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ABSTRACT

Studies of customer complaints are associated with the identification and analysis of all
aspects involved in the customer response to a product or a service failure which brings about
the feeling of dissatisfaction. The act of complaining can be defined as the way to express
feelings of discontentment about something. This study, conducted on Malaysian and
American customers is a cross-cultural pragmatic study of the speech act of online
complaints. Data for this study is gathered from the most visited social-networking site,
Facebook. The study intends to look at the significant differences in the expression of online
complaints as realized by Malaysian and American Facebook users (customers). Using the
taxonomy of complaint categories proposed by Olshtain and Weinbach (1987) and House
and Kasper’s (1981) taxonomy of directness level, the complaint categories and level of
directness of the online customer complaints are examined in this study. Findings show that
there are similarities and differences in the realizations of online complaints by Malaysians
and Americans. Americans tend to produce complaints which are longer in words as
compared to Malaysians. Apart from that, American customers are found to be more direct
than Malaysian customers in communicating their online complaints. Both Malaysian and
American customers do not only use the modality markers to mitigate their complaints but
they also use these linguistic markers to increase the impact of the complaint towards the

complainee.

Keywords: Speech act, online complaint, customer complaint, culture, Facebook



ABSTRAK

Kajian terhadap aduan pelanggan adalah kelangsungan daripada pengenalpastian dan analisis
menyeluruh melibatkan aspek-aspek bersangkutan dengan maklumbalas pelanggan terhadap
kegagalan produk atau perkhidmatan yang membawa kepada rasa ketidakpuasan hati. Aduan
adalah ditakrifkan sebagai wasilah untuk meluahkan rasa ketidakpuasan hati mengenai
sesuatu perkara. Aduan dapat ditujukan kepada seseorang, organisasi atau seumpama
dengannya. Kajian yang dijalankan ini adalah melibatkan pelanggan Malaysia dan Amerika
serta merentasi kajian pragmatik budaya melalui tindakan lisan secara aduan atas talian. Data
kajian yang dikumpulkan adalah bersumberkan laman jaringan social, Facebook. Kajian ini
adalah bertujuan untuk melihat perbezaan yang signifikan berkaitan aduan secara atas talian
melibatkan pelanggan Malaysia dan Amerika. Kategori aduan dan tahap penghalaan aduan
secara atas talian adalah diuji menggunakan toxonomi strategi aduan yang dipelopori oleh
Olshtain dan Weinbach (1987) dan taxonomi tahap penghalaan aduan oleh House dan Kasper
(1981). Dapatan kajian menunjukkan bahawa terdapat persamaan dan perbezaan yang ketara
dalam pemurnian aduan secara atas talian melibatkan pelanggan Malaysia dan Amerika.
Pelanggan Amerika berkecenderungan untuk menggunakan ayat yang panjang berbanding
rakyat Malaysia dalam membuat aduan. Pelanggan Malaysia dan Amerika tidak hanya
menggunakan penanda modaliti dalam mengusulkan aduan tetapi turut menerapkan
penandaan linguistik bagi meningkatkan keberkesanan mengenai perkara yang diadukan.
Selain itu, pelanggan Malaysia juga didapati membuat lebih aduan di tahap secara langsung

berbanding pelanggan Malaysia.

Kata kunci : Lakuan bahasa, aduan atas talian, aduan pelanggan, budaya, Facebook
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

1.0 Introduction

This chapter presents the background of the study, statement of the problem, purpose of
the study, research questions, significance, scope and limitation of the study as well as

the summary of this chapter.

1.1 Background of the Study

What we do with words, or how human beings create a ‘speech act’, was the concept
coined by John L. Austin (1962). John Searle (1970) realized that the speaker in a real
situation may not always be able to produce the desired effect on the hearer. Based on
Austin’s (1962) and Searle’s (1979) Speech Act Theory and their classifications, many
researchers have explored the actual forms and functions of different speech acts in
different languages and cultures. The study of speech acts can provide us with a better
understanding and new insight into the correlation between linguistic forms and

sociocultural context (Olshtain and Cohen, 1983).

