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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

 

 Chapter Five provides the explanations for the results of the quantitative and 

qualitative analyses from the cross-cultural perspective, and in so doing also 

discusses the possible answers to the three research questions proposed by the 

researcher. This chapter is divided into four sections. The first section compares the 

findings of the present study with those of the previous studies. In the second section, 

the differences in the suggestion behaviors between the two native language groups 

are discussed. The third section discusses the influence of social factors on 

participants’ suggestion head act strategy use. In the final section, the question about 

how Taiwanese EFL learners’ interlanguage pragmatic knowledge is formed is 

discussed and the possible explanations for the pragmatic failures in learners’ 

interlanguage suggestion are provided.  

 

Comparison with the Findings of Previous Studies 

The quantitative analysis of this study showed that the EFL learner group made 

suggestions more frequently than the American group did, and the Chinese group 

made suggestions the least; that is, a majority of participants in Chinese group chose 

to be silent in the given situations. This is inconsistent with the findings in Banerjee 

and Carrell’s (1988) and Hinkel’s (1997) studies claiming that the native speakers of 

English made suggestions more frequently than the ESL learners did. Such 

inconsistency suggests that the waffle phenomenon is found in the EFL learners’
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suggestion behaviors in the present study. As noted by Edmondson and House (1991), 

when using a foreign language, the language learners would use more verbal 

strategies to achieve a “specific pragmatic goal” (Edmondson & House, 1991, p. 274).  

As for the directness of participants’ suggestion head act strategies, the 

participants in the American group employed indirect head act the most, hedged head 

act the second, and direct head act the third. Participants in the learner group 

employed hedged head act the most, indirect head act the second, and direct head act 

the third. Participants in the Chinese group employed the indirect head act the most, 

the hedged head act the second, and the direct head act the third, but in fact, the 

Chinese group used indirect head act just slightly more frequently than hedged head 

act. For the raw frequency and the ranking of the head act strategies by each group, 

see Table 5.1.  

 

Table 5.1 Raw frequencies and rankings of the head act strategies by each group 

            Direct     Hedged     Indirect     Ranking 

American 

EFL learner 

Chinese 

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

 

As shown in Table 5.1, the American group used indirect head act strategy more 

frequently than the learner group and the Chinese group did. Moreover, the qualitative 

result of this study showed that the supportive moves employed by the participants in 

American group can better mitigate the illocutionary force of suggestions. In sum, 

participants in the American group tended to be more indirect than other two groups 

in the use of suggestion head act strategy and they tended to be less direct by 

employing hedges or softeners and supportive moves to soften the force. The result 

26(9.3%) 

32(11.4%) 

32(11.4%) 

55(19.6%) 

75(26.8%) 

48(17.1%) 

76(27.1%) 

65(23.2%) 

49(17.5%) 

Indirect > Hedged > Direct

Hedged > Indirect > Direct

Indirect > Hedged > Direct
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conforms to the findings in the previous studies that the native speakers of American 

English appeared to be less direct then nonnative speakers of English when making 

suggestions (Banerjee & Carrell, 1988; Hinkel, 1997; Kallia, 2005; Liu & Zhao, 2007) 

and preferred to use hedges and mitigating supportive moves (Banerjee & Carrell, 

1988; DeCapua & Dunham, 2007; DeCapua & Huber, 1995) to soften the 

illocutionary force.  

Take a look at the other native group, Chinese group. The ranking of the three 

head act strategies by the Chinese group is similar to that of the American group. 

However, the Chinese group did not show obvious preference for the indirect head act 

strategy since the raw frequency of indirect head act only outnumbered that of hedged 

head act by one (49: 48). It was found that the participants in the Chinese group were 

not as indirect as the participants in American group were in making suggestions. 

Besides, as shown in the quantitative analysis, the Chinese group employed relatively 

fewer supportive moves than the American group. Such discrepancy may result from 

two different perceptions of the speech act of suggestion. In Chinese culture, making 

suggestions is regarded as a “rapport-building strategy” (Hinkel, 1994, p. 73) that can 

be a token of solidarity (Du, 1995; Lii-Shih, 1994), while suggestion-making, 

especially an unsolicited one, is viewed as a speech act with imposition or even strong 

offence in American society (Bayraktaroglu, 2001; Brown & Levinson, 1987; Kasper 

& Zhang, 1995; Leech, 1983). However, cultures are dynamic. People in Chinese 

society nowadays may not think of suggestion-making as a way of being friendly and 

people in American may not consider suggestion-making that face-threatening. The 

cultural differences between Chinese and American societies thus need more inquiries. 

