B asks C to work late. 
 
B never gives C advance notice. 
B asked C to work on Sunday last week, too. 
 

 
Tennis 

Act 
 
Severity 

L is late. 
 
Late again. 
Always late.  
C has been waiting for 30 minutes. 
 

 
Phone 

Act 
 
Severity 

D is talking too long on the phone. 
 
D always talks too long on the phone. 

Note. The severity of the complainable in the role-plays usually involves a time 
factor. Thus, time is one of the main factors indicating the degree of severity, of the 
complainable. 
 

Some concerns needed to be considered also in coding the intended meaning 

of utterances. Thomas (1985) showed four types of ambiguous illocutionary force 

of utterances. The following examples are quoted from Kasper (1986, p. 39). 

1. Ambiguity: The speaker (S) intends force X , while the hearer (H) interprets 

force Y. 

S: You’re drinking a beer there. 

H: Yes. 

Here S intended a request for letting S join with H, but H interpreted S’s 

utterance as a statement. 

2. Ambivalence: The illocutionary force of S’s utterance is deliberately 

indeterminate, and is up to the hearer to choose the force. 

S: I’m sorry but I’m afraid you’re in my seat. 
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This utterance is ambivalent between a reproach and a request. 

3. Bivalence or plurivalence: Two or more non-related forces are co-present. 

S: Your hair looks so nice when you wash it. 

The overt compliment carries a covert insult. 

4. Multivalence: The utterance has two or more different receivers, a direct 

addressee and another receiver (e.g., hearer, audience, overhearer). 

S: And now, ladies and gentlemen, Mr. Bruce Springsteen. 

This has the force of an announcement for the audience, while at the same time 

functioning as a cue to the artist to appear on stage. 

 

Three (1-3) of the four types of ambiguity were found in the data gathered in 

this study. The following examples were ambiguous as to whether they represented 

a complaint (S1Hint) or a request. 

Example 1: Waiting friend (W) to Tardy comer (T): 

W: What time did you think our appointment was? 

 

W’s utterance can be interpreted as a hint of a complaint about T’s coming 

later than their appointed time or just as a request for clarification of a prior 

agreement. 

Example. 2: Worker (W) who was suddenly asked to work by Boss (B): 

W: You know you’ve been asking me that a lot. Like randomly if I can just 

work when I’m not scheduled. 

 

W’s utterance can be interpreted as a hint of complaint or a hint of refusal.  

To avoid the difficulty to decide which one of the possible strategies, the structure 
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of complaint speech act event should have been made up. In counting complaint 

appearances, the following two rules were applied. 

Case 1: If the first appearance of the complaints is in the form of S1Hint, then the 

following moves can involve realization of complaints with higher degree of 

severity (S2aCmplA, S2bCmplD-F, S3NAAct, or S4NAPer). 

Example. 3: (W is a friend who has been waiting for his/her friend T who has 

appeared late.) 

T: Sorry! 

W: Uun, what time do you think it is?  (S1Hint) 

T: Well, five or five-thirty. 

W: It’s been just about one hour.  (S2bCmpl-Duration) 

 

In the interaction above, W’s asking for the time is deliberately or naturally 

interpreted as just a question by T, who answered the time. Next W mentions that 

s/he has been waiting for about one hour, S2bCmpl,D-F. 

 

Case 2: If the first appearance of the complaint is in the form of S2aCmpl-A, 

S2bCmpl-D-F, S3NAAct, or S4NAPer, the following sequence is regarded as 

negotiation of a complaint. Thus, once a complaint is established (S2Cmpl-A, 

S2Cmpl-D-F, S3NAAct, or S4NAPer), how the sequence is developed is described. 

Example. 4: (W is a friend who has been waiting for his/her friend who has 

appeared late.) 



57 
 

W: You’ve come now. I have been  

waiting for you more than 30 minutes. (S2Cmpl-D) 

What is it with you?  

T: Did you wait for 30 minutes? 

W: Again? Don’t you have a watch?  (S2Cmpl-F/Request for  

You have a clock in the car. Why   account) 

didn’t you take a look at the clock? 

 

In the example above, a waiting friend mentions that he/she has been waiting 

(= the complainable) and for more than 30 minutes (= severity of the complainable), 

which is S2Cmpl. The complaint is established, so the question in W’s next turn is 

not interpreted as a complaint strategy but as a request for an account. 

From the above description, the following structure of complaint speech 

events was considered. 

1. Complaint: 

Once a complaint is established with S1Hint—S4NAPer, the moves that follow 

the first occurrence of the complaint can include some of the following, (which 

might occur during the negotiation of the complaint): 

Adjuncts (complaint-related moves that occur after a complaint has been 

expressed and become part of a negotiated complaint sequence) 

• Suggestions for ‘repair’ (current or future) 

• Request for account/clarification (e.g., of prior understanding) 

• Rejection / Acceptance of Complainee’s Response 

• Apology 
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• Recycling of complaint (repeating the same strategy that was used 

before) 

2. In two of the situations, other moves occasionally dominated the initiate. 

In some of these, any indication of complaint occurred as an adjunct to the 

primary move. 

Work: respondent often establishes a refusal or acceptance negotiation, 

rather than a complaint negotiation. 

Phone interaction: the injured party begins the interaction with a request. 

This was sometimes followed by a complaint; the primary negotiation was 

for the complainee to get off the phone. 

3. In the case the complainee talks back to the complainer, the following 

move can occur: 

Complainer’s responding to the complainee’s response 

Rejection of the complainee’s response 

4. More than one complaint strategy can occur in one turn or one move can 

be realized in a longer stretch. 

 

Coders coded the complaints and raters rated the coding, which caused some 

troubles in consistency but finally the researcher adjusted some differences 

comparatively consistently (for more details, see the actual coding manual at 

Appendix C). 
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Analysis 

In order to answer the research questions, the following analytical framework 

was employed to contrast (a) the preferred strategies in the L1 by comparing the 

uses of pragmatic strategies by native speakers of English and Japanese (EEE vs. 

JJJ groups), and describe (b) the differences between the strategies used by native 

speakers and those used by non-native speakers. This was accomplished by 

comparing the strategies used in English by Japanese with those used in English by 

Americans, and those used in Japanese by Americans with those used in Japanese 

by Japanese (EEE vs. JEE and JJJ vs. EJJ). 

The following are the items analyzed for the EEE, JJJ, JEE, and EJJ groups. 

1. The numbers of turns used by each pair in their interactions in each group. 

2. The complaint strategies used by each complainer. 

3. The first appearance of complaint strategies in each pair’s interaction. 

4. The strategies used by complainees in response to the complaint. 

5. A rough overview of the sequence of moves by both the complainer and the 

complainee in their complaint speech event. 

6. The relationship of the first appearance of severity levels of complaint strategy 

and the response to the complaint and the following moves. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

 

In this chapter, I report the results of the analyses in the following order: (a) the 

length of interactions in terms of the number of turns in each group, (b) the frequency of 

strategy use in different degrees of complaint severity in each group, (c) the frequency of 

each speech act strategy used by complainees, and (d) the results of the comparison 

between the native speaker groups (the EEE and the JJJ groups) and the native speaker 

and nonnative speaker groups (the JEE and the JJJ groups, and the EJJ and the EEE 

groups). 

 

The Length of Interactions: Turns 

To determine how long the participants interacted in a complaint interaction, the 

number of turns was counted in each interaction made by each pair. Number of turns is 

not the only way of measuring length of interaction; other measures might represent the 

actual length more accurately because long turns can contribute disproportionately to the 

scene or interaction. In other words, a large number of turns is not necessarily a reliable 

indicator of the length of an interaction. However, the number of turns can indicate the 

natural back and forth aspect of the role-play. 

In counting turns, the following rules were applied: 

1. When there is a response token such as un (yeah), ah, during the other party’s talk, the 

response token was not counted and the talk before and after the response token was 
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regarded as one turn. 

2. If the respondent agreed or accepted the previous statement, even if the agreement or 

acceptance was only one word, the token was regarded as one turn. 

 

Numbers of Turns by the EEE Group 

The length of interactions in the EEE group differed according to the situation and 

participant pair. Table 18 shows the number of turns for each pair and in each situation. 

This number includes both the potential complainer and complainee. 

 

Table 18. The Number of Turns by the EEE Group in the Four Situations 

 

Pair 

#a 

Restaurant 

#b  

Work 

#c  

Tennis 

#d  

Phone  

 

M 

1AB 7 15 7 15 11.00 

2BA 11 12 8 12 10.75 

3CD 9 19 10 8 11.50 

4DC 9 16 18 24 16.75 

5EF 5 8 10 17 10.00 

6GH 11 30 12 23 19.00 

7IJ 9 12 11 14 11.50 

8KI 8 19 13 9 12.25 

9JL 9 12 6 12 9.75 

10LK 8 9 8 13 9.50 

 M 8.6 15.2 10.3 14.7 12.20 

Note. Numbers 1-10 indicates Pair; letters indicate individual participants; 1AB and 2BA 

indicate the same participants in reversed roles. 
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The participants in the EEE group interacted using turns ranging from a minimum 

of 5 turns to 30 turns. Pair 6GH, who used 30 turns in the Work situation, interacted 

longer than any of the other pairs in this group. The same pair also employed 23 turns, the 

second greatest number, in the Phone situation. The pair’s average number of turns was 19, 

the longest among the 10 pairs. One pair used only 5 turns in the Restaurant situation, the 

second smallest number of all the EEE participants, the average of which was 10 turns, 

about half that of the longest pair. 

Among the situations, the longest interaction was in the Work situation (15.2 turns) 

and the second longest was in the Phone situation (14.7 turns). The average of all 

participants in all situations was 12.2 turns. 

 

Number of Turns by the JJJ Group 

Table 19 shows the number of turns for the JJJ pairs. Several long interactions by 

participants E and F contributed to a mean number of turns that was twice as large as that 

of the EEE group. The members of the JJJ group played their roles using a wide range in 

terms of the number of turns. The number varied from a minimum of 5 turns to a 

maximum of 65 turns. Pairs 5QR and 6RQ were the same participants who had changed 

roles with one another. They became very involved in their roles. On the other hand, Pairs 

7ST and 8TS used only 5 turns in the Tennis situation and 7 turns in the Restaurant 

situation. The average number of turns produced by Pairs 9 and 10 were 11.25 and 13.75, 

respectively. These numbers were approximately one third the number of turns produced 

by Pairs 5 and 6 (M = 34.75 and 40.5, respectively). 
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Table 19. The Number of Turns by the JJJ Group in the Four Situations 

 

Pair 

#a 

Restaurant 

#b  

Work 

#c  

Tennis 

#d  

Phone  

 

M 

1MN 9 11 16 18 13.5 

2NM 16 14 15 28 18.25 

3OP 19 25 12 15 17.75 

4PO 17 27 25 8 19.25 

5QR 16 19 58 46 34.75 

6RQ 40 34 23 65 40.5 

7ST 11 29 37 42 29.75 

8TS 16 29 25 28 24.5 

9UV 7 10 5 23 11.25 

10VU 8 15 15 17 13.75 

 M 15.9 21.3 23.1 29.0 22.325 

Note. Numbers 1~10 indicate Pair, alphabet letters indicate individual participants. 1AB 

and 2MN indicate the same participants in reversed roles. 

 

Number of Turns by the EJJ Group 

Table 20 shows the number of turns the participants in the EJJ group took in their 

interactions. In this group, the ten native speakers of English made a complaint in 

Japanese to one of three native speakers of Japanese, who took the role of complainee. 

The participants in the EJJ group had a mean of 14.35 turns. Pair 6 took the highest 

number of turns, 39, in the Phone situation. Pair 10 took the next two highest numbers of 

turns, 28, in the Work situation and 25 in the Phone situation. However, two pairs used 

only 7 turns, another two used only 8 turns, and three used just 9 turns. The mean number 

of turns was 14.35, slightly more than the EEE mean (12.02); thus, the EJJ participants 

used more turns in the foreign language than in their native language. 
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Table 20. The Number of Turns by the EJJ Group in the Four Situations 

 

Pair 

#a 

Restaurant 

#b  

Work 

#c  

Tennis 

#d  

Phone  

 

M 

1Aa 13 13 12 8 11.50 

2Ba 12 12 7 14 11.25 

3Da 16 19 12 15 15.5 

4Cb 13 8 14 15 12.50 

5Ec 11 11 12 18 13.00 

6Ga 18 12 19 39 22.00 

7Ja 12 11 9 9 10.25 

8Ia 13 9 13 18 13.25 

9Ka 7 20 15 14 14.00 

10La 15 28 13 25 20.25 

 M 13.0 14.3 12.6 17.5 14.35 

Note. Numbers 1-10 indicate Pair; letters indicate individual participants. Participants 

played the role of complainer and three instructors of Japanese played the role of 

complainee (a = female Japanese instructor of Japanese in America, in her forties; b = the 

researcher, aged over fifty, c = female Japanese instructor of Japanese in America, in her 

forties). 

 

Number of Turns Taken by the JEE Group 

The number of turns taken by the participants in the JEE group is shown in Table 21. 

Many JEE members engaged in long interactions involving more than 30 turns. Five pairs 

took more than 30 turns in eight of the situations, with 49 turns being the maximum. The 

mean number of turns was 22.4, about twice as many as that of the EEE (12.02) and the 

EJJ (14.35) groups and almost the same as the JJJ group (22.325).  
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Table 21. The Number of Turns by the JEE Group in the Four Situations 

 

Pair 

#a 

Restaurant 

#b  

Work 

#c  

Tennis 

#d  

Phone  

 

M 

1Ma 17 19 20 21 19.25 

2Na 23 35 8 27 23.25 

3Oa 28 13 12 16 17.25 

4Pa 15 31 31 15 23.00 

5Qa 20 20 18 21 19.75 

6Ra 24 49 47 37 39.25 

7Sa 13 25 16 35 22.25 

8Ta 16 31 19 19 21.25 

9Ub 22 14 17 25 19.50 

10Vb 17 13 12 35 19.25 

 M 19.5 25.0 20 25.1 22.40 

Note. Numbers 1-10 indicate Pair; letters indicate individual participants. Participants 

played the role of complainer and two instructors of English played the role of interactant 

as complainee (a = male American instructor of English, in his thirties, b = male American 

instructor and interpreter of English, in his late twenties). 

 

In sum, the native Japanese-speaking participants used more turns than the native 

English speaking participants did. The difference is that both the JJJ and the JEE groups 

used about twice as many turns as the EEE and the EJJ groups, after response tokens had 

been deleted when counting turns (see Table 22). 

One factor that influenced the length of the interactions was the situations. The 

Phone situation required the highest numbers of turns, and the Work situation the second 

highest number of turns. As it turned out, neither developed as a complaint sequence. In 

the Restaurant situation, the participants used about two thirds the number of turns as in 

the Phone situation. 
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Table 22. The Number of Turns by Group in the Four Situations 

 

Group 

#a 

Restaurant 

#b  

Work 

#c  

Tennis 

#d  

Phone  

 

M 

EEE 8.75 14.25 10.67 14.42 12.02 

JJJ 15.90 21.30 23.10 29.00 22.325 

EJJ 13.00 14.30 12.60 17.50 14.35 

JEE 19.50 25.00 20.00 25.10 22.40 

M 14.29 18.71 16.59 21.48 17.77 

 

Complaint Strategies Used by Complainers 

The next analysis concerns the strategies used by the participants in their complaint 

interaction in terms of the level of severity, as described in Chapter 3 (S1Hint [Hint], 

S2Cmpl [Mention Complainable-Act or Duration/Frequency], S3NAAct [Explicit 

Negative Assessment of the Accused’s Action], and S4NAPer [Explicit Negative 

Assessment of the Accused as a Person]). 

 

Complaint Strategies Used by the EEE Group 

The frequency of the four complaint strategies used in the four situations by the 

EEE group is shown in Table 23. The complainers used a large number of Strategy 2, 

mentioning the complainable in every situation; at the same time, some participants 

employed hints in three of the four situations. No one used a hinting strategy in the Work 

situation. This might be a result of how hints were coded and the fact that the Work 

situation was not a true complaint sequence, but rather a request + refusal sequence. In 

fact, three participants in the Work situation did not make any complaint to their Boss, 

focusing instead on refusing the repeated request. 
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Table 23. Complaint Strategies by the EEE Group in the Four Situations 

 

Strategy 

#a 

Restaurant 

#b  

Work 

#c  

Tennis 

#d  

Phone  

 

Total 

S1Hint 3 0 4 4 11 

S2Cmpl 10 7 9 9 35 

S3NAAct 0 2 0 0 2 

S4NAAct 0 0 1 0 1 

None 0 3 1 0 4 

Note. S1Hint = Hint; S2Cmpl = Mention Complainable; S3NAAct: = Explicit Negative 

Assessment of the Accused’s Action; S4NAPer = Explicit Negative Assessment of the 

Accused as a Person; None = No Complaint. 

 

Complaint Strategies Used by the JJJ Group 

The frequency of the four complaint strategies used in the four situations by the JJJ 

group is shown in Table 24. 

 

Table 24. Complaint Strategies Used by the JJJ Group for the Four Situations 

 

Strategy 

#a 

Restaurant 

#b  

Work 

#c  

Tennis 

#d  

Phone 

 

Total 

S1Hint 0 1 6 1 8 

S2Cmpl 10 2 10 9 31 

S3NAAct 2 1 2 2 7 

S4NA,Per 2 0 1 1 4 

None 0 6 0 0 6 

Note. S1Hint = Hint; S2Cmpl = Mention Complainable; S3NAAct = Explicit Negative 

Assessment of the Accused’s Action; S4NAPer = Explicit Negative Assessment of the 

Accused as a Person; None = No Complaint. 
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The JJJ and EEE groups employed complaint strategies similarly. The JJJ group 

used a wider range of strategies (from S1Hint to S4NAPer in three situations) than the 

EEE group, but in the Work situation, 6 out of 10 pairs did not produce complaints.  

