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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

 

Chapter four presents the result of data analysis of this study. In the quantitative 

analysis section, the frequencies of the alerter, the head act strategy, hedging devices 

and supportive moves by the three groups were computed and analyzed by 

employing descriptive and inferential statistics to find out whether there is any 

difference in the suggestion realization strategies across the three groups. Moreover, 

this section discusses about whether the social factors, familiarity and social status, 

affect participants’ use of suggestion head act strategy or not.  

In the qualitative analysis section, the analysis was conducted by way of 

looking into the empirical data to examine participants’ actual language use. The 

qualitative analysis can thus provide more information about EFL learners’ 

pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic knowledge.  

 

Quantitative Analysis 

Alerter 

Four types of alerter were identified in the data coding. They were attention 

getter, address term, both the attention getter and the address term, and zero alerter. 

The use of alerter by the participants in the three groups is shown in Table 4.1.
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Table 4.1 Frequency and percentage of alerter used by the three groups 

                                        

 
Attention getter                                            

         
Address term                                           

   
Both   
     
Zero alerter                               

  
Totals                                  

 

χ² = 59.358, df = 6, p = 0.000*** 

Note. The raw frequencies of each alerter type are provided in parentheses after the 

percentage. The percentage numbers are rounded to one decimal, so the sum of the 

percentage might be more or less than 100%.  

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 

 

In Table 4.1, the percentages showed that the American group used the attention 

getter as the alerter the most and so did the learner group, while the Chinese group 

used the address term most frequently. All the three groups tended not to use an 

attention getter together with an address term as the alerter.  

 Across the three groups, there was a statistically significant difference in the use 

of alerter (χ² = 59.358, df = 6, p = 0.000***). To further identify the major 

contributors to the difference, the researcher referred to the standardized residuals.3 It 

was found that the Chinese group used the address term statistically significantly 

more than the other two groups (R=5.0), while the American group used the address 

term the least (R=-3.9). The EFL learner group employed the attention getter together 

with the address term as the alerter more frequently than the other two groups did 

(R=2.1). As for the zero alerter, the American group preferred not to use any alerter in 

                                                 
3 The cell with a standardized residual greater than 2 (in absolute value) is considered the major 
contributor to the significant difference (Haberman, 1984, cited in Hinkel, Wiersma, & Jurs, 1994). 

group 
alerter American         EFL         Chinese   

22.3% (35)

1.3% (2)

0.6% (1)

75.8% (119)

100 % (157)

27.9% (48)

10.5% (18)

5.8% (10)

55.8% (96)

100 % (172)

15.5% (20) 

27.1% (35) 

2.3% (3) 

55.0% (71) 

100 % (129) 
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their utterances (R=2.1). The detailed standardized residuals of each category of 

alerter were provided in Table 4.2.  

   

Table 4.2 Standardized residuals for each type of alerter used by the three groups 
 

                  American     EFL learner      Chinese         

Attention getter                                        

Address term                                       

Both                                   

Zero alerter                                        

Note. The absolute values of the standardized residuals that are greater than 2 are in 

boldface.  

 

Within each group, the ranking of alerter use showed that the most frequently 

used alerter by the American group was ‘zero alerter’ and then was ‘attention getter’. 

The learner group showed the same tendency as the American group. As for the 

Chinese group, the most frequently used alerter was also ‘zero alerter’ but it was 

‘address term’ not ‘attention getter’ that ranked the second.  

 

Head Act Strategy 

 The participants’ head act strategy use was analyzed in two aspects. First, the 

overall head act strategy use in all eight situations by the participants in each group 

was compared. The second aspect, by way of examining the participants’ use of the 

head act strategy in situations with different combinations of social variables, focused 

on the influences of social factors on the head act strategy.  

 

 

-0.1

-3.9

 -1.7

2.1

1.5

-0.6

2.1

-1.1

-1.7

5.0

-0.5

-1.1
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Overall head act strategy use. Four mutually exclusive head act strategies were 

identified in this study. The raw frequencies and percentages of each strategy by the 

three groups were provided in Table 4.3.  

 

Table 4.3 Raw frequencies and percentages of each strategy by the three groups 

 
                    American         EFL        Chinese         
 

Direct                               
 
Hedged                          
 
Indirect                     
 
Opt out                     
 
Totals                                   

 

χ² = 20.721, df = 6, p = 0.002** 

Note. The percentages are provided in parentheses after the raw frequency. The 

percentage numbers are rounded to one decimal, so the sum of the percentage might 

be more or less than 100%.  

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 

 

 According to Table 4.3, all the three groups used the opting out strategy the most 

and the direct strategy the least. The second frequently used strategy by the American 

and the Chinese group was indirect strategy, while it was hedged strategy that was 

frequently used by the learner group second to the opting out strategy.  

The result of test of homogeneity showed that there was a statistically significant 

difference across the three groups (χ² = 20.721, df = 6, p = 0.002**). The 

standardized residuals of each strategy were provided in Table 4.4.  