The influence of cultural differences is further discussed in the second section. 

The two native groups also differed from each other in their uses of pre-posed 

supportive moves and post-posed supportive moves. Table 4.15 on page 60 showed 
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that though not significant, the ratio of pre-posed supportive moves of the Chinese 

group was slightly higher than the ratio of the American group. This complied with 

the finding in Yu’s (2005) study that the native Chinese speakers group used more 

supportive moves/small talk than the native American speakers group. It was 

contended that indirectness in Chinese is conveyed by preliminaries, small talks, or 

pre-posed supportive moves (Kirkpatrick, 1991; Lii-Shih, 1994; Yu, 2005). The 

finding in the present study thus revealed that the Chinese participants may employ 

pre-posed supportive moves to show indirectness even though they used less indirect 

head act and less hedging devices than the American participants did. However, the 

difference in the percentage of pre-posed and post-posed supportive moves between 

the two groups was not significant. This may be due to the fact that the data were 

collected by written DCT instead of natural observation method which can observe 

participants’ real life discourse.  

 Table 5.1 on page 73 showed that participants in the EFL learner group preferred 

to use hedged head act strategy when making suggestions. The finding is inconsistent 

with the previous studies. In the previous studies, ESL or EFL learners were found 

less capable of employing hedges, softeners, or downgraders than the native speakers 

of American English (DeCapua & Dunham, 2007; Hinkel, 1997; Liu & Zhao, 2007). 

It seems that the advanced EFL learners observed in this study had competent 

knowledge of hedging devices or softeners. However, as the qualitative result 

revealed, there were discrepancies in the uses of hedging devices and supportive 

moves between the EFL learner group and American group; moreover, some of the 

frequently-used hedging devices were not even used by American participants. Such 

discrepancy may be partly due to the phenomenon of pragmatic transfer and partly 

due to teaching-induced errors. More discussions on learners’ pragmalinguistic and 

sociopragmatic knowledge are presented in the fourth section of this chapter.  
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Influences of Cultural Differences 

 This section probes into the first research question, examining the influence of 

cultural differences on the suggestion realization strategies by participants in two 

native groups, the American group and the Chinese group. 

 First, the use of alerter is discussed. The quantitative analysis showed that the 

Chinese group used statistically significantly more address terms than the American 

group, while the American group preferred to use zero alerter. According to Gu (1990), 

the address maxim is an essential element in Chinese politeness. One would be 

considered rude if he or she does not employ appropriate address terms. There are 

certain address forms in Chinese. To show deference, the most commonly used forms 

are “Titles (e.g., lăoshī 老師 ‘teacher’) and Surname + Title (e.g., zhāng zhŭrèn 張

主任 ‘Director Chang’)” (Lii-Shih, 1994, p. 92). In addition to deference, the address 

form of ‘Title’ also indicates intimacy. On the other hand, in English, two commonly 

used address terms are “Title + Surname (e.g., Mr. Jones) and Given name (e.g., Bill)” 

(Lil-Shih, 1994, p. 100). Different from Chinese culture, the address form of ‘Title’ in 

English context indicates no intimacy but great deference, and is used only when the 

hearer is of higher status than the speaker. To address friends or interlocutors of equal 

or lower status, Americans tend to use ‘Given name.’ If they do not know their 

interlocutor’s name, they would use zero address (Evin-Tripp, 1969, cited in Lii-Shih, 

1994), i.e., no address forms are used, or use the attention getter, ‘Excuse me’ 

(Lii-Shih, 1994). In this study, the name of the interlocutor is not provided; therefore, 

most of the American participants employed no address terms and they used more 

attention getters then the Chinese participants did. The difference in the preference for 

the address forms in two distinct cultures resulted in the two groups’ discrepant use of 

alerter.  