 

Complaint Strategies Used by the EJJ Group 

The frequency of the four complaint strategies used in the four situations by the EJJ 

group is shown in Table 25. 

 

Table 25. Complaint Strategies Used by the EJJ Group in the Four Situations 

Situation 

Strategy 

#a 

Restaurant 

#b  

Work 

#c  

Tennis 

#d  

Phone 

 

Total 

S1Hint 0 0 1 2 3 

S2Cmpl 10 6 8 10 34 

S3NAAct 1 0 1 2 4 

S4NAPer 0 0 0 0 0 

None 0 4 2 0 6 

Note. S1Hint = Hint; S2Cmpl = Mention Complainable; S3NAAct = Explicit Negative 

Assessment of the Accused’s Action; S4NAPer = Explicit Negative Assessment of the 

Accused as a Person; None = No Complainable. 

 

The EJJ and EEE groups used complaint strategies similarly, using S1Hint to 

S3NAAct. No pair used S4NAPer. All of the EJJ members used S2Cmpl, particularly in 

the Restaurant and Phone situations. 
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Complaint Strategies Used by the JEE Group 

The frequency of the four complaint strategies used in the four situations by the JEE 

group is shown in Table 26. 

 

Table 26. Complaint Strategies Used by the JEE Group for the Four Situations 

 

Strategy 

#a 

Restaurant 

#b  

Work 

#c  

Tennis 

#d  

Phone  

 

Total 

S1Hint 2 3 3 3 11 

S2Cmpl 10 7 10 10 37 

S3NAAct 0 1 2 2 5 

S4NAPer 0 0 1 0 1 

None 0  0 0 0 3 

Note. S1Hint = Hint; S2Cmpl = Mention Complainable; S3NAAct = Explicit Negative 

Assessment of the Accused’s Action; S4NAPer = Explicit Negative Assessment of the 

Accused as a Person; None = No Complaint. 

 

The JEE group used complaint strategies in the same way as the EEE group in that 

an overwhelming number of members used S2Cmpl; however, only two EEE pairs used 

S3NAAct, while five of the JEE pairs did so. In the Work situation, 6 out of 10 Japanese 

participants did not complain in their native language, but simply tried to refuse the 

sudden request to work on Sunday from their boss. Only three of the same participants 

chose not to complain in English, their second language. 

In every situation except the Work situation, mention of the Complainable was used 

overwhelmingly. The Work situation was different from the other situations. In this 

situation, half of the participants did not complain, but rather refused the boss’s abrupt 

request to work the next day. In particular, 8 participants in the JJJ group negotiated a 
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refusal of the boss’s request. S4, which negatively assesses the complainee as a person, 

was used by the JJJ members with their tardy friend in the Tennis situation (n = 3), to the 

waiter/waitress in the Restaurant situation (n = 1), and to their daughter or son in the 

Phone situation (n = 1). Only one participant in the EEE and the JEE groups used 

S3NAAct; no one in the EJJ group used this strategy. Members in all the groups used 

S1Hint, the second largest number of times next to S2Cmpl (8 to 13 in the four groups). 

Also S1Hint was used particularly frequently in the Tennis and Phone situations. 

 

Initial Complaint Strategies 

In the next step, the strategy that appeared first in each interaction was examined. I 

investigated what strategy most of the participants used and whether any differences 

existed among situations and groups. 

 

Initial Complaint Strategies Used by the EEE Group 

Table 27 shows the frequency of the initial complaint strategies used by the EEE 

group. The most frequent initial complaint strategy in the EEE group was S2Cmpl. 

S2Cmpl was the most frequently used strategy in every group. More than half of the 

participants chose to mention the complainable directly in every situation. Slightly fewer 

than half of the participants used an initial hint. No one in the EEE group assessed their 

interactant’s action negatively. 
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Table 27. Initial Complaint Strategies Used by the EEE Group in the Four Situations 

 

Strategy 

#a 

Restaurant 

#b  

Work 

#c  

Tennis 

#d  

Phone 

 

Total 

S1Hint 3 1 6 5 15 

S2Cmpl 7 6 3 5 21 

S3NAAct 0 0 0 0 0 

S4NAPer 0 0 0 0 0 

None 0 3 0 0 3 

Note. S1Hint = Hint; S2Cmpl = Mention Complainable; S3NAAct = Explicit Negative 

Assessment of the Accused’s Action; S4NAPer = Explicit Negative Assessment of the 

Accused as a Person; None = No Complainable. 

 

Table 28 shows the kind of the initial complaint strategies used by each pair in the 

EEE group. 

 

Table 28. Initial Complaint Strategies Used by the EEE Pairs in the Four Situations 

Pair #a Restaurant #b Work #c Tennis #d Phone 

1 S2Cmpl S3NAAct S2Cmpl S1Hint 

2 S2Cmpl S2Cmpl S1Hint S2Cmpl 

3 S1Hint None S1Hint S2Cmpl 

4 S1Hint S2Cmpl S1Hint  S2Cmpl 

5 S2Cmpl S2Cmpl S1Hint S2Cmpl 

6 S2Cmpl S1Hint S1Hint S2Cmpl 

7 S2Cmpl None S2Cmpl S2Cmpl 

8 S1Hint S2Cmpl S1Hint S1Hint 

9 S2Cmpl None S2Cmpl S1Hint 

10 S2Cmpl S2Cmpl S2Cmpl S2Cmpl 

Note. S1Hint = Hint; S2Cmpl = Mention Complainable; S3NAAct = Explicit Negative 

Assessment of the Accused’s Action; S4NAPer = Explicit Negative Assessment of the 

Accused as a Person; None = No Complainable. 
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S1Hint and S2Cmpl were used in the following examples 5 and 6 from the EEE 

group. 

Example 5 (S1Hint): (EEE 5EF-Restaurant) 

C: I want to know if my order is coming along ok?   S1Hint 

Although the customer does not mention the complainable (that s/he already ordered some 

food and it has not come yet), the waiter understands the complaint. 

 

Example. 6 (S2Cmpl): (EEE 1a-Restaurant) 

C: We placed our order twenty minutes ago and we haven’t  

received anything yet.     S2Cmpl 

 

This is a typical example in which C mentions directly the complainable (that food 

has not arrived yet) and the severity of the complainable (that s/he ordered 20 minutes 

ago). 

 

Initial Complaint Strategies Used by the JJJ Group 

Table 29 shows the frequency of the initial complaint strategies used by the JJJ 

group. The JJJ group also used S2Cmpl first overwhelmingly in their interactions (26 out 

of 40 occasions) in all four situations. All the participants used this in the Restaurant 

situation. In contrast, S3 or S4 (negative assessments of complainee’s action or as a 

person) were never used initially. In fact, they used only S2Cmpl first in the Restaurant 

situation informing the waiter/waitress that their order had not been delivered yet. In the 
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Work situation, six participants chose not to make a complaint, but rather engaged in 

repeated refusals. 

 

Table 29. Initial Complaint Strategies Used by the JJJ Group in the Four Situations 

 

Strategy 

#a 

Restaurant 

#b  

Work 

#c  

Tennis 

#d Phone 

Call 

 

Total 

S1Hint 0 1 5 2 8 

S2Cmpl 10 3 5 8 26 

S3NAAct 0 0 0 0 0 

S4NAPer 0 0 0 0 0 

None 0 6 0 0 6 

Note. S1Hint = Hint; S2Cmpl = Mention Complainable; S3NAAct = Explicit Negative 

Assessment of the Accused’s Action; S4NAPer = Explicit Negative Assessment of the 

Accused as a Person; None = No Complainable. 

 

Table 30 shows the kind of the initial complaint strategies used by each pair in the 

JJJ group. 

Only 3 members of the JJJ group used S2Cmpl in the Work situation. Example 7 

shows one of them. 

Example. 7 (S2Cmpl): (JJJ 3a-Work) 

Worker (W): Atashi no onegai nandesu kedo, dekirudake ne 

zenjitsu no kooshoo wa yamete itadakitain desu.   S2Cmpl 

(I’d like to ask you a favor. Could you just stop  

asking me to work the day before as much as possible?) 
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Table 30. Initial Complaint Strategies Used by the JJJ Pairs in the Four Situations 

Pair #a Restaurant #b Work  #c Tennis  #d Phone 

1 S2Cmpl None S1Hint S1Hint 

2 S2Cmpl None S1Hint S2Cmpl 

3 S2Cmpl S2Cmpl S2Cmpl S2Cmpl 

4 S2Cmpl None S2Cmpl S2Cmpl 

5 S2Cmpl None S1Hint S1Hint 

6 S2Cmpl S2Cmpl S1Hint S2Cmpl 

7 S2Cmpl None S2Cmpl S2Cmpl 

8 S2Cmpl S2Cmpl S1Hint S2Cmpl 

9 S2Cmpl None S2Cmpl S2Cmpl 

10 S2Cmpl S1Hint S2Cmpl S2Cmpl 

Note. S1Hint = Hint; S2Cmpl = Mention Complainable; S3NAAct = Explicit Negative 

Assessment of the Accused’s Action; S4NAPer = Explicit Negative Assessment of the 

Accused as a Person; None = No Complainable. 

 

W complains in the form of request for forbearance, mentioning the complainable 

(W’s boss frequently asks workers to work extra without any advance notice). Six out of 

ten participants chose not to complain. This participant (Complainer, Pair 6) is one of the 

only two who chose to complain directly. 

The next example is one in which S1Hint was used first and exclusively; no other 

strategies appeared in this excerpt. 

Example 8 (S1Hint): (JJJ 5d-Phone) 

Mother (M): Shizuko san, anata nanjikan denwa shiteruno?  S1Hint  

(Shizuko-san, how long have you been on the phone?) 

Daughter (D): Ehe? Sonna nanjikan tte nijippun kurai yo. 

(What? Well, how long? About twenty minutes.) 
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M: Sore wa anatano tokei yo.     S1Hint  

(That’s by your watch.) 

D: Un. 

(Yeah.) 

M: Sore wa anata chuushin ni mawatte iru tokei.    S1Hint 

(It’s a watch that goes along your wishes.)      

D: Iya sonnakoto naitte. Ano chanto    (Denial) 

(No, it isn’t. It’s working fine.)      

M: Anata ne, uchi no keizai jyoutai kangaete.   (Request) 

(Consider our economic condition.) 

Mo okaasan mo part deterun dashi, otosan date 

teinen majika nandashi. 

(I work part time, and your father is approaching retirement.) 

 

M’s first question to D can be interpreted as an S1Hint and as an inquiry at the same 

time. Before answering M, D reacts by asking why M asked her the question. M’s last 

utterance hints at a complaint by calling attention to the reason D does not want her 

daughter to make long calls. 

 

Initial Complaint Strategies Used by the EJJ Group 

Table 31 shows the frequency of the initial complaint strategies used by the EJJ 

group. As shown in Table 30 above, the number of pairs in the EJJ group that used S1 and 

S2 is almost the same as those in the EEE group. The participants did not change their 

strategy use when they moved from English, their native language, to their L2, Japanese. 
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Table 31. Initial Complaint Strategies Used by the EJJ Group in the Four Situations 

 Situation 

Strategy 

#a 

Restaurant 

#b  

Work 

#c  

Tennis 

#d  

Phone  

 

Total 

S1Hint 0 2 1 1 4 

S2Cmpl 10 3 7 9 29 

S3NAAct 0 1 0 0 1 

S4NAPer 0 0 0 0 0 

None 0 4 2 0 6 

Note. S1Hint = Hint; S2Cmpl = Mention Complainable; S3NAAct = Explicit Negative 

Assessment of the Accused’s Action; S4NAPer = Explicit Negative Assessment of the 

Accused as a Person; None = No Complainable. 

 

Table 32 shows the initial complaint strategies used by each pair in the EJJ group. 

 

Table 32. Initial Complaint Strategies Used by the EJJ Pairs in the Four Situations 

Pair #a Restaurant #b Work  #c Tennis  #d Phone 

1 S2Cmpl None S2Cmpl S2Cmpl 

2 S2Cmpl None None S2Cmpl 

3 S2Cmpl None  None S2Cmpl 

4 S2Cmpl None S1Hint S1Hint 

5 S2Cmpl S2Cmpl S2Cmpl S2Cmpl 

6 S2Cmpl S3NAAct S2Cmpl S2Cmpl 

7 S2Cmpl S2Cmpl S2Cmpl S2Cmpl 

8 S2Cmpl S1Hint S2Cmpl S2Cmpl 

9 S2Cmpl S1Hint S2Cmpl S2Cmpl 

10 S2Cmpl S2Cmpl S2Cmpl S2Cmpl 

Note. S1Hint = Hint; S2Cmpl = Mention Complainable; S3NAAct = Explicit Negative 

Assessment of the Accused’s Action; S4NAPer = Explicit Negative Assessment of the 

Accused as a Person; None = No Complainable. 
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Examples 9, 10, 11 and 12 are instances in which S1 and S2 were used initially.  

Example 9 (S1Hint): (Pair 3a -Restaurant) 

C: Chuumon no hoo wa doodesu ka? Mada desuka?   S1Hint 

(What’s happening with my order? Isn’t it ready?) 

 

In Example 9, the customer asks a question implying that the food has not come yet, 

without mentioning the complainable directly. 

Example 10 (S2Cmpl): (EJJ 1a-Restaurant) 

C: Boku ga nijikan mae ni chuumon sitan desukedo…   S2Cmpl 

(I ordered twenty minutes ago, but …) 

 

In Example 10, the complainer does not mention the fact that the food has not 

arrived yet, but implies this without saying it explicitly. 

Example 11 (S2Cmpl): (EJJ 1c-Tennis) 

W: Moo sanjippun matta.       S2Cmpl 

(Waited for thirty minutes.) 

 

In Example 11, the friend who has been kept waiting by her friend mentions directly 

in a short utterance the fact that she has been waiting for thirty minutes. 

Example 12 (S2Cmpl): (EJJ 9c-Tennis) 

W: Moo! Chotto nee! Moo kaeroo to omotta kedo, chotto nee 

moo itsumo osoikara toka dookanaa to omoimashita …(laugh) S2Cmpl 
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(I was just about to leave, but you are always late, so  

(I waited) a little bit, I was wondering if you were coming.) 

 

In Example 12, W, who has been waiting, mentions explicitly that the friend is 

always late and that W was wondering if she might not appear. 

 

Initial Complaint Strategies Used by the JEE Group 

Table 33 shows the frequency of the initial complaint strategies used by the JEE 

group. 

 

Table 33. Initial Complaint Strategies Used by the JEE Group in the Four Situations 

 

Strategy 

#a 

Restaurant 

#b  

Work 

#c  

Tennis 

#d  

Phone  

 

Total 

S1Hint 1 3 2 3 9 

S2Cmpl 9 4 8 5 26 

S3NAAct 0 0 0 2 2 

S4NAPer 0 0 0 0 0 

None 0 3 0 0 3 

Note. S1Hint = Hint; S2Cmpl = Mention Complainable; S3NAAct = Explicit Negative 

Assessment of the Accused’s Action; S4NAPer = Explicit Negative Assessment of the 

Accused as a Person; None = No Complainable. 

 

Table 34 shows the kind of the initial complaint strategies used by each pair in the JEE 

group. 
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Table 34. Initial Complaint Strategies Used by the JEE Pairs in the Four Situations 

Pair #a Restaurant #b Work #c Tennis #d Phone 

1 S2Cmpl S1Hint S2Cmpl S2Cmpl 

2 S2Cmpl S1Hint S2Cmpl S2Cmpl 

3 S1Hint S2Cmpl S2Cmpl S3NAAct 

4 S2Cmpl S1Hint S2Cmpl S2Cmpl 

5 S2Cmpl None S1Hint S3NAAct 

6 S2Cmpl S2Cmpl S2Cmpl S2Cmpl 

7 S2Cmpl None S1Hint S2Cmpl 

8 S2Cmpl S2Cmpl S2Cmpl S1Hint 

9 S2Cmpl S2Cmpl S2Cmpl S1Hint 

10 S2Cmpl None S2Cmpl S1Hint 

Note. S1Hint = Hint; S2Cmpl = Mention Complainable; S3NAAct = Explicit Negative 

Assessment of the Accused’s Action; S4NAPer = Explicit Negative Assessment of the 

Accused as a Person; None = No Complainable. 

 

The JEE group also used S2Cmpl most frequently in their complaint interactions, 

particularly in the Restaurant and Phone situations. S3NAAct and S4NAPer were not used 

except for two examples of S3NAAct in the Phone situation. 

Examples 13 and 14 show instances of the initial use of S1 and S2. 

Example 13 (S1Hint): (JEE 3a-Restaurant) 

C: Uh yeah, I have something to say to you.    S1Hint 

W: Yes. 

C: Do you what uh that guy who is sitting over there. 

W: Oh yeah? 

C: You know uh he got the same meal I ordered.    S2Cmpl 
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C’s first utterance draws the waiter’s attention to his food, but does not specify the 

problem. He is hinting that his food has not come yet. In his second utterance, he starts to 

refer to the other person, indicating the unfair treatment. C’s third utterance is a 

continuation of the second. W’s response token (oh yeah) acknowledges recognition of the 

man.  

Example 14 (S2Cmpl): (JEE 9c-Tennis) 

T: Hey, Shin, sorry I’m late. 

W: Oh come on man, it’s 30 minutes.    S2bCmpl (Severity-D) 

T: I’m sorry I’m sorry it was just traffic was just terrible. 

W: Oh, you’re always late, man.    S2bCmpl (Severity-F) 

 

T apologizes for being late, but W complains, indicating the length of time W had to 

wait for T. T apologizes again with an excuse that the traffic was terrible, but W 

complains that T is always late. 

The flow of complaint severity levels is examined in the next section and a further 

analysis of the interactions between complainers and complainees is presented after that. 

