English Teaching, Vol. 78, No. 1, Spring 2023, pp. 25-61

DOL: https://doi.org/10.15858/engtea.78.1.202303.25
http://journal kate.or.kr

Perceptions of L1 and L2 Speakers on Task Difficulty of
Pragmatic Tasks

Hyunjoo Kim "

Kim, Hyunjoo. (2023). Perceptions of L1 and L2 speakers on task difficulty of
pragmatic tasks. English Teaching, 78(1), 25-61.

In L2 pragmatics, only a few studies have examined task complexity. Furthermore, the
existing studies have predominantly focused on the cognitive dimension and have lacked
consistent findings. Gonzalez-Lloret and Ortega (2018) and Pallotti (2019) have thereby
contended that socio-interactional features be incorporated into task design. Along this
line, this study investigated perceptions of L1 and L2 speakers of English regarding the
difficulty of four role-play tasks with differentiated degrees of (dis)preference and
imposition. Participants included 33 L1 speakers and 63 Korean L2 speakers at
intermediate-level (» = 32) and high-level (» = 31). Results showed that participants’
perceived difficulty matched the design intentions exclusively affected by request size,
responsibility for the problem, and persuasion across complex versions of the tasks.
Moreover, the linguistic consequences of such factors entailed challenges among 1.2
speakers. There were also various factors that emerged for task difficulty other than the
manipulated task design features, underscoring the importance of participants’
explanatory comments in L2 pragmatics.
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1. INTRODUCTION

L2 pragmatics within the field of TBLT has researched topics such as pragmatic
instruction (Alcon-Soler, 2018; Bardovi-Harlig, 2015; Bardovi-Harlig, Mossman, &
Vellenga, 2015), task complexity (Gilabert & Bardn, 2013, 2018; Gémez-Laich & Taguchi,
2018; Kim & Taguchi, 2015, 2016; Taguchi, 2007), task modality (Regan & Payant, 2018),
L2 proficiency (Levkina, 2018; Taguchi, Kaufer, Gomez-Laich, & Zhao, 2016) and
assessment (Ekiert, Lampropoulou, Révész, & Torgersen, 2018; Kuiken & Vedder, 2018;
Youn, 2018, 2020). Among these areas, task complexity is one of the most widely researched
topics in TBLT research, but it has received relatively less attention in L2 pragmatics
(Gonzalez-Lloret, 2020; Levkina, 2018). Furthermore, the few studies that have examined
task complexity in L2 pragmatics have focused predominantly on a cognitive dimension of
pragmatic task design and produced a lack of consistent findings (Gilabert & Baron, 2013,
2018; Goémez-Laich & Taguchi, 2018; Kim & Taguchi, 2015, 2016; Taguchi, 2007).
Therefore, the purpose of the present study aimed at addressing this gap by exploring a socio-
interactional dimension as new task design criteria that concerns “how people design and
conduct their interactions in completing a task” (Gonzalez-Lloret & Ortega, 2018, p. 192).
The selection of this dimension was motivated by the view of interactional pragmatics that
pragmatic meanings and actions are achieved through organized sequences of turns that
participants construct together in conversation (Kasper, 2006, 2009). To expand the
theoretical scope of task complexity literature and to propose the inclusion of socio-
interactional variables as task design features in L2 pragmatics, the present study
investigated whether and how task manipulations by socio-interactional features — (dis)
preference and imposition — elicited task demands and explored what factors were related to
the difficulty of L1 and L2 speakers in performing the designed pragmatic tasks based on
their open-ended responses. In the following sections, I first review the literature on task
difficulty and L2 pragmatics to summarize the current findings and fill the gap in this field.
Then, I present the theoretical basis for investigating the socio-interactional features of
pragmatic task design.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1. Task Difficulty and L2 Pragmatics

Many TBLT scholars argue that a more explicit definition of task complexity or task
difficulty is needed because the terms used in the L2 literature are ambiguous and uncertain

(Pallotti, 2019; Sasayama, 2016). Given this, Pallotti (2019) attempts to reconceptualize
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these terms; task complexity should be used only for referring to a task’s inherent, absolute,
or structural properties that stay within a task itself such as a number of elements or planning,
and task difficulty is a more appropriate term for when there is an interaction between tasks
and individuals’ cognition or characteristics. Pallotti (2019) also argues that the major
sources of L2 task difficulty are distinct to learner-related difficulty which primarily results
from the encounter of task features with an individual’s aptitude, prior knowledge, or L2
proficiency, and feature-related difficulty that arises from task features themselves; some
task features are more cognitively demanding for everyone, irrespective of individual
characteristics. To avoid terminological confusion, the present study is in parallel with
Pallotti’s (2019) argument; task difficulty is defined as a given task’s inherent demands that
interact with a participant in a given context with a focus on feature-related difficulty.

With little attention to task difficulty in L2 pragmatics, only a few publications focus on
the interrelationship between L2 pragmatic tasks and task difficulty (Gilabert & Barén, 2013,
2018; Gomez-Laich & Taguchi, 2018; Kim & Taguchi, 2015, 2016; Taguchi, 2007). More
importantly, the limited number of these existing studies induced task demands primarily by
manipulating +/- reasoning and/or +/- elements based on Robinson’s (2001a, 2011)
Cognition Hypothesis, hypothesizing that increasing task difficulty facilitates accuracy and
complexity of production, interaction, noticing and uptake, as well as deeper processing and
retention of learned knowledge. However, the overall findings of pragmatic task difficulty
research were somewhat inconsistent. In other words, these findings did not lend support to
Robinson’s Cognition Hypothesis framework because manipulations of L2 pragmatic task
difficulty were not significantly relevant to L2 learners’ pragmatic performance.

For example, complex tasks manipulated along +/- elements produced a higher number
of pragmatic moves (requests, suggestions), but task difficulty had no significant impact on
the variety of pragmatic moves (request/suggestion-making expressions) (Gilabert & Baron,
2013). In addition, complex tasks operationalized by reasoning demands led to a greater
amount of interaction as learning opportunities and retention of acquired knowledge
(Goémez-Laich & Taguchi, 2018; Kim & Taguchi, 2015, 2016) whereas no significant effect
of'task difficulty was found concerning the quality of participants’ performance and learning
gains (Kim & Taguchi, 2015, 2016). These inconsistent findings suggest the difficulty of
applying the existing Cognition Hypothesis framework to L2 pragmatic difficulty research
and possibly the limitations of focusing mainly on cognitive factors in pragmatic task design
(Gonzalez-Lloret, 2020).

It has been recently discussed that a source of inconsistency could be attributed to having
a primary focus on individual-based cognitive factors, and little concern about pragmatic
characteristics and interactional phenomena for task design features (Gomez-Laich &
Taguchi, 2018; Gonzalez-Lloret, 2020; Gonzalez-Lloret & Ortega, 2018; Wong & Waring,
2010; Youn, 2013, 2018). Given this concern, the field has begun to move toward an
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interaction-based pragmatic perspective that concentrates on investigating how interlocutors
design and conduct their interaction in organized sequences by employing a wide range of
pragmatics and interactional resources (Gonzalez-Lloret, 2020; Gonzalez-Lloret & Ortega,
2018). Gonzalez-Lloret and Ortega (2018), in particular, proposed to take into account socio-
pragmatic interactional characteristics to increase and reduce the demands of tasks.
Specifically, they introduce a framework that considers sequential organizations of
interaction (Schegloff, 2007) and politeness principles (Lakoff, 1973) as independent
variables that influence L2 pragmatic task difficulty. Informed by Conversation Analysis
(CA), they argue that these components contribute to “how people interact with others to
complete a task” (Gonzalez-Lloret & Ortega, 2018, p. 192). Despite the necessity of socio-
interactional characteristics in pragmatic task design, very few studies have been conducted
to relate task difficulty to interactional task demands and to explore their impact on overall
task difficulty and pragmatic performance (Pallotti, 2019).