 

 

 

group 
strategy 

32 (11.4%) 

48 (17.1%) 

49 (17.5%) 

151 (53.9%) 

280 (100 %) 

32 (11.4%)

75 (26.8%)

65(23.2%)

108 (38.6%)

280 (100 %)

26 (9.3%)

55 (19.6%)

76 (27.1%)

123 (43.9%)

280 (100 %)
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Table 4.4 Standardized residuals of each head act strategy by each group 
 

                  American     EFL learner      Chinese         

Direct                                        

Hedged                                       

Indirect                                   

Opt out                                        

Note. The absolute values of the standardized residuals that are greater than 2 are in 

boldface.  

 

According to Table 4.4, the EFL learner group used hedged head act strategy 

statistically significantly more than the other two groups (R=2.0), while the Chinese 

groups used the opting out strategy statistically significantly more than the other two 

groups (R=2.1). As for the American group, it used indirect head act strategy slightly 

more frequently than the other two groups (R=1.8). 

The ranking of head act strategy use showed that the most frequently used head 

act by all the three groups was ‘opt out’ strategy. The second often employed one by 

the American group was the indirect head act and the second often used one by the 

learner group was hedged head act. As for the Chinese group, both the hedged head 

act and indirect head act were equally preferred second to the ‘opt out’ strategy.  

 

Social factors. Two social factors, familiarity and social status were concerned in 

the present study. The variable of familiarity had two levels, well-acquaintance (+F) 

and stranger (–F). The analysis detected whether there were differences in head act 

strategy uses across the three groups under the control of familiarity. Also, the 

analysis provided the information whether the three groups employed the head act 

strategies differently in the +F and –F situations. In Table 4.5 were the raw 

0.4

2.0

0.2

-1.7

0.4

-1.5

-1.8

2.1

-0.7

-0.6

1.8

-0.4
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frequencies and percentages of each head act strategy by the three groups in +F 

situations.  

 

Table 4.5 Head act strategy use in +F situations by the three groups 

 
                  American         EFL        Chinese         
 

Direct         13 (9.3%)      18 (12.9%)      7 (5.0%)         
 

Hedged        28 (20.0%)     44 (31.4%)     33 (23.6%)       
 
Indirect        43 (30.7%)     26 (18.6%)     39 (27.9%) 
 
Opt out        56 (40.0%)     52 (37.1%)     61 (43.6%)    
 
Totals        140 (100 %)    140 (100 %)    140 (100 %)    

 

 χ² = 13.729, df = 6, p = 0.033* 

Note. The percentages are provided in parentheses after the raw frequency. The 

percentage numbers are rounded to one decimal, so the sum of the percentage might 

be more or less than 100%.  

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 

 

Though there was a statistically significant difference found across the three 

groups (χ² = 13.729, df = 6, p = 0.033*), the standardized residuals revealed no 

major contributors to the difference, that is, there were no standardized residuals 

greater than absolute value of 2 here. But still, it was found that the learner group used 

slightly more hedged head act strategies than the other two groups (R=1.5) and 

employed indirect strategy less than other two groups (R=-1.7).  

Within each group, the ranking of head act strategy in +F situations showed that 

the most frequently used head act by the American group was ‘opt out’ and then was 

indirect head act. The Chinese group showed the same tendency as the American 

group. For the learner group, the most frequently used head act was still ‘opt out,’ but 

the second often used head act was hedged head act.  

strategy 
group 
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Next, Table 4.6 provided the raw frequencies and percentages of participants’ 

head act strategy use in –F situations.  

 

Table 4.6 Head act strategy use in –F situations by the three groups 

 
                    American         EFL        Chinese         
 

Direct           13 (9.3%)      14 (10.0%)     25 (17.9%)         
 
Hedged          27 (19.3%)     31 (22.1%)     15 (10.7%)       
 
Indirect          33 (23.6%)     39 (27.9%)     10 (7.1%) 
 
Opt out          67 (47.9%)     56 (40.0%)     90 (64.3%)    
 
Totals          140 (100 %)    140 (100 %)    140 (100 %) 
                 

 χ² = 36.439, df = 6, p = 0.000*** 

Note. The percentages are provided in parentheses after the raw frequency. The 

percentage numbers are rounded to one decimal, so the sum of the percentage might 

be more or less than 100%.  

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 

 

As shown in Table 4.6, the three groups’ head act strategy use differed 

statistically significantly (χ² = 36.439, df = 6, p = 0.000***) from each other. The 

standardized residuals showed that fewer participants in Chinese group used indirect 

strategy (R=-3.3), and participants in this group tended to chose to be silent than the 

other two groups (R=2.3). For direct and hedged head act strategy, the three groups 

did not differ from each other statistically significantly. See Table 4.7 for the 

standardized residuals. 