 

The Comparison of the Initial S2Cmpl and Reaction of the Complainee 

It was found in the previous section that S2Cmpl was produced overwhelmingly as 

an initial complaint strategy (65%), S1Hint was employed, less than one third of S2Cmpl 

(20%), and S3NAAct was used by only 4 participants (2.5%), as shown in Tables 35, 44, 

and 45. 
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Table 35. Frequency of S2Cmpl as an Initial Complaint Strategy 

 

Group 

#a 

Restaurant 

#b  

Work 

#c  

Tennis 

#d  

Phone 

 

Total 

EEE 7 5 4 7 23 

JJJ 10 3 5 8 26 

EJJ 10 3 7 9 29 

JEE 9 4 8 5 26 

Total  36 15 24 29  104 (65%) 

Note. All cases = 10 participants × 4 groups × 4 situations = 160; 104 cases of S2Cmpl 

÷160 = 65%. 

 

S2Cmpl was the most frequently used initial strategy in every situation by all groups. 

In the Restaurant situation, all but three participants in the EEE group used S2Cmpl. As a 

whole, the participants used Strategy of mentioning directly the complainable in 104 out 

of 160 interactions. 

In this section, I investigate the kind of S2Cmpl (Severity, Act, or both) the 

complainers used in the initial position and how the participants who played the role of 

complainee reacted to the S2Cmpl complaint. In addition, I track how the complainers 

reacted to the complainee’s reactive strategy. The results are shown in Tables 36 to 43. 

 

A Comparison of Initial S2Cmpl and the Reaction of the Complainee  

in the Restaurant Situation 

One typical type of complaint sequence predominates in the Restaurant role-play 

from the beginning to the ending stage: Attention Getting, Offer of Help, Complaint, 

Apology, Offer of Repair, and Gratitude. However, a complainer is able to select how to 
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begin by referring to a particular part of the complainable. Table 36 compares the 

frequency of three types (Severity, Act, and Severity + Act) of S2Cmpl between the four 

groups. 

 

Table 36. Frequency of S2Cmpl in the Restaurant Situation 

Com Content EEE JJJ  EJJ JEE Total 

Severity Alone 4 3 2 6 15 

Act Alone 0 4 2 1 7 

Severity + Act 4 3 6 2 15 

No S2Cmpl 2 1 0 1 4 

Note. Com Content = Complainable Content; S2Cmpl = Strategy 2-Mention 

Complainable. 

 

On the whole, Severity and Severity + Act were used as the initial complaint 

S2Cmpl most frequently. Severity was used most often by the EEE and JEE groups, that 

is, when both native speakers and second language speakers were speaking English. 

Severity + Act was used most by the EJJ group, (second language speakers of Japanese). 

The Act Alone type was used most by native speakers of Japanese, although they used the 

three types almost equally. 

The reaction of waiters/waitresses in response to the S2Cmpl produced by customers 

is shown in Table 37. Because this is a complaint interaction in a restaurant, certain 

reactive strategies were expected. 
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Table 37. Frequency of the Complainee’s Reaction Strategies in the Restaurant Situation. 

Reaction EEE JJJ  EJJ JEE Total 

Apology 4 2 0 5 11 

Offer of Repair 3 0 0 0 3 

Asking about Order 3 4 6 4 17 

Response Token 1 6 3 1 11 

Excuse 0 0 2 0 2 

 

The EEE and the JEE groups used Apology most frequently. Only two of the JJJ 

group members apologized and none of the EJJ group members did. However, this does 

not mean that Japanese rarely apologize; it indicates that at this stage of a complaint event, 

they did not apologize. Offer of repair was used only by the EEE group members at this 

stage. Asking about the Order already made by the complainee was used most frequently 

by the JJJ group before apologizing and offering repair. Response Tokens, such as Hai 

(yes), ee (yeah), haa (oh), aa so desu ka (oh, is that so), were most frequently used by the 

JJJ group. Excuse was used by only two of the EJJ group members just after an initial 

S2Cmpl complaint. 

The relationship between the three types of S2Cmpl and the complainer’s reactive 

strategies are shown in the following examples. 

Example 15 (S2bCmple: Severity—Apology) (JEE1a-Restaurant) 

C: I’ve been waiting more than twenty minutes    

 (Severity-D) 

and the man who came uh um later than me  

had uh has already served. What’s up?     (Severity) 
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W: Uh I’m very sorry to hear that. Uh uh what did you order? I’m sorry. (Apology) 

 

C refers to two kinds severity (waiting for twenty minutes, and the fact that a man 

who came after C was served before C) and does not say that C has not been served yet, 

thus leaving the implication open. W understands the situation and at first apologizes. W 

also asks about the order that C made 20 minutes ago, which can serve as grounds for 

offer of future repair. 

Example 16 (Act + Severity + Request—Apology) (JJJ2a-Restaurant) 

C: Eeto ano kada, konain desu kedo 

(Well, well, I haven’t been served yet.) 

Ano chumon shita ndesu kedo    (Act) 

(I ordered it already though) 

W: Hai. 

(Oh) 

C: Moo nijyu ppun kurai tatterun desu kedo  (Duration)  

(It’s been bout 20 minutes though) 

W: Haa. 

(Oh) 

C: Ano kata ne moo itadaiteru mitai dee   (Severity) 

(It looks like, that person there is already eating.) 

W: Haa so desu kaa. 

(Oh, is that so?) 
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C: Sumimasen, sugu onegai dekimasu ka?   (Request) 

(Sorry, can you bring it soon?) 

W: Mooshi wake nakatta desune.    (Apology) 

(I’m terribly sorry.) 

 

In this example, C complains that C has not been served yet (Act), that C ordered 20 

minutes ago (Severity), and that the man is already eating (Severity), while W just shows 

that W is hearing the complaint by producing a response token in the middle of C’s 

complaint sequence. W gives only minimal response tokens with no reaction and begins 

making a request with an apology for politeness and conventional requestive question. 

Finally C receives an apology form W. 

Example 17 (Severity + Act--Apology) (EEE1a-Restaurant) 

C: We placed our order twenty minutes ago 

and we haven’t received anything yet.   (Severity + Act) 

W: I’m sorry to hear that. I will go back to the  

kitchen and see how your order’s coming.   (Apology) 

 

C mentions the time C ordered (Severity) and the lack of service (Act) in one turn. 

W apologizes immediately and offers to check with the kitchen (offer of repair) in the 

same turn. 

Example 18 (Act—Asking for Order ) (EJJ3a-Restaurant) 
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C: Chuumon no hoo wa doodesu shooka? Mada desu ka?  (Act) 

(How about my order? Not yet?)    

W: Ano, nani o chuumon nasattan desu ka?   (Asking for Order) 

(Well, what did you order?) 

 

C mentions the complainable (Act) directly (that the food C ordered has not been 

served yet). She does not indicate the time she ordered nor what she ordered. W requests 

the information before making an apology. (From an American perspective, W should 

know what C ordered and when.) 

 

A Comparison of Initial S2Cmpl and the Reaction of the Complainee in the Work Situation 

The Work situation is different from the Restaurant situation in that the relationship 

between the boss and the worker may be friendly in a lower-higher status relationship, 

while the relation between the customer and the waiter/waitress may be unfamiliar in a 

higher-lower status situation. 

 

Table 38. Frequency of S2Cmpl in the Work Situation 

Com Content EEE JJJ  EJJ JEE Total 

Severity Only 2 1 4 2 9 

Act Only 1 1 2 2 6 

Severity + Act 4 0 0 0 4 

No S2Cmpl 3 8 4 6 21 

Note. Com Content = Complainable Content; S2Cmpl = Strategy 2-Mention 

Complainable. 
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Table 38 indicates that the EEE group used all three types of S2Cmpl, while the  

other groups did not use the Severity + Act type. The JJJ group used only one 

Severity type and only one Act type. 

Table 39 shows the reaction of boss in response to the S2Cmpl produced by the 

worker in the Work situation. 

 

Table 39. Frequency of the Complainee’s Reaction Strategies in the Work Situation 

Reaction EEE JJJ EJJ JEE Total 

Request 2 1 4 2 9 

Excuse 4 0 4 1 9 

Apology 1 0 0 0 1 

Acknowledgement 0 1 0 0 1 

Confirmation 0 0 1 0 1 

Acceptance 0 0 0 1 1 

Proposal 0 0 0 1 1 

 

In the Work situation, Request and Excuse were used most frequently by Complainees in 

the EEE and EJJ groups. Unlike the Restaurant situation, the Work situation does not lend 

itself to a Complaint sequence; it requires a long negotiation of request and refusal. Even 

if some turns looked like short complaint challenges, they could have been refusal 

attempts or attempts at making a complaint, so the complaint attempts were short and 

weak, as shown in the following examples. 

Example 19 （Severity） (EEE6b-Work) 

W: Didn’t you, didn’t you ask me to do this a couple 

of weeks ago, right?     (Severity) 
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B: I did. I really did. And I really appreciate you  

doing that … um…    

 (Acknowledgement/Gratitude) 

 

In Example 19, W seems to have a friendly relationship with B. W complains about 

B’s repeated request for her to work the next day directly, but B easily admits what she 

did and expresses gratitude for the fact that C worked following B’s request. B seems to 

accept W’s complaint, perhaps because of their friendly relationship. 

Example 20 (Act) (EEE7b-Work) 

W: But…maybe next time, if you’d given me a little 

bit more notice I might be able to.    (Act) 

B: All right, yeah but well it’s just…um, I had no time, so… (Excuse) 

 

In Example 20, W directly mentions the complainable that B has asked W to work in 

the past with some mitigation (maybe, a little bit) using subjunctive mood. B accepts what 

W says and adds that there was no way to ask more in advance. 

Example 21 (Act) (JJJ3b-Work) 

W: Eetto, ano kyuuni ah kyuuni iwaretemo    (Act) 

(Well, uh it’s sudden, well, it’s short notice.) 

ano asu wa jitsu wa ano watashi no ano itoko no kekkon shiki nandesu. 

(Well, tomorrow is, actually, man my cousin’s wedding day.) 

B: Kekkon shiki nante wakannaitte.     (Persuasion) 
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(You won’t be missed at the wedding, 

Minna takusan iku kara, hitori nuketemo. 

(there are so many people there, if one person is missing. 

Onegai. Doonika nan’nai kana?     (Request) 

(Please. Can’t you do it somehow?) 

W appears to complain about the sudden request to work the next day, and then 

gives the grounds for refusing the request, that is, his cousin’s wedding. A relative’s 

wedding is generally a good reason for refusing extra work, but B does not give up easily. 

B provides a reason for being absent at the wedding, and appeals to W to accept B’s 

request. B ignores W’s complaint, and recycles the request. 

Example 22 (Severity) (JEE9b-Work) 

W: Oh, I don’t really want to, but uh but this is like second time you (Severity-F) 

B: We, we really need you this Sunday, uh Sam said he’s going to  

be out sick and you know we’re just really out of people.  (Excuse) 

 

W starts with a refusal and then refers to the severity of the complainabe (“This is 

the second time”). B does not respond to the complainable, but rather focuses on her 

reason for requesting. B explains the sudden request as being the result of another 

person’s sudden absence. Later in the role play B withdraws his complaint. 
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A Comparison of Initial S2Cmpl and the Reaction of the Complainee  

in the Tennis Situation 

Table 40 shows the frequency of use among three levels of the complainable in the 

Tennis situation. In the Tennis situation, two friends who have a good relationship with 

one another are supposed to play tennis together. Some participants in the four groups did 

not choose S2Cmpl at all, and fewer than a half of the EEE and JEE group members 

employed it. In addition, all S2Cmpl except for one in the EJJ group refer to Severity but 

not to the Act. 

 

Table 40. Frequency of S2Cmpl in the Tennis Situation 

Com Content EEE JJJ EJJ JEE Total 

Severity Only 4 6 6 4 20 

Act Only 0 0 1 0 1 

Severity + Act 0 0 0 3 3 

No S2Cmpl 6 4 3 3 16 

Note. Com Content = Complainable Content; S2Cmpl = Strategy 2 Mention 

Complainable. 

 

Table 41. Frequency of the Complainee’s Reaction Strategies in the Tennis Situation 

Reaction EEE JJJ EJJ JEE Total 

Apology 3 3 4 3 13 

Excuse 4 4 4 3 15 

Confirmation 0 2 0 2 4 

Counter Complaint 0 0 0 1 1 

Promise of Forbear 0 1 0 0 1 
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Table 41 shows the reaction of Tardy Friend in response to the S2Cmpl produced by 

Waiting Friend in the Tennis situation. Most of the complainees responded to S2Cmpl 

from the complainers with the Excuse strategy. A few complainees used Confirmation for 

the expected time or place. Only one complainee used Counter Complaint and Promise of 

Forbearance. 

Example 23 (Act + Severity) (JEE3c-Tennis) 

W: Hello, what’s happened, Nancy. You know I’ve been waiting 

for here you know for 30 minutes.     (Act + Severity) 

T: Thirty minutes? What time were we supposed to meet out here? (Confirmation) 

In Example 23, W refers to the length of time that W has been waiting for T. T 

is or pretends to be surprised by the long time W has been waiting and asks for their 

scheduled appointment time for confirmation. 

Example 24 (Severity) (EEE7c-Tennis) 

W: Geez, what took you so long, man?    (Severity) 

T: Oh, I’m uh sorry. I uh I just lost track of the time.  

I fell asleep on my, on my couch.    (Apology/Excuse) 

 

In Example 24, W asks for the reason it took T so long to come and shows 

Mention of the Severity of the complainable. T apologizes for coming late and explains 

the reasons that T was late, because T can imagine how W feels. Apology and Excuse are 

the strategies that complainees use most frequently. 
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A Comparison of Initial S2Cmpl and Reaction of the Complainee in the Phone Situation 

The frequency of use of the three levels of direct mention strategy in the complaints 

for the Phone situation is shown in Table 42. In the Phone situation, all the members of 

the four groups who used S2Cmpl, produced “Severity” or “Severity + Act” types. Very 

few participants produced the “Act” type of S2Cmpl, probably because “you are on the 

phone” would have been an instance of “Act” would not have been as easily as identified 

as a complaint as some mention of recurrence or duration. While half of the EEE group 

members used S2Cmpl, nine out of ten members in the other three groups used S2Cmpl. 

 

Table 42. Frequency of S2Cmpl in the Phone Situation 

Complainable 
Content 

 
EEE 

 
JJJ 

 
EJJ 

 
JEE 

 
Total 

Severity Only 3 2 4 3 12 
Act Only 0 1 0 2 3 
Severity + Act 2 6 5 4 17 
No S2Cmpl 5 1 1 1 8 
Note. S2Cmpl = Strategy 2: Mention Complainable. 

 

Table 43. Frequency of Complainee’s Reaction Strategies in the Phone Situation 

Reaction EEE JJJ EJJ JEE Total 
Apology 1 0 2 1 4 
Excuse 4 1 3 2 10 
Denial 0 2 2 2 6 
Request 0 0 2 1 3 
Answer 0 2 2 0 4 
Promise 1 0 0 1 2 
Acknowledgement 0 1 0 1 2 
Counter Complaint 0 1 0 1 2 
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Table 43 shows the reaction of Daughter/Son in response to the S2Cmpl produced 

by Parent about the frequent long call. In the Phone situation, the complainees in all the 

groups used Excuse most frequently, followed by Denial, and then Apology and Answer. 

The EEE group concentrated on Excuse and the EJJ group used the same strategy next 

most. The other complainees’ strategies were used by one or two participants. 

Example 25 (Act + Severity) (EEE6d-Phone) 

M: Ok, well, you know I’ve been noticing you’ve been making these 

long-distance phone calls…all the time to uh your friend back east … (Act + Severity) 

D: Well, you know, I’ve got, I’ve got friends who live all over the 

place. What am I supposed to do?     (Excuse) 

 

In Example 25, M informs D of the fact that M has noticed that D has been making 

long-distance calls and M adds severity of the complainable (all the time and to D’s friend 

living in the east). In response to M’s pointing out the fact, D defends herself by 

mentioning that she has a lot of friends all over in the United States and argues back by 

asking what she should do. 

Example 26 (Severity + Act) (EJJ4d-Phone) 

F: Asami, dondake denwa shiterun dayo.    (Duration + Act)  

(Asami, how long have you been on the phone?) 

D: Eeh? Mada mada ichijikan gojippun gurai.  (Denial) 

(Eh? Not long. About one hour and fifty minutes.) 
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In Example 26, F implies that D has been on the phone for a long time by asking 

how long (Severity) she has been talking (Act). To her father’s question, which was 

spoken in a censuring tone, D denies that she has been on the phone long and adds that 

her actual calling time (one hour and fifty minutes) is not long. 

 

Comparison of the Initial S1Hint and Reaction of the Complainee 

Although the overwhelmingly large number of participants used S2Cmpl as an 

initial strategy in the complaint interaction, the frequency of S1Hint, the hinting strategy, 

is shown in Table 44. 

 

Table 44. Frequency of S1Hint as an Initial Complaint  

 

Group 

#a 

Restaurant 

#b  

Work 

#c  

Tennis 

#d  

Phone  

 

Total 

EEE 3 1 6 5 15 

JJJ 0 1 4 1 6 

EJJ 0 0 1 1 2 

JEE 0 3 3 3 9 

Total  3 5 14 10  32 (20%) 

 

The EEE used S1Hint as an initial complaint in the Restaurant, Tennis and  

Phone situations, but only one participant used this strategy first in the Work situation. 

The JJJ group used S1Hint in the Tennis situation second most frequently after the EEE 

group. The EJJ used it once in the Tennis and once in the Phone situations. The EEE and 

the JEE groups produced the Hinting Strategy in the Tennis and the Phone situations most 

frequently. 
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A Comparison of Initial S1Hint and Reaction of the Complainee 

in the Restaurant Situation 

In the Restaurant situation, only three members of the EEE group used S3NAAct 

and no one in the other three groups used it. The following examples are from the EEE 

group members. 