Given this, the present study sought to explore how L1 and L2 speakers of differing
proficiency levels perceived the difficulty of pragmatic tasks which were designed along the
socio-interactional dimension based on their open-ended responses. In this study, the
inclusion of a group of L1 speakers was to obtain more reliable evidence of task difficulty
effects from a task design perspective. As pointed out in the previous studies (Lee, 2019;
Pallotti, 2019), the effects of task difficulty could be affected by L2 speakers’ variability in
competence, so it would be hard to ascertain whether the effects of task difficulty would be
attributed to the design features of tasks themselves or L2 speakers’ characteristics. To
overcome this problem, it was necessary to recruit L1 speakers who have a better command
of their native language and show less variance in performance than L2 speakers. The
following section explains the rationale behind the socio-interactional features used to

establish the different levels of difficulty in tasks that involve pragmatic situations.
2.2. Socio-pragmatic Interactional Variables of Pragmatic Tasks

To provide a theoretical grounding for the pragmatic tasks used in this study, I discuss
two types of socio-pragmatic interactional criteria that create task demands: preference
organization and imposition.
2.2.1. Preference organization

Preference organization refers to turns organized for certain social actions such as
requesting, inviting, or complimenting which involve preference and dispreference
(Schegloff, 2007). For instance, a speaker issues a turn for requesting, and a recipient either

accepts or rejects the request; in these sequential turns, a speaker’s requesting is mainly
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considered a dispreferred action since it imposes upon a recipient, and a recipient’s
acceptance and rejection are considered a preferred and dispreferred responses, respectively
(Schegloft, 2007).

The general consensus of CA studies with regard to preference organization (Al-Gahtani
& Roever, 2012, 2014; Pekarek Doehler & Pochon-Berger, 2011, 2015; Pomerantz, 1984;
Schegloft, 2007; Taleghani-Nikazm & Huth, 2010; Wong & Waring, 2010; Youn, 2013)
demonstrates that preferred actions (offering) and responses (acceptance) are produced
immediately and kept short since they are comfortable, supportive and reinforcing. In
contrast, a speaker puts dispreferred actions (requesting) late in sequence through
preliminary moves (an availability check, accounts, explanations) and, similarly, a recipient
provides dispreferred responses (rejection) with any combination of reasons, mitigation, or
more elaboration because dispreference is uncomfortable, unpleasant, or difficult. This
indicates that dispreference may lead interlocutors to provide more reasons, explanations, or
elaborations in comparison to preference which might require little interactional work (Al-
Gahtani & Roever, 2012; Schegloff, 2007). Given this, to create varying degrees of
interactional difficulty, the pragmatic tasks of the present study were operationalized by
incorporating preference and dispreference in sequences of accomplishing a social action of

requesting.

2.2.2. Degree of imposition

Social factors such as relative power (P) (vertical disparity between interlocutors in a
hierarchical structure), social distance (D) (degree of familiarity between interlocutors)
(Félix-Brasdefer, 2007), and degree of imposition (R) (cost to a recipient: time, money, effort)
determine how face-threatening a social action is and how much politeness resources a
speaker offers to mitigate face threats (Taguchi & Roever, 2017). To elaborate, PDR-high,
which involves a higher level of imposition, higher power, and a more distant relationship,
requires a greater degree of politeness to allow a recipient to save face than PDR-low in
which the social action with a lower degree of imposition is addressed to a person in equal
power and a small distance (Brown & Levinson, 1987).

Little research accommodates the link between social features and sequential organization
of interaction in applied linguistics (Wong & Waring, 2010). Among the few, two studies
by Youn (2013, 2018) showed that participants mitigated the heavy weight of imposition
(e.g., a recommendation letter request to a professor) via their use of more interactional
devices such as pre-commitment checks, the establishment of shared understanding, and/or
accounts than the lower degree of imposition (e.g., deciding a meeting time with peers). That
is, a situation that involves a higher degree of imposition would be more interactionally

challenging since it demands more interactional strategies on the part of a speaker who
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requests to avoid hurting a recipient’s feelings and minimize imposition or negative
evaluation by the recipient when fulfilling a social action (Gonzalez-Lloret & Ortega, 2018).
This suggests that there might be a clear impact of social demands on participants’
interaction in a given context. Considering this, this study created distinct levels of task
difficulty via the weight of imposition in requesting contexts.

With increasing attention to a socio-interactional perspective, this study attempts to
explore difficulties and ease associated with pragmatic tasks designed based on L1 and L2
speakers’ open-ended responses to provide insights into how task design interacts with
participants’ perceptions of task difficulty as a part of a larger study.! Therefore, it poses the
following research questions:

1) What are the overall patterns of L1 and L2 speakers’ perceived difficulty in
L2 pragmatic tasks?

2) According to L1 speakers, what factors are related to the difficulty of L2
pragmatic tasks?

3) According to L2 speakers (high and intermediate), what factors are related
to the difficulty of L2 pragmatic tasks?

3. METHODOLOGY
3.1. Participants

L1 speakers 33 L1 speakers of English voluntarily participated in the study. Participant
ages ranged from 20 to 49 years (M=33.0, SD=7.644) and they were undergraduate and
graduate students and university-level instructors who had taught English for an average of
nine years (ranging from 1 to 24 years).

L2 speakers 63 Korean speakers voluntarily participated in the study. Participant ages
ranged from 20 to 37 years in the high-level (M= 24.6, SD=2.811) and the intermediate-
level (M=23.9, SD=4.161). They consisted of undergraduate and graduate students who did
not have previous experience living in English-speaking nations, and whose amount of
previous English study ranged from 9 to 24 years with an average of 14.9 years (SD=3.830).
The L2 speakers were divided into a high-level (»=31) and an intermediate-level (»=32)
based on their self-reported scores on the Test of English for International Communication
(TOEIC) and Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL) obtained within the two years

! The study investigated the effects of socio-interactional features on task difficulty. It confirmed the
significant differences among the four tasks via cognitive measures. (Manuscript in preparation).
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preceding the time of the experiment. The L2 speakers with a score of 800 to 990 were
categorized as high-level (H-level) and those with a score of 600 to 795 as intermediate-level
(IM-level) (Abe & Roever, 2019). As the two standardized English proficiency test scores
were incompatible, the study mapped TOEFL scores onto TOEIC scores in consultation with
College of Europe and Kaplan. The independent #-test results revealed a significant
difference between the high-level and the intermediate-level, #(63) = 15, p <.001 (H-level:
M=933.23, 8D =55.63; IM-level: M = 738.44, SD = 47.29).

3.2. Tasks

3.2.1. Role-play tasks

The rationale behind the use of role-play tasks was their wide employment in L2
pragmatic research (Taguchi & Roever, 2017; Youn, 2018) and its characteristics of some
degree of authenticity (Al-Gahtani & Roever, 2012; Youn, 2018). In this study, role-play
tasks were delivered by an interlocutor, an L1 English speaker who has been an instructor at
universities for over 20 years. Participants and the interlocutor performed the four tasks in a
random sequence to prevent sequencing effects (Lee, 2019). For each task, a participant and
the interlocutor were given different information about a situation and a role-play card to
help them interact and negotiate naturally in the course of accomplishing a pragmatic action
(Youn, 2013, 2018).