 

 

 

 

strategy 
group 
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Table 4.7 Standardized residuals of each head act strategy by each group in –F 

situations 
 

                  American        EFL          Chinese         

Direct                                        

Hedged                                       

Indirect                                       

Opt out                                        

Note. The absolute values of the standardized residuals that are greater than 2 are in 

boldface.  

 

Within each group, the ranking of head act strategy use showed that the 

American group and the learner group had the same tendency. The most frequently 

used head act by both of them was ‘opt out’ and then was indirect head act. As for the 

Chinese group, the most frequently used head act was also ‘opt out,’ but second to 

‘opt out’ was direct head act. 

To detect whether the variable of familiarity affected the head act strategy use 

within each group, Table 4.8 provided the chi-square result.   

 

Table 4.8 Head act strategy use in +F and –F situations within each group  

Suggestion 

Head Act 

Strategy 

American EFL learner Chinese 

+F 

Situation 

–F 

Situation

+F 

Situation

–F 

Situation

+F 

Situation 

–F 

Situation 

Direct 13 13 18 14 7 25 

Hedged 28 27 44 31 33 15 

Indirect 43 33 26 39 39 10 

Opt out 56 67 52 56 61 90 

Total 140 140 140 140 140 140 

χ², df,  

p-value   

χ² = 2.318, df = 3, 

p = 0.509 

χ² = 5.501, df = 3, 

p = 0.139 

χ² = 39.608, df = 3, 

p = 0.000*** 

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 

 

-1.0 

0.5 

 1.4 

-0.5 

-0.8

1.4

1.9

-1.8

1.8

-1.9

-3.3

2.3
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According to Table 4.8, it was found that no statistically significant differences 

were found within American and EFL learner groups, which means that the variable 

of familiarity did not affect participants of these two groups significantly. However, 

the variable had statistically significant influence on the Chinese group. 

 

 The other social factor considered in this study was social status, which had two 

levels, status-equal (H=S) situations and hearer-dominant (H>S) situations. The same, 

the head act strategy use across the three groups under the control of social status 

variable was investigated. The analysis also detected whether the variable of social 

status had influences on the head act strategy use within each group. Table 4.9 

provided the raw frequencies and percentages of each head act strategy by the three 

groups in H=S situations.  

 

Table 4.9 Head act strategy use in H=S situations by the three groups 

 
                    American         EFL        Chinese         
 

Direct           18 (12.9%)      21 (15.0%)     28 (20.0%)         
 
Hedged          37 (26.4%)      49 (35.0%)     37 (26.4%)       
 
Indirect          40 (28.6%)      26 (18.6%)     20 (14.3%) 
  
Opt out          45 (32.1%)      44 (31.4%)     55 (39.3%)    
 
Totals          140 (100 %)     140 (100 %)    140 (100 %) 
                 

χ² = 13.590, df = 6, p = 0.035* 

Note. The percentages are provided in parentheses after the raw frequency. The 

percentage numbers are rounded to one decimal, so the sum of the percentage might 

be more or less than 100%.  

*p < .05.  
 

 

 

strategy 
group 
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 There was a statistically significant difference across the three groups in H=S 

situations (χ² = 13.590, df = 6, p = 0.035*). The difference was mainly subject to the 

indirect strategy use. The American group used statistically significant more indirect 

strategy than the other two groups (R=2.1). The detailed standardized residuals were 

provided in Table 4.10.  

 

Table 4.10 Standardized residuals of each head act strategy by each group in H=S 

situations 
 

                  American        EFL          Chinese         

Direct                                        

Hedged                                       

Indirect                                       

Opt out                                        

Note. The absolute values of the standardized residuals that are greater than 2 are in 

boldface.  

 

The ranking of head act strategy use in H=S situations showed that opt out head 

act strategy, indirect head act strategy and hedged head act strategy were equally 

preferred by the American group. For the learner group, the most frequently used head 

act strategies were hedged head act and ‘opt out.’ For the Chinese group, the strategy 

used most was ‘opt out,’ and second to ‘opt out’ were hedged head act and direct head 

act.  
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 Next, table 4.11 provided the raw frequencies and percentages of participants’ 

head act strategy uses in H>S situations. 

 

Table 4.11 Head act strategy use in H>S situations by the three groups 

 
                    American         EFL        Chinese         
 

Direct            8 (5.7%)       11 (7.9%)       4 (2.9%)         
 
Hedged          18 (12.9%)      26 (18.6%)     11 (7.9%)       
 
Indirect          36 (25.7%)      39 (27.9%)     29 (20.7%) 
  
Opt out          78 (55.7%)      64 (45.7%)     96 (68.6%)    
 
Totals          140 (100 %)     140 (100 %)    140 (100 %) 
                 

χ² = 17.369, df = 6, p = 0.008** 

Note. The percentages are provided in parentheses after the raw frequency. The 

percentage numbers are rounded to one decimal, so the sum of the percentage might 

be more or less than 100%.  