Example 27 (S1Hint) (EEE3a-Restaurant) 

C: I wanted to know if my order was coming along, ok?  S1Hint 

W: Let’s see. What did you get today? 

 

C requests information on the status of C’s order using the want-form, implying that 

the food that C ordered has not come yet. W asks for information about the order. Judging 

from the word “today” in W’s question, C is a customer who frequently eats at the 

restaurant. 

Example 28 (S1Hint + S2Cmpl) (EEE4a-Restaurant) 

C: I’m wondering what’s going on with my food.   S1Hint 

I’ve been sitting here …     S2bCmpl 

W: Sorry about that. Would you like me to check 

in the kitchen?      (Apology/Offer of Repair) 
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C implies that the food has not been served yet using the form “what is going on” 

and starts mentioning that C has been waiting (Severity of S2Cmpl). Before C finishes the 

complaint, W apologizes for the slow service and offers to check on the order. 

 

A Comparison of Initial S1Hint and Reaction of the Complainee in the Work Situation 

In the Work situation, some examples can be interpreted as hinting at refusal and as 

hinting at complaint at the same time. One example of this is shown in Example 29. 

Example 29 (S1Hint) (EJJ 4b-Work) 

B: Uh I’d like to ask you to work uh on Sunday too. 

W: On Sunday too?    S1Hint at complaint or refusal 

B: Yeah. 

W: But uh uh you see uh just uh finished working  

and and for S…for Saturday. 

B: Yeah. 

 

In Example 29, B asks W to work the next day. W repeats B’s last phrase with rising 

intonation, indicating a request for confirmation, as well as surprise or irritation at W’s 

sudden request. B answers W’s question with a short acknowledgement token (yeah). W 

murmurs, mentioning the day’s work that he just finished. B reacts using the same short 

response token. Then the S2Cmpl of complaint begins. 
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Example 30 (S1Hint) (JJJ 10b-Work) 

B: Aa Ichinomiya-kun, nichiyoobi tte aitemasu? (Hint of Request) 

(Ah, Ichinomiya-kun, Are you free on Sunday?) 

W: Te yuka ashita jya nai desu ka?   S1Hint 

(So it’s tomorrow, is it?) 

B: Chotto… 

(Well…) 

W: Ashita muri ssu yo.    (Refusal) 

(Tomorrow, it’s impossible.) 

In Example 30, W reacts to W’s sudden request to work the next day, with a 

confirmation question, which serves both as a request for confirmation while calling 

attention to the short notice. Almost at the same time that B starts more explanation, W 

refuses using a short phrase without any excuse. 

 

A Comparison of Initial S1Hint and Reaction of the Complainee in the Tennis Situation 

Example 31 (S1Hint) (EEE 5c-Tennis) 

W: Oh, there you are, finally. Where were you?   S1Hint 

T: Well, I got hung up in traffic and a…late start 

to begin with and uh …you know how I go…Uh, I’m sorry.   (Excuse/Apology) 

 

In Example 31, W pretends to look for T, finds her at last, and asks where she was, 

which hints at W’s complaint that T was late and W had to wait for a long time. T makes 
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an excuse mentioning a traffic jam and then adds that it is her own fault because she got a 

late start. Finally T apologizes. 

Example 32 (S1Hint) (JJJ 1c-Tennis) 

T: Gomeen!     (Apology) 

(Sorry) 

W: Uuun, nanji dato omotteru no, moo. 

(Well, what time do you think it is?)  S1Hint 

T: Eeto, go ji, go ji han. 

(Well, five or five-thirty) 

In Example 32, W gives a hint of complaint that she has been waiting a long time, 

asking for the time. T answers W’s question by stating when she thought they were 

supposed to meet. W does not make a second apology. 

 

A Comparison of Initial S1Hint and Reaction of the Complainee in the Phone Situation 

Example 33 (S1Hint) (EEE 1d-Phone) 

M: Hey there, we don’t own stock in the phone company,  S1Hint 

so why don’t you …put it down… you know…hang up!  (Request) 

Hang up! 

D: So? I’m not speaking anymore than usual today.  (Denial of Accused Act) 

 

In Example 33, M hints to D about D’s frequent long calls by mentioning that the 

family is not a stock owner in the phone company, implying that long telephone calls are 
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costly. Then M asks D to stop calling in a strong tone. D responds that she has not talked 

enough yet, and that today’s conversation was shorter than usual. 

Example 34 (S1Hint) (JEE 10c-Phone) 

F: Uh Mori, can you explain this bill? It’s for 200 dollars. S1Hint 

D: Yeah, what? 

F: You’re … you’re making so many calls.  

Why are you talking so long on the phone?   S2Cmpl 

 

Example 34, which was provided by members of the JEE group, is similar to 

Example 33 from the EEE group members. Father shows last month’s phone bill to D, 

while telling her how costly it is. D responds with a short response token and a what, 

which leads to M’s S2Cmpl of complaint (Act + Severity). 

Table 45 shows the frequency of S3NAAct or S4NAPer strategies as a initial 

complaint by the four groups according to situations. 

 

Table 45. Frequency of S3NAAct or S4NAPer as an Initial Complaint 

 

Group 

#a 

Restaurant 

#b  

Work 

#c  

Tennis 

#d  

Phone  

 

Total 

EEE 0 0 0 0 0 

JJJ 0 1 0 0 1 

EJJ 0 2 0 0 2 

JEE 0 1 0 0 1 

Total  0 4 0 0 4 (2.5%) 
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S3NAAct or S4NAPer was used only in the Work situation by a small number of 

participants. No one in the EEE group used these strategies. 

 

Flow of Complaint Severity Levels 

In the complaint interaction in which different complaint severity levels are 

included, given that once a complainable has been uttered, “hint” is no longer a valid 

option, it is nonetheless interesting to note the orders in which the complaint severity 

levels flow: S1Hint, S2Cmpl, S3NAAct, and S4NAPer. The results for 160 interactions 

are summarized in Tables 44 to 48. 

 

Flow of the Complaint Severity Levels in the EEE Group 

Table 46 represents the frequency of a strategy in the complaint severity levels or a 

combination of severity levels produced by the EEE group according to situations. 

 

Table 46. Flow of the Complaint Severity Levels by the EEE Group 

  

Strategy 

#a 

Restaurant 

#b  

Work 

#c  

Tennis 

#d  

Phone  

 

Total 

S1Hint 0 0 1 1 2 

S1Hint+ S2Cmpl 3 0 5 2 10 

S2Cmpl 7 6 3 7 23 

S3NAAct 0 1 0 0 1 

S2Cmpl + 4NAPer 0 0 1 0 1 
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Most of the complainers in the EEE group used two flow patterns: (a) S1Hint + 

S2Cmpl, and (b) only S2Cmpl. Particularly in the Restaurant and Phone situations, they 

used S2Cmpl only, and in the Tennis situation, they used S1Hint + S2Cmpl. 

 

Flow of the Complaint Severity Levels in the JJJ Group 

Table 47 displays the frequency of a strategy in the complaint severity levels or a 

combination of severity levels produced by the JJJ group in each of the four situations. 

The JJJ group displayed a different trend from the EEE group in terms of the flow patterns 

that they used. The complaint strategy flow patterns most used by the native speakers of 

Japanese were: (a) S2Cmpl alone and (b) S2Cmpl + S3NAAct. 

 

Table 47. Flow of the Complaint Severity Levels by the JJJ Group 

 

Strategy 

#a 

Restaurant 

#b  

Work 

#c  

Tennis 

#d  

Phone  

 

Total 

S1Hint 0 1 0 1 2 

S1Hint + S2Cmpl 0 0 4 0 4 

S1Hint + S3NAAct 0 0 0 1 1 

S2Cmpl 8 3 4 7 22 

S2Cmpl + S3NAAct 1 0 1 1 3 

S2Cmpl + S3NAAct 

+ S4NAPer 

0 0 1 0 1 

S2Cmpl + S4NAPer 1 0 1 0 2 

S3NAAct 2 0 0 0 2 
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Flow of the Complaint Severity Levels in the EJJ Group 

Table 48 shows the frequency of a strategy in the complaint severity levels or a 

combination of severity levels produced by the EJJ group according to situations. 

 

Table 48. Flow of the Complaint Severity Levels by the EJJ Group 

 

Strategy 

#a 

Restaurant 

#b  

Work 

#c  

Tennis 

#d  

Phone  

 

Total 

S1Hint 0 2 0 1 3 

S1Hint+ S2Cmpl 0 0 1 1 2 

S1Hint+ S2Cmpl + 

S3NAAct 

0 0 0 1 1 

S2Cmpl 9 3 6 7 25 

S2Cmpl + S3NAAct 1 0 1 2 4 

S3NAAct 0 1 0 0 1 

 

Many of the EJJ group members used only S2Cmpl in all situations; in the 

Restaurant situation, nine out of ten participants used this type. This flow pattern is 

similar to that of the EEE group, perhaps indicating an influence from their L1. 

 

Flow of the Complaint Severity Levels in the JEE Group 

Table 49 represents the frequency of a strategy in the complaint severity levels or a 

combination of severity levels produced by the JEE group according to situations. 

 



103 
 

Table 49. Flow of the Complaint Severity Levels by the JEE Group 

  

Strategy 

#a 

Restaurant 

#b  

Work 

#c  

Tennis 

#d  

Phone  

 

Total 

S1Hint + S2Cmpl 1 2 2 1 6 

S1Hint + S2Cmpl + 

S3NAAct 

0 1 0 0 1 

S1Hint + S3NAAct 0 0 0 3 3 

 S2Cmpl 9 4 5 2 20 

S2Cmpl + S3NAAct 0 0 2 3 5 

S2Cmpl + S3NAAct 

+ S4NAPer 

0 0 1 0 1 

S3NAAct 0 0 0 1 1 

 

The JEE group members used the S2Cmpl strategy most frequently in the 

Restaurant situation. The native speakers of Japanese used this strategy less frequently 

when they spoke English than when they spoke Japanese, particularly in the Phone 

situation. 

Table 50 shows the strategy flow patterns employed by all four groups. While both 

types of S2Cmpl alone, as well as S1Hint + S2Cmpl, were used by all groups, the other 

eight patterns were not used by at least one of the groups. In the four groups, S2Cmpl 

accounted for 56.25%, and S1Hint + S2Cmpl for 13.75% of the occurrences. These two 

patterns, single or recycled mention complainable and both hinting + mentioning 

complainable , accounted for 70% of the occurrences among the ten patterns (see Table 

50). S1Hint + S2Cmpl was employed most frequently by the native speakers of English 

(EEE, n = 10) compared with the other groups (the JJJ, EJJ, and JEE groups, n = 4, 2, and 

6, respectively). S2Cmple was employed by over half of participants in all the four groups. 
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However, 18 out of 160 interactions (11.25%) did not include any complaint strategies. 

Most of them were in the Work situation except for 2 cases in the Tennis situation. 

 

Table 50. Flow of the Complaint Severity Levels by Each Group 

Strategy EEE JJJ EJJ JEE Total 

S1Hint 2 2 3 0 7 (4.37%) 

S1Hint + S2Cmpl 10 4 2 6 22 (13.75%) 

S1Hint + S2Cmpl + 

S3NAAct 

0 0 1 1 2 (1.25%) 

S1Hint + S3NAAct 0 1 0 3 4 (2.40%) 

S2Cmpl 23 22 25 20 90 (56.25%) 

S2Cmpl + S3NAAct 0 3 4 5 12 (7.30%) 

S2Cmpl + S3NAAct 

+ S4NAPer 

0 1 0 1 2 (1.25%) 

S2Cmpl + S4NAPer 1 1 0 0 2 (1.25%) 

S3NAAct 1 0 0 2 3 (1.87%) 

No Complaint 3 6 6 3 18 (11.25%) 

 

Strategies Employed by Complainees 

In this section I discuss the complainees’ reaction to the complaint they receive. The 

question of what kind of strategies the complainees use to the complainers’ challenge to 

the complainees was examined. An examination of the complainee’s reactions was 

attempted according to the expected strategies shown in Table 13 in Chapter 3 and 

additional acts used by the participants. Tables 37, 39, 41, and 43 indicate the frequencies 

of semantic formulas used by each group in each situation. These are totals and do not 

indicate which was used first and which was used second in association with another. 
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Strategies Employed by Complainees in the EEE Group 

Table 51 displays the frequency of the strategies used by the EEE complainees. 

 

Table 51. Strategies Employed by Complainees in the EEE Group 

 

Semantic Formula 

#a 

Restaurant 

#b  

Work 

#c  

Tennis 

#d  

Phone  

 

Total 

Denial 0 2 0 1 2 (5%)  

Apology 7 1 9 1 18 (45%) 

Excuse 6 7 10 7 30 (75%) 

Counter Complaint 0 0 1 5 6 (15%) 

Acknowledgement 0 1 0 0 1 (2.5%) 

Offer of Repair 8 5 0 0 13 (32%) 

Promise of Forbear 0 2 4 2 8 (20%) 

Request 0 10 0 4 14 (35%) 

Gratitude 0 6 1 0 7 (17.5%) 

Acceptance 0 2 0 3 5 (12.5%) 

Note. All cases = 10 participants × 4 situations = 40; 2 cases of Denial ÷ 40 = 5%; 18 

cases of Apology ÷ 40 = 45%, etc. 

 

Excuse was employed by a many complainees in the EEE group in all situations, 

Apology was also employed by many EEE complainees in the Restaurant and Tennis 

situations, and Offer of Repair was employed by many complainees in the Restaurant and 

Work situations. However, no one used this strategy in the Tennis and Work situations. 

Request was also used by many complainees, but this represents a different case from the 

other semantic strategy. The Work situation required the boss to request a worker to work 

overtime on Sunday, when the worker was scheduled to be off. In this case the request 

was a component of the complainable. Two other strategies were also situation-dependent: 
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Gratitude was used only in the Work situation, and Counter Complaint was used only in 

the Phone situation. The complainable itself, as well as the nature of negotiation, 

contributed to determining what strategies were used. 

Differences in the patterns of strategies used by the complainees in each situation 

were identified. In the Restaurant situation, Excuse and Apology were used by more than 

60% of the participants, and in the Tennis situation, they were used by more than 90% of 

the participants. In the Work and Phone situations, the participants used seven out of the 

ten strategies, but they used only three strategies (Apology, Excuse, and Offer of Repair) 

in the Restaurant situation. In addition to the relationship between interlocutors and 

severity of complaint strategy, the complainable itself and other features of the situation 

affect the choice of strategies. 

 

Strategies Employed by Complainees in the JJJ Group 

Next, the strategies by Japanese native speakers used in Japanese are shown in 

Table 52. As in the EEE group, Excuse was employed by many complainees in the JJJ 

group in all situations. Apology was also employed by many complainees, but only in the 

Restaurant and Tennis situations. Offer of Repair was employed by many complainees in 

the Restaurant situation. Request was also used by many complainees, but, as mentioned 

above, the Work situation requires the boss to ask the worker to work on Sunday when the 

worker is supposed to have the day off. In this case the boss must request. The other 

strategies also seem to be situation-dependent. Gratitude was used most in the Work  
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situation, and Counter Complaint was used in the Tennis and Phone situations, which 

represent friend and family relationships, respectively. 

 

Table 52. Strategies Employed by Complainees in the JJJ Group 

 

Semantic Formula 

#a 

Restaurant 

#b  

Work 

#c  

Tennis 

#d  

Phone  

 

Total 

Denial 1 0 7 4 12 (30%) 

Apology 6 4 9 1 20 (50%) 

Excuse 5 5 8 8 26 (65%) 

Counter Complaint 0 0 7 5 12 (30%) 

Acknowledgement 1 0 2 2 5 (12.5%) 

Offer of Repair 6 1 2 1 10 (25%) 

Promise of Forbearance 2 1 5 2 10 (25%) 

Request 6 10 1 3 20 (50%) 

Gratitude 2 4 0 2 8 (20%) 

Acceptance 0 1 0 3 4 (10%) 

Note. All cases = 10 participants × 4 situations = 40; 12 cases of Denial ÷ 40 = 30%; 20 

cases of Apology ÷ 40 = 50%, etc. 

 

Strategies Employed by Complainees in the EJJ Group 

The reaction of the complainees in the EJJ group to the complaints was examined. 

Table 53 shows the strategies used by the complainees as a reaction to the complaints they 

received. Excuse was employed by a great many complainees in the EJJ group in all 

situations, Apology was also employed by many complainees, but only in the Restaurant 

and Tennis situations. Offer of Repair was employed by half the complainees in the 

Restaurant situation. Gratitude was not used frequently in any of the situations, and 

Counter Complaint was used in the Phone situation, which involved a family relationship. 



108 
 

Table 53. Strategies Employed by Complainees in the EJJ Group 

 

Semantic Formula 

#a 

Restaurant 

#b  

Work 

#c  

Tennis 

#d  

Phone  

 

Total 

Denial 0 0 0 2 2 (5%) 

Apology 8 3 10 4 25 (62.5%) 

Excuse 9 10 10 9 38 (95%) 

Counter Complaint 0 0 1 4 5 (12.5%) 

Acknowledgement 0 0 0 0 0 (0%) 

Offer of Repair 5 1 0 0 6 (15%) 

Promise of Forbear 0 1 1 1 3 (7.5%) 

Request 5 10 0 5 20 (50%) 

Gratitude 0 2 1 2 5 (12.5%) 

Acceptance 0 0 0 5 5 (12.5%) 

Note. All cases = 10 participants × 4 situations = 40; 2 cases of Denial ÷ 40 = 2.5%; 25 

cases of Apology ÷ 40 = 62.5%, etc. 

 

In the Restaurant situation, Excuse and Apology were used by more than 80% of the 

participants, and in the Tennis situation, they were used by all of the participants. In the 

Phone situation, the participants used nine out of the ten strategies, while they used only 

four strategies (Apology, Excuse, Offer of Repair, and Request) in the Restaurant 

situation. 