Given the definition of tasks as “the things that people do in their daily lives at work, at
play and in between” (Long, 1985, p. 89), previous English for Specific Purposes (ESP)
studies (Evans, 2013; Huh, 2006; Lambert, 2010; Long, 2015; Martin & Adrada-Rafael,
2017; Serafini & Torres, 2015) claim that this high degree of real-world relevance of tasks
is particularly adequate for business environments. Accordingly, the four role-play tasks
were designed to elicit a pragmatic action of requesting in business contexts. The request
scenarios for each task according to task difficulty are as follows: the simple (rescheduling
of a meeting), less simple (requesting help with a team project), complex (requesting salary
increase), and highly complex (requesting an extension of the delivery due date of an order)
(Appendix A).

3.2.2. Operationalization of task difficulty

Operationally, the demands of four role-play tasks resulted from the varying degrees of
imposition and the provision of (dis)preference while maintaining higher social power (P+)
and higher social distance (D+) that might impact participants’ interaction and task difficulty.

Table 1 describes the varying degrees of the variables in the four role-play tasks.
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TABLE 1
Operationalization of Socio-Interactional Features
. . Highly
Simple Less Simple Complex Complex
Social Distance D+ D+ D+ D+
siabl Power P+ P+ P+ P+
variaies Imposition Low [ Moderate | High I Very high |
Interactional ~ Pre-sequences Go-ahead Go-ahead Blocking Blocking
variables Core AP Pre-R Dis-R Dis-R Dis-R
Post- Pre-R Pre-R Dis-R
sequences

Note. Pre-R = preferred-response; Dis-R = dispreferred-response

The Degree of Imposition The choice of imposition for pragmatic task design features was
motivated by the nature of requesting as a target social action for this study. Requesting is
significantly relevant to the weight of imposition based on the definition which refers to the
cost being put upon a recipient who performs a speaker’s request (Taguchi & Roever, 2017).
Thus, this study manipulated the imposition variable based on cost. To be specific, the
description of each request situation operationalized the weight of imposition, ranging from
a simple task with little cost on the part of a recipient to a highly complex task with a heavy
cost. A survey was carried out to confirm the degrees of the imposition variable. Six L1
speakers were asked to rank the four situations in ascending order from the lowest to the
highest imposition. The raters’ agreement was 100%, confirming that the simple task had
the lowest imposition, followed by the less simple, complex, and highly complex task with
higher impositions.

Preference/Dispreference The selection of preference organization for the task design
variable was due to requesting; it is considered a dispreferred action and relates to preferred
and dispreferred responses. Creating different levels of task difficulty via preference
organization is based on the assumption that participants create their discourse sequentially.
That is, the discourse is built upon a core Adjacency Pair (AP) (paired utterances by different
speakers, request-acceptance/refusal) with pre-sequences (turns that precede a core AP) and
post-sequences (turns that follow a core AP) (Schegloff, 2007). An AP consists of First Pair
Part (FPP) which projects a prospective action and Second Pair Part (SPP) conditioned by
FPP such as offer-acceptance/decline (Schegloff, 2007). In a formal request sequence of
each discourse, the provision of the interlocutor’s preferred and dispreferred responses was
utilized as follows: go-ahead as preferred (to encourage progress toward the request: sure)
and blocking as dispreferred (to obstruct progress: Currently, I'm very busy at work) in pre-
sequences, and acceptance (preferred) and rejection (dispreferred) as SPP in a core AP and
post-sequences. Accordingly, a simple task condition that only consists of the interlocutor’s
preferred responses requires participants to invest less interactional effort. In contrast, a
highly-complex task solely with the interlocutor’s dispreference demands more interactional
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resources for participants to successfully accomplish a social action of requesting. A pilot
study was conducted to test the presumed difficulty levels driven by the combination of
imposition and preference variables. Participants were nine L1 and L2 speakers of English
and the overall results showed the different levels of task demands among the four designed
tasks.

3.3. Questionnaire

The data collection instruments used in this study were questionnaires written in English
and Korean for L1 and L2 participants, and participants also responded in their native
language to clarify their intended meaning as much as possible. The questionnaires were
developed following those in Paas, van Merrienboer, and Adam (1994), Robinson (2001b),
and Sasayama (2016), and the initial questionnaires were piloted with nine L1 and nine L2
speakers. During this study, participants were asked to provide explanations of what made
the task easy and/or difficult, followed by background questionnaires. Background
questionnaires were given to the participants to collect demographic information, including
nationality, gender, age, educational background, job, and most recent TOEFL/TOEIC
scores (only L2 speakers) (Sasayama, 2015). After the study, participants also carried out a
post-survey in which they ranked the four tasks in terms of their perceptions of task difficulty
and provided detailed explanations for their sequence from the easiest to the most complex
(Appendix B). Participants provided one or two sentence responses in the during-survey and
generally gave more detailed explanations for their ranking of the four tasks in the post-

survey. All participants, without exception, answered the open-ended questions.

3.4. Data Collection

The data were collected over nine weeks. The during-survey was introduced via Google
form upon completing each role-play task on Zoom during the experiment. The post-survey
was administered in MS word via email after the study. At the time of the data collection,
each participant’s comments were quickly gone through to see whether they clearly
explained why the task was easy and/or difficult, and when in doubt, participants were asked
to clarify the comments. After these processes, the comments became typically clear in this
regard.
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3.5. Data Analysis

Thematic data analysis was used for the research questions; the themes and coding
categories emerged inductively from an examination of the data rather than being determined
beforehand (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992). All individual participants’ open-ended responses
were first looked through, and then, coded for ease and/or difficulty. Subsequently, emerging
themes were identified and the related themes were categorized into subordinate categories.
These subcategories, lastly, were combined to create superordinate categories (Sasayama,
2015). Participants’ responses that belonged to each subordinate category were counted, then,
the proportion of each category to the overall subordinate categories was calculated in each
task (Tables 2, 3, and 4). It should be noted that the same person often provided comments
explaining why a task was difficult in some ways but easy in others. Also, one person

provided several comments that simultaneously belonged to multiple subordinate categories.

4. RESULTS

This section turns to report the findings of participants’ open-ended responses for why
they perceived a task to be easy or difficult to perform. Overall patterns of participants’
perceptions of task difficulty and a coding scheme are first presented, followed by sources
of ease and difficulty for each task in the three groups (L1, H, IM). Each task was numbered
in the order of the simplest (Task 1) to the most complex (Task 4) tasks.

4.1. Overall Patterns and Coding Scheme

Regarding the overall patterns of participants’ perceived difficulty in the four tasks, the
L1 group contributed 6% of the total comments regarding the difficulty of Task 1 and it
gradually increased to 97% in Task 4, with Task 2 at 52% and Task 3 at 74% (Table 2).
Similar to the L1 group, the percentage of overall comments on the difficulty in the L2
groups also revealed that the four tasks lined up in the expected order of difficulty ranging
from Task 1 (18%) to Task 4 (95%) in the H-level group (Table 3) and from Task 1 (25%)
to Task 4 (94%) in the IM-level group (Table 4). Plus, the L2 groups showed higher
percentages than the L1 group in terms of overall difficulty across the tasks. It was, however,
observed that the H-level (95%) and IM-level (94%) groups had slightly lower percentages
of overall difficulty than the L1 group (97%) in Task 4. In addition to the quantitative
analysis, participants’ open responses were analyzed qualitatively. The L1 and the L2 groups
yielded similar patterns in sources of perceived difficulty and ease. Based on the comments,

the following superordinate, subordinate categories and themes emerged; as a first category,
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social situations that were concerned with the inherent difficulty of each task were identified
to entail context (comment about contextual factors), inferaction (comments related to the
interlocutor), and relationship (comments about a hierarchy of power). Code difficulty that
relates to language aspects was introduced as a second superordinate category. Lastly,
performance factors discussed what possible factors affected participants’ overall
performance quality. These included task-induced (comments about task instruction),
(un)familiarity (comments about prior experiences), practice effect (comments about
(in)experience with tasks), and participant-generated factors (comments related to an
individual’s characteristics). Table 5 presents a coding scheme with representative
comments.