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 

 

 There was a statistically significant difference in the head act strategy use across 

the three groups in H>S situations (χ² = 17.369, df = 6, p = 0.008**). However, no 

major contributors to the difference were found since there were no standardized 

residuals that were greater than 2.0 (in absolute value). We just found that the three 

groups’ strategy use were slightly different from each other in the use of two 

strategies, hedged strategy and opting out strategy. The learner group used slightly 

more hedged head act than the other two groups, while the Chinese group chose the 

opting out strategy slightly more frequently than the other two groups. The three 

groups did not differ from each other in the use of direct and indirect strategies in 

H>S situations.  

The ranking of head act strategy use in H>S situations showed that all the three 

strategy 
group 
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groups employed the ‘opt out’ strategy the most and indirect head act the second.  

To detect whether the variable of social status affected the head act strategy use 

within each group, Table 4.12 provided the raw frequencies and the chi-square result.  

 

Table 4.12 Head act strategy use in H=S and H>S situations within each group  

Suggestion 

Head Act 

Strategy 

American EFL learner Chinese 

H=S 

Situation 

H>S 

Situation

H=S 

Situation

H>S 

Situation

H=S 

Situation 

H>S 

Situation 

Direct 18 8 21 11 28 4 

Hedged 37 18 49 26 37 11 

Indirect 40 36 26 39 20 29 

Opt out 45 78 44 64 55 96 

Total 140 140 140 140 140 140 

χ², df,  

p-value   

χ² = 19.474, df = 3, 

p = 0.000*** 

χ² = 16.482, df = 3,

 p = 0.001** 

χ² = 44.869, df = 3, 

p = 0.000*** 

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 

 

As shown in Table 4.12, the statistically significant difference was found within 

each group. This means that the variable of the addressee’s social status did affect 

participants’ head act strategy use. All the three groups tended to be more indirect as 

the addressee’s social status changed from an equal status to a higher status. And the 

raw frequency of choosing to be silent was higher in hearer-dominant situations than 

that in status-equal situations by all groups (e.g., American group: 78 versus 45; 

Learner group: 64 versus 44; Chinese group: 96 versus 55).  
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Hedging Devices 

In this section, the frequencies of different hedging devices used by the three 

groups of participants were provided to see how different groups employed the 

hedging devices in their suggestion head act. Table 4.13 illustrated the percentage and 

raw frequency of each hedging device by each group.  

 

Table 4.13 Percentage and raw frequency of each hedging device  

                           American     EFL Learner     Chinese 

Syntactic Downgraders            

Question forms 

Probability modals 

Conditional clause 

Subjunctive clause 

Impersonals  

Lexical/Phrasal Downgraders 

Subjectivizers 

Downtoners 

‘need to’ 

Inclusive ‘we’ 

Others 

Total 

Note. The raw frequency of each hedging device is provided in parentheses after the 

percentage. The percentage numbers are rounded to one decimal, so the sum of the 

percentage might be more or less than 100%. The four most frequently used hedging 

devices by each group are in boldface.  

 

 As shown in Table 4.13, the American group used ‘probability modals,’ 

‘subjectivizers,’ ‘downtoners’ and ‘need to’ the most frequently, while the learner 

group used ‘question forms,’ ‘probability modals,’ ‘subjectivizers’ and ‘downtoners’ 

the most. None of the participants in the learner group used subjunctive clause as the 

hedging device, and neither did the Chinese group. For the Chinese group, 

participants in this group used ‘question forms’ as the hedging device almost 

7.9% (5)      13.6% (14)       43.1% (22) 

22.2% (14)     25.2% (26)       15.7% (8) 

    6.3% (4)       2.9% (3)         9.8% (5) 

    3.2% (2)       0.0% (0)         0.0% (0) 

    4.8% (3)       9.7% (10)        5.9% (3) 

19.0% (12)     15.5% (16)       2.0% (1) 

   12.7% (8)      23.3% (24)      11.8% (6) 

   20.6% (13)      5.8% (6)        2.0% (1) 

    0.0% (0)       1.0% (1)        5.9% (3) 

    3.2% (2)       2.9% (3)        3.9% (2) 

   100% (63)      100% (103)      100% (51) 
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exclusively to modify their suggestion head act.  

Overall, there were similarities among the three groups. The hedging devices of 

‘probability modals’ and ‘downtoners’ were frequently used by all the three groups, 

and the devices of ‘subjunctive clause,’ ‘impersonals’ and ‘inclusive we’ were less 

used by the three groups. Nevertheless, the three groups differed in their uses of two 

hedging devices, ‘question forms’ and ‘need to.’ As we can see in Table 4.13, the 

device of ‘question forms’ was frequently used by the learner group and the Chinese 

group, but it accounted for only 7.9 % of all the hedging devices employed by the 

participants in the American group. In terms of the hedging device of ‘need to,’ it was 

commonly used by the American group, but it was barely employed by both the 

learner group and the Chinese group.  