 

Strategies Employed by Complainees in the JEE Group 

Table 54 shows the strategies used by the complainees in the JEE group as a 

reaction to the complaints they received. Excuse was employed by a great many 

complainees in the JEE group in all the situations (as it was in the EEE group and the JJJ 

group), and Apology was employed second most frequently by many complainees, but 
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only in the Restaurant situation. Offer of Repair was also frequently employed, but only in 

the Restaurant situation. Request was also used by many complainees in the Work 

situation. Gratitude was used in the Restaurant and Work situations, and Counter 

Complaint was used in the Tennis and Phone situations, which involved interactions 

between friends and family members. 

 

Table 54. Strategies Employed by Complainees in the JEE Group 

 

Strategies 

#a 

Restaurant 

#b  

Work 

#c  

Tennis 

#d  

Phone  

 

Total 

Denial 1 0 2 5 8 (20%) 

Apology 9 3 5 4 21 (52.5%) 

Excuse 8 10 6 10 34 (85%) 

Counter Complaint 0 2 3 4 9 (22.5%) 

Acknowledgement 0 1 0 1 2 (5%) 

Offer of Repair 7 9 0 1 17 (42.5%) 

Promise of Forbear 0 4 2 3 9 (22.5%) 

Request 4 10 0 5 19 (47.5%) 

Gratitude 4 4 1 2 10 (25%) 

Acceptance 1 3 1 7 12 (30%) 

Note. All cases = 10 participants × 4 situations = 40; 8 cases of Denial ÷ 40 = 20%; 21 

cases of Apology ÷ 40 = 52.5%, etc. 

 

Flow of Complaint Interactions Between Complainers and Complainees 

In this section I examine the complaint strategies frequently used (S2Cmpl, S1Hint 

+ S2Cmpl) and reaction strategies by complainees by all groups in all situations. 
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As shown in Table 48, S2Cmpl Alone was used by 90 participants (56.25%), while 

S1Hint + S2Cmpl was used by 22 participants (13.75%); 70% of all the participants used 

these two types of strategies. 

 

S2Cmpl Alone as Complaint Pattern 

Table 55 below shows which group used the S2Cmpl complaint alone most 

frequently and in which situation they used it. This type of complaint was used by the EJJ 

and EEE groups in the Restaurant and Phone situations with a service person and a 

daughter, both subordinates. 90 out of 160 (56.25%) interactions involved this pattern. 

 

Table 55. Frequency of S2Cmpl Alone by the Four Groups 

 

Group 

#a 

Restaurant 

#b  

Work 

#c  

Tennis 

#d  

Phone  

 

Total 

EEE 7 6 3 7 23 

JJJ 8 3 4 7 22 

EJJ 9 3 6 7 25 

JEE 9 4 5 2 20 

Total  33 16 18 23 90 (56.25%) 

Note. All cases = 10 participants × 4 groups × 4 situations = 160; 90 cases of S2Cmpl ÷

160 = 56.25%. 

 

The following examples are from the EEE group in the Restaurant and Phone 

situations. 
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Example 35 (S2abCmpl) (EEE 4a-Restaurant) 

C: Um, excuse me. 

W: Yes. 

C: Um, I ordered my food about 20 minutes ago and that guy 

over there, he ordered the same thing I did and he’s already gotten 

his and I haven’t gotten mine yet. Do you know what’s going on? (S2abCmpl) 

W: Uh, boy that’s strange. Uh, no, I don’t really know what’s  

Going on. But I will go find out. That doesn’t sound right to me.  

There must have been some mistake. Perhaps the order got  

misplaced or got out of order. I will go check on it and uh get  

right back to you.     (Excuse/Offer of repair) 

C: OK, thanks a lot.      (Gratitude) 

 

C mentions the complainable directly when C ordered (Severity + Act), second 

mentions the man who came after C and received his food (Severity again) and then that 

the food C ordered has not been served yet (Act). W shows his surprise and sympathy to 

C, comes up with a possible reason (Excuse), and offers a repair. 

The flow of strategies in the entire interaction between the complainer and the 

complainee is as follows: 
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 Complainer    Complainee 

1 attention getting 

2     response token 

3 S2Cmpl (severity + act) 

4     excuse/offer of repair 

5 gratitude 

 

Example 36 (S2Cmpl) (EEE 4d-Phone) 

M: Bess? Bess, sorry, you about … 

D: Yeah, I’m on the phone. 

M: Ok…you about finished? 

D: (to the phone) Um, can you hang on a second,  

my mother is here. 

M: Yeah, thanks. Dad’s gonna be calling and the  

phone’s been busy for the last hour.  S2Cmpl (Duration) 

D: We’re just like right in the middle of talking about 

this. And we’re going to the dance Saturday night. 

You know, I gotta make plans what to wear. (Excuse) 

M: Ok, dad should be calling about now and uh… 

the phone can’t be busy for another hour.  (repetition of S2Cmpl above) 

D: You know, why don’t you guys get call-waiting?  

This happens every time.    (Suggestion) (Counter Complaint) 
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In Example 36 above, M asks D if she is about to finish a call, and D replies that she 

is on the phone, which is not new information because M knows that D is on the phone. M 

hears D ask her friend on the phone to hang on, M utters a quiet thanks and explains that 

Father is going to call (reason for complaint), pointing out the fact that D has been using 

the phone for an hour (Duration-Severity). The reason is in itself a Hint that is followed 

immediately by complainable (Severity). D gives an excuse that she is talking with her 

friend about what they will wear for a party. M wants D to get off the phone for the next 

hour. D suggests the family should get a call-waiting (Counter Complaint). 

The flow of strategies in the interaction in Example 36 is as follows. 

 

 Complainer   Complainee 

1 attention getter    

2     reply 

3 question 

4     (to the phone) 

5 S2Cmpl  

6     excuse 

7 repetition – S2Cmpl 

8     counter complaint 

9 suggestion 

10     promise 

11 gratitude 

12     (to the phone) 

13 gratitude/apology 

 

The following example shows a comparison of the JJJ and EEE groups. Over half 

of the participants in these groups used the pattern of S2Cmpl only. 
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Example 37 (S2abCmpl) (JJJ 10-Restaurant) 

C: Chotto sumimasen! 

(Hi, Excuse me) 

W: Hai. 

(Yes) 

C: Ano, sanjippun gurai mae ni tanonda menu ga mada  

kite nain desu kedo…     S2abCmpl (Duration-Act) 

(Well, I ordered about twenty minutes ago, but the food  

has not come yet…) 

W: Aa so desu ka? Eeto nani o tanomare mashita ka? (Grounder of Repair) 

(Ah, is that so? Well, what did you order?) 

 

In Example 37 from the JJJ Group, C tells W that C ordered twenty minutes ago 

(Duration-Severity), that the food C ordered has not come yet (Act) with a vague ending 

marker (-kedo…), meaning “but” which implies “what is going on with her food” is 

followed. W acknowledges the situation and asks about the order as the grounds for near 

future repair. 

The flow of strategies used in this entire complaint interaction is as follows (lines 

5-9 are omitted from Example 37): 
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 Complainer   Complainee 

1 attention getter 

2     acknowledgement 

3 S2Cmpl 

4     asking for information (grounder for repair) 

5 providing information 

6     offer of repair 

7     promise of repair 

8 request 

9     acceptance 

 

The native speakers of Japanese tend to use S2Cmpl and S3NAAct more than 

S2Cmpl only, although they leave sentences unfinished, leaving it up to the hearer to 

complete the proposition. 

 

Example 38 (S2abCmpl) (JEE 10a-Restaurant) 

C: Will you excuse me?    (Attention Getter) 

W: Uh yes. Can I help you?   (Offer of Help) 

C: Yeah um I ordered…    (Starting Explanation) 

W: Yes. 

C: I ordered my cake.    (Explanation)(Hint) 

W: You ordered your cake. Uh how long  

ago did you order?     (Requesting the Details of Order) 

C: I’ve been waiting for about ten minutes.  S2bCmpl (as a response) 
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Here the customer answers to the waiter’s question and complains about the thing 

she ordered and the fact that it has not come yet at the same time. The flow of strategy 

exchange in the whole interaction is as follows (lines 6-16 are not included in Example 

38): 

 

 Complainer   Complainee 

1 attention getter 

2     offer of help 

3 S1Hint 

4     requesting details: time of order 

5 S2Cmpl    answer to the question 

6     requesting details: kind of cake 

7 answer 

8     offer of repair 

9 acceptance 

10     report on situation 

11 acknowledgement 

12     offer of compensation (free drink) 

13 acceptance 

14     requesting details: kind of drink 

15 answer 

16     gratitude 

 

In comparison to the other groups, these participants do not speak a lot in one turn. 

Instead they use turns to express themselves. 
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Example 39: (S2abCmpl) (EEE 1a-Restaurant) 

C: We placed our order twenty minutes ago and we 

haven’t received anything yet.     S2abCmpl-A+D-F 

W: I’m sorry to hear that. I will go back to the kitchen and 

see how your orders coming along and I’ll be right back. (Apology/Offer Repair) 

W: (returns) Uh, sir? Yes, they’re still working on it and it  

should be just a few minutes. And again, I’m very sorry  

about the inconvenience but it will be here momentarily. (Apology/Promise of Repair) 

C: But that fella over there came after we did and he just 

waited twenty minutes and received his order.  S2bCmpl-D-F 

W: Well, this’s not right, is it? OK. Well, again I apologize 

for the inconvenience. I’m going to go back and have a  

word with the manager. I have no idea how this happened.  

This isn’t our policy, you know? We don’t intentionally do 

this to our customers. I’m going to go back again and tell’em  

of your situation and it shouldn’t be too long. Once again,  

I’m very sorry about this. We probably have a new chef, so…  

anyway, I’ll be right back.     (Apology/Excuse) 

 

The complainer in Example 31 mentions the complainable (the food hasn’t come 

yet) and one of the severity (I ordered 20 minutes ago) directly and clearly. The waiter 

reacts to the complaint by the customer as expected (Apology then Offer of Repair). The 
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customer continues another complaint, about a different complainable (a man who came 

after him has already received his order), a severity level complainable. Although the 

complainer complains twice, he mentions different complainables. The waiter once again 

reacts to the second complaint using the same strategies, Apology and elaborate Excuse. 

The flow of strategies in the interaction between the complainer and the complainee 

is as follows. 

 

 Complainer   Complainee  

1 S2Cmpl 

2     apology/offer of repair 

3     (returns) apology/promise of repair 

4 S2Cmpl 

5     apology/excuse 

 

These five turns constitute the entire interaction. This simple flow of strategy 

interchanges is typical of the trouble solving in a public place. It is necessary to mention 

the complainable directly; devices for modifying the complaint, such as politeness 

strategy, tone, and facial expression, are available. 

In the Work situation, the EEE group produced four instances of no complaint and 

four types of S2Cmpl interactions. In Example 39, the beginning part of the interaction 

stretch is occupied with the exchange of requests and refusals, but at the middle of the 

interaction the worker changes his tone from refusal to complaint. 
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Example 40: (S2bCmpl) (EJJ 2a-Restaurant) 

C: Ah, sumimasen. 

(Uh, Excuse me) 

W: Hai, nande shoo ka? 

(Yes, what can I do for you?) 

C: Ano, koko e kite kara moo nijippun gurai machi mashitan  

desu yo.       S2bCmpl-D-F 

(Well, I have been waiting for about twenty minutes since I  

came here.) 

W: Ah, mada nanimo kitemasen ka? 

(Ah, hasn’t anything come yet?) 

C: Ah, mada nanimo ano jitsuwa nijippun maeni chumon 

shimasita kedo, Ano, achira no hito wa nijippun gurai 

kokoni kita noni, moo tabete iru rashii desu yo.  S2bCmpl-D-F 

(Yeah, nothing yet. Well, actually I ordered 20 minutes  

ago. Well, a man over there came here about twenty minutes 

ago and he seems to be already eating.) 

 

C states just s/he has been waiting for 20 minutes without mentioning the two facts: 

s/he already ordered and the food ordered has not come yet. W imagines from the words 

of ”waiting” and “20 minutes” and the situation, and confirms if what s/he has imagined is 
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true. Then C is relieved that W might be a kind of person who can understand C’s 

complaint and mentions the fact that C thins it is an unfair treatment. 

 

Example 41: (S2bCmpl) (JJJ 1a-Restaurant) 

W: Hai, nan de gozaimashou? 

(Yes, what can I do for you?) 

C: Eh, sumimasen. Ano watashi ne, moo korede nijippun 

ijoo chuumon shite kara matte irun desu keredomo… S2bCmpl-D-F 

(Eh, Excuse me. Well, I have been waiting for about more 

than twenty minutes since I ordered, but …) 

W: Ah, so desu ka. 

(Oh, is that so?) 

 

In Example 41, the customer mentions a part of the complainable, that s/he has been 

waiting for the dish s/he ordered directly, but mumbles, which leaves the hearer to 

imagine what the speaker implies. The ending affixes such as -kedo or -keredomo indicate 

that something has been left unsaid. The waiter should understand that the dishes have not 

come yet. However, the waiter in this pair just reacts to the complaint by her slight 

surprise or just confirmation. 

The flow of strategies used in this whole complaint interaction is as follows: 
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 Complainer   Complainee 

1     inquiry 

2 S2Cmpl     

3     backchannel 

4 S2Cmpl 

5     offer of repair 

6  confirmation 

7     request/apology 

8 asking for regards 

 

S1Hint + S2Cmpl as Complaint Pattern 

Table 56 indicates the frequency of S1 + S2Cmpl in the complaint interactions by all 

groups in all situations. 

 

Table 56. Frequency of S1Hint + S2Cmpl in Complaint Interactions by the Four Groups 

 

Group 

#a 

Restaurant 

#b  

Work 

#c  

Tennis 

#d  

Phone  

 

Total 

EEE 3 0 5 2 10 

JJJ 0 0 4 0 4 

EJJ 0 0 1 1 2 

JEE 1 2 2 1 6 

Total  4 2 12 4 22 (13.75%) 

Note. All cases = 10 participants × 4 groups × 4 situations = 160; 22 cases of S1Hint + 

S2Cmpl ÷ 160 = 13.75%. 

 

The second most frequently used type of complaint strategy type was the flow of 

S1Hint and S2Cmpl, which was used in 12 out of 160 (7.5%) interactions in the Tennis 
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situation. There were 22 interactions of this type out of 160 (13.75%) used by all 

participants in all four situations. Examples are shown below. 

 

Example 42: (S1Hint + S2bCmpl) (EEE 3a-Restaurant) 

C: I wanted to know if my order was coming along, OK? S1Hint 

W: Let’s see, what did you get today?    (Asking about Order) 

C: The hamburger set. I’m sure it must be ready. Do you 

mind checking on it? The gentleman over there I think (Request) 

maybe ordered the same thing and….he got his and I was 

wondering if maybe there was a mistake with my order. S2bCmpl-D-F (Severity) 

W: Ok, well let me go back to the kitchen and check on it. (Offer of Repair) 

C: Thanks.       (Gratitude) 

 

The complainer in Example 42 gives the waiter a hint concerning the delay of C’s 

food by indicating C’s desire to know what the food he ordered is going on. W 

understands C’s desire and asks what C ordered. After C answers to W’s question, he 

makes a request to check on his order. He also reports that the gentleman is having the 

same food as C ordered, suggesting that another waiter might have delivered the food C 

ordered to the gentleman. W understands what C said and offers to check on it. 

Although the act of complaining about the delayed delivery is not particularly 

offensive, some people choose to use a milder way to complain from hinting to direct 

mentioning in an indirect expression. C dares to tell W about the man who has already 
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been served (S2Cmpl: Severity). The flow of strategies in the interaction between the 

complainer and the complainee is as follows: 

 

 Complainer   Complainee  

1 attention getting 

2     reaction to signal 

3 S1Hint 

4     asking about the order 

5 answer / request / S2Cmpl (severity) 

6     offer of repair 

7 gratitude 

8     acknowledgement 

 

Example 43: (S1Hint + S2bCmpl-D-F) (JJJ 8c-Tennis) 

T: Aa gomen gomen chotto okure chatta ne.  (Apology) 

(Ah, I’m sorry. I’m a little late.) 

W: Chotto ja nai yo.     S1Hint 

(Not a little.) 

T: Eeh? (Eh?) 

W: Chotto jya nai yo. (Not a little.)   S1Hint (repeated) 

T: Iya, iya, iya. (No, no, no.)    (Denial) 

W: Sanjippun dayo. (Thirty minutes.)   S2Cmpl.D-F 

T: Sanjippun? (Thirty minutes?)  

W: Uso! (It’s a lie!) 

 



124 
 

T apologizes to W immediately after T appears, but W cannot stand L’s short words 

“a little” in the expression of being late. T denies that T has been waiting for a short time. 

T asks back as if she does not hear, so W repeats the same hinting expression. W reacts by 

repeated denial, so W moves to S2Cmpl by mentioning the actual waiting time. T’s 

behavior in apologizing affects W’s use of complaining flow of Severity. 

This simple flow of strategy interchanges is a typical style at the trouble solving in 

the public place. It is necessary to mention the complainable directly to avoid 

misunderstanding, and to avoid offending the face of the complaint receiver, other devices, 

such as politeness strategy, tones, and facial expression, are available. 