4.2. Open-ended Responses by L1 speakers

This section presents the findings for each of the four role-play tasks performed by L1
participants regarding each category. Sources of difficulty and ease are considered in turn
for the tasks.

42.1. Task 1

Task 1 (simplest task) described a situation in which a staff (participant) asked a manager
(interlocutor) to find his available days to reschedule a videoconference meeting with a client.
Task 1 posed the lowest social situational demands which accounted for nearly 78% of all
reasons (Table 2). Within this superordinate category, the context subordinate category was
the primary reason for their ease, and it was specifically due to the size of the request

(schedule change), for example:

(1) T just had to ask for a good time that worked for both parties to reschedule
for the following week.

In this category, several participants also expressed that Task 1 was quite easy because
they were not responsible for the problem, given that the cause of the rescheduling came
from an outside source (i.e., the client’s cancellation). A few comments displayed that a
common and easy-to-understand scenario and a shared goal of both parties (i.e., to satisfy
the client) made the task easy as well.
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The next subordinate category, inferaction, revealed that Task 1 felt easy because of the
interlocutor’s immediate and preferred response to the participants’ request which did not
force the participants to persuade the interlocutor:

(2) There was no hesitation on the manager’s part to offer up his availability
and he was willing to reschedule, there was no friction felt on my end.

Among performance factors, participants felt relatively comfortable performing the task
due to: (a) a concise role-play card that had fewer steps to follow and less information to
remember, (b) familiarity with the previous tasks, and (c) prior experiences of similar
situations. As shown above, L1 participants perceived Task 1 as easy due to the small request
size and persuasion not being required to perform the given request.

42.2. Task 2

Task 2 described a situation in which a staff (participant) had to ask a project manager
(interlocutor) for help with a team project. Participants found the task hard mainly due to
context (47.6%). Specifically, the majority of the comments illustrated that the task was
personally difficult as participants had to ask the interlocutor for a favor because of their own
failure to fulfilling responsibility toward the assigned project:

(3) I found T2 slightly more difficult than T1 because the situation was related
to my own workload. Therefore, the project manager might have thought

that I was incompetent or hadn’t planned my time effectively.

Another difficult part was related to inferaction (35.7%). In response to the interlocutor’s
rejection to help or advise with the project, which was instructed to be presented in the core
AP (Table 1), participants had to think of other ways to persuade him to provide assistance
to complete the report on time:

(4) The difficult part of the task was that the manager wasn’t able to readily
help. I had to do a little bit of problem-solving to get him to find someone
else to help me to finish the project that I as a staff worker was supposed to
complete.

Relative to interaction, a time constraint that stemmed from the interlocutor’s rejection
(i.e., being busy with the meeting) added pressure on participants in the course of solving

the problem. To add a further observation, participants seemed to be challenged by asking
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for a favor from someone in a higher position (11.9%).

Conversely, the main source that made Task 2 relatively easier was inferaction (43.6%);
the interlocutor provided an offer (i.e., to get another employee to help) as the preferred
response in the post-sequences (Table 1) in response to the participant’s second request and
the interlocutor’s quick and positive solution no longer demanded persuasion. For example,

(5) The manager offered to have another employee help out — that’s what made
it easy.

The second most common reason was confext (33.3%) in which most of the comments
displayed that the request did not feel like it reflected poorly on them as an employee due to
an unexpected circumstance (i.e., a co-worker taking a sick leave) that was outside of their

control:

(6) T2 was easy because I just needed to ask for help with the project and the
circumstances were not my fault considering my team member got sick and

was out.

Among the context-related comments, a few participants also proposed that a common
aim between the two parties helped relieve their pressure, namely, the manager is in charge
of the project the staff worked on, so submitting the report on time was the interest of both
parties. Furthermore, Task 2 was made easy by prior experiences, practice with the task,
clear prompt cards, and casual vocabulary that can be used in any industry or social situation.
In short, responsibility for the problem, required persuasion, and the relationship between
the staff and project manager contributed to the perceived difficulty of Task 2.

4.2.3. Task 3

The situation was about negotiating money at a workplace. A team leader (participant)
who was not satisfied with the recently proposed salary increase decided to ask a director
(interlocutor) for a raise. With Task 3, interaction (36.9%) primarily determined the L1
participants’ difficulty. Many participants noted that the hardest part of the task was to
persuade the interlocutor who declined their requests a few times (in the core AP and post-
sequences in Table 1):

(7) The director was very quick to shut down my request and I struggled to think

about what I would say to continue the conversation.
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Moreover, a few participants thought that the time restriction (i.e., the director is busy
dealing with customer complaints), which was provided as the block response in the pre-
sequences, put them at disadvantage because it not only made them rush to express their
issue but also gave them an impression that the interlocutor had little concern for the request.

The subsequent factor for difficulty was context (35.4%) showing a similar proportion to
interaction. The biggest challenge regarding this category had to do with the nature of the
request — asking for money. Here is a sample comment:

(8) Asking for more money is always difficult no matter the situation, whether
it is dealing with a salary increase or lending money to a friend.

It was also noted that a few participants felt slightly difficult balancing their utterances:

(9) Attempting to come across as loyal to the company while also being so
determined on receiving an increase in salary is not an easy balance strike.

Plus, two participants stated that it felt like the motive for the request was primarily
personal gain, which indicates that more persuasion and justification were demanded when
requesting. Participants were also faced with challenges in other categories: (a) professional
hierarchy, (b) volume of information, (c) a lack of experience with the context, and (d)
business language required.

For ease, it was suggested that the entitlement elicited from the character’s impressive job
performance and the approachable attitudes of the interlocutor who was open to discussion
and supportive of the request helped the discussion to proceed. Collectively, the difficulty of
Task 3 was mainly accounted for by needing to successfully persuade the interlocutor with

viable reasons and the request of asking for money.

42.4. Task 4

In this situation (highly-complex task), a sales manager (participant) who oversaw a
project of supplying men’s moisturizer containers to a cosmetics company found an
unexpected mistake that made the delivery schedule impossible. Therefore, he had to meet
a purchasing director (interlocutor) of the cosmetics company in person to ask for an
extension of the delivery due date. In Task 4, participants associated their perceived
difficulty most closely with persuasion in interaction (39.0%) because the interlocutor did
not accept anything less than what was promised in the contract although participants
attempted to negotiate with alternatives (e.g., discount, outsourcing) several times as shown
in the post-sequences in Table 1:
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(10) The situation asks for certain things to be done, for example, providing a
discount, but the conversation partner kept denying all suggestions that
were being made. I believe this can make the task much more difficult
because two parties have two different goals in mind and cannot meet a
solution.