 Cultural differences are also revealed in the participants’ head act strategy use 
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and suggestion strategy patterns. The quantitative and qualitative results in this study 

showed that the American participants were less direct when making suggestions and 

tended to simply inform the addressee of the problem without further specifying the 

suggested action in their utterances. On the contrary, participants in the Chinese group 

showed the preference for the suggestion pattern of ‘(Inform) + Suggest’ as shown in 

Table 4.17 on page 64 in the previous chapter.  

 The discrepancy between the American and Chinese groups in preferences for 

the suggestion pattern may result from their different cultural perceptions and 

assessments of the speech act of suggestion. As noted by Brown and Levinson (1987), 

Leech (1983), and Wardhaugh (1985), in English language context, suggesting or 

advising is a speech act that may impede the addressee’s freedom of action. Moreover, 

in situations where the suggestion is not requested, making suggestions to others 

seems to imply the advice-giver’s intention of interfering with the addressee, which 

can be highly face-threatening to the addressee and may even cause offense 

(Bayraktaroglu, 2001). Such negative perception of the speech act of suggestion in 

American society is not surprising since American society is one of the typical 

individualism societies (Gudykunst, Ting-Toomey, & Chua, 1988; Hofstede, 1991). In 

societies where the individualism is held, the individual autonomy and personal 

territory is sensitive and is not allowed to be intruded (Hofstede, 1991; Hsu, 1981; 

Miller, 1984). Therefore, people in American context need to be cautious about 

making an unsolicited suggestion so as not to impose on the addressee and not to be 

considered rude. As found in the data, participants in American group employed as 

many hedging devices and redressive supportive moves as possible to mitigate the 

force when they made suggestions. Even more, they chose to inform only in order to 

avoid any possible offense. However, such negative perception of the speech act of 

suggesting does not prevail in Chinese culture.  
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In Chinese society where collectivism is valued to a great extent, suggesting is 

not an imposition on the addressee but a token of friendliness (Du, 1995; Lii-Shih, 

1994). In societies with collectivism value system, the group harmony is valued to a 

great extent (Hofstede, 1991; Kim, 1993). Suggesting in Chinese is not as imposing as 

it is in English language context. The suggestion immediately after the informing of 

the problem is a way of showing solidarity and keeping the society harmonious (Du, 

1995). As we can see in Table 4.17 on page 64, participants in Chinese group 

employed the pattern of ‘(Inform) + Suggest’ more frequently than participants in 

American group did. Moreover, according to Table 4.14 on page 58, participants in 

Chinese group used mitigating supportive moves less frequently than American group. 

Even more, they frequently used warning, an aggravating supportive move, to 

strengthen their suggestion, which scarcely appeared in American data.  

 The discrepancy between the suggestion patterns preferred by the American and 

the Chinese participants and between their uses of supportive moves also showed their 

different orientations toward negative or positive politeness and different definitions 

of face by the two cultural groups.  

 As mentioned before, suggestion-making is regarded as an FTA in American 

culture. Results of the study showed that the American participants preferred to use 

indirect strategy and tended to employ as many supportive moves as possible to avoid 

the probable offenses caused by their suggestion utterances. In so doing, they can 

protect the addressee’s negative face from being threatened. The suggestion behaviors 

by the American participants showed that the American culture is negative-politeness 

oriented (Bayraktaroglu, 2001).  

 In Chinese society, however, suggestion-making is more of a face-satisfying act 

(FSA) than a face-threatening act. According to Lii-Shih (1994), the more direct the 

FSA is realized, the more polite it is. Making suggestions as directly as possible is a 
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positive politeness strategy which satisfies the hearer’s wants to be liked and to be 

treated as an in-group member. As the results showed, the Chinese group preferred to 

employ the ‘(Inform) + Suggest” pattern, unambiguously specifying the desired action 

in their utterances. Besides, the frequency of supportive moves in the Chinese data 

used is much lower than that in the American data. The Chinese participants’ 

suggestion behaviors showed that the Chinese culture is positive-politeness oriented. 

In sum, Chinese regard suggestion as an FSA, while the Americans think of it as an 

FTA. When making suggestions, Chinese group was less negative-politeness oriented 

but more positive-politeness oriented in strategy use than the American group. The 

discrepancy in the politeness orientation thus affected the ways the American 

participants and the Chinese participants employed the head act strategies and the 

supportive moves. 