 

Example 44: (S1Hint + S2Cmpl) (EEE 6c-Tennis) 

T: Hey, how are you doing?     (Greeting) 

W: Uh…I’d be better if you were actually here in time…but… S1Hint 

T: Yeah, I know, but I was caught in traffic and you know all these 

things. You know I’m kind of late a lot, but you know…you know… 

I’ll really try to be on time…     (Excuse) 

W: Well, I mean I…I think I’ll probably just from now, tell you if I 

want to meet you at some time, I’ll…I’ll probably say I’ll meet here 

and then I’ll show up a half-hour later. Um, no I mean, uh…luckily 

we’ve got the court for a couple of hours so it’s not a problem going 

to be a problem but…if we go…if, if it’s only like for an hour, it’s 

probably going to be a problem…in the future, um, you know. Why 
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were you late?       S2aCmpl.A 

T: Well, I got caught in traffic, I was kind of you know waiting of 

the late minute to get ready. Thought I could just get here you know 

in 5 minutes but it took you know 25 minutes and you know I’m kind 

of a last minute worker.       (Excuse) 

 

In the example above, T greets without any apology, although T comes late. W 

reacts to T’s behavior by an if-clause of a subjunctive mood, meaning that if W came in 

time, T would be better, hinting that actually because W has come late, W will not be well. 

T makes a usual excuse. W mentions probable ill consequence directly if T comes later. 

Further T makes an excuse for being late, due to the traffic jam. The flow of strategies 

used in this whole complaint interaction is as follows: 

 

Complainer   Complainee  

1    greeting 

2 S1Hint 

3    excuse 

4 S2Cmpl 

5    excuse 

6 change the topic 

7    acknowledgement 

8 advice 

9    apology/promise of forbearance 

10 acceptance 
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Example. 45: (S1Hint + S2Cmpl) (JEE 8d-Phone) 

M: Oh, not again?     S1Hint 

S: Hmm? 

M: David again on the phone talking to your friends 

like everyday?      S2abCmpl 

S: Yeah, because um.. I have been interesting to…  

to talk to my friends     (Excuse / Explanation) 

M: =No but not now. Uh please uh hang up the phone 

because your daddy is uh calling at any time now.  (Request + Grounder) 

S: Now? 

M: Yeah, he’s going to call and it is something very  

important.      (Grounder for Request) 

S: Mm hmm. 

M: Please hang up the phone.    (Request) 

S: So…yeah, but …but the this is a um… 

M: There’s no but hang it up now because your daddy is 

calling now.      (Request + Grounder) 

S: Mm hmm so when.. when? 

M: Just now anytime now. 

S: Anytime now? 

M: Yeah. 

S: Oh so when.. when can..when can I call?   (Request for Compensation) 

M: Oh, you can call…you can call your friend later.  (Compensation Granted) 

S: Later?= 

M:=Yeah. 
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S: Yeah it’s ok.      (Acceptance) 

M: Alright. 

 

In the example in the Phone situation above, M hints in a short form (not again?) 

how she feels about S’s usual behavior. S reacts to M’s hint with a vague response token, 

which indicates that he does not notice M’s intended meaning. M proceeds to S2Cmpl, 

mentioning S’s frequent call with time elements (again, everyday) directly (severity + act). 

S still reacts to M’s explicit complaint by his selfish excuse, so M informs S of the 

necessity of using the phone. S still reacts only by response tokens and repeated question 

of a word, so M repeats the same pattern of request + grounder. Finally S understands that 

he can use the phone later and accepts he will hang up the phone at that time. The flow of 

strategies used in this whole complaint interaction is as follows: 

 

Complainer   Complainee  

1 S1Hint  

2      response token 

3 S2Cmpl 

4     excuse 

5 request + grounder 

6     question 

7 answer / grounder 

8     response token 

9 request 

10     vague answer 

11 request + grounder (repeated) 

12     question 
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13 answer 

14     repeated question 

15 answer 

16     request for compensation 

17 compensation granted 

18     repeated question 

19 answer 

20     acceptance 

21 acknowledgement 

 

Findings from the Flow of Complaint Strategy Exchanges 

Several influences of groups and situations were identified. First, the most 

frequently used pattern of S2Cmpl only was used by all four groups, but the second most 

frequently used type, S1Hint + S2Cmpl, was used mostly by the EEE and JEE participants, 

while it was not used by many of the JJJ and EJJ. In other words, the native and 

non-native speakers of English used this hint + direct mention type more than the native 

and non-native speakers of Japanese did. Three groups did not often use the hinting 

strategy. 

Second, some differences were the result of the situation. In the Restaurant situation, 

the S2Cmpl only type was most used by the EEE, EJJ, and JEE groups, while the S2Cmpl 

+ S3NAAct pattern was most used by the JJJ group. In the Work situation, many 

participants in all the four groups forgot to make a complaint and engaged in negotiating 

requests and refusals. In the Tennis situation, the JJJ and the JEE group members used 

S2Cmpl + S3NAAct pattern in moderate numbers compared with the use of S1Hint + 

S2Cmpl, while the EEE and the EJJ members used the S1Hint + S2Cmpl pattern more 
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than the other types. This situation involving a relationship with a friend did not require 

the Japanese speaker to hint first. In the Phone and Tennis situations, about a half of the 

JJJ and JEE group members used S2Cmpl + S3NAAct pattern, while just a half of the 

EEE and the EJJ group members used the S2Cmpl only pattern. The Japanese speakers 

seem to be more severe in making complaints than the English speakers. These results 

suggest there is some cultural transfer in speaking a second language. 

Lastly, there were some effects on the following moves by both complainers and 

complainees in strategy exchanges. Strategy patterns are selected based on factors such as 

the participants’ personalities, the situation, and the other party’s reaction. 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

 

In this chapter I discuss the results presented in Chapter 4. Before the main findings 

are reported and the original research questions are addressed, some unexpected findings 

that affected the final outcome are presented. These findings relate to the four situations 

that were reported by college students in Japan and America as being encountered 

frequently in their daily lives: Restaurant, Work, Tennis, and Phone. 

 

Preliminary Findings 

In this section, I explain some unexpected effects of the structure of the individual 

situations on the use of strategies in the role-plays. 

The Restaurant situation is a familiar one, and the complaint process follows 

essentially the some sequence in all the role-plays. Whatever kind of restaurant a 

customer enters, or whatever kind of food a customer orders, the customer follows almost 

the same process of complaining when it takes an unexpectedly long time for the food to 

arrive. The customer initiates the complaint sequence. Overwhelmingly the waiter 

apologized or asked what dish the customer ordered and offered to check on how the 

order was proceeding. The waiter then told the customer that the dish would be coming 

soon and requested that the customer wait a little longer. The customer accepted the 

request and expressed his/her gratitude for the waiter’s efforts. This situation played out 

following a definite pattern. 
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The Work situation is different. College students often work part-time, and some 

complain frequently. However, there is a large difference in power between a boss and a 

part-time worker. In the role-play, the boss initiated the interaction by making a sudden 

request for extra work the next day. The worker generally wanted to refuse the request 

and might have wanted to complain, especially because the role-play indicated that this 

had occurred before. The worker was able to avoid agreement by indicating that the 

request was inconvenient or by complaining about the sudden request. The former is a 

typical Request-Refusal Sequence, and the latter results in a Request-Refusal Sequence 

with Complaint. Thus, this role-play resulted not in a Complaint Sequence but in a 

Refusal Sequence with occasional acts identified as complaints. 

The Tennis situation is one in which two people meet at a predetermined place at a 

predetermined time. At the time of the role-plays, most people did not own a cell phone, 

and many people had had the experience of waiting for another party for a long time, 

sometimes at the wrong place. In this situation, when friends finally meet, there are two 

possibilities, depending on which party starts the interaction. The waiting friend can ask 

what happened or can tell his/her friend that he/she has been waiting for 20 minutes. Both 

of these approaches begin with a complaint, which must be addressed often in a complaint 

sequence. On the other hand, the latecomer might apologize first to his/her waiting friend. 

The sequence progresses differently depending on who initiates the sequence. 

The Phone situation also used to be a common one in many families. Some young 

people talk on the phone for a long time, and if a family has access to only one phone, 

family members can become impatient with their young son’s or daughter’s behavior. In 
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this situation, the parent initiated the interaction by making a request of the daughter/son, 

who had already been talking on the phone with the friend a long time. The son or 

daughter could refuse the request, negotiate with his/her parent for more time to talk with 

the friend, or complain about the parent’s phone use (counter-complaint). This interaction 

starts out as a request sequence, but it can develop into a sequence with complaints during 

the negotiation of the response. Because this study was focused only on the parent’s 

complaints (because those roles were the ones performed by the EJJ and JEE participants), 

most of complaints in this sequence were not included in the study. 

Thus, among the four situations, the Work situation evolved into a Refusal 

Sequence from the perspective of the potential complainer, and the Phone situation a 

Request Sequence, requiring acceptance or refusal by the other party. Both situations 

sometimes included embedded complaint sequences. On the other hand, the Restaurant 

and Tennis situations generally developed into full-fledged complaint sequences. The 

former was a real complaint situation, in which the complainer initiated a sequence by 

making a complaint, while the latter occasionally developed in two ways: as an Apology 

Sequence with elements of a complaint, when the complainee initiated the interaction by 

making an apology, and a Complaint Sequence in which the complainer initiated a 

sequence by making a complaint. 

This study was designed to investigate four complaint situations that differed along 

power and intimacy dimensions; the intention had been to establish frequently 

encountered situations. However, the analysis of the resulting data revealed that while two 

of the situations producing the intended complaint sequences, the other two were realized 
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as a refusal situation and a request situation. In addition, in one of the two remaining 

situations, Tennis, the complainer did not necessarily initiate the interaction. Only two 

complainers in the EEE group initiated their interactions, and in the JJJ group, too, only 

two complainers initiated their interactions. The apology that the complainee initiated 

affected the nature of the complaint. 

 

Main Findings 

The analysis was designed to examine the following seven elements: (a) The 

number of turns used in an interaction, (b) complaint strategies used by complainers in an 

interaction, (c) initial complaint strategies used by complainers, (d) the comparison of the 

initial complaint strategy on complainee’s reaction, (e) frequency of complaint strategies 

and their combinations, (f) strategies employed by complainees, and (g) complaint 

interactions between complainers and complainees. 

 

Number of Turns 

A comparison of number of turns used by the four groups in the four situations 

indicated that the participants and the situations were major factors in determining how 

many turns occurred in each interaction. The JJJ and JEE groups used more turns than the 

EEE and EJJ groups (JJJ, M = 22.325; JEE, M = 22.40; EEE, M = 12.02; EJJ, M = 14.35). 

Pair 6RQ in the JJJ group and Pair6Fa in the JEE group used the most turns in their 

interactions (6RQ, M = 40.5; 6Fa, M = 39.25). In the Restaurant and Tennis situations, the 
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participants used fewer turns than in the other two situations (M = 14.29 in the Restaurant, 

M = 16.59 in the Tennis, M = 18.71 in the Work, M = 21.48 in the Phone). 

 

Stable and Dynamic Sequences 

Another finding concerns the relatively stable Complaint sequences found for the 

Restaurant and Tennis situations and the relatively dynamic nature of the Work and Phone 

situations. 

In the Restaurant situation interaction between a waitperson (W) and a customer (C) 

followed a rather standard form: 

1. C: calls W (attention getter) 

2. W: approaches the customer 

3. C: complains (hints or mentions complainable) 

4. W: apologizes, asks about order 

5. C: responds 

6. W: a) offers repair/ goes to check, 

then b) returns with an account 

c) asks customer to wait a little longer 

7. C: expresses gratitude for the waiter’s efforts 
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Some waiters did not apologize and some complainers did not thank the waiter, but 

most participants followed this stable sequence of complaint interactions. 

In the Tennis situation, the interaction between two friends (a friend who appears 

late and the other friend who has been waiting for 20 minutes) was also relatively stable, 

although it was less stable than in the Restaurant situation. The interaction by two friends 

followed two patterns according to who (Latecomer or Waiting friend) initiated the 

interaction, as in the following examples: 

(A) Latecomer initiates an interaction (B) Waiting friend initiates an interaction 

1. L: apologizes    1. W: produces S1Hint 

2. W: S2aCmpl-A   2. L: makes excuse 

3. L: apologizes, offers excuse  3. W: S2Cmpl 

4. W: offers own excuse    4. L: apologizes, promises forbearance 

5. L: acknowledges, suggests going  5. W: suggests going to play tennis 

to play tennis 

6. W: agrees (e.g. OK, let’s go.)  6. L: agrees 

7. L: agrees (e.g. Let’s go.) 

 

In the (A) pattern, L initiates an interaction by apologizing, which indicates that L 

knows that this late appearance is L’s fault and responsibility. W does not have to hint 

about the complaint, as L has already acknowledged the need to apologize. W uses the 

strategy of mentioning the complainable. L apologizes again with an excuse (e.g., traffic 

jam, feeing sick, or forgetting own cell phone). W might add an excuse (e.g., unclear time, 
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or forgetting own cell phone), which L acknowledges. W responds minimally (e.g., Yeah, 

sure, let’s go), and L suggests going to play tennis. 

In the (B) pattern, W initiates an interaction using S1Hint (e.g., Oh, there you are 

finally; Where were you?; Watching a movie? Hey, what happened?), L makes an excuse, 

and W continues to complain using S2Cmpl. At this step, L apologizes for the first time 

and promises not to repeat the behavior. W suggests leaving to play tennis, and L agrees 

to W’s suggestion. These sequences are quite similar, the primary difference being who 

initiates the sequence and how that affects the directness of the complaint. 

In the Work situation, Boss (B) has more social power than Worker (W), and Boss 

initiates an interaction by requesting W to work the next day. It is frequently realized as a 

Request sequence at the beginning rather than a Complaint sequence; this resulted in a 

number of interactions with no complaints. 

(A) No complaint included   (B) Complaint included 

1. B: requests     1. B: explains problem, requests 

2. W: refuses     2. W: hints at refusal 

3. B: explains the problem   3. B: requests, explains 

4. W: refuses, proposes alternative (e.g., What  4. W: S2Cmpl-A+F, requests 

about Mary?)     5. B: accepts, promises forbearance 

5. B: responds (e.g., I already asked Mary.) 6. W: accepts B’s request 

6. W: accepts the request 

7. B: offers compensation 

8. W: accepts (continued) 
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9. B: relieves (e.g., OK, great.) 

 

Both types of interaction in the Work situation look relatively stable. However, the 

examples above are schematic; many involved a number of side issues, resulting in a 

relatively dynamic sequence. 

In contrast, the interaction by a Parent (P) and a teenage child (C) in the Phone 

situation was much less predictable. For example, one pair produced a long interaction in 

the Phone situation: 

1. P: asks how long daughter is going to be using the phone 

2. C: responds; (several turns of mutual rejection) 

3. P: offers reasons for complaining 

4. C: offers excuse (friend’s troubles) 

5. P: acknowledges excuse 

6. C: elaborates excuse. 

 

This accounts for only one fifth of the interaction, which continued from a proposal 

for a fixed time to talk through information on the daughter’s friend to a proposal for 

discussion about future calls. This highly dynamic form of a Request-Refusal sequence 

included a Complaint short interaction using S2Cmpl. 

Thus, the research resulted in the identification of a canonical form of complaint 

sequence for two prototypical complaint situations. Because of the way the other two 

situations were set up (with initiating requests, rather than initiating complaints), they 
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evolved as Request sequences with embedded complaints. While not contributing to 

identifying additional complaint sequence types, these did provide a look at how 

complaints can be embedded in other sequences. 

 

S2Cmpl 

The severity levels of the complaint strategies that were used varied somewhat 

depending on the situation and the group. S2Cmpl was used by nearly 100% of the 

members in the Restaurant, Tennis, and Phone situations, but in the Work situation, only 

70% of the members in the EEE, EJJ, and JEE groups used S2Cmpl and only two 

members in the JJJ group used S2cmpl in the Work situation. This result suggests that the 

Work situation was not interpreted as a situation that warranted a complaint by at least 

half of the participants. 

 

Initial Strategies 

In initial position, S2Cmpl was produced most frequently by all the participants 

(67.5%); S1Hint was produced the next most frequently (20%); and S3NAAct and 

S4NAPer were used infrequently (2.5%). 

Initial S1Hint suggested a relatively indirect approach to complaining, one that 

offers the complainee the possibility to apologize or offer an account before the 

complainable is mentioned. Three members in the EEE group used S1Hint in the 

Restaurant situation, while no one in the JJJ group used S1Hint. This indicates that some 

of the American participants selected more indirect strategies in the Restaurant situation, 



139 
 

while the Japanese participants did not. In the Tennis situation, six out of ten members in 

the EEE group used S1Hint initially, while four out of ten members in the JJJ group used 

S1Hint. In this situation, slightly more members in the EEE group than in the JJJ group 

initially expressed a relatively indirect strategy to draw attention to the problem. 

In the initial position, S2Cmpl was used most frequently. S2Cmpl can be divided 

into two types: S2aCmpl-A, mentioning the complainable act, and S2bCmpl-D-F, 

mentioning the complainable severity (duration or frequency). In the Restaurant situation, 

S2aCmpl-A was used most frequently (50% in the Restaurant situation); in the Tennis 

situation, S2aCmpl-A and S2aCmpl-A+ and S2bCmpl-D-F were used with equal 

frequency (37.5%). 

 

Complainee’s Reaction to Complaint 

It is interesting to notice the strategies the complainees used when reacting to 

S2Cmpl by the complainers. In the Restaurant situation, 11 out of 30 participants in the 

three groups used Apology (the exception being the EJJ group), and in the Tennis 

situation, 13 out of 40 participants in all four groups used Apology, and 15 participants 

used Excuse. In the Phone situation, Apology was used by only 4 participants in three 

groups (the exception being the JJJ group), but Excuse was used by all 10 participants in 

all groups. In the Work situation, 9 participants in all the groups used Request, and 9 

participants in three groups (the exception being the JJJ group) used Excuse. Only one 

participant (in the EEE group) used Apology. These results indicate that the Restaurant 

and Tennis situations represented true complaint sequences, in which an apology was 
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warranted. The Work and Phone situations, which were primarily request situations with 

occasional embedded complaints, did not result in apology. This might be related to the 

nature of the interaction (primarily request) or to the relationship of the complainee to the 

complainer (Boss = superior; Child = very familiar). 