Under the same category, a few participants suggested that Task 4 was significantly more
stressful because they realized early on that the interlocutor had little time due to an
emergency meeting, and this possibly limited their capacity to resolve the problem.
Additionally, a few participants found difficulty in balancing their utterances while
negotiating with the interlocutor who issued multiple refusals in the post-sequences (Table

1). An example is shown below:

(11) T4 drove up my anxiety because I had to work with the client on a solution
that could still potentially fulfill his order while being apologetic yet
confident in front of him that my solution will work.

Following interaction, context (29.9%) was the second most frequent category for the high
level of difficulty. Most of the comments to this end were related to participant responsibility
for the problem and its negative consequences. In detail, participants stated that the character
allowed such a big and potentially costly mistake to occur (i.e., the production of wrong-size
containers) and this could lead to a negative effect on his company (i.e., to lose the client

forever and/or to lose millions of dollars in sales):

(12) T4 was a potentially career-defining screw-up moment. I failed in my job
as a manager overseeing my team. I made a giant mistake, angered a
reliable and large sales partner at company B, and potentially lost millions
of dollars in sales. I might be getting fired.

Furthermore, one participant expressed concern about balancing his attitudes considering
the significant mistake:

(13) What made this most difficult was trying to balance admitting fault with
the logistical error while simultaneously protecting the equity and

reputation of our own company as a manufacturer.

As discussed above, exploring feasible offers and the criticalness of the mistake was listed
as perceived difficulties by L1 participants in Task 4.
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4.3. Open-ended Responses by L2 speakers

This section provides L2 participants’ explanatory comments by proficiency groups.
Sources of difficulty and ease are considered for each task with a focus on a comparison
between the high (H) and intermediate (IM)-level groups.

4.3.1. Task 1

As for easiness, both groups showed very similar response patterns that confext and
interaction predominantly made the task easy (Tables 3 and 4). Relative to context, most of
the comments were about the simple request and not being responsible for the given problem:

() A 3IAZY E719) 8 8o A= dA4S s738ke dsol7]
L2 B P i R ) B o A L T
& g8o] v AZstr]el o
Y& HH e mE 2AFo] -47]% o gk A frka
71 ~EH 2 ATk [It was easy to communicate the situation

because I felt that Company A was asking for a new schedule due to

4 2 g
> >
ﬂﬁ.m
SEED
>,
k1
=2
‘T
2
o
me
ox
o
=

unavoidable circumstances, so as long as the manager was available,
Company A would most likely follow the manager's schedule. My position
was less stressful as I felt I was not responsible for the destruction of the
video meeting schedule.]

In addition, the common scenario that was easy to encounter in daily life was introduced
by a few participants in both groups. Further, the interlocutor’s openness to rescheduling and
simple vocabulary (e.g., days, client) made the task easy to handle. Other comments included
the themes for easiness as follows: (a) the short task length and the small amount of
information to consider, (b) their familiarity with the task, (c) the relationship (i.e., working
in the same company) (only H), and (d) the strategy use such as preparation of a concise
summary and more focus on task completion rather than performance quality (only IM).

Regarding difficulty, the most frequent comments offered by both groups had to do with
language; however, the difference observed was that the H-level group was oriented to the
use of formal words and speech nuances whereas the IM-level group reported its difficulty
with the task due to their lack of general English proficiency, especially with vocabulary.
Here are the example comments:

(2) dojwlo] o] wiitel Wl SJAME F|AL Adstel] AAG wF
2 Mgt Aol o]H AT} (H) [Not being a native speaker, it was
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difficult to communicate my intention with a nuance appropriate to the
professional situation. |

(3) ¥4 AZ ol reschedule ©|2he o7l AJZbo] ehubA =9
el 714S & k. M) [I couldn't think of the word
reschedule, so 1 had to strain to say it back, so I was nervous.|

Other noticeable differences were detected in context and relationship; relative to context,
the need to explain the background behind the request in English (i.e., the reason for
rescheduling a meeting) was reported as a further difficulty in the IM-level group:

@) e T VLA ol HYAL ANT F fla, AL
Abebah vre] #zlol wis) Aw ek Zle] o AF YT [T1 was
difficult because it was not just a matter of postponing the appointment, it
was also a matter of explaining why the person could not make it and my
relationship with the person who canceled it.]

Moreover, one comment from the IM-level group pointed out his difficulty with opening

a conversation in a formal relationship:

(5) &A% BANAL FoAE AT7HA] FA R AAPES ok
Sh=A] a1dlo] ¥ 215 YT} [1 was worried about how many opening

sequences I should make in a formal relationship.]

In short, the ease of Task 1 was mainly attributed to the simple request, no participant
responsibility, the interlocutor’s immediate positive affirmation, and easy vocabulary for
both groups. Nevertheless, a specific concern about the formality of language was mentioned
by the H-level participants. Plus, the IM-level participants reported difficulties with the
description of the given situation and structuring the opening while stressing their lack of

general language ability.
43.2. Task 2

Concerning a pattern for causes of task difficulty, both groups suggested interaction as
their difficulty. Furthermore, the difference between the two groups was that the H-level
group attributed its difficulty more to context whereas the IM-level group had its difficulty
mainly with /anguage. However, when looking closely at each subordinate category, both
groups provided largely similar themes about perceived difficulty. First, in context, the two
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groups were generally concerned about how to word their requests in a more polite way,
given that they asked for help due to their inability to complete the project. For example:

(6) ANe] AL T ool A et Rolly] wEel, % s
deol glold o sk AEeAl fojok dd, olE dolw
Edste Aol ofgdA =AHYT A ZHFUTE [As 1 was asking
someone else to do my job, I think I should have been more careful and
polite, and I found it difficult to express that in English.]

The task was also challenging as it required more linguistic elaboration with the complex
situation involving a sick co-worker, an upcoming workshop, and a tight deadline.

In terms of interaction, many participants commented on how to persuade the interlocutor
to offer help after he had initially refused their requests, for instance:

(7) Task kol A7} Ad = Vgl Qs A} Aalo] u)

weba Adad PRk wiel Az dighe wHEolol
+ Aol oJ#H T} [I was at a loss because the manager rejected the
request and the task prompt did not involve anything relevant to it. It was

also difficult to create a new alternative in response to his refusal.]

Along the line, a few participants expressed that they felt rushed in request realization,
knowing that the interlocutor was busy with the meeting:

®TE A A A} AL G A€ AFRD dol o
w5 t wolA wHEoA o oEd A ZEUHh [It was more
difficult because the manager mentioned that he did not have time and
which made me feel more rushed in T2.]

The two proficiency groups illustrated differences in language similar to Task 1;
retrieving business terms and speaking in a more professional manner made the task difficult
for the H-level group. Here is a sample comment:

(9) HlZ=U 2 dgoldt A FRtalA R tisiAl Al Ao gttt
HRo] Z oy A “AXA A A 25yt (I think the fact that

it is a business situation and you have to be careful about your tone of voice
makes it a little more difficult.]

By comparison, the IM-level group stated more general language problems for its
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difficulty such as coming up with words (e.g., sick leave), composing sentences,
understanding the interlocutor, and knowing where to pause their speech. One of the example
comments is as follows:

(10) sokshs ol Beu] We ojulA Folok kA, ot
sk sh=A A7t glolM A% EF wakth my oRb oAb
A% oy JAY A 2 1 had a lot to say, but I didn't
know where to stop or how far to go, so I kept going on and on, so I think
there was a little bit of communication difficulty.]