The quantitative analysis here revealed the similarities and the differences in the 

use of hedging devices across the three groups. Both the similarities and the 

differences are further analyzed by means of examining the empirical data in the 

qualitative analysis.  

 

Supportive Moves 

 The participants’ use of supportive moves was analyzed in two aspects. First, the 

overall frequency of supportive moves used by each groups was computed and the 

first four commonly used supportive moves by each group were noted. Second, the 

frequency of pre-posed supportive moves and the frequency of post-posed supportive 

moves by each group were computed respectively to see which type of supportive 

moves was preferred by each group and to see whether there were differences across 

the three groups.  
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Overall use of supportive moves. Before or after the suggestion head act, the 

participants may add supportive moves to modify the head act by “aggravating or 

mitigating its force” (Blum-Kulka, House, & Kasper, 1989, p. 276). There were ten 

supportive moves identified in this study. The first eight supportive moves were those 

that could mitigate the force, while the supportive move of ‘warning’ was the one that 

may aggravate the force. There were three sub-categories in the category of ‘others,’ 

and they were ‘joking,’ ‘offing options’ and ‘seeking advice.’ Participants’ use of 

supportive moves is shown in Table 4.14.  

 

Table 4.14 Percentage and raw frequency of each supportive move 

                         American      EFL Learner      Chinese     

Offering help 

Showing concerns 

Getting a precommitment 

Grounder 

Giving compliments 

Apologizing 

Imposition minimizer 

Asking for explanations 

Warning 

Others 

Total 

Note. The raw frequency of each supportive move is provided in parentheses after the 

percentage. The percentage numbers are rounded to one decimal, so the sum of the 

percentage might be more or less than 100%. The four most frequently used  

supportive moves by each group are in boldface. 

  

As shown in Table 4.14, the American group and the EFL learner group more 

often employed supportive moves than the Chinese group. There were totally 172 

supportive moves by the American group and 175 by the learner group, but there were 

only 105 supportive moves by the Chinese group. For all the three groups, the most 

   5.2% (9)        8.0% (14)        1.9% (2) 

  45.9% (79)      50.9% (89)      61.0% (64) 

   1.7% (3)        4.0% (7)         2.9% (3) 

  15.7% (27)      13.7% (24)      11.4% (12) 

  9.3% (16)        8.6% (15)       2.9% (3) 

   2.3% (4)        2.9% (5)          0% (0) 

   8.1% (14)       2.3% (4)        0.9% (1) 

   7.0% (12)       2.9% (5)        5.7% (6) 

   3.5% (6)        5.7% (10)      13.3% (14) 

   1.2% (2)        1.1% (2)          0% (0) 

 100% (172)     100% (175)      100% (105) 
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frequently used supportive move was ‘showing concern’ and the second one was 

‘grounder.’ These two supportive moves were the ones that could mitigate the force. 

The statistics showed that the participants tended to use the supportive move of 

‘showing concern’ since the suggestion behaviors discussed in the present study were 

unsolicited suggestions; thus, they began with sending regards to the addressee and 

concerning for the addressee’s appearance or academic performance before making 

suggestions. Also, they might inform the addressee of the problem of his/her 

appearance or academic performance. The supportive move of ‘grounder’ was also 

frequently used to mitigate the force by the participants of the three groups. 

‘Grounder,’ like the justification tag, is the reason for making suggestions, which is a 

way to mitigate the “directive quality” of unsolicited suggestions (Boatman, 1987, p. 

55).  

 The three groups differed from each other a lot in the use of one supportive move, 

‘imposition minimizer.’ Imposition minimizers are used to “reduce the imposition 

placed on the hearer” (Blum-Kulka, et. al., 1989, p. 288). The percentage of 

‘imposition minimizer’ by the American group was nearly four times higher than the 

percentage by the learner group (8.1% vs. 2.3%), and eight times higher than the 

percentage by the Chinese group (8.1% vs. 0.9%). Both the learner group and the 

Chinese group showed a low frequency of the use of ‘imposition minimizer.’  

 Overall, the total numbers and the distribution of the supportive moves employed 

by the learner group were similar to those by the American group. However, they 

differ from each other in the linguistic means, which are further analyzed in the 

qualitative analysis section.  
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Pre-posed and post-posed supportive moves. As noted in Figure 3.1 on page 36, 

there were two types of supportive moves in terms of their position to the head act. 

The total frequencies of pre-posed and post-posed supportive moves by each group 

were counted and the chi-square test was employed to see whether there was a 

statistically significant difference across the three groups. Table 4.15 below provided 

the percentage and the raw frequency of pre-posed and post-posed supportive moves 

by each group and the chi-square result.  