Numerous cross-cultural studies investigating the speech act performance of native
speakers showed that although speech act appear to be universal, their conceptualization
and verbalization can vary to a great extent across cultures (Blum-Kalka, House and
Kasper, 1989). Although studies on cross-cultural variations in the use of speech acts

have generally focused on a variety of acts including mostly apology, request (Blum-



Kulka, House and Kasper, 1989), compliment (Wolfson, 1981), invitation and refusal
(Beebe et al.,1990) only a few studies have been conducted on the act of complaining.
Thus, the present study is conducted to explore the similarities and differences in the
complaint strategies as realized by Malaysian and American customers. This study is
important not only for describing how cross-culturally different speakers perform in day-
to-day interactions, but also for the purpose of making use of the findings in educational
settings. Moreover, although we assume that speakers will use mitigating strategies in
Face Threatening Acts to maintain the ‘face’ of the hearer, we cannot discount the
possibility that they may sometimes forgo such face-saving strategies with the express
aim of getting an effective response from the hearer, particularly in certain situations,

such as in making complaints.

The term customer complaint is very common in business setting. A customer complaint
or consumer complaint is “an expression of dissatisfaction on a consumer’s behalf to a
responsible party” (Landon, 1980, p. 14). It can also be described in a positive sense as a
report from a customer providing documentation about a problem with a product or
service. Customer complaints are usually informal complaints directly addressed to a
company or public service provider, and most customers or consumers manage to resolve

problems with products and services in this way, but it sometimes requires persistence.

The emergence of the Internet and its communication capabilities has given rise to a
number of complaint sites that function as central forums for customers to share their bad
experiences with other customers. Internet forums and the advent of social media have
provided customers with a new way to submit complaints. Customer or consumer news

and advocacy websites often accept and publish complaints. When a complaint is



published by the customer on the internet (online), that complaint is termed as an online

complaint.

Millions of people are taking service issues to social media channels as their preferred
communication route. Online complaints, are also common on a famous social media -
Facebook. Facebook is used as the instrument in order to gather data for this study.
Complaints specifically posted on Malaysia Airlines’ and American Airlines’ Facebook
pages were collected. Therefore, some brief description on these two airline companies

are also presented in this study as well as the history of Facebook.

Online complaints were selected as the focus of this study as millions of people have the
access to the Internet. Today, around 40% of the world population has an internet
connection. The internet is a new medium for people to do business and it also becomes
one of the mediums for customers to voice their complaints. Publishing complaints on
highly visible websites increases the likelihood that the general public will become aware
of the customer's complaint. If, for example, a person with many “followers” or “friends”
publishes a complaint on social media, it may go “viral.” Internet forums in general and
on complaint websites have made it possible for individual consumers to hold large

corporations accountable in a public forum.

1.2 Statement of the Research Problem

Online social networking does not only allow individuals to communicate directly with
friends, family, colleagues, and acquaintances using a variety of techniques such as
posting online “status” updates, photos, videos, and instant messages but it can also be

used as a tool to market a particular product or service. Many companies and individuals



all over the world are using the online social networking for business purposes. Popular
online resources such as Twitter, Facebook and Instagram allow members to generate a
variety of content for their followers. As a member-based Internet community, Facebook
allows its users to post profile information, communicate with others by sending public
or private online messages or wall posts, and to share photos online. As a member-based
Internet community, Facebook allows its users to post profile information, communicate
with others by sending public or private online messages or wall posts, and to share photos

online. As a result, its features are constantly changing and being updated.

Facebook is also a medium used by the consumers for self-expression -- they express their
dissatisfaction on Facebook. Today, corporate wrongdoings, public gaffes and
unsatisfactory service that originate offline migrate into the social media sphere within
minutes in the form of angry posts, well-based conversations and activist-orchestrated
attacks. When a person expresses a feeling of dissatisfaction about something or a

particular event on Facebook, that post is regarded as complaint.

Facebook is one of the popular platforms for customers to post their complaints as it is
very convenient to complain online. Moreover, many companies from all over the world
do have a Facebook account to update their customers about a particular product or
service that they are providing. Although the customers do have the right to complain,
they have to express their dissatisfaction ethically using appropriate words and structures
so that the company that they are complaining to will get their messages correctly.
However, some of the Facebook users (customers) seem to be unethical in posting their
complaints and this may lead them to be viewed negatively by other Facebook users. This
is because once they post something on the Facebook page of a particular company, their

postings are publicly accessible which means other Facebook users can read those



negative comments. Apart from that, by complaining without having the right evidence
or using the wrong choice of words, these complainers are exposed to the danger of being

sued for defamation.

