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Abstract. This study explores how low- and intermediate-level English learners manage
face threats in MSN conversations. The effects of the addressee’s status are also studied.
Forty English learners, who were further divided into beginner and intermediate groups
according to their English proficiency, participated in this study. Based on six offensive
situations, the subjects had two MSN chats with the instructor and four with their
peers. The complainee’s response needed to contain an upgrader, which intensified the
offense. All of the subjects had the same topics for the two chats with the instructor,
but in chats with the peers, each proficiency group was divided into two sub-groups,
with one being the complainer, i.e., the group initiating the complaint, and the other
being the complainee, i.e., the group being complained to. In the first two chats, one
sub-group initiated the complaints and the other replied, and in the following two chats,
the two sub-groups exchanged their roles. Nonetheless, only the complainers’ strategy
use was analyzed in this study. Results showed that the two learner groups used a similar
range of complaint strategies, including hints, disapproval, requests for repair, explicit
complaints, threats and warnings, and external moves which consisted of preparators,
justifications, promises for future actions, expressions of politeness, and reconciliations,
to express their unhappiness and react to the upgrader. The strategies and the moves most
preferred by both groups were explicit complaints and providing justifications. Further
analyses reveal that the two groups also tended to use requests for repair as a complaint
strategy, but the intermediate group produced much more indirect requests than direct
ones, whereas the beginner group tended to be balanced in the use of the two types. The
addressee’s status also influenced both groups’ complaints in the strategy use. Although
the two groups did not adjust strategy use well to fit the addressee’s social status, the
intermediate learners, who were likely to be more indirect when initiating complaints
to the superiors than to the peers, appeared to be socially more appropriate than the
beginners.
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How English Learners Manage Face Threats in MSN Conversations

1. Introduction

People often encounter face threats in daily life, which might make either the speaker
or the addressee lose face, and these threats need to be carefully dealt with. Nowadays,
computer-mediated communication (CMC) is widely used, particularly in cross-cultural
interaction which may result in plenty of misunderstandings and communication
breakdowns because of the reduced context in CMC. Thus, research into online speech
behaviors of the users, including language learners, is needed, especially synchronous
CMC which enables users to interact simultaneously. Some researchers have claimed
that CMC conversations are more direct than natural talk because of the absence of the
contextual cues (Smilowitz, Compton, & Flint, 1988) and the users’ diminished regard
for the normal conventions of politeness usually evident in face-to-face conversations
(Simmons, 1994). Thus, the current study, with the focus on complaint strategies,
examines how English learners manage face threats through MSN, a synchronous
CMC. The research questions are:
*  What are the complaint strategies used by beginners and intermediate
learners to manage face threats in MSN conversations?
* Are there any differences in complaint strategies preferred by
beginners and intermediate learners in MSN conversations?
*  What are the differences in complaint strategies used towards
superiors and peers by beginners and intermediate learners?

2. Method

2.1. Participants

Forty students participated in this study. The subjects were English learners in Taiwan.
They were college students, further divided into two proficiency groups: beginner
and intermediate groups. The subjects’ proficiency was determined by their prior
performances in proficiency tests. The beginners’ proficiency equaled to CEF" A2
whereas the intermediate learners’ proficiency was CEF B1.

2.2. Instrument

In this study, MSN Messenger was used as the instrument to collect speech data.
The subjects had two MSN chats with the instructor and four with their peers. The
instructor represented the higher-status addressee whereas the peers represented equals
in status. All the subjects had chats with the instructor, but in chats with their peers,
each proficiency group was divided into two sub-groups, with one group acting as the
complainer and the other responding to the complaints. In the first two chats, one sub-
group initiated the complaints and the other replied, and in the following two chats, the

* Common European Framework of Reference for Languages
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two sub-groups exchanged their roles. All of the responses were required to contain an
upgrader, which intensified the face threat and may have made the complainer even
unhappier. The six topics were provided as follows.

* You just got your paper back from your teacher. When you see your grade, you
are shocked because the grade is much lower than you expected. Upgrader: The
teacher criticizes the assignment and says that you deserve the grade.

*  You had an assignment due yesterday. You tried to turn in the late assignment
today, but it was rejected. However, you heard that your teacher accepted your
classmate’s late assignment. Upgrader: The teacher says that you should not
have missed the deadline and gives an excuse for your classmate.

