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A CROSS-CULTURAL STUDY OF COMPLAINT
STRATEGIES BY MACEDONIAN AND AMERICAN
HIGH-SCHOOL STUDENTS

Ana, Koceva?

Abstract

This cross-cultural study of the speech act of complaining in Macedonian and
in American English aims to determine the differences and similarities of formulating
complaints in the two languages with respect to complaint strategies. The analysis is
based on the work of Trosborg (1995), Olshtain and Weinbach (1993), Haverkate
(1998) and Wahyumi (2010). The data for the research were collected through an
online Discourse Completion Task (DCT) consisting of eight hypothetical situations
that elicit complaints. The used situations had different social and power distance
between the interlocutors and different severity of offence. The participants were
students at the Public Secondary School “Kole Nehtenin” located in Shtip,
Macedonia, and students at the John Burroughs High School located in Burbank,
California, USA.

The research has indicated that there are some differences between the two languages
in the strategy use, which may cause miscommunication. The findings of the research
can help us understand the social values and relationships in the two languages, and
they can also help us overcome the possible language barriers between the speakers
of the Macedonian and the American community.

Key words: speech acts, complaints, strategies, intercultural communication

As most of the cross-cultural research done on speech acts, this paper was
also inspired by the influential CCSARP - Cross-Cultural Speech Act Realization
Project (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989). The aim of the research was to determine if there
are differences in the pragmatic structure of the speech act of complaining in
Macedonian and American English. The findings of the research can
help us understand the social values and relationships in the two languages, and they
can also help us overcome the possible language barriers between the speakers of the
Macedonian and the American community.

Materials and methods

The population category in the research were students in the third and fourth
year of high school. The total number of participants was 58, and the age range was
from 16 to 19. All the respondents had the same level of education. Half of the
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participants (29) were students at John Burroughs High School, a public high school
located in Burbank, California, United States. The other half were students at the
Secondary School “Kole Nehtenin”, a public high school located in Shtip, Republic
of Macedonia. The native language of the Burbank High School students was English,
while the native language of the Kole Nehtenin students was Macedonian.

The data for the research were collected through an online Discourse
Completion Task (DCT). The DCT (shown in table 1) used in the two languages
consisted of eight complaint scenarios. The characteristics of the complaints
regarding the social status of the interlocutors (power), as well as the horizontal
(social) distance between them and the severity of the offence are presented in the
table below (see the full version of the DCTSs.

@ Power  (vertical | Social distance | Severity of offence
E Contextual setting distance) (horizontal distance) (hight  mediumy/
£ (+) (+) low)
o

1. Late pick-up - - low

2. Borrowed notes - - medium

3. Unfair grade + - medium

4. Wrong medicine + - high

5. Noisy party - + medium

6. Cut in line - + low

7. Cold pizza + + medium

8. Noisy parents + - low

Table 1: Type of used complaints

Results and discussion

The group of strategies that emerged in our research were in relation to the
classification made by Trosborg (1995). The respondents in our research have
generally showed similar tendencies in the usage of strategies. The two exceptions
appear in the Late pick-up situation and the Wrong medicine situation.

In the Late pick-up situation the American speakers tend to express blame,
while Macedonian speakers prefer expressing annoyance. This is the only situation
in which the strategy of blame appears as the top strategy for American speakers. This
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findings show that in a situation with no power or social distance between the
interlocutors the respondents from the two cultures would choose a different
complaining strategy.

Example:
“You are late man.” (blame)
“Kane 6emre mo cera?” (annoyance)

The different strategies applied by the speakers show the different approaches
the speakers have toward this situation. The closeness between the interlocutors and
the low severity of the offence cause only annoyance for the Macedonian speakers. It
is very common to be late for Macedonians regardless of the situation, and it is rarely
seen as offensive especially between close friends. However American culture shows
a great appreciation for being on time and great criticism for being late. Consequently
the offence in this situation is not regarded low by the Americans, and in spite of the
closeness between the interlocutors the act of blame is applied. Actually, the lack of
social power or distance between the interlocutors seems to be the cause for choosing
the strategy of blame by American speakers. This is the only instance in which they
distance from their first choice, which is showing annoyance and it is the only
situation where there is a lack of vertical and horizontal distance.