 

Influence of Situations 

The influence of the situations was felt in the selection of complaint strategies. In 

the Restaurant situation, S2Cmpl was most frequently used by the EEE, EJJ, and JEE 

groups, while S1Hint + S2Cmpl was used more than the other strategy types by the EEE 

and EJJ groups, and S2Cmpl + S3NAAct was used by the JJJ and JEE groups in the 

Tennis situation. Japanese speakers made more direct and more severe complaints than 

the English speakers in this situation. 

In sum, the situation and group were influential factors on the choice of complaint 

strategies. The English speaking participants were a little less direct in complaining than 

the Japanese participants in this study. 

 

Answers to the Research Questions 

The answers to the original research questions are provided in this section. Research 

Question 1 asked what differences exist in complaint realization patterns between 

American English and Japanese. There were a number of differences between the EEE 

and JJJ groups. First, the EEE group was considerably different from the JJJ group in 

terms of the length of interactions, as measured by the number of turns (with response 
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tokens such as oh, ah, and yeah not counted as turns). The EEE group produced an 

average of 12.02 turns (longest = 30 turns), while the JJJ group produced an average of 

22.32 turns (longest = 65 turns). In producing more turns, the JJJ group produced the most 

roundabout interactions. Some of the complainers initiated a complaint topic, changed 

topics, and returned to the original topic, which resulted in long interactions. 

There was not a large difference in the way the groups used complaint strategies. 

The complainers in all four group used S2Cmpl in the Restaurant, Tennis, and Phone 

situations (EEE = 29; JJJ = 29 out of 40 opportunities). However, S1Hint was used a great 

deal more by the EEE group than by the JJJ group except in the Work situation (EEE = 

12; JJJ = 6 out of 40 opportunities). The participants used the S1Hint strategy more 

frequently when communicating in English than when speaking Japanese; this pattern 

held for both native and nonnative speakers of English. S3NAAct was used only four 

times (EEE group, Work situation = 1), and no one in the JJJ group did not use it. No 

difference in the use of severity levels of S2Cmpl was found between the EEE group and 

the JJJ group. Some participants in both groups used the Severity + Act pattern in the 

Restaurant and Phone situations and the Severity Alone pattern in four situations; few of 

the complainers used the Act Alone pattern. 

A comparison of the EEE and JJJ groups suggests that the native speakers of 

English were less direct in their complaining. More participants in the EEE group started 

with S1Hint as the initial complaint strategy and continued the complaint interactions with 

S2Cmpl than those of the JJJ group (13 vs. 8). 
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Research Question 2 asked what social factors affected the differences that were 

identified between the JJJ and EEE groups. A notable difference was identified in terms 

of the use of severity levels of S2Cmpl. The Severity + Act pattern was used in the 

Restaurant and Phone situations by both groups (frequency of use: 15 and 17 time, 

respectively), and the Severity alone pattern was used in all four situations by both groups 

(frequency of use in all situations by the EEE and JJJ groups: 15 and 9 times out of 40, 

respectively; see Tables 34, 36, 38, and 40 in Chapter 4). No notable difference was found 

between the EEE and JJJ groups except for the Severity + Act pattern in the Phone 

situation (EEE group = 2; JJJ group = 6) and the Severity Alone pattern in the Tennis 

situation (EEE group = 4; JJJ group = 6). The JJJ group displayed less directness in the 

friend relationship than in the family relationship (Tennis situation = 6; Phone situation = 

3), using the Severity Alone pattern and not mentioning the act of the complainable. 

Given that the EEE group used S1Hint more frequently than the JJJ group (12 vs. 6 

occurrences, respectively), the Japanese participants’ strategy selection seems not to have 

been influenced by the person with whom they interacted; they behaved similarly with a 

friend, family member, and stranger. The English speakers varied their strategy choice 

more with social distance or degree of familiarity than the Japanese speakers. This result 

might be due to the different devices used for effective communication in English and 

Japanese. In English, people use pragmatic strategies and linguistic modifications, while 

in Japanese, along with pragmatics, people use different levels of the honorific system 

depending on the interlocutor and the situation. 
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Research Question 3 concerns the complainee’s reaction to the complaint. There 

was no large difference in the use of strategies by the complainees among the four groups. 

The EEE group (13 out of 40) used Offer of Repair slightly more often than the JJJ group 

(10 out of 40), especially in the Restaurant and Work situations, and the EEE group (30 

out of 40) used Excuse slightly more frequently than the JJJ group (26 out of 40). The JJJ 

group (12 out of 40) used Denial quite a bit more than the EEE group (2 out of 40); the JJJ 

used Denial particularly frequently in the Tennis situation (7 out of 10). 

Research Question 4 asked whether language learners transferred the complaint 

patterns of their native language into the foreign language that they are learning. There 

was not a great deal of clear transfer effects in terms of strategy use from the native 

language found in English or in Japanese. However, one similarity was found between the 

non-native and the native speaker groups. The JEE group used S1Hint + S2Cmpl pattern 

on six occasions, while the EEE group used it on 10 occasions. The other two groups used 

this strategy somewhat less often (JJJ group = 4; EJJ group = 2). Regarding the 

complainees’ reactions, more counter-complaints were used by the JJJ and the JEE groups 

(12 and 9 occasions, respectively) than by the EEE and EJJ groups (6 and 5 occasions, 

respectively). 

In sum, two differences between the English and Japanese participants in this study 

were: (a) Japanese native speakers tended to use more turns than English speakers; and (b) 

although all four groups used D2Cmpl frequently, English speakers (both native and 

non-native speakers) used more S1Hints than Japanese speakers. These results suggest 

that Japanese speakers were more direct in their strategy use than English speakers in 
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these situations. Regarding the effect of social factors, English speakers used more 

S2Cmpl-Severity Alone types in friend relationships than in family relationships. In the 

use of reactive strategies, recipients of complaints in the JJJ group (n = 12) used more 

Denial than the EEE groups (n = 2) in the Tennis situation. Transfer from own native 

language to second/foreign language was not found in strategy choice. The EEE and JEE 

groups used more S1Hint + S2Cmpl than the other two groups. Both English speakers and 

Japanese speakers used more S1Hint + S2Cmpl when they spoke English. 

Thus, although the number of participants was limited as were the number of 

interactions (10 participants×4 groups×4 situations = 160), the data proved sufficient for 

addressing the four research questions. 

 

A Summary of the Findings 

Several influences of groups and situations were identified. First, the most 

frequently used pattern of S2Cmpl only was used by all four groups, but the second most 

frequently used type, S1Hint + S2Cmpl, was mostly by the EEE and JEE participants, 

while it was not by many of the JJJ and EJJ. In other words, the native and non-native 

speakers of English used this hint + direct mention type more than the native and 

non-native speakers of Japanese did. Three groups except for the EEE did not use the 

hinting strategy at many chances unexpectedly. 

Second, some differences were the result of the situation. In the Restaurant situation, 

S2Cmpl only type was most used by three groups of the EEE, EJJ, and JEE, while the 

S2Cmpl + S3NAAct pattern was most used by the JJJ group. In the Work situation, many 
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participants in all the four groups forgot to make a complaint and engaged in negotiating 

requests and refusals. In the Tennis situation, the JJJ and the JEE group members used 

S2Cmpl + S3NAAct pattern in moderate number compared with the use of S1Hint + 

S2Cmpl, while the EEE and the EJJ members used S1Hint + S2Cmpl pattern more than 

the other type. This situation involving a relationship with a friend did not require the 

Japanese speaker to hint first. In the Phone and Tennis situations, about a half of the JJJ 

and the JEE group members used S2Cmpl + S3NAAct pattern, while just a half of the 

EEE and the EJJ group members used the S2Cmpl only pattern. The Japanese speakers 

seem to be more severe in making complaints than the English speakers. These results 

suggest there is some cultural transfer in speaking a second language. 

Lastly, there were some effects on the following moves by both complainers and 

complainees in strategy exchanges. Strategy patterns are selected based on factors such as 

the participants’ personalities, the situation, and the other party’s reaction. 
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION 

 

In this chapter I first discuss the contributions of this study to the literature on 

complaints and complaint sequences. I then address the limitations of the study and the 

pedagogical implications. 

 

Contributions of this Study 

Few studies on strategies have been focused on sequences (except for Gass & 

Houck,1999; Felix-Brasdefer, 2008). Many of the studies on speech acts (e.g. House & 

Kasper, 1981; Olshtain & Weinbach, 1987; Trosborg, 1995) have been investigations of 

complaint strategies in terms of severity levels, while others (e.g. Morrow, 1995; Murphy 

& Neu, 1996) have been examinations of complaint sequences focused on the flow of 

complaint strategies. In this study I investigated complaint interactions, involving the 

sequence of strategies by both the complainer and complainee. This new approach moves 

the study of complaints forward. 

A second contribution of this study is its findings regarding “politeness” strategies 

used by the participants in their native language and second/foreign language. Native 

speakers of Japanese used more direct strategies when complaining than the native 

speakers of English. Japanese are often considered generically polite; however, the 

complaint strategies used by the Japanese in this study were generally more direct. 

Complaints differ from frequently studied acts such as requests in that speakers can select 
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an appropriate expression from a set of expressions in English according to the situation 

(e.g., “Lend me that book” to “Could you please lend me that book, if you don’t mind?”). 

Unlike Japanese, English does not have a set of honorifics that express different 

implications as to the relationship of the hearer and the speaker. Instead, English relies on 

strategies and modifiers to achieve the desired degree of politeness or deference. In 

contrast, Japanese has an honorific system with different degrees of politeness according 

to social status and situation. In Japanese, people deal with people perceived to be higher 

or lower in social status through the use of definite language expressions according to a 

deference system as well as through the use of strategies. Japanese speakers can complain 

directly even to persons of higher social status (e.g. worker to boss, student to professor) 

provided that they use honorfics (keigo). This was seen in the example of a Japanese 

elderly woman who played the role of complainer and used honorific expressions in the 

Restaurant situation: 

C: Achira no kata wa nee, watashi yori ato ni irasshatta n desu kedo 

(That person over there came here later than I did, but…) 

C already used S2bCmpl-D before the utterance above and added another S2bCmpl to the 

waiter, using polite honorific lexis in order to show deference to the stranger; acihra for 

mukou (over there), kata for hito (person), irasshatta for kita (came). This rather direct 

complaint might be perceived as somewhat mild due to deferential expressions used. On 

the other hand, in English, strategies and modifiers have to do the work of deference. The 

following example is from the Restaurant situation: 
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C: So (0.2) I understand that you’re really busy right now, but I ordered my food 

about twenty minutes ago and this guy ordered the same thing and he’s already 

gotten his food, I was wondering. 

 

C used S2bCmpl-D and another severity of S2Cmpl, using two expressions for 

showing a little hesitation (e.g. 0.2 sec. after “so”) and consideration to the waiter at the 

beginning and at the end (e.g. “I understand that you’re really busy right now,” “I was 

wondering.”), which mitigate the severity of complaint. On the other hand, one young 

Japanese man used casual expressions with rough masculine language in the same 

situation. 

C: Chotto mite yo. Asoko ni suwatteru yatsu 

Aitsu no ryoori ore yori hayaku kitesaa 

Onaji mono tanonde, Aituno hoo ga hayaku tsuiterunda yo 

Do natteruno? 

(Look at the man sitting over there. His food came earlier than mine. He ordered the 

same food as mine, though. What happened?) 

 

C used yo and saa at the end of the sentences, which indicated an overly familiar 

attitude toward the waiter. C also used ore (vulgar word) for himself, and yatsu, aitsu 

(vulgar word), instead of hito (a neutral word for person) for man or person, although the 

elderly woman used kata (an honorific word for person). In Japanese, women usually use 
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more polite expressions than men do, although men also speak formally and politely in 

certain situations. 

An additional contribution concerns the coding system that was used for data 

analysis. Initially, an attempt was made to follow Trosborg’s (1995) system, which 

included not only categories such as hinting and mentioning the complainable, but also 

annoyance and ill consequence. The eight categories, which included emotional aspects 

such as “annoyance” and objective aspects such as “direct mention”, did not lend 

themselves to consistent coding. Clearly the act of complaining has aspects both of 

expressing displeasure and of calling attention to the complainable. This study chose the 

latter aspect as a guide for establishing consistent categories. Thus, I changed the basis for 

categorization into two dimensions: level of indirectness–hinting or mentioning the 

complainable directly, and negative assessment of the accused’s action or of the accused 

as a person. The category of mentioning the complainable was used most frequently by 

every group in every situation. This category was further divided into two categories: 

mention of the complainable-act, and mention of the complainable-severity. These five 

categories resulted in considerably more consistent coding and ratings. Clearly, however, 

a coding system that included both reference to the complainable and expressions of 

displeasure would have been ideal. 

 

Limitations 

This study was subject to several limitations. The first limitation concerns the 

situations that were used to elicit the data for the study. Situations with a high probability 
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of eliciting complaints from university students in Japan were selected based on their 

frequency of choice on a questionnaire. Two complaint and two request situations were 

chosen. In the Phone and the Work situations, complaints were expected to occur as part 

of a request sequence or as responses to a request, embedded in another speech act such as 

refusal. However, complaints embedded in a refusal situation were ambiguous. Thus, the 

short request for confirmation, “This Sunday?” could be considered both as “hinting at 

refusal” and “hinting at complaint” in the Work situation. This made it difficult to come 

up with categories that are equally valid. The selection of these two situations was one 

limitation of this study. 

The second limitation of this study is that the data were gathered from role-plays 

rather than from naturally occurring data collected from authentic interactions in real 

world settings. Although naturally occurring interactions would have been ideal, the study 

required data from situations characterized by the same social factors (e.g., dominance 

and familiarity in the relationship between the two characters of complainer and 

complainee). Therefore, data from role-plays were gathered. In addition, certain 

restrictions, such as time limitations and the starting utterance were not given to the 

participants; thus, some participants autonomously changed the given situations and some 

added parts that might not have occurred in real situations. 

 

Implications for Future Studies 

The primary purpose of this study was to investigate differences in complaining in 

situations with different social factors by different language users. However, as mentioned 
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above, only the Restaurant and Tennis situations were complaint situations. In the 

Restaurant situation, the customer is a little higher than the waiter in dominance, and in 

the Tennis situation, two friends have the same level of dominance and familiarity. The 

other two situations used were not complaint situations, but a request sequence including 

complaint or a request-denial sequence including a complaint. In future studies, 

researchers should carefully select complaint situations with different social factors. 

The analyses carried out in this study, which were focused on interactions, offer 

insight into various ways of expressing complaints. More studies on other speech acts are 

needed. If more participants play familiar roles, and if a more refined coding system can 

be developed for analyzing interactional data, the results could be analyzed statistically. 

The participants in this study were all students in colleges and graduate schools in the 

United States and Japan. In the future, additional studies with participants from a variety 

of age groups and socio-economic levels are needed to produce a more comprehensive 

overview of complaint strategies used in interactions. 

Finally, I did not focus on honorifics, modifiers, or gender differences in language 

use in this study. However, the findings point out the need for such studies and provide a 

base for studying the range of strategies commonly used in each situation. 

 

Pedagogical Implications 

Although this study was not focused on language devices (e.g., honorifics and 

modifiers), researchers and language teachers need to be aware of these different 

resources for showing displeasure. While both languages employ similar strategies, each 
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uses additional linguistic resources to display particular attitudes toward the situation and 

the addressee. Foreign language learners need to develop these different resources in the 

L2 (e.g., honorifics in Japanese or modifiers in English) and become adept at using them, 

as well as the strategies associated with their use. 

Another pedagogical implication concerns interactional sequences. This study was 

focused on complaint sequences and strategy selection. Communication is accomplished 

through interactional sequences, so concentrating on the one party (e.g., the complainer or 

complainee) is misleading. Language instructors should keep this in mind and encourage 

students to keep interactional sequences and the various strategies that are used to produce 

them in mind. 

Pragmatic failures can result in erroneous impressions of the speaker. Instruction 

can aid in familiarizing students with aspects of pragmatics that prove troublesome. This 

study has provided information on complaint strategies and complaint sequences in 

English and Japanese. This information can serve as the basis for developing pedagogical 

materials. In addition, the strategies identified provide a base for students to use in 

pedagogical tasks in which they identify similar strategies in movies or other interactions. 

Thus, this study offers a usable set of strategies complete with information about their use 

in two languages as well as data based sequences that provide models for the effective 

instruction of authentic complaint interactions. 
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Final Conclusions 

In this study, I have investigated the differences between Americans and Japanese in 

the realization of complaint interactions in L1, L2, and L1-L2 role-plays in terms of 

strategies used by both complainers and complainees. The results indicated that complaint 

interactions in English were shorter than those in Japanese, Japanese participants in the 

study used more direct strategies than American participants, and the strategy use by L2 

speakers was similar to that by native speakers of target languages. This study’s approach 

to investigating full complaint interactions provides a basis for future studies of 

interactions focusing on different speech acts, with participants from different cultures. 
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APPENDIX A 

DATA REPORT 

 

Observe the behavior of people around you and remember the expressions of complaining 

they used. Write the answer concerning the speech act of complaining you have 

encountered and you may encounter for this coming week. 

 

1. Example Words Used in the Speech Act of Complaining 

 ___________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________ 

2. Situation Explanation 

a. Location  ___________________________________________ 

b. Time  ___________________________________________ 

c. Trigger  ___________________________________________ 

d. Other Interesting Explanation 

____________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________ 

 

3. Participant Characteristics 

a. Speaker 

Approximate Age __________________________________ 

Sex   __________________________________ 

Relationship to Hearer __________________________________ 

Other Features of Interest __________________________________ 

b. Hearer 

Approximate Age __________________________________ 

Sex   __________________________________  

Relationship to Speaker _______________________________________ 

Other Features of Interest _______________________________________ 

c. Other People Present _______________________________________ 
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APPENDIX B 

ENCOUNTER? MAKE A DIRECT COMPLAINT? 