 

Table 4.15 Percentage and raw frequency of pre-posed and post-posed supportive 

moves by each group 

 
                     American        EFL        Chinese         
 

Pre-posed          141 (82.0%)    147 (84.0%)     95 (90.5%)         
 

Post-posed          31 (18.0%)     28 (16.0%)     10 (9.5%)       
 

Totals             172 (100%)     175 (100%)    105 (100%)  
                 

 χ² = 3.760, df = 2, p = 0.153 

Note. The percentages are provided in parentheses after the raw frequency. The 

percentage numbers are rounded to one decimal.  

 

 The chi-square result showed that there was no statistically significant difference 

across the three group in their use of pre-posed and post-posed supportive moves  

(χ² = 3.760, df = 2, p = 0.153). Within each group, the percentage of pre-posed 

supportive moves was higher than that of post-posed supportive moves (82% versus 

18%; 84% versus 16%; 90.5% versus 9.5%). For all the three groups, they used more 

pre-posed supportive moves than post-posed supportive moves. But still, it was found 

that the ratios of pre-posed supportive moves of the Chinese group and of the EFL 

learner group were higher than that of the American group. This can be explained by 

the contention that native Chinese speakers tended to employ the supportive moves as 

Types of 
supportive  
moves

group 
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the preface before the central illocutionary force, especially when the illocutionary 

force was somewhat imposing (Kirkpatrick, 1991; Yu, 2005). 

 

Qualitative Analysis 

 In the quantitative analysis section, the results provided us with the information 

whether there were differences across the three groups in their uses of head act 

strategy, hedging devices, and supportive moves. By means of looking into 

participants’ actual language use in their suggestion utterances, the qualitative 

analysis is carried out here to further investigate what the differences were and how 

the differences were formed.  

 

Head Act Strategy 

 Though the quantitative analysis result did not show statistically significant 

differences in the use of direct head act across the three groups, it was found that there 

were differences in the empirical language use of obligation modal verbs between the 

learner group and the American group. In addition to ‘have to’ and ‘should,’ the 

learner group also used ‘must,’ ‘shall’ and ‘had better’ to some degree, while none of 

the three modal verbs appeared in American group’s data. Three of the obligation 

modals, ‘should,’ ‘have to’ and ‘need to’ were equally preferred by the American 

group. The EFL learner participants also preferred the modal ‘should.’ Nevertheless, 

the other two commonly used modals, ‘have to’ and ‘need to,’ were used less by the 

learner group. See Table 4.16 below.  
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Table 4.16 Use of obligation modals by American group and EFL learner group 

             American group     EFL learner group     

must 

shall 

should 

had better 

have to 

need to4 

Total 

Note. The raw frequency of each supportive move is provided in parentheses after the 

percentage. The percentage numbers are rounded to one decimal, so the sum of the 

percentage might be more or less than 100%. 

 

Example (1), (2), and (3) below show participants’ empirical language use.  

Example (1) 

‘You must click this button then the printer can start to print!’ 

(S2, EFL-10) 

Example (2) 

‘You could damage the memory disk and the computer if you unplugged without safe 

removal procedure. You shall remember to use the procedure next time’ 

(S4, EFL-22) 

Example (3) 

‘I think you had done the wrong direction for the oral presentation. You had better 

change it.’ 

(S5, EFL-20) 

 

 

 

                                                 
4 Though the expression ‘need to’ is one of the hedging devices, it also belongs to the category of 
obligation modals (Jiang, 2006). Therefore, the hedging device of ’need to’ is included in the 
comparison here.  

0%(0) 

0% (0) 

30.6% (11) 

0% (0) 

33.3% (12) 

36.1% (13) 

100% (36) 

7.1% (2)

3.6% (1)

39.3% (11)

10.7% (3)

17.9% (5)

21.4% (6)

100% (28)
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Besides, there were differences in the use of performative verbs between the 

learner group and the American group. Suggestions with performative verbs like 

‘suggest’ and ‘recommend’ appeared in EFL learner group’s data, but never in 

American group’s data. See Example (4), (5).  

Example (4) 

‘Excuse me, Mr./Miss OOO, I recommended to use the safe remove function when 

you unplug any thumb drive or the document inside might get broke.’ 

(S4, EFL-34) 

Example (5) 

‘Well, I suggest you follow the format given by the teacher at the beginning of this 

semester.’ 

(S5, EFL-22) 

 

The use of performative verbs can also be found in Chinese group’s data. 

Participants in the Chinese group used the parformative verbs like jiànyì 建議 

‘suggest’ or ‘advise’ and tuījiàn 推薦 ‘recommend’ in their suggestion realizations. 

See example (6) and (7).  

Example (6) 

‘ tóngxué，nǐ  de  géshì  búshì  lăoshī  yāoqiú  de ， jiànyì  nǐ  gănkuài  

huíqù  xiūgăi ’  

‘同學，你的格式不是老師要求的，建議你趕快回去修改’ 

(S5, Ch-18) 

Example (7) 

‘ zhè  běn  wǒ  yě  juéde  hěn  yǒuqù ， tuījiàn  nǐ  kàn ’ 

‘這本我也覺得很有趣，推薦你看’ 

(S8, Ch-12) 
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So far, the investigation of participants’ empirical language use revealed that the 

learner group approximated their native language group, namely, the Chinese group, 

more than the American group. 