Both groups showed their concerns about power status, and one participant in the IM-
level group reported difficulty with formulating a conversation opening, as seen below:
(1) 2= 7AW7] Aol IAtzy} Lo AARA Hdojd
OhE 2 £ o oshal Agled 349 wlEE A
it XSl B sfoRd A =t QIARE sha mbm
= @3 disks FAAEHA ooyl A 22 oy el
A LT, [I wanted to say a few more words to say hello and other things
that would naturally lead to the main point, but I did not know how to be
friendly in a formal relationship, so I just said hello and went straight to
the main point, which made the conversation unnatural. ]

At the same time, Task 2 was thought of as being easier due to the following themes: (a)
the interlocutor’s offer to help, (b) the absence of full responsibility for the problem, (c) the
easily explained situation, and (d) the mutual interests for both parties. To sum up, L2
participants regardless of proficiency cited difficulty in making their requests sound polite,
generating possible ideas, and describing the situation with more details. The differences in
difficulty between the two groups emerged in terms of language aspects; the IM-level group
reported limited language proficiency and launching a conversation as their difficulties,
contrasting the H-level group which pointed to the register of language in a professional
context as their main difficulty.

4.3.3. Task 3

In Task 3, interaction and language became the sources of task difficulty regardless of the
proficiency levels although language was more of a problem for the IM-level group as seen
in Tables 3 and 4. When inspecting each category, a large number of comments about

interaction in both groups suggested that it was hard to come up with persuasive points in
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favor of a pay raise in response to the interlocutor’s refusals:

(12) 9oz W) o] wHmEHS W HE5E dof Frhe Aol
g oAU Bolm dw 11gE Al Folz 3
A o o9 el 8 A meda, 2 aae A A
AR HE ARAYS dRthe FES AN 2aA RAG
L] T}, [The most challenging part was havmg to persuade the other party
in English when faced with opposing opinions. I was nervous enough in
Korean, but in English, I did not know what to say, so I did not make the
case that [ wanted a salary raise as the task instructed.]

Along with this, similar to the L1 group, a few participants indicated that the time
constraint made the task difficult because it forced them to quickly think about how to
proceed with the dialogue.

Almost 30% of the comments in both groups attributed their difficulty to language,
specifically, dealing with figures and percentages, and business-related words (e.g., third
quarter, sales, performance, salary increase). Here is a sample comment:

(13) WiEAHeId £AE et dold RAFgsjof sty 1 &
AL ol dof sh=x] AAATH} UE BYES FAShE
o= oewS ANH A 25Ut [Because [ had to bring sales
increases and numbers into the conversation, I was worried about how to

phrase them, and then I had a hard time making other sentences.]

In this category, the difference was also acknowledged similar to the previous tasks; the
H-level group seemed to have difficulty with the choice of formal linguistic expressions
when they had to make a request again after the other party refused their first request:

(4 LHE ADE AAL A, O Jol FAIE BB T2
et A% oH9d, dFoE At AL Jolz WY
st ‘?af% 1T}, (H) [When he refused, it was difficult to come up with
an idiomatic phrase to ask him again in English, so I translated what I
could think of in Korean into English.]

In contrast, a limited English ability in terms of words, composing sentences, and use of

correct grammar were considered challenges in the IM-level group. Here is a sample

comment:
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(15) Ho{52 Joj eb wolS Fox wshelw ofwrA 2
v4e dds

H

255 AANE @ AL Mok AzeA
o

=14

in English, so I had a hard time figuring out other ways to say them.
When I tried to use conjunctions to connect sentences, I did not know
which conjunction to use. When speaking, I was confused about which
preposition to use towards the end of the sentence, so I always seemed
to stumble over the end of the sentence.]

Regarding context, both groups found it challenging because of the nature of the request

and word choices appropriate to the request:

(16) A% Qlgoleht= Tha W FAE Aol A5 Abeol

s gaeler ofte] BEFEL =43, Qolz A AL
FHogh ool iAl dgetEa sty v o sy (I felt a
bit uncomfortable because I had to propose the rather sensitive topic of a
salary increase directly to my boss, and it was even more challenging
because I was trying to convey my opinion in English as politely as

possible.]

In the same vein, both groups suggested that requesting was difficult because it was based
on personal interest that promoted more justifications. Furthermore, the scenario including
sufficient information about the character's performance (e.g., sales increase, the launch of a
new campaign) posed linguistic challenges to the IM-level group as they had to elaborate on
such information to convince the interlocutor.

A few participants in both groups saw Task 3 to be difficult due to the hierarchy in the
professional setting which forced them to deliver the speech as politely as possible in terms

of vocabulary, expressions, or terms of address. Here is one of their comments:

(17) T2 & AL #AAe] gFe|Aqs v T3 & @37 o]xle]
FAT] el solvt tistis A5k Aol o o
F YT} [T2 was between an employee and a manager, while T3 was
between a team leader and a director, so it was more difficult to decide

how to address or talk to them.]
On the other hand, some aspects reduced the difficulty of this task. The primary reason in
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both groups was that the situation involved the character’s success rather than his fault, so
his success made it easier for participants to make more requests even though the first request
was rejected. Furthermore, the interlocutor's willingness to compromise with the alternatives
as the preferred response in the post-sequences made Task 3 relatively less difficult. Taken
together, in terms of difficulty, proposing grounds for their requests, using figures and
business terms, and choice of polite words were considered the major concerns for L2
participants. As for the differences, while the H-level group specifically named the use of
formulaic expressions for requests as a challenge, the IM-level group addressed its limited
language ability and difficulty giving descriptions of the context for the request.

43.4. Task 4

Task 4 showed different patterns for sources of difficulty between the two groups;
interaction and context were used as a justification for the difficulty of the H-level group,
but interaction and language more commonly appeared in the IM-level group. To elaborate
on interaction as the most contributing factor, both groups had difficulty looking for
workable solutions to negotiate with the interlocutor who was quite firm about meeting the
delivery due date:

(18) AL 2 ek AdSA Aze 2AL vk 47}
71 7F wl$- o] 5. [It was very difficult to come up with new
solutions whenever the interlocutor refused the proposed one.]

In the same vein, a handful of participants also suggested that the time restriction created
anxiety because it forced them to be logically efficient in the following explanation and
negotiation.

Regarding context, a large number of the comments in both groups attributed high task
difficulty to the significant mistake of not being able to fulfill the promised orders and
negative consequences of business relationships and job employment:

(19) Aol 2 HAHA 2F 45 v IR £22 A3
7F td= 3AtelA sl = e TR ARQkel #gk o
3151 7] wliEoll wolX=7F A AT [It was challenging because it was
a conversation about something so important that if it did not work out,

&p

1=

it could cost the other company money and get me fired from my job.]

In addition, several participants in both groups had difficulty narrating the specific
background of the emergency: why the problem happened (i.e., production of 50 ml instead
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of 100 ml ordered) and why it was difficult to solve it (i.e., two weeks for reproduction).
Noticeably, the participant in the IM-level group seemed to have given up on explaining
such aspects, as seen below:
(20) T4 755 dojRlolAl A¥sta A= (§7] 2717k &% A
2E]Qlan, AA A HA 25 AQHT §) dojE AEE 24l
ol glolA FAAQ W& HAHE xrlsta Az 71E W
oAl HAT 1Y 8 dFsFA ¢ et =90d A 2
T} (IM) [I wanted to explain the situation (the container was made in the
wrong size and it took at least two weeks for remanufacturing, etc.), but I
was not confident explaining the details in English, so I gave up. Instead,
I just said that I could not make it within the deadline and only asked if it
could be extended for another week.]