1.3 Purpose of the Study

This study aims to compare the pragmatic behavior of complaining among customers of
different cultural backgrounds. Therefore, the purpose of conducting this study is to
examine the complaint categories found in the Facebook comments of the Malaysian and
American customers in expressing their dissatisfaction particularly towards airline
companies. Malaysian customers complained against Malaysia Airlines on the Facebook
page of Malaysia Airlines whereas the American customers complained against American
Airline on the Facebook page of American Airline. Airline complaints generally arise out

of problems experienced during air travel that were left unresolved.

Complaint is an under-researched speech act in the field of pragmatics. Reviewing the
definitions of pragmatics that were used in scholarly articles, Bardovi-Harlig (2013)
classified the definition of pragmatics in two folds. In a narrow definition, it is the study
of “deixis, conversational implicature, presupposition, speech acts, and conversational
structure” (Levinson, 1983). In a larger definition, pragmatics is “the study of language
from the point of view of users, especially of the choices they make, the constraints they
encounter in using language in social interaction and the effects their use of language has
on other participants in the act of communication” (Crystal, 1997, p. 301). In particular,
pragmatics is the study of communicative action in its sociocultural context. The same
definition, along with Levinson’s (1983) narrow definition of pragmatics is used in this

study.



Although pragmatics is a field that has been studied by several researchers, no agreement
as to what pragmatics really means has been reached so far (Meinl, 2013). According to
Mey, “pragmatics studies the use of language in human communication as determined by
the conditions of the society” (Mey, 2004, p. 39). This clearly displays the importance of

not only linguistic features, but also of an individual’s position in society.

1.4 Research Questions

The research questions of this study are as follows:

1) What are the reasons for complaining as posted by Malaysian and
American customers on Facebook?

2) Which complaint categories are found in the realization of online
complaints by Malaysian and American customers?

3) What are the levels of directness of the online complaints made by

Malaysian and American customers on Facebook?

1.5  Significance of the Study

This study may provide some form of empirical data for future research in this area. It
may also create awareness among the public as how crucial it is to use the appropriate
language forms and strategies in posting their complaints online. What seems to be
appropriate in America may not be appropriate in Malaysia. This study also aims to
educate the customers at large of the negative effects of posting their complaints on
Facebook without considering the issue of face-threatening act. With the existence of

Computer Mediated Communication (CMC), it is important that the Internet users from



all over the world mainly Malaysians to develop the awareness of language use on the

Internet.

1.6 Scope and Limitation of the Study

This study focuses on two groups of people — Malaysian and American — which are
culturally different. There are some limitations of the study. Firstly, this study looks into
a small corpus of online complaints. Only 80 Facebook comments (which are identified
and analyzed as complaints) posted by Malaysian and American customers respectively
are used as the data for this study. It is clear that this number could not be generalized to
a broader population. Apart from that, this study also focuses only on a single genre
(airline services) and only from one social media (Facebook). Hence, it is clear that the
findings of this study cannot be extended to all online complaints. On the other hand,
since the complaints posted by Malaysian customers in this study are in English, it is
believed the findings of this study may differ if the complaints are posted in their national

language that is Malay language.

In addition to that, identifying and classifying whether or not a particular Facebook
comment is a complaint is a challenging task. It gets even more challenging to identify
each complaint category as some of the Facebook complaints are found to be very long.

Therefore, it is normal to have a few complaint categories in a single Facebook comment.

In order to triangulate the data, online interviews were designed to be conducted through
Facebook. A personal message on Facebook was sent to 20 Facebook users who had

posted their complaints on the Facebook page of Malaysia Airlines and American



Airlines. The purpose of the present study and the researcher’s background were first
introduced. This online interview was aimed to look at the purpose of them posting the
complaints, their feelings and emotions as they were posting the complaints and also their
expectation from the complaints that they made. However, none of the complainers had
responded to the personal message that was sent to them on Facebook and therefore, the
researcher was not able to conduct the online interview. The researcher was seen as a
complete stranger to the complainers and therefore making them unwilling to participate

in this interview.