The two groups’ different suggestion behaviors also reflected the fundamental 

discrepancy between the definitions of face in these two cultures. In Chinese culture, 

face is not the individual’s possessions as it is in Brown and Levinson’s (1987) 

contention, but is given by others in interactions (Mao, 1994; Yu, 2003). As the results 

of this study suggested, the direct specification of the desired action in the suggestion 

utterances by the Chinese participants was a positive politeness strategy, which could 

give face to the addressee. On the contrary, face in American culture, as noted by 

Brown and Levinson, is the endowment which the individuals are inborn with. Every 

rational human being must be wary of not intruding or threatening the other’s face 

(Brown & Levinson, 1987). Such fundamental discrepancy between the two different 

concepts of face in a way resulted in the different politeness orientations and also the 

participants’ different suggestion behaviors.  

As noted by Bayraktaroglu (2001), when making a suggestion, the speaker is 

involved in a conflict between avoiding imposing the addressee and bringing benefits 
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to the addressee. The speaker’s cultural value system and politeness orientation affect 

his or her inclination toward either side of the conflict. People of different cultural 

backgrounds would have different inclinations. In addition to the different cultural 

value systems, politeness orientations and concepts of face mentioned before, the data 

also revealed the two groups’ discrepancy in the manifestation of Cooperative 

Principle (CP) and Politeness Principle (PP) maxims.  

In terms of the CP, Chinese data revealed the participants’ adherence to the 

principle of Quantity. Most of the Chinese participants made their utterances as 

informative as is required but not excessively informative. They offered the 

suggestion which they thought the addressee may need, but they did not employ extra 

supportive moves. On the other hand, the Americans did not adhere to the Quantity 

principle as strictly as the Chinese did on the speech act of suggestion. Most of them 

even violated the ‘Quantity’ principle and tended to be indirect for the consideration 

of being polite in making suggestions.  

As for the PP maxims, it was found that most of the participants in the American 

group gave priority to the Modesty Maxim when they are performing the speech act 

of suggestion, while most of the participants in the Chinese group gave priority to the 

Tact Maxim. As shown in Table 4.17 on page 64, most of the American participants 

tended not to suggest the desired action in their utterances so as not to be regarded as 

the person with superior knowledge. This supports Leech’s (1983) claim that people 

who directly specify the desired action to the addressee seem to be impolite because 

they fail to uphold the polite maxim that emphasizes minimizing praise of self and 

maximizing dispraise of self. Therefore, to be polite, most of the American 

participants ranked the Modesty Maxim in the first place. On the contrary, most of the 

Chinese participants preferred to suggest the desired action directly and clearly to the 

addressee so that they can minimize costs and maximize benefits to the addressee. 
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This shows that the Chinese participants upheld the Tact Maxim in their 

suggestion-making behaviors in order to be polite. In contrast to what was contended 

in Spencer-Oatey, Ng, and Dong’s (2000) study that the Modesty Maxim is of great 

importance in Chinese, the finding in the present study showed that the Tact Maxim 

overrides the Modesty Maxim in Chinese participants’ suggestion realization strategy. 

This shows that in addition to cultural differences, different speech act also affect the 

priority of PP maxims.  

In sum, the different cultural value systems, individualism and collectivism, 

affect participants’ perceptions of the speech act of suggestion; that is, the Americans 

generally hold a negative perception of suggestion-making, while the Chinese hold a 

positive one. The discrepancy in perceptions of suggestion and in definitions of face 

further influenced participants’ politeness orientations. In order to protect the 

addressee’s negative face, the American participants were more negative-politeness 

oriented in making suggestions, while the Chinese participants were more 

positive-politeness oriented to enhance the addressee’s positive face. The discrepancy 

also affected the extent to which the participants abide by the CP and their choice of 

the PP maxim.  

 

Familiarity and Social Status 

As mentioned before, the speech act of suggestion is thought of as a token of 

solidarity and friendliness and as a face-saving-act that can satisfy the addressee’s 

positive face in Chinese culture (Du, 1995; Hu & Grove, 1991; Lii-Shih, 1994). 

Making suggestions as directly and unambiguously as possible is a way of fulfilling 

the addressee’s positive face want. However, the Chinese data also showed that the 

majority of participants chose to opt out, though among those who chose to make 

utterances, most of the participants are more direct than Americans. The contradiction 
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may result from the effects of social factors.  