The Wrong medicine situation is the only high severity complaint that we
have tested with vertical (power) distance between the interlocutors. Unlike in the
previous exception, here we have completely opposite usage by the speakers. The
American speakers most frequently applied the strategy of annoyance, while the
Macedonian speakers most frequently applied the strategy of blame. Interestingly,
this is the only instance in which the blame appears as the top strategy for Macedonian
speakers.

Example:
“T have a rash because of this cream so I stopped using it.”” (annoyance)

“Kako € MOHO Jia HalpaBUTe BaKBa I'PEINKA, BEIHAII JIa MU NPENUIIETE
HemTo potus ocunot.” (blame)

It may be concluded that we have a different tendency of expression in a
situation with a high severity of offence. This means that Macedonian and American
speakers have a different approach when we have an interlocutor with more social
power, but also when the offence is with high severity. Americans tend to respect
people that are higher on the social scale and in spite of the offence, only showed
annoyance. On the other hand, Macedonians behave differently from any of the other
situations that were analysed due to the severity of the offence. The high severity of
the offence is the main cause for expressing blame. It is natural for the Macedonians
to clearly express their opinion and pose a direct blame on the hearer, when they find
themselves not only offended, but hurt directly as well.

Although there isn’t a distinction in any particular situation, we feel obliged
to note that the strategy of threat appears as a cultural marker for Macedonian
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language. It is the third most often used strategy by Macedonian native speakers, and
it occurs almost five times more often than in the speech of American speakers.

Example:
IMunara e maana. Vnm moHeceTe My TOIIIA MIIM HEMa Ja ja uiataM. (threat)
Bparu ce Hasax Bo penoT 1a He Te BpartaM jac. (threat)

This tendency of Macedonian speakers of choosing to complain by
expressing threats, can be very ambiguous for American speakers and it may
consequently be the cause for miscommunication or complete communication failure.

The most notable difference in complaining that emerged from our research
concerns complaining in situations marked with high severity offence (“Wrong
medicine”) and power distance between the interlocutors. When Macedonian
speakers are faced with high offence situations, they restrain from the natural and
frequent complaining by showing annoyance and resort to directly blaming the
hearer, often using swear words. On the other hand, American speakers follow their
tendency of showing only annoyance by either identifying themselves as the
complainers or by establishing the hearer as the agent of the complaint.

Example:

(81) Kako e MOXXHO J1a HampaBUTE BakBa TPEIIKa, BETHAII MPEMHUIIeTe MU
HEIITO MPOTUB OCUTIIOT.

(82) 1 got a rash right after | started taking this medicine.

This means that in a situation of a high severity offence, the Macedonian
speech is completely expected and natural to other Macedonian speakers, while it will
sound too direct, inappropriate, impolite and threatening to an American English
speaker. Consequently, the interlocutors will find themselves in a face threatening act
that challenges the positive face of the (American English) hearer.

Concluding remarks

In conclusion the most common form of a complaint in both languages is a
complaint in which the speaker explicitly establishes the hearer as the agent of the
complaint, expresses annoyance or disapproval and implies that he/she holds the
complainee responsible for the offence; However the two languages show differences
in the expression of complaints. The distinct features of the Macedonian complaints
are the following: in situations with high severity offence and power distance between
the interlocutors the speaker directly blames the hearer/s, the speaker often
presupposes that the accused is guilty of the offence and threatens the hearer; The
distinct features of the American complaints is the use of direct blame only in
situations that lack social and power distance between the interlocutors;

The defined distinctions can help both EFL teachers and students. The the process of
teaching and understanding the pragmatic functions in English can be improved by
doing only minimal changes and addition in the teaching curriculum related to speech
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act of complaining. Consequently it will enable the students to produce a correct
speech act, to transmit the intended meaning and avoid possible misunderstandings.
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