 

As Du (1995) noted in his study, participants’ suggestion utterances were 

categorized into several suggestion patterns.5 Here in the present study, two 

suggestion patterns were found. One was ‘(Inform) + Suggest,’ and the other was 

‘Inform only.’ The pattern ‘(Inform) + Suggest’ referred to the utterances that included 

suggestions with desired actions, either with informing in the beginning or without the 

informing. The utterance that was categorized into direct or hedged head act strategy 

belonged to this pattern. On the other hand, the pattern ‘Inform only’ referred to the 

utterance that simply informed the addressee of the problem or simply showed 

concerns to the addressee. The utterance categorized into indirect head act strategy 

belonged to this pattern. Table 4.17 lists the frequency and percentage of each 

suggestion pattern by each group.  

 

Table 4.17 Frequency and percentage of each suggestion pattern by the three groups 

                   American     EFL learner      Chinese 

(Inform) + Suggest 

Inform only 

Total 

Note. The percentage is provided in parentheses after the raw frequency. 

 

Table 4.17 indicates that the American group did not have overt preference for 

which pattern (51% versus 49%); however, both the EFL learner group and the 

Chinese showed obvious preference for the pattern of ‘(Inform) + Suggest’ (62% 

                                                 
5 In Du’s (1995) study, participants’ suggestion strategies were categorized into five suggestion 
patterns: ‘Hint/Joking,’ ‘Tell+Suggest,’ ‘Inform Directly,’ ‘Say Nothing’ and ‘Other.’ 

80(62%) 

49(38%) 

129(100%) 

81(51%)

76(49%)

157(100%)

107(62%)

65(38%)

172(100%)
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versus 38%; 62% versus 38%). This supports the results in the quantitative analysis 

that the learner group used significantly more hedged head act strategy and the 

American group used indirect head act strategy slightly more frequently than the other 

two groups. The participants in the learner group and the Chinese group tended to 

utter the desired actions in their suggestion utterances, either directly or with hedging 

devices. See the following examples.  

Example (8) 

‘Hey, your price tag of your T-shirt is still on your T-shirt. Maybe you could remove 

it.’ 

(S3, EFL-12) 

Example (9) 

‘I think your outline format is different from the teacher’s. Don’t you use his/her 

format?’ 

(S5, EFL-1) 

Example (10) 

‘The reading area is undergoing repairs, you may want to go to somewhere else. ’ 

(S7, EFL-9) 

Example (11) 

‘I know there is a very interesting novel, do you want to see it?’ 

(S8, EFL-10) 

Example (12) 

‘nǐ  de  bàogào  gēn  lăoshī  yāoqiú  de  bùfú ， nǐ  yàobúyào  huíqù  zài   

xiūgăi  yíxià？’ 

‘你的報告跟老師要求的不符，你要不要回去再修改一下？’ 

(S5, Ch-4) 
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Example (13) 

‘lăoshī  nàbiān  hěn  chăo  ō  yàobúyào  kăolǚ  huàn  ge  dìfāng ’ 

‘老師那邊很吵喔 要不要考慮換個地方’ 

(S7, Ch-11) 

 

 On the contrary, participants in American group preferred to simply inform the 

addressee of the problem, especially in the situations related with personal appearance 

and academic performance. See example (14), (15), and (16).  

Example (14) 

‘sorry to bother you but you left the price tag on your shirt.’ 

(S3, Am-26) 

Example (15) 

‘You know that the teacher’s way is completely different than what you have, right?’ 

(S5, Am-16) 

Example (16) 

‘Hey, did you get the outline for the presentation?’ 

(S5, Am-35) 

 

Hedging Devices 

 The result of quantitative analysis of the hedging devices revealed that there 

were both similarities and differences among the three groups. The qualitative 

analysis here focuses on three specific hedging devices, ‘probability modals,’ 

‘downtoners’ and ‘question forms.’ 

For the hedging device of ‘probability modals,’ the learner group was similar to 

the American group in the percentage. However, the two groups differed a lot in their 

participants’ choices of modal verbs. Six modal verbs were found in participants’ data; 
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they were ‘can/could,’ ‘may/might,’ and ‘will/would.’ The modal ‘might’ was 

employed the most by the American group (57.1%). The commonly used modals 

which were second to ‘might’ by this group were ‘would’ (21.4%) and ‘may’ (14.3%). 

It was found that none of the participants in the American group used ‘can’ and 

‘could.’ In contrast, participants in the learner group employed ‘can/could’ the most 

(38.5%; 34.6%), yet the modal verbs ‘might’ and ‘would’ were not commonly used by 

the learner group (7.7%; 3.8%). See Table 4.18 for detailed raw frequencies and 

percentages.  