The result of the quantitative analysis revealed that participants in the Chinese 

group tended to opt out when the addressees were strangers to them. This could be 

attributed to the distinction between insiders and outsiders in Chinese culture. In 

Chinese society, interpersonal interactions with insiders and interactions with 

outsiders are clearly distinguished (Gao, 1996). Insiders include family members, 

classmates and colleagues or those with special relation ties, while outsiders are those 

who are not labeled with the above relations (e.g., strangers). The way in which 

Chinese people treated the insiders is different from the way they treated the outsiders 

(Gao, 1996; Scollon & Scollon, 1995). Therefore, the social factor of familiarity 

between the speaker and the hearer affected the Chinese participants in their 

willingness of making suggestion or not. When the addressees are strangers, 

participants in Chinese group tended to opt out. On the contrary, the familiarity 

between interlocutors did not make statistically significant difference in the head act 

strategy use by the American group. That is to say, the discrepancy between 

well-acquaintances and strangers does not result in significant differences in 

Americans’ suggestion behaviors.  

On the other hand, the social factors of the hearer’s social status affected all the 

three groups. Most of the participants in the three groups tended to choose opting out 

strategy when the social status of the addressee changed from an equal status to a 

higher status. The result suggested that most of the participants did not want to be 

regarded as superiority in knowledge and experience, especially when the addressee is 

someone in a higher social status than the speaker (Bayraktaroglu, 2001; Leech, 1983). 

Such concern is obviously seen in the three groups’ data, which supports Brown and 

Levinson’s (1987) contention that the influence of social status factor on speech act 

realization is universal.  
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In the present study, it was found that the influence of social status on the 

American participants’ suggestion behaviors is greater than that of familiarity. 

Nevertheless, according to Lii-Shih (1994), the social factor of intimacy is more 

influential to Americans than the factor of status. The possible explanation for the 

contradiction is that the negative implication of suggesting which implies the 

advice-giver’s superiority in knowledge and experience over the hearer is more 

influential than the factor of interrelationship familiarity when the speaker is 

considering making a suggestion. In consequence, as the result showed, the factor of 

status overrode the factor of familiarity with regard to American participants’ 

suggestion behaviors. 

 

Interlanguage Suggestion of Taiwanese EFL Learners  

 The quantitative analysis results of the overall head act strategy use showed that 

participants in Chinese EFL learner group used more direct and hedged head act 

strategy than participants in American group did, which means that most of the EFL 

learners employed the pattern of ‘(Inform) + Suggest,’ either with direct or hedged 

head act. On the contrary, participants in American group preferred to use indirect 

head act strategy, simply informing the addressee of the problem or sending regards to 

the addressee. In addition to the quantitative analysis results, the results of qualitative 

analysis showed that there were differences in the actual language use of suggestion 

head act, hedging devices and supportive moves by the EFL learner group and the 

American group. This section is going to identify how the discrepancy is formed so as 

to get more insights into EFL learners’ interlanguage suggestion.  

 As mentioned in chapter 2, interlanguage is the unique linguistic system 

activated by learners’ foreign or second language learning. According to Selinker 

(1972), five central processes are found in the interlanguage system. They are 1) 
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language transfer, 2) transfer-of-training, 3) strategies of second-language learning, 

4) strategies of second-language communication, and 5) overgeneralization of TL 

linguistic material (p. 215). Two of the processes, language transfer and 

transfer-of-training are identified to be the probable causes of the discrepancy 

between the EFL learner data and the American data in this study. More discussions 

are provided in the following sections.  

 

Pragmatic Transfer 

 Studies have shown that, due to cross-cultural differences, the phenomenon of 

pragmatic transfer often cause communication breakdowns or even misunderstandings 

because language learners mistakenly transfer their native language norms into their 

use of target language, without paying attention to the appropriate language use in the 

target culture (Rintell & Mitchell, 1989; Saito & Beecken, 1997; Thomas, 1983). 

Thomas (1983) termed such cross-cultural communication breakdown ‘pragmatic 

failure’ and suggested two areas of pragmatic failure. One is pragmalinguistic failure, 

and the other is sociopragmatic failure. She contended that in language teaching and 

learning it is needed for foreign language teachers to discern between these two 

subcategories of pragmatic failures so that the teachers can identify the cause of the 

failures and help language learners to be aware of them. The following discussions 

examine the EFL learners’ interlanguage suggestion in terms of pragmalinguistic 

failure and sociopragmatic failure. 