1.7 Summary

In this chapter, the primary aim of the study is presented with some background of the
topics that will be covered in the next chapter. In the next chapter, the framework that is

chosen for this study will be explained with the support of other past literatures.



CHAPTER 2

LITERATURE REVIEW

2.0 Introduction

In this chapter, theories, other studies, and matters related to the present study are
presented. It begins with the topics on speech acts, speech acts of complaints, definition
of complaint and continues with other topics on complaints in business settings. Apart
from that, since this study is a cross-cultural study, the definition of culture and some

descriptions on politeness across culture are also presented.

2.1  The Speech Act Set

A speech act set is a combination of individual speech acts that, when produced together,
comprise a complete speech act (Murphy and Neu, 1996). Often more than one discrete
speech act is necessary for a speaker to develop the overarching communicative purpose
— or illocutionary force — desired. For example, in the case of a refusal, one might
appropriately produce three separate speech acts which are: an expression of regret, ““I’m
so sorry,” followed by a direct refusal, “I can’t come to your graduation,” followed by
an excuse, “I will be out of town on business,” (Chen, 1996). The speech act set is similar
to the speech event, which takes into account the speech acts of all interlocutors (Scollon
and Scollon, 2001). For example, the speech event “asking for the time,” could be
composed of four speech acts. The first speaker may excuse him or herself for
interrupting, then, ask the listener for the time. The second speaker will likely state the

time, and the first speaker will thank him or her for the information.



Cohen and Olshtain (1981) found that an apology could be comprised of one or more
components, each a speech act in its own right: an apology, “I’m sorry;” an
acknowledgement of responsibility, “It’s all my fault;”” an offer to compensate, “I’ll
replace it;” a promise of forbearance, “It will never happen again;” or an explanation, “It
was an accident.” The semantic formula, or speech act set, has also been used to analyze

other speech acts, including refusals and complaints.

2.1.1 The Speech Act of Complaint

Trosborg (1995: 311-312) defines a complaint as “an illocutionary act in which the
speaker (the complainant) expresses his/her disapproval, negative feelings etc., towards
the state of affairs described in the proposition (the complaint) and for which he/she holds
the hearer (the complainee) responsible, either directly or indirectly.” Thus, a complaint
may be considered a “face threatening act” (Brown & Levinson 1978: 19) because the
speaker can potentially dispute, challenge or baldly deny the social competence of the

complainee (Edmonson & House 1981).

In a complaint, the events described in the proposition took place in the past; in
Longacre’s (1983) terminology the event is “projected”. Whereas the function of
directives is to influence the behavior of others, and as such is prospective , the act of
complaining is in essence retrospective in that a speaker passes a moral judgement on
something which (he/she believes) the complainee has already done or failed to do, or is

in the process of doing.

10



Searle (1969) organized five types of performative verbs performed by speech acts
namely representatives, expressives, declarations, directives, and commissives. The third
type of performative verbs, expressives, are explained by Yule (1996) as those speech
acts that state what the speaker feels - joy, pleasure or pain. The speech act of complaints
is also included in this type as complaining itself is about expressing the feeling of

discontentment about something.

Hatch (1992) claims that a complaint event consists of a basic structure — an obligatory
complaint act and optional responses. Before the initial complaint act, there is a possibility
of an opening that contains an explanation of the reasons for the complaint. After the
complaint act, the hearer may respond with acknowledgement, deny the offense that he
or she has made, or not respond at all. Therefore, in the complaint event, only the
complaint act is obligatory and the other components are optional. In addition to that,
complaints are one type of face-threatening act. Brown and Levinson (1978) recognized
the types of face threaten negative face and those that threaten positive face. The former
include requests, orders, suggestions, advice, threats, and warning while the latter include
disapproval, criticism, contempt, ridicule, complaints, reprimands, accusations and

insults.