 

Answer the following two questions concerning the situations of complaining by yes or 

no. (1) Do you often encounter the situations? (2) Would you complain directly to the 

offender? 

 

1. A person is placing his/her foot on yours on a very crowded train. He or she does not 

seem to notice it. 

(1) Yes  no  (2) yes  no 

 

2. A middle-aged man is talking loudly on his cell phone on a train. Passengers often 

hear an announcement in which the train conductor asks them to go to the deck when 

they want to use their cell phone. You are reading a book, but cannot concentrate on it 

because of the man’s voice. 

(1) yes  no  (2) yes  no 

 

3. You ordered a food at a restaurant, but you have found a hair in it. 

(1) yes  no  (2) yes  no 

 

4. A person who came into a restaurant after you is eating his food, but your food has 

not come yet. 

(1) yes  no  (2) yes  no 

 

5. You and your mother like to talk on the phone for a long time. One day, your mother 

scolded you for talking with your friends too much on the phone every day. 

(1) yes  no  (2) yes  no 

 

6. You and your friend promised each other to take a trip together, but your friend 

suddenly let you know he/she could not go. He/she did not give you any reason. 

(1) yes  no  (2) yes  no 
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7. You are struggling to get something from a high place, but no one in your family will 

help you. 

(1) yes  no  (2) yes  no 

 

8. A lot of customers at a convenience store are making a line at a register, but the 

clerks will not open the other registers. 

(1) yes  no  (2) yes  no 

 

9. You came home much later than usual, so your father scolded you strongly. 

(1) yes  no  (2) yes  no 

 

10. Your boy/girl friend is going to smoke in the non-smoking section at a restaurant. 

(1) yes  no  (2) yes  no 

 

11. Your boyfriend had a call on his cell phone from another girlfriend when you were 

with him. He left you to talk to her for a while. 

(1) yes  no  (2) yes  no 

 

12. You told your mother this morning that you would come home late today. When you 

came home, she scolded you for coming home late. 

(1) yes  no  (2) yes  no 

 

13. These days you feel that your boyfriend does not like to see you. 

(1) yes  no  (2) yes  no 

 

14. Your older brother has lived alone since he started college, but your parents do not 

allow you to do the same. 

(1) yes  no  (2) yes  no 

 

15. You and your friend promised to go somewhere together and your friend was 

supposed to call you to talk more abut the trip, but he/she has not called you on the 

morning of the day you are supposed to leave. 

(1) yes  no  (2) yes  no 
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16. You rent a movie video from the usual rental shop, but you have found it in a bad 

condition. You cannot see clear pictures. 

(1) yes  no  (2) yes  no 

 

17. The deadline to submit an essay is next week, but your professor told you to hand in 

your essay today. 

(1) yes  no  (2) yes  no 

 

18. The person at the register changed you more than the actual price when you bought 

some clothes. 

(1) yes  no  (2) yes  no 

 

19. Your brother/sister is listening to loud music in his/her room, which is next to yours. 

You feel that you cannot do anything because of the noise. 

(1) yes  no  (2) yes  no 

 

20. You received your monthly paycheck for your part-time job today, but you were 

underpaid. This is not the first time this has happened. 

(1) yes  no  (2) yes  no 

 

21. You asked your mother to buy something for you, and she got it, but it is not what 

you wanted her to buy. 

(1) yes  no  (2) yes  no 

 

22. Your home doctor probably made a mistake when he/she prescribed your medicine. 

You have a rash on your arms. 

(1) yes  no  (2) yes  no 

 



165 
 

APPENDIX C  

CODING MANUAL 

 
The complainable: 
Situation #a (Restaurant): 
1. The food you ordered has not come yet though you are waiting for a long time. (using 

“has not come yet,” etc.) 
2. You are waiting for a long time. In addition, a person who came in later than you is 

already eating, though he ordered the same dish as one you did. (using “waiting for 
half an hour,” “waiting for more than twenty minutes,” and referring to the favored 
person as “later than I came,” “got the same dish earlier,” etc.) 

 
Situation #b (Work): 
1. The manager asked you to work extra on Sunday, next day, though you are not 

supposed to work on Sunday. (It is a sudden request without considering your 
inconvenience.) 

2. The same thing happened last week, too. The manager never asks an advance notice. 
(using “always,” “never,”  “many times,” “last week, too,” etc.) 

 
Situation #c (Tennis): 
1. Your friend appeared late at the place you were to meet, so as a result, you waited for 

her for a long time. 
2. She/he was late for more than thirty minutes, so you had to wait a long time as usual. 

(using words of length of time, “every time,” “as usual,” “this is not the first time,” 
etc.) 

 
Situation #d (Phone) 
1. Your son/daughter are talking for an hour with his/her friend on the phone, though your 

spouse is expected to call you around this time. 
2. Your son/daughter are talking with his/her friend on the phone every day. (using 

“always,” “every day,” etc.) “waiting for more than twenty minutes” 
 
Note. Mark 1) above indicates the first stage of the complainable as the action made by 
the complainee. Mark 2) above indicates the following stages of the complainable as the 
higher level complaint severity in utterance contents. 
 
 
Severity Levels of Complaint: 
 
Strategy 1 [Hint]: The complainer doesn’t mention any problem explicitly, but he/she 
suggests that he/she is dissatisfied with the treatment you are given. 
 
Example: 1. Eeto (0.2) ano mada konain desu kedo (Situation #a Restaurant) (Well, my 
dish hasn’t come yet…) 
Example 2. Nanji no yakusoku dato omotteta noo? (Situation #c Tennis) (What time do 
you think we are supposed to meet?) 
 
Strategy 2 [Mention Complainable]: The complainer mentions a problem which he/she 
thinks was caused by someone, to whom he/she appeals his/her dissatisfaction. 
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Example 1. Nagadenwa shichya dame. (Situation #d Phone). (Don’t talk on the phone for 
a long time.) 
Example 2. Mada todokimasen ga. (Situation #a Restaurant) (It has not come yet.) 
 
Strategy 3 [Explicit Negative Assessment of the Accused’s Action]: The complainer 
explicitly blames a person who caused or seems to cause a problem referring to the 
person’s action. 
 
Example 1. Itsumo okureru jya nai ka. (Situation #c Tennis) (You are always late, aren’t 
you?) 
Example 2. Nande sanjuppun mo matasenno yo. (Situation #c Tennis) (Why do you make 
me wait for as long as thirty minutes?) 
 
Strategy 4 [Explicit Negative Assessment of the Accused as a Person]: The complainer 
explicitly blames a person who caused or seems to cause a problem referring to the 
person’s personality. 
 
Example 1. Demo sore↑ (1.0) soko ga ikenai noyo anata wa (Situation #d Phone) (But it is 
the bad point on you!) 
Example 2. Konkai mo Omae wa so nanda (Situation #c Tennis) (You are such a person 
as you did the same thing this time, too.) 
 
 
Other Concerns: 
 
1. There may be multiple functions in one turn. 
2. There may be multiple strategies in one utterance. 
 
In such cases, please make your best interpretation. 
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APPENDIX D  

DATA SAMPLES 
 
Data Sample 1: Tennis Situation 
EEE5c: C = Complainer, Friend; L = Latecomer, Complainee 
 
L: I’m so sorry I’m late.      (Apology) 
 
C: Oh, there you are, finally. Where were you?   [Complaint; Hint ] 
 
L: Well, I got hung up in traffic and uh…late start to begin with 

and uh…you know how it goes.     (Explanation) 
Uh, I’m sorry.       (Apology) 

 
C: Um, huh…Uh, OK….Um…yeah…I waited for 40 minutes. 

I mean I was just about to leave.    [Complaint; severity] 
 
L: Actually, I feel so bad. Um, but, uh…it couldn’t be helped.  (Excuse) 

Sorry about that.      (Apology) 
 
C: Well, next time you should leave a little earlier.   (Advice) 
 
L: Well, yeah…yeah… uh, sorry.    (Acceptance, Apology) 
 
C: OK, well, shall we go? We might be late for our reservation. 
 
L: OK, let’s go. 
 
C: OK, c’mon. 
 
 
Data Sample 2: Tennis Situation 
JJJ10c: C = Complainer, Friend; L = Latecomer, Complainee 
 
L: Gomen (1.0) hhh      (Apology) 

(Sorry.) 
 
C: Oi kora sanjyuppun mo matterunda zo    [Complaint; severity] 
 (Hey, I’ve been waiting for thirty minutes.) 
 
L: Chotto (1.5) okasan (1.5) kaette konakute. Rusuban shitetano (Excuse) 
 (My mother didn’t come home. I was looking after things at home.) 
 
C: Ma ii (1.0) nanka mae mo sonna koto itte. Mata okuretekite [Complaint; act]  
 (Well, OK, you said the same thing before and came late.) 
 
L: °Un° 
 (Yeah.) 
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C: Konkai mo Omae wa so nanda     [Complaint; negative assessment] 
 (You did the same this time, too.)    
 
L: Keitai keitai ni denwa shitandakedo. Nanka Denakatta n jyan. (Counter complaint) 
 (I called your cell phone, but you didn’t answer it.) 
 
C: Aa (1.5) keitai wasureta kara 
 (Because I forgot to bring my cell phone.) 
 
L: Sonnan (1.0) Wasureta kara (1.5) Datte watashimo. 
 (You forgot it…so…, but I did, too.) 
 
C: [Dakedo okureteru jyan     [Complaint; act] 

(But you are late.) 
 
L: Renraku shiyo to omotte denwa shitanda kedo   (Counter complaint) 
 (I would have contacted with you and called you, but…) 
 
C: Ma oremo waruikana towa (1.0) omou kedo 
 (Well, I feel bad about not bringing my phone…) 
 
L: Un 
 (Yeah.) 
 
C: Kondo karawa ne (0.8) Jikan ni kite    (Request) 

(Come on time next time.) 
 
L: hhh (0.5) Hai (1.5) 
 (Yeah)       (Promise) 

Keitai wasurenai you ni shite ne    (Request) 
 (Don’t forget your cell phone.) 
 
C: Un ma 
 (Well, yeah.) 
 
L: °Un° 
 (OK.) 
 
 
Data Sample 3: Tennis Situation 
EJJ9c: C = Complainer, Friend; L = Latecomer, Complainee 
 
L: Aaa. Gomen. Mada ita?     (Apology) 
 (Uha. I’m sorry. Are you still there?) 
 
C: Mahaaa 
 (Uhaaaa) 
 
L: Matta? (laugh) 
 (Did you wait?) 



169 
 

 
C: Moo! Chottonee! Moo kaerooto omottakedo, chottonee moo itsumo osoikara 
 (Really! Quite a bit. I was about to leave already, but you are always late.) 
 
 toka dookanaa to omoimashita …….(laugh)   (Explanation) 
 (I was wondering if you might come.)    [Complaint; severity] 
 
L: Anoo nee nanka watashi asa yowakutte, moo jikan kakacchatta noyonee. 
 (Well, I’m not really a morning person, and it takes long time 

to wake up.)      (Excuse) 
 
C: Sookaa maa, 
 (Oh, yeah?) 
 
L: Osokunacchattee..     (Apology) 
 (I was very late.) 
 
C: Soo maa chottonee. 
 (Yeah, well, kind of.) 
 

L: Denwa shitakattandakedo, denwa shiterunomo chotto jikanga 
mottainakana to omotte     (Excuse) 

 (I wanted to call you, but I thought I’d be waiting time calling you.) 
 
C: Soo ne, watashimo denwa shiyou to omottakedo, keitai wasuremashita. 
 (Yes, I also wanted to call you too, but I forgot my cell phone.) 
 
L: Aa soodattano. Jya shitemo shyoga nakkata wane. 
 (Uha, is that so? Then calling would have been a waste of time, wouldn’t it?) 
 
C: Maa soone. Hayaku kitekudasai. (laugh) 
 (Mm yeah. Just please come early.)    (Request) 
 
L: Hai, Sumimasen. Tsugikara.    (Apology, Promise of 
 (Yes, I’m sorry. Next time.)    forbearance) 
 
C: Hai, doomo, jya hai, ikimashouka? 
 (Yes, good, then OK, shall we go?) 
 
L: Ikimasu? 

(Let’s go?) 
 
 
Data Sample 4: Tennis Situation 
JEE9c: C = Complainer, Friend; L = Latecomer, Complainee 
 
L: Hey Shin sorry I’m late.     (Apology) 
 
C: Oh come on man it’s THIRTY MINUTES.   [Complaint; severity] 
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L: I’m so(h)rry (0.8) I’m sorry it was just (1.0) traffic was just terrible. (Excuse) 
 
C: Oh (2.0) you’re always late man.    [Complaint; negative assessment] 
 
L: Yeah (0.8) I’m sorry.     (Apology) 
 
C: Don’t you even like (1.5) think about (1.2) me (0.4) waiting here.  (Request) 

[Complaint; negative assessment] 
 
L: °I° (.) I live just so far away from the city you know.  (Excuse) 
 
C: But (  ). 
 
L: It just takes a lot of time.     (Excuse) 
 
C: What do you expect me to do? (  ) tennis court. 
 
L: I’m sorry (1.0) this will be the last time and you know we can go 

to (1.0) we can go play tennis again I’ll make sure.  (Apology, promise of forbearance) 
 
C: Yeah (.) all right. 
 
L: The next time I’ll be on time.    (Promise) 
 
C: Yeah (.) yeah. 
 
L: OK? 
 
C: That’s great. 
 
L: Alright. 
 
 
Data Sample 5: Restaurant Situation 
EEE1a: C = Complainer, Customer; W = Waiter/Waitress, Complainee 
 
C: Excuse me?      (Attention getting) 
 
W: Yes, sir. What can I do for you?    (Offer of help) 
 
C: We placed our order twenty minutes ago and we haven’t  [Complaint; Severity + act] 
 received anything yet. 
 
W I’m sorry to hear that. I will go back to the kitchen and see how (Apology, Offer of help) 

your orders coming along and I’ll be right back. 
 

W: (returns) Uh sir? Yes, they’re still working on it and it should be (Explanation) 
just a few minutes. And again, I’m very sorry   (Apology) 
about the inconvenience but it will be here momentarily.  (Promise of remedy)  

 



171 
 

C: But that fella over there came after we did and he just waited [Complaint; Severity] 
twenty minutes and received his order. 

 
W: Well, that’s not right, is it? OK. Well, again I apologize for the 

inconvenience.      (Apology) 
I’m going to go back and have a word with the manager.  (Promise of remedy) 
I have no idea how this happened. This isn’t our policy, you 
know? We don’t intentionally do this to our customers.  (Excuse) 
I’m going to go back again and tell’em of your situation.  (Promise of repair) 
and it shouldn’t be too long. Once again, I’m very sorry about this. (Apology) 
We probably have a new chef, so ….. anyway, I’ll be right back. (Excuse) 

 
 
Data Sample 6: Work Situation 
EEE2b: C = Complainer, Worker; B = Boss, Complainee 
 
B: Say, Joe, you know Jim got sick and uh, 

I was wondering whether you could work his shift on Sunday. (Request) 
 
C: Well, Boss, with all due respect, I too am getting kind of sick of you  

always asking me on these last minute requests, you know. I bust  
my tail day and night here.     [Complaint; Negative assessment] 
Um, I, you know. I’ve been coming in early. I’ve been spending an 
extra 10 minutes after 5.  
You know? C’mon, man, give me a break.   (Request) 

 
B: Oh, there’s no need to get upset, you know.  

He got sick, you know. That’s not anything we planned on.  (Excuse) 
 
C: Well, I don’t suppose … 

I guess you’re not going to fire me if I turn you down.  (Indirect refusal) 
 
B: No, no no. I don’t think so.     (Acceptance) 

If you can’t do it, we’ll ask someone else. 
 
C: I tell you what. Yeah, I guess I’ll come in on Sunday.  (Acceptance) 

But uh, I hope you’re going to remember this.    (Request) 
Like if I’m going to ask you for a favor a week from now, and  
then … you’re not going to forget about this , are you? 

 
B: No, I’d really appreciate it if you could fill in.   (Appreciation) 
 
C: All right. I guess you know … nothing can be done about it, so 

yeah …OK, I’ll see you on Sunday, then.   (Acceptance) 
 
B: OK, well thank you.     (Gratitude) 
 
C: You’re welcome.  
 
B: I really appreciate it.     (Gratitude) 
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C: OK, sure, Boss. 
 
 
Data Sample 7: Phone Situation 
EEE7d: C = Complainer, Father; S = Son, Complainee 
 
C: Craig, are you on the phone again?     [Complaint; Severity] 
 
S:  Yeah, what do you mean “again”? 

I have to talk to my buddies.     (Excuse) 
 
C: You’re like always on the phone.     [Complaint; Severity] 

I, I can’t even use the phone, it’s just…    
 
S: I’ve only been on for a little while.    (Rejection) 
 
C: You know I have some important business calls that are, you 

know… coming in.     (Explication) 
 
S: Well, like what? 

What can be more important than me talking to my friends?  (Counter complaint) 
 
C: You know the big deal that’s going down.   (Explanation) 

Uh…uh…It’s just a …you know a matter of respect, you know?  
Could you make time for the others in the house to use the phone  
and such?      [Complaint; Hint] (Request) 

 
S: Well, can I just get my own phone?    (Request) 

Can you just buy me a cell phone?  (Counter suggestion) 
 
C: Yeah, we can do that. We can probably arrange that, you know  

that would make everybody’s problem a lot…   (Acceptance) 
 
S: Well, thanks. I’ll go and get it tomorrow.   (Gratitude) 
 
C: OK, we’ll do that.     (Acceptance) 
 
S: Do you want me…can I tell…    (Request) 
 
C: Just make it short.     (Acceptance) 
 
S: (OK, I got to go. Bye.) 