 

Table 4.18 Use of probability modals by American group and EFL learner group 

             American group     EFL learner group     

will 

would 

can 

could 

may 

might 

Total 

Note. The raw frequency is provided in parentheses after the percentage. 

  

The two groups also differed a lot in the use of ‘downtoners.’ Participants in the 

EFL learner group employed the lexical item ‘maybe’ to a highly degree, while, this 

lexical item only appeared once in the American group’s data. The high frequency of 

‘can/could’ and ‘maybe’ in EFL learners’ data resulted mainly from one special 

pattern frequently employed by EFL learners. Participants in learner group in this 

study preferred to use the pattern ‘Maybe you can/could…’ as the suggestion formula. 

See Example (17), (18), and (19).  

 

 

7.1%(1) 

21.4% (3) 

0% (0) 

0% (0) 

14.3% (2) 

57.1% (8) 

100% (14) 

0% (0)

3.8% (1)

38.5% (10)

34.6% (9)

15.4% (4)

7.7% (2)

100% (26)

 



 

 

68

Example (17) 

‘Maybe you can try this button before you print it. ’ 

(S1, EFL-13) 

Example (18) 

‘Hey, your price tag of your T-shirt is still on your T-shirt. Maybe you could remove 

it.’ 

(S3, EFL-12) 

Example (19) 

‘Sir, this area is quite noisy and maybe you can choose another place to read’ 

(S7, EFL-115) 

   

 Another difference is revealed in the use of the hedging device of ‘question 

forms.’ The percentages of ‘question forms’ by each group were listed in Table 4.19.  

 

Table 4.19 Percentages of ‘question form’ by the three groups 

                   American     EFL learner     Chinese 

Question forms 

Total numbers of      

hedging devices 

Note. The raw frequency is provided in parentheses after the percentage. 

 

As shown in Table 4.19, the percentage of ‘question forms’ by the learner group 

was almost twice as much as that by the American group (13.6% versus 7.9%). The 

percentage by the Chinese group was even five times higher than that by the 

American group (43.1% versus 7.9%). More than forty percents of the hedging 

devices used by the Chinese group was ‘question forms.’ As we can see in Example 

(20) and (21), participants in both the learner group and the Chinese group tended to 

offer options in the form of asking questions.  

43.1%(22) 

100%(51) 

7.9%(5)

100%(63)

13.6%(14) 

100%(103) 
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Example (20) 

‘I got a proper format from teacher, do you want to see it and for reference?’ 

(S5, EFL-31) 

Example (21) 

‘nàge  tóuyǐngpiàn  hăoxiàng  yǒu  yí  yè  guàiguài  de，nǐ  yàobúyào  zài 

jiănchá  yíxià？’ 

‘那個投影片好像有一頁怪怪的，你要不要再檢查一下？’ 

(S6, Ch-15) 

 

Supportive Moves 

 The frequency counts of supportive moves in the quantitative analysis showed 

that the three groups were similar to each other since all of them used ‘showing 

concern’ the most, and ‘grounder’ the second. The qualitative analysis here focuses on 

the supportive move ‘showing concern’ to see how participants of the three groups 

showed concerns to the addressee.  

As mentioned before, to show concerns, the speaker may either send regards or 

inform the address of the problem. The present study found that participants in the 

American group tended to ask questions to remind the addressee of the problem 

instead of pointing out the problem directly, especially in situations related with the 

addressee’s academic performance. See the following examples from the American 

data.  

Example (22) 

‘Have you looked at the teacher’s format? I think your may be a little different. Do 

you think that will be a problem?’  

(S5, Am-4) 
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Example (23) 

‘Did you use the outline that the teacher wanted for the presentation?’ 

(S5, Am-14) 

Example (24) 

‘Do you mean to put xxx in your slide like you did?’ 

(S6, Am-25) 

 

However, the above expressions were seldom used by the participants in the 

learner group and the Chinese group. When informing the problem, participants in the 

learner group and the Chinese group were more direct than participants in the 

American group. Moreover, some participants in the learner group and the Chinese 

group used some expressions like ‘unclean,’ ‘zāng 髒 (dirty)’ or ‘trouble’ which may 

impose the addressee to a great extent. See example (25), (26), (27) and (28). 

Example (25) 

You may need some clean up.  

(S2, EFL-9) 

Example (26) 

‘There is something unclean on your sleeves.’ 

(S2, EFL-9) 

Example (27) 

‘nǐ  de  xiùzi  yǒudiăn  zāng ’ 

你的袖子有點髒 

(S2, Ch-29) 
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Example (28) 

‘You may have trouble if you use your file. You may add some additional info. into 

your presentation.’ 

(S5, EFL-29) 

 

According to Banerjee and Carrell (1988), generally, Americans would avoid 

these words when informing the addressee of the problem because they sound more 

like “insults” (p. 335).