*  You are working on a project with your classmate, who doesn’t do anything.
Whenever you ask him/her to help, s/he always says that s/he has no time.
Upgrader: Your classmate fights back by saying that you also always do the
same thing.

*  Your classmate is always at least half an hour late whenever you hang out with
him/her, and you really don’t like it. Upgrader: Your classmate says that you
were also late for the last meeting, so it is fair for you to wait this time.

* Your classmate often borrows stuff from you, but s/he never returns your stuff
unless you rush him/her to do so. Upgrader: Your classmate argues that you also
haven’t returned his/her iPod that you borrowed a long time ago.

*  Your classmate never does his/her assignments and always asks you to lend yours
for him/her to copy. Upgrader: Your classmate threatens to end the friendship if
you don’t let him/her copy.

2.3. Coding scheme and statistical analysis

This study examines the complaint strategies and external moves that learners used
to manage face threats. Complaint strategies express the speakers’ unhappiness to
an offensive situation whereas external moves reduce the face-threatening effects
of complaints. In this study, there were five types of complaint strategies: hints,
disapprovals, requests for repair, explicit complaints, and threats, as well as five
external moves: preparators, justifications, promises for future actions, expressions
of politeness, and reconciliations. The strategies and moves produced by the two
proficiency groups and the impacts of the status variability on their strategy preferences
were processed by Chi-square analyses.

3. Discussion

In general, the two proficiency groups produced the same range of complaint strategies
and external moves. Both groups utilized explicit complaints and justifications with
the highest percentage among all the complaint strategies and external moves, and
there was no significant inter-group difference in the use of either strategies or moves.
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However, differences were found in the two groups’ use of requests for repair as a
complaint strategy. The intermediate group produced much more indirect requests
(85%) than direct ones (15%), whereas the beginner group tended to be balanced in
the use of two types of requests (indirect: 58%; direct: 41%). To sum up, the learners
were straightforward in expressing their unhappiness. The findings support Sussman
and Sproull’s (1999) claim that CMC technology fosters more direct communication
strategies than face-to-face communication because of its text-based nature and de-
individuation. This could also be because of the relative easiness of direct expressions,
which directly map the propositional meaning and the linguistic form.

The social status variable appeared to have some influences on the two groups’
complaints. They were similar in their use of strategies and external moves towards
superiors and peers and showed significant intra-group differences in their preference
of complaint strategies. Although the two groups tended to use more explicit complaints
towards both superiors and peers, differences were found in hints and disapprovals: they
were likely to produce more disapprovals towards superiors and more hints towards
peers. This appears to be similar to Trosborg (1995), who claimed that the learners
had difficulty adjusting their performance sufficiently to the parameters of dominance.
As hints avoid explicit mention of the offensive events or the speaker’s unhappiness,
their severity level should be lower than that of disapproval. The subjects used more
disapprovals towards superiors than towards peers, who received more hints possibly
because of the reduced effects of contextual cues, which connote social meaning in
CMC, and the learners temporarily overlooked the etiquette that should have varied
with the addressee’s social identity.

Despite the similarities, further analyses of strategies used to initiate the complaints
towards addressees of two status types exhibit the differences between the two groups.
The frequency of each strategy that beginners used to initiate complaints towards
superiors and equals was similar, and this is supported by Chi-square analyses, which
revealed no significant differences. However, the intermediate learners were inclined
to use more requests for repair as a complaint strategy to initiate their interaction with
superiors, and this differentiates from their initiative strategy towards addressees of
the two status types (p < .05), especially as most of the requests were polite, indirect
requests (89%). As Blum-Kulka (1987) has claimed, hints and indirect requests can be
equally polite, and indirect requests can reduce the hearer’s processing burden because
they stated the intended follow-up remedial action clearly but politely. From this angle,
in addition to explicit complaints, which are a popular strategy towards addressees of
either status type, the intermediate learners preferred indirect requests, with the attempt
to reduce the face threats that might be caused. This reflects their consciousness of the
effects of the addressee’s status. In contrast, the beginners’ initiative strategies did not
reveal this tendency, indicating that the addressee’s status might not be their concern in
MSN conversations, or even if it was, the beginners failed to exhibit the differentiation
in their management of face threats.
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4. Conclusions

This study showed that the beginners and the intermediate learners were similarly
straightforward, and the variable of social status also had similar effects on their
management of face threats. However, compared with the beginners, the intermediate
learners tended to be more indirect. Their directness brings the pedagogical attention to
the relationship between using CMC and developing learners’ pragmatic competence.
As Sykes (2005) has pointed out, CMC users need to be cautious because all
dissatisfactions are expressed by words, whereas face-to-face communication includes
facial expressions and body language to modify the intensity of face threats. Instructors
can guide learners to attend to net etiquette, the reduced context of CMC, and
consequences of inappropriate speech behaviors, and then integrate polite linguistic
forms and expressions into their lessons.