The language-related factor did influence the difficulty of both proficiency groups
especially in terms of vocabulary (e.g., delivery date, supply, extension). More importantly,
both groups found it difficult to negotiate and explain while coming across as apologetic
given the significant mistake they were responsible for:

Q1) W Fe] &3ol7] Wil AlE aljof sh=dl A I E/lol
A A 2ol AZPA getiar =AFYTh (AIE8A sorry T
HEEAL-8) (IM) [1 felt like I needed to apologize because it was my fault,
but I could not think of the right words at the right time (I kept using sorry
over and over again).]

Similar to Tasks 2 and 3, the IM-level group exhibited a range of linguistic difficulties in
pronunciation (e.g., ml), understanding the interlocutor (listening), structures, and grammar
knowledge. Here is a sample comment:

(22) 3lAket 3JALE] distold7]ell 15 Mok &4, We & Mok &
gt AS 2Rd A 2ok 2o, gt skt
2o s AA defokste W A% I S olojut
7hob eh=Hl, 1 EFES A oloE g U =vkE A
o) 5 A& awlgh o] otk [I think I kept getting
confused about whether to use / or We because it was a conversation
between the companies. Also, at the start, when we had to explain our
situation at length, it was difficult to keep thinking about the right
conjunctions to connect the sentences. |
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Lastly, both groups found Task 4 more demanding because they had to talk to a client,
which required them to command language more formally. Collectively, the major
difficulties of both proficiency groups were the proposal of substantive solutions, the
significance of the mistake, the description of the complex situation, and the use of polite
linguistic expressions. Similar to the previous tasks, the IM-level group further identified
more linguistically varied difficulties.

5. DISCUSSION

This study aimed at relating the manipulation task difficulty to socio-interactional features
and exploring the perceived difficulty of L1 and L2 speakers on the designed pragmatic tasks
based on their open-ended responses. With regard to the overall patterns, the L1 and L2
participants’ difficulty matched the design intentions, informed by the finding that the
percentages of overall comments on difficulty increased as the predicted order of task
difficulty across the four tasks. This is an indication that socio-interactional characteristics
have the potential to create varying degrees of pragmatic task difficulty. This study, therefore,
highlights the claim that pragmatic characteristics and interactional phenomena should be
incorporated into the design of tasks, proposed by Gonzalez-Lloret and Ortega (2018).
Additionally, the L2 groups generally showed higher percentages of overall difficulty than
the L1 group throughout the tasks, suggesting that they had more difficulty performing the
designed tasks than their counter group.

Regarding the sources of perceived difficulty, in the L1 group, context and interaction
were referred to almost exclusively as reasons for its difficulty in Task 4 whereas Task 1 was
perceived as easy due to these categories. For middle tasks 2 and 3, these were mentioned
by some for ease and by others for difficulty with proportionally greater emphasis on the
difficulty for Task 3 (Table 2). Both proficiency groups yielded similar patterns to the L1
group, however, they prevalently associated language with their difficulty on all four tasks
(Tables 3 and 4). As for performance factors, the L1 and L2 participants listed extended
turn-taking, a large amount of information in task prompts, unfamiliarity with a situation,
inexperience with a task, and individual characteristics (e.g., affective factors) as their
difficulty, but the comments were provided significantly less often than to the other two
superordinate categories.

In addition to the quantitative account of task difficulty, participants' open responses were
scrutinized qualitatively with regard to the causes of task difficulty. A more in-depth
exploration of comments on social situations that accounted for the largest proportion among
the three superordinate categories in the four tasks is as follows: in Task 1 perceived as the

easiest, the three groups largely reported the small request (i.e., schedule change), the
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absence of responsibility (i.e., the client is the cause of the problem), the commonplace
scenario, the interlocutor’s immediate positive affirmation and the shared goal of satisfying
the client (only L1) as contributing factors to their easiness. However, it was noted that the
IM-level group cited initiating a conversation with someone in a higher position and having
to explain a context in English as reasons for its difficulty.

With Task 2, all groups attributed their perceived difficulty primarily to the responsibility
for the problem (i.e., the failure to complete the assigned project on time) and necessary
persuasion (i.e., thinking of alternate means of help). Additionally, the time pressure and the
interlocutor’s higher position (only L1) were also mentioned as challenges. At the same time,
what distinguished the L1 group from the L2 groups was that the L1 group was more
concerned about negative evaluation by the interlocutor because their requests showed an
inability to complete the assigned project. By comparison, the two proficiency groups named
linguistic difficulties with politely wording their requests and describing the given context.
Moreover, the IM-level group presented a conversation opening (i.e., greeting, small talk) in
a professional hierarchy as an additional difficulty.

As for Task 3, the required persuasion by coming up with substantive reasons and the
request (i.e., asking for money) were considered participants’ major concerns. Other
common features of difficulty that emerged across the three groups were the time constraint,
personal gain, and power status. Regarding differences in comments, the L1 group paid extra
caution to balancing their utterances (i.e., to make their arguments sound determined but
careful), taking into account the sensitivity of the subject matter requested. On the contrary,
the L2 groups were challenged by how to politely convey their utterances in terms of words,
phrases, or terms of address, given the nature of the request and the professional hierarchy.
The IM-level group informed additional linguistic difficulty related to narrating the details
of the given context for requesting.

Turning to Task 4, the perceived difficulty of the three groups was mainly affected by the
persuasion (i.e., exploring feasible offers), the responsibility for the problem (i.e., the failure
of meeting the contractual obligations), and negative consequences of the problem (e.g.,
losing a client, job employment). Their difficulty was also relevant to the time restriction
and the other person’s higher social power (i.e., supplier-buyer). However, the three groups
displayed slightly distinct aspects. On one hand, the L1 group linked its difficulty with how
to strike a balance between being apologetic for the significant mistake and simultaneously
being confident in their solutions, and between admitting fault and protecting the reputation
of the company. On the other hand, the L2 groups had difficulty using expressions of apology
in the negotiation process, orienting to the significant mistake in the context. Moreover, they
found it difficult to command formal language given the relationship and to explain the
highly-complex situation in English.

Following social situations, language aspects influenced the difficulty of both proficiency
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groups to a large extent (Tables 3 and 4) although it was less of a problem for the H-level
group than for the IM-level group. Inspecting the comments, the work-related words (e.g.,
performance, figures) primarily made the tasks difficult in both groups. Plus, the differences
between the two groups were observed; the H-level group was more mindful of the choice
of polite linguistic expressions and mitigating utterances appropriate to the interactional
elements (e.g., preference/dispreference) and contextual variables (e.g., imposition,
relationships, settings) (Roever & Al-Gahtani, 2015). Although some of the participants in
the IM-level group also oriented to such linguistic aspects, they showed more generalized
comments that their difficulty originated from a lack of English abilities such as composing
sentences, understanding the interlocutor, knowing where to pause, pronunciation, and
grammar points.