The speech act of complaint occurs when a speaker reacts with displeasure or annoyance
to an action that has affected the speaker unfavorably (Olshtain and Weinbach, 1987).
Like a refusal, it is also a face-threatening act for the listener, and often realized through

indirect strategies. A complaint can be mitigated using mitigation strategies.

11



2.1.1.1 Mitigation in the Speech Act of Complaints

Complaints usually threaten the hearer’s (complainee’s) face. However, complaints can
be mitigated using some form of modality markers such as politeness markers, hedges,
understaters and a few others linguistic markers. According to Sauer (2000), the
directness of complaining can be controlled by the speaker. The speaker can use different
linguistic forms and nonverbal signals in order not to threaten the hearer’s face and to
remain polite. The perception of threatening and politeness, however, is not always the

same and it may also vary cross-culturally.

Trosborg (1994) stated that a number of strategies are available to a complainer who
wants to avoid a direct confrontation with the complainee. The degree of involvement of
the complainer and the complainee specified in an act of moral censure is decisive in
establishing a scale of directness levels of complaints. A very useful strategy for the
complainer would be to avoid mentioning the hearer who is nevertheless indirectly held
responsible. Thus, a complainer may focus on the undesirable event and the ill
consequences, which from his/her point of view, follow from the complainable, and leave
out the agent. In the pragmatics literature, mitigation strategies can take the form of
external or internal modification. External modification does not affect the utterance used
for realizing a speech act (head act), but rather the context in which the act occurs. It is
effected though supportive moves (Blum-Kulka et al., 1989), i.e. various devices that may
precede or follow the head act (e.g. reasons or justifications for the act), thus modifying

indirectly its illocutionary force.

Internal modifiers, on the other hand, are elements within a speech act the presence of
which is not essential for the identification of its illocutionary force, but serve to

downgrade its potential negative effects (Blum-Kulka et al.,1989:60). In the
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pragmalinguistic analysis, downgraders are employed as a means of analyzing the data.
Downgraders are markers which mitigate the impact the speaker’s utterance is likely to
have on the hearer (Kasper, 1981). This function is usually accomplished by means of
syntactic (e.g. conditional or interrogative structures, tense and aspect markings) or
lexical/phrasal linguistic means comprising a large number of mitigating devices, such as
politeness markers (please) modal adverbs (probably, possibly etc.) mental state
predicates (I think, I believe etc.) adjectives or degree modifiers (kind of, sort of, a bit etc.)
and so forth. (House & Kasper, 1981; Faerch & Kasper, 1989). These modifiers are
considered multifunctional, in the sense that they may act ‘‘both as indicating devices,
used to signal pragmatic force, as well as sociopragmatic devices, meant to affect the

social impact the utterance is likely to have’ (Blum-Kulka et al., 1989).

While the softening of negative effects and the smoothening of social interaction during
the negotiation of an face- threatening act is considered to be the primary function of
mitigation (Fraser, 1990; Caffi, 1999), the precise nature and politeness functions of both
external and internal modifiers is context-specific, i.e.these devices are not inherently
polite but may derive their politeness value when employed in certain situations.
Advanced learners who often lack the sociopragmatic knowledge are required to
effectively employ internal modification devices in order to mitigate the threatening

nature of speech acts, such as refusals and complaints.

On the other hand, the inclusion of upgraders has the opposite effect: it increases the
impact of a complaint on the hearer (House & Kasper, 1981). By including internal
modifiers in terms of downgraders or upgraders it is possible to achieve different degrees

of politeness whilst maintaining the same level of directness. Furthermore, a complainer
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may want to suppress his/her personal responsibility for issuing the blame by putting

forward the criticism as a general blame.

2.2 Definitions of Complaint

A complaint is a face-threatening act. Before proceeding further, it is important to define
complaint. In general terms, Heinemann and Traverso (2009) define complaint as ‘almost
any type of comment with even the slightest negative valence’ (p. 2383). Another
definition of complaint is offered by Wierzbicka (1991), which leaves open the
relationship between addressee and complained-about action. According to Wierzbicka
(1991), a complaint is verbal, fully intentional and indicates something bad happened to
the speaker. On the other hand, Edmondson and House (1981) define complaint as a
verbal communication whereby a speaker expresses his negative view of a past action by
the hearer for which he holds the hearer responsible of the negative effects or
consequences. A more specific and commonly cited definition comes from early work by
Olshtain and Weinbach (1987), who explain that a complaint results when a speaker
expects a favorable event to occur, and instead his/her expectations are somehow violated;
the recipient of the complaint usually is the person responsible for having “*enabled or
failed to prevent the offensive event’” (p. 195). The definition given by Olshtain and
Weinbach (1987) is clear and straightforward and thus, this definition of complaint is
used in this study. Not only that, the examples of complaints together with the linguistic
features of complaints are also given in their study. Therefore, it serves as a good

guideline for the researcher to conduct this present study.