This study is constrained by two limitations which provide suggestions for future
studies. As this study only included beginners and intermediate learners future research
could recruit advanced learners or even native English and Chinese speakers for
investigations of effects of proficiency, cultural backgrounds, and language transfer.
Further comparisons of natural face-to-face conversations are also needed for a fuller
picture of the speech behaviors of English learners in CMC.

Acknowledgements. I would like to thank the forty participants, who willingly
accepted my invitation to participate in this study and offered valuable data for research
analyses.

References

Blum-Kulka, S. (1987). Indirectness and politeness in requests: Same or different? Journal of
Pragmatics, 11(2), 131-146. doi: 10.1016/0378-2166(87)90192-5

Simmons, T. (1994). Politeness Theory in Computer-Mediated Communication: Face-Threatening
Acts in a “Faceless” Medium. Unpublished Master’s thesis. Asthon University, Birmingham,
England. (ERIC: ED381005)

Smilowitz, M., Compton, C., & Flint, L. (1988). The effects of computer mediated communication on
an individual’s judgment: A study based on the methods of Asch’s social influence experiment.
Computer in Human Behavior, 4(4), 311-321. doi: 10.1016/0747-5632(88)90003-9

Sussman, S., & Sproull, L. (1999). Straight talk: Delivering bad news through electronic
communication. Information Systems Research, 10(2), 150-167.

Sykes, J. M. (2005). Synchronous CMC and pragmatic development: Effects of oral and written chat.
CALICO Journal, 22(3), 399-431.

Trosborg, A. (1995). Interlanguage pragmatics: Requests, complaints, and apologies. Berlin: Walter
de Gruyter & Co.

138


http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/0378-2166(87)90192-5
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/0747-5632(88)90003-9

esearch-publishing.net

Published by Research-publishing.net
Dublin, Ireland; Voillans, France
info@research-publishing.net

© 2012 by Research-publishing.net
Research-publishing.net is a not-for-profit association

CALL: Using, Learning, Knowing
EUROCALL Conference, Gothenburg, Sweden
22-25 August 2012, Proceedings

Edited by Linda Bradley and Sylvie Thouésny

The moral right of the authors has been asserted

All articles in this book are licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No Derivative
Works 3.0 Unported License. You are free to share, copy, distribute and transmit the work under the following
conditions:

« Attribution: You must attribute the work in the manner specified by the publisher.

* Noncommercial: You may not use this work for commercial purposes.

¢ No Derivative Works: You may not alter, transform, or build upon this work.

Research-publishing.net has no responsibility for the persistence or accuracy of URLs for external or third-
party Internet websites referred to in this publication, and does not guarantee that any content on such
websites is, or will remain, accurate or appropriate. Moreover, Research-publishing.net does not take any
responsibility for the content of the pages written by the authors of this book. The authors have recognised
that the work described was not published before (except in the form of an abstract or as part of a published
lecture, or thesis), or that it is not under consideration for publication elsewhere. While the advice and
information in this book are believed to be true and accurate on the date of its going to press, neither the
authors, the editors, nor the publisher can accept any legal responsibility for any errors or omissions that
may be made. The publisher makes no warranty, expressed or implied, with respect to the material contained
herein.

Trademark notice: Product or corporate names may be trademarks or registered trademarks, and are used
only for identification and explanation without intent to infringe.

Typeset by Research-publishing.net

Cover design: © Raphaél Savina (raphael@savina.net)

Aquarelle reproduced with kind permission from the illustrator: © Sylvi Vigmo (sylvi.vigmo@ped.gu.se)
Fonts used are licensed under a SIL Open Font License

ISBN13: 978-1-908416-03-2 (paperback)
Print on demand (lulu.com)

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data.
A cataloguing record for this book is available from the British Library.

Bibliotheque Nationale de France - Dépot légal: décembre 2012.