To summarize, this study demonstrated that L1 and L2 participants’ difficulty with the
designed pragmatic tasks was significantly affected by request size, responsibility for a
problem, and required persuasion, and these factors were highly related to the design features.
In light of the open-ended responses, such factors were difficult because participants were
encouraged to justify their position, disagree, and propose or negotiate by providing reasons,
solutions/alternatives, or elaboration while interacting with the interlocutor. It is known that
these pragmatic moves are presupposed by L2 speakers’ knowledge of linguistic forms
(Miller, Mitchell, & Pessoa, 2014), however, L2 participants in this study did not seem to
have sufficient linguistic resources at their disposal to support these moves in extended
discourses although they showed some degree of sensitivity to interactional and contextual
information embedded in the tasks. Adding to that, participants felt pressured by time
constraints (i.e., the interlocutor was busy) in terms of imposing an extra burden on the
interlocutor. They also worried about having to be efficient in explanation/negotiation and
their requests being forgotten. Lastly, the IM-level group exhibited a visible phenomenon
that they had an issue with opening a conversation in a hierarchical relationship (Tasks 1 and
2), which was also found in the previous CA studies (e.g., Al-Gahtani & Roever, 2012; Youn,
2018, 2020). They further reported the difficulty of logically explaining the situations behind
the request possibly due to their limited language ability.

The present study provides implications for pragmatic task difficulty research and second
language teaching. The findings demonstrate that contextual and interactional features were
of primary interest for both the L1 and L2 participants in performing the designed pragmatic
tasks. Accordingly, this provides empirical evidence that Gonzalez-Lloret and Ortega’s
(2018) task difficulty model is a useful framework for operationalizing task features and
designing tasks. Secondly, the various factors found in addition to the manipulated designed
features illustrate that the relationship between pragmatic task design and task difficulty is
more complicated than assumed. Other factors, sometimes unexpected features, might affect
task difficulty levels, thereby, this, in turn, underscores the importance of exploring
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participants’ open comments in task difficulty research (Sasayama, 2015). Bearing this in
mind, future research should investigate participants’ explanatory comments to advance our
understanding of how task design interacts with participants’ perceptions of task difficulty.
In regards to pedagogical implications, this study shows L2 participants' learning needs by
identifying factors that made the tasks difficult. These factors can serve as instructional
objects or content for the development of interactional abilities in a classroom environment.
For instance, given the participants’ needs observed in this study, it would be desirable to
instruct linguistic knowledge for pragmatic moves (i.e., justification, disagreement,
requesting, proposal, apology), mitigation, and opening conversations through role-play
tasks that promote learners to practice extended interaction.

The present study acknowledges limitations that should be addressed in future research.
First, this study only utilized participants’ open-ended responses that are primarily based on
individuals’ perceptions to explore task difficulty. More objective methods such as
participants’ task performances will enrich our understanding of task difficulty, especially
regarding how participants’ perceived difficulties are instantiated by their task performance.
Furthermore, this study included only high and intermediate proficiency levels of L2
speakers to investigate sources of participants’ difficulty with completing the designed
pragmatic tasks. It will be more convincing if future studies use more specific and various

levels to examine whether the findings found here transfer to other levels.

6. CONCLUSION

In L2 pragmatics, it is crucial to expand the theoretical scope of the literature by
addressing new task design characteristics, given the difficulty of applying the Cognition
Hypothesis framework to L2 pragmatic task difficulty research and possibly the limitations
of focusing primarily on cognitive features in pragmatic task design. Following these
concerns, the present study investigated whether and how socio-pragmatic interactional
characteristics posed task demands based on L1 and L2 speakers’ open-ended responses.
The results showed that participants’ overall perceptions of task difficulty were in parallel
with the intended level of task demands. Moreover, the social and interaction factors —
request size, responsibility, and persuasion — significantly influenced task difficulties for
both L1 and L2 speakers. In particular, the linguistic consequences of these factors presented
further difficulties for L2 speakers. Finally, this study demonstrated the importance of
exploring participants’ open-ended responses by investigating other factors that may have

affected participants’ perceived difficulties as they performed the designed pragmatic tasks.
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Applicable level: Tertiary
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APPENDIX A
Role-Play Tasks

Simple Task (Task 1)

Participants’ situation: You are a staff member assigned to Project A. You and your project manager
are scheduled to have a videoconference tomorrow with the client representative. However, your client
just informed you that he couldn’t attend the meeting due to urgent matters at his office, and asked you
to reschedule the meeting for the following week. So, you have to ask your manager to check his
availability for the following week. The relationship between you and your manager is strictly
professional, and you have only interacted with each other in the office. Now, go into his office.

Interlocutor’s situation: You are a manager. One of the staff members on Project A, which you are
responsible for, is visiting you. Your relationship with the staff member is strictly professional, and
you have only interacted with each other in the office.

Less Simple Task (Task 2)

Participants’ situation: You are a staff member in the sales department. Unfortunately, your
schedule today is very demanding. You have to have your project report finalized by the end of today,
and a colleague on the project has taken a sick day, so you have to do all the work by yourself. You
also have to attend a workshop that takes a significant amount of time. You do your best to finish the
report on time, but you know it is impossible. You think you can complete the report on time if someone
can help you check the report’s annual sales figures. So, you decide to ask your project manager for
help. Your relationship with the manager is strictly professional, and you have only interacted with
each other during the project meetings. Now, go into his office.

Interlocutor’s situation: You are a project manager. One of your staff members who is working on
the project you are responsible for is visiting you. Your relationship with the staff member is strictly
professional, and you have only interacted with each other during the project meetings.

Complex Task (Task 3)

Participants’ situation: You are a marketing team leader for a fashion company, and you have been
recently offered a 3% salary increase. However, you are not satisfied with the increase because, over
the past 4 years, you have successfully led your marketing team to improve performance. Specifically,
a new social media campaign your team launched increased sales by 10 % by the third quarter of this
year compared to the previous year, and that figure is expected to reach 15 % by the end of the year.
So, you think a 5% increase is appropriate based on your achievements and experience, and you want
to meet the Director of Marketing to discuss it. Your relationship with the director is strictly
professional, and you have only interacted with each other in the office. Now, go into his office.

Interlocutor’s situation: You are the Director of Marketing for a fashion company. A marketing
team leader is vising you. Your relationship with the team leader is strictly professional, and you have
only interacted with each other in the office.

Highly Complex Task (Task 4)

Participants’ situation: You are a sales manager of a cosmetic container manufacturer (Company
A). You are currently in charge of a project requiring your company to supply 100ml men’s moisturizer
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containers in bulk to B Cosmetics. The project is one of the most important ones that your company is
currently working on. However, with less than 7 days left until the delivery date, you found out this
morning that 50ml containers were produced instead of 100ml containers due to an error in order
processing caused by your sales department. Thinking it impossible to meet the delivery time of less
than a week (it will take at least two weeks to re-manufacture the order), you urgently visit B Cosmetics
to meet the Purchasing Director in person and ask for an extension on the delivery date. You and the
director have had no interactions other than a few meetings related only to this project. Now, go into
his office.

Interlocutor’s situation: You are the Purchasing Director for B Cosmetics. A sales manager for a
cosmetic container manufacturer (Company A) is visiting you. You have talked to the sales manager
only a few times before and your relationship with the sales manager is strictly professional.

APPENDIX B

Post-Survey

1. You performed four role-playing tasks. Recall the following situations (A, B, C, D), and rank
them in ascending order from easiest to most difficult.

- Task A: The team leader asks the director for a salary increase.

- Task B: The staff member asks the manager for help with a project report.

- Task C: The staff member asks the manager to find his availability to reschedule a meeting.

- Task D: The sales manager asks the purchasing director for an extension on the delivery date.

1 2 3 4
very easy ( ) — ( ) - ( ) - ( ) very difficult

2. Please describe in detail the reason(s) that you consider the second-order task to be more difficult
than the first-order task.

3. Please describe in detail the reason(s) that you consider the third-order task to be more difficult
than the second-order task.

4. Please describe in detail the reason(s) that you consider the fourth-order task to be more difficult
than the third-order task.
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