 

Pragmalinguistic failure. Two sources of pragmalinguistic failure were identified 

in EFL learner participants’ suggestion utterances. They are pragmalinguistic transfer 

and teaching-induced errors.  

As we can see in the EFL learner group data, the EFL learner used performative 
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verbs in their suggestion as their native language participants did, while the 

performative verbs were never used by participants in American group. Such 

pragmalinguistic difference may cause inappropriateness since the use of performative 

verbs is regarded as very direct and is only used in very formal context (Jiang, 2006; 

Koike, 1994; Wardhaugh, 1985).  

Another pragmalinguistic transfer is revealed in the EFL learners’ preference for 

employing ‘question form’ as the hedging device. As shown in Table 4.19 on page 68, 

the hedging device of ‘question forms’ was commonly used by Chinese participants. 

This pragmalinguistic convention is transferred from EFL learners’ native language to 

their use of the target language, say, English. However, such pragmalinguistic transfer 

can be negative. As noted by Banerjee and Carrell (1988), questions like these seem to 

“presuppose that the hearer did indeed need or want the item or assistance in 

question” (p. 336) and thus would actually result in imposition on the addressee. The 

strategy the Americans preferred to use is to ask questions that simply make the 

address aware of the situation, which “presupposed the speaker and the hearer shared 

a common concern for the matter in question and seemed to give the hearer more 

options in dealing with the situation” (p. 337). For example: 

 

Hey, did you get the outline for the presentation? 

(S5, Am-35) 

 

 The other source of pragmalinguistic failure is ‘teaching-induced errors’ (Kasper, 

1982; Thomas, 1983), which is similar to ‘transfer-of-training’ termed by Selinker 

(1972). Pragmatic overgeneralization can be one kind of teaching-induced errors. It 

occurs especially when one specific meaning has only one or two form(s) in learners’ 

native language but has several forms in the target language. A good example is the 
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use of modal verbs in English (Thomas, 1983). The present study found that, indeed, 

there were differences between the uses of probability modals and obligation modals 

by the EFL learner group and the American group. Table 4.18 on page 67 showed that 

the most frequently used probability modals by EFL learners were ‘can/could,’ but 

none of these two modals appeared in American group’s data. On the other hand, the 

most frequently used probability modal by American group was ‘might,’ yet it was 

seldom used by EFL learners. This discrepancy may result from the teaching-induced 

errors. As noted by Jiang (2006), learners were taught the forms and grammar of the 

probability verbs without being informed how to appropriately use them in the right 

context for the right speech act. When choosing modal verbs for their suggestions, the 

native speakers of English preferred to use ‘might’ instead of ‘can/could.’ As noted by 

Thomas (1983), the expression of ‘perhaps you could’ is interpreted by the native 

English speakers as an imposition on the addressee and, even more, could be 

authoritative. That is why none of the participants in the American group used the 

expression ‘maybe you can/could,’ while such expression appeared thirteen times in 

EFL learners’ data.  

 Teaching-induced error is also seen in EFL learners’ use of obligation modal 

verbs. The result of qualitative analysis revealed that in addition to ‘have to’ and 

‘should,’ the learner group also used ‘must,’ ‘shall’ and ‘had better’ to some degree, 

while none of these modal verbs appeared in American group’s data. The possible 

reason is that language teachers or textbooks usually provided learners with a list of 

forms without telling them the corresponding functions and appropriate uses (Jiang, 

2006). Therefore, EFL learners mistakenly employed the modals which are with 

higher degree of obligation in their suggestion utterances. Besides, like what was 

found in Jiang’s study that compared the syntactic structures of suggestions in corpus 

and in ESL textbooks, the obligation modals frequently used by participants in 
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American group were ‘should,’ ‘have to’ and ‘need to,’ while EFL learners employed 

fewer ‘have to’ and ‘need to’ than ‘should’ in their suggestions. According to Jiang, it 

is needed for the language teachers and textbooks to introduce the frequently used 

modals ‘have to’ and ‘need to’ in addition to ‘should.’ Moreover, teachers need to 

mention that some obligation modals like ‘must’ and ‘had better’ are with so strong 

degree of obligation that they are seldom used and are only suitable for the situations 

in which higher status people address to lower status addressees.  

