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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Background 

Individuals’ ways of thinking and communication behaviors are shaped by the 

culture they belong to. Since cultures differ from each other, individuals of different 

culture backgrounds would have different ways of communicating (Porter & 

Samovar, 1994). When people from different cultures interacted with each other, 

their different communication behaviors can even cause miscommunication. Due to 

cultural differences, second and foreign language learners are often viewed as 

pragmatic incompetent when they are in communication with native speakers in the 

target culture. In view of this, Blum-Kulka, House, and Kasper (1989) set up the 

Cross-Cultural Speech Act Realization Project (CCSARP) in order to investigate 

cross-cultural differences in learners’ verbal behaviors.  

In addition to learners’ native socio-cultural backgrounds, the pragmalinguistic 

conventions of learners’ native language also play a role in learners’ communication 

practices in the target culture. Scollon and Scollon (1995) noted that, in order to 

avoid misunderstandings in intercultural communication, foreign language learners 

must pay attention to both socio-cultural norms of the target culture and 

pragmalinguistic conventions of the target language. 

Studies exploring language learners’ acquisition of pragmatic and socio-cultural 

norms usually compare and contrast native speakers’ and non-native speakers’ 

speech act strategies and particular pragmalinguistic components (Hinkel, 1997).
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A number of investigations into language learners’ speech act behaviors have been 

conducted; they are studies on request (e.g., Blum-Kulka, House & Kasper, 1989; 

Faerch & Kasper, 1989), apology (e.g., Olshtain, 1989; Trosborg, 1987), compliment 

(e.g., Wolfson, 1983; Yu, 2004), complaint (e.g., Chen, 2006; Olshtain & Weinbach, 

1993), refusal (e.g., Beebe, Takahashi & Uliss-Weltz, 1990; Houck & Gass, 1996), 

expressions of gratitude (e.g., Eisenstein & Bodman, 1993), and suggestion (e.g., 

Banerjee & Carrell, 1988; Kallia, 2005). Among these speech acts, request and 

suggestion belong to directive illocutionary act in Searle’s (1976) classification. 

Nevertheless, suggestion received far less attention than request in cross-cultural 

research (Kallia, 2005). Different from request, suggestion is regarded as a benefit to 

the hearer from the speaker’s point of view (Searle, 1969). Thus it would not matter a 

lot to the speaker if the hearer does not follow the suggestion (Banerjee & Carrell, 

1988). In view of this, it seems that the speaker is allowed not to concern too much 

about the politeness when they make suggestions. However, suggestion is also a 

speech act that would threaten the hearer’s negative face because it may possibly 

impede the hearer’s freedom of action (Bayraktaroglu, 2001; Brown & Levinson, 

1987; Kallia, 2005; Leech, 1983). In order not to threaten the hearer’s negative face, 

the speaker has to be aware of the ways of making suggestions. Moreover, 

suggestion-making also threatens the speaker’s positive face since people who appear 

to know better are not liked (Bayraktaroglu, 2001; Kallia, 2005).  

In sum, the speech act of suggestion seems to be a contradictory and intricate act 

because, on the one hand, it could bring the benefit to the hearer, but, on the other 

hand, it may threaten both the hearer’s negative face and the speaker’s positive face. 

Unfortunately, as noted by some researchers (e.g., Bayraktaroglu, 2001; Guerra & 

Martinez-Flor, 2006; Jiang, 2006; Kallia, 2005; Liu & Zhao, 2007; Martinez-Flor & 

Fukuya, 2005), the speech act of suggestion has not been extensively studied to date. 
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Therefore, the present study focuses on the speech act of suggestion and then explores 

English learners’ pragmatic competence in order to see how non-native speakers are 

different from native speakers in this specific speech act.  

People’s use of the linguistic forms and strategies for a specific speech act is 

subject to the influence of certain contextual factors (Blum-Kulka, House, & Kasper, 

1989; Brown & Levinson, 1978, 1987; Chen, 2002). Among the factors, ‘social status’ 

and ‘social distance’ are two important and influential factors (Blum-Kulka, House, & 

Kasper, 1989; Brown & Levinson, 1987). According to Brown and Levinson (1987), 

social status is “the relative power of S and H” (p. 74). Such asymmetric relation can 

be found in roles-sets like teacher/student and employer/employee. In Hinkel’s (1997) 

study, it was found that both the native American participants and ESL participants 

tended to give a piece of advice by using indirect strategies to hearers of higher status 

but direct strategies to hearers of equal status. The other influential factor is social 

distance, which is estimated by the “frequency of interaction” between the speakers 

and the hearers (Brown & Levinson, 1987, p. 77), or we can call it ‘familiarity’ as it 

was termed in Banerjee and Carrell’s (1988) study. Banerjee and Carrell (1988) found 

in their study that most of the participants were willing to make suggestions when the 

addressees were those who the speakers were familiar with.  

The above studies showed that these two social factors are influential to 

participants’ suggestion behaviors; however, there are not yet many studies taking 

both these two variables together into consideration. Therefore, the present study 

considers both social status and familiarity, and investigates how these two factors 

affect the linguistic forms and strategies participants used when making suggestions. 

As mentioned above, suggestion is a speech act that may possibly impede the 

hearer’s freedom of action and may threaten the hearer’s negative face in American 

English context. However, in Chinese society where the Confucian value system that 
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emphasizes group harmony prevails, the suggestion behavior is regarded as a way of 

establishing interdependence and is thought of as a token of solidarity (Lii-Shih, 

1994). The consequence of the discrepancy in perceptions of suggestion is that 

Chinese EFL learners would make suggestions to Americans to show their concern or 

friendliness, while these suggestions might be intrusive to Americans. Under such 

circumstance, the misunderstandings may possibly occur.   

 

Purpose of the Study 

The present study centers on the speech act of suggestion, which frequently 

appears in everyday conversations but is scantly studied in literature (DeCapua & 

Huber, 1995; Guerra & Martinez-Flor, 2006; Liu & Zhao, 2007). Moreover, due to the 

two discrepant perceptions of suggestion behaviors in American culture and Chinese 

culture respectively, the present study aims to examine participants’ suggestion 

behaviors from the cross-cultural perspective to see whether there is any difference 

between the two monolingual groups’ suggestion behaviors. In addition to comparing 

the suggestion behaviors by American and Chinese people, this study further explores 

Taiwanese EFL learners’ interlanguage suggestion. This study probes whether 

Taiwanese EFL learners are affected by their native cultural value system in making 

suggestions and how the influences occur. 

The findings of this study can help language teachers learn more about the 

cultural differences in cross-cultural communication and thus help language teachers 

design more appropriate materials to enhance learners’ pragmatic competence. As a 

result, Taiwanese EFL learners could learn more appropriate strategies for making 

suggestions and behave more appropriately in cross-cultural communication.