 

Sociopragmatic failure. As noted by Thomas (1983), sociopragmatic failures 

result from the inappropriate sociopragmatic transfer of the judgment of social 

variables from language learners’ native culture to the target language culture. She 

further mentioned that sociopragmatic failures are more complex than 

pragmalinguisitc ones. In the present study, it was found that 62 % of the EFL learner 

participants who chose to make suggestions employed the pattern of ‘(Inform) + 

Suggest.’ They preferred to unambiguously suggest the desired action in their 

suggestions as their native Mandarin Chinese participants did. As mentioned before, 

Chinese group’s preference for the pattern of ‘(Inform) + Suggest’ reflected Chinese 

people’s perception that offering suggestions to others is a means of showing good 

will and solidarity. Obviously, participants in the learner group transferred such 

perception of suggestion-making into their use of the target language. Unfortunately, 

the suggestion with a directive illocution is not perceived as a good will but an 

imposition in American society. As shown in the results above, native speakers of 

American English preferred the suggestion pattern of ‘Inform only’ to avoid any 

possible imposition on the hearer. The different perceptions and assessments of the 

speech act of suggestion of two cultures thus led to the sociopragmatic failure.  

The sociopragmatic failure in EFL learners’ suggestion making can also be seen 



 

 

88

in their use of supportive moves. Like their native culture group participants, 

participants in the learner group tended to point out the problem of the appearance or 

the academic performance directly to the addressee. They also used the aggravating 

supportive move of ‘warning’ to notify the consequence of not following the 

suggestion. Besides, the minimum use of ‘imposition minimizers’ by the participants 

of both the learner group and the Chinese group reflects their perception of the speech 

act of suggestion; that is, they considered that suggestion-making is less of an 

imposition than a means of showing good will, and therefore they did not employ as 

many redressive or mitigating strategies as the American participants did. 

 

Waffle Phenomenon  

In addition to pragmatic transfer and teaching-induced errors, another feature, 

waffling, was found in EFL learners’ interlanguage suggestion. Previous studies have 

found that English learners, especially the advanced language learners, tended to use 

more linguistic forms than the native speakers did (Bergman & Kasper, 1993; 

Blum-Kulka & Olshtain, 1986; Chen, 2006; House, 1989; Lin, 2008; Olshtain & 

Weinbach, 1993). According to Blum-Kulka and Olshtain (1986), language learners’ 

verbose linguistic forms can be one of the pragmatic failures. In the present study, 

EFL learners’ verbosity existed in their use of alerter and supportive moves.  

In the use of alerter strategy, EFL learner group used statistically significantly 

more combined alerter (both the attention getter and the address term together) than 

the American group. As for the use of supportive moves, though compared with the 

American group, the EFL learners did not reveal to be verbose (175 versus 172), they 

did waffle to a great extent compared with their native language group, the Chinese 

group (175 versus 105).   

The reason for learners’ waffling in the use of alerter strategy and supportive 
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moves may be the learners’ feeling of insecurity in using a foreign language. As noted 

by Blum-Kulka and Olshtain (1986), the waffle phenomenon is due to the “lack of 

confidence and eagerness to ensure that the message gets across” (1986, p. 177). In 

the present study, compared with the participants in the American group, quite a few 

participants in the EFL learner group employed the combined alerter strategy. This 

may be due to their eagerness to be polite to the addressee in the foreign language 

context. Furthermore, deviating from their native cultural sociopragmatic convention, 

the EFL learners employed much more supportive moves than the Chinese 

participants did. Learners’ waffling in the use of supportive moves reveals that the 

EFL learner were insecure about their role as a foreigner and thus they overused the 

supportive moves to reinforce their suggestions to make sure that the message got 

across, which they do not commonly do when using their native language. The EFL 

learners’ deviation from their native sociopragmatic convention here supports 

Blum-Kulka and Olshtain’s claim that language learners’ verbosity has little to do 

with pragmatic transfer. Moreover, it shows that learners’ insecurity in using a foreign 

language overrides the influence of native cultural sociopragmatic conventions.