In making a complaint, the speaker expresses dissatisfaction to the hearer of a past action

by the hearer that the speaker feels dissatisfied about (Laforest 2002). When a complaint
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is being made, the negative attitude expressed by the speaker to the hearer threatens the
hearer’s face, and the speaker runs the risk of losing a friend or causing another person
considerable embarrassment or even anger that might affect the hearer’s willingness to
offer repair. Therefore, the speaker needs to weigh several payoff considerations before
performing this face-threatening act (Olshtain & Weinbach, 1993). For example, the
speaker should consider whether to make a complaint or to opt out, and by opting out the

speaker avoids confrontations with the hearer but it may lead to frustration.

If a complaint is made, the speaker then has to decide whether to explicitly state the
offence or to alleviate the interpersonal conflict by hinting. Complaints can be made
directly or indirectly, and the directness of complaints may be influenced by the
contextual variables, such as social power and social distance. Social power indicates
whether the complainer is of lower or higher or equal status to the complainee, while

social distance refers to the degree of familiarity between the complainer and complainee.

2.2.1. Direct Complaints

According to Boxer (1993), indirect complaint occurs when the speaker does not hold the
hearer responsible for the offense but conveys dissatisfaction about himself/herself or
someone/something that is absent. For example, “She is such a bad cook”. Direct
complaints may be threatening for the hearers’ positive and negative face because the
speakers put the responsibility for their dissatisfaction on the hearers, and blame them for
the offense. For example, in a restaurant, a guest may blame a waiter by saying, ““I don’t
care whether the soup is good or not. This is not what | ordered”. Direct complaints also
threaten the speakers’ positive face because they impose their bad feelings upon the

interlocutors, and consequently, the interlocutors cannot perceive them positively.
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2.2.2. Indirect Complaints

While the present study does not focus on indirect complaints, it is noteworthy that
indirect complaints comprise a broad range of strategies that fulfill various functions
when speakers employ them in social interactions in everyday life. Boxer (1993), who
has done the most extensive research on indirect complaints, asserted that indirect
complaints can be perceived as phatic communion because people often use them as a
means of commiseration to start and to carry on a conversation with strangers or little
known interlocutors, which may establish a momentary bond (p. 121) among them.
Indirect complaints can be threatening for the hearers* negative face because the speakers
impose their feelings upon the hearers, for example, ““I had such a bad day”. At the same
time, the speakers risk their positive face. Interestingly, Boxer did not treat indirect
complaints as a face-threatening act. She opposed direct complaints, which are
intrinsically confrontational, to indirect complaints, which can function as a means to
negotiate interaction and work toward —establishing rapport or solidarity among

interlocutors.

On the other hand, according to Olshtain & Weinbach (1987), complaining is a speech
act where the speaker (S) expresses displeasure or annoyance — censure — as a reaction to
a past or on-going action, the consequences of which are perceived by S (the speaker) as
affecting her unfavourably. This complaint is usually addressed to the hearer (H), whom

the S holds, at least partially, responsible for the offensive action (p. 108).
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2.3  Complaints in Business Settings

Many people in business perceive the word complaint as a very negative word. They have
visions of awful things happening to them or their business when the word is used. The
definition of complaint may vary from business to business. A complaint is usually about
a gap - a gap between what is expected by the customer and what is delivered by the
business. Complaints or dissatisfaction can occur regarding many aspects of business
including policies, procedures, charges, employees, quality of service or goods provided

or sold.

2.3.1 Customer/Consumer Complaint Behaviour

Every day, millions of consumers experience dissatisfaction with products and services
all over the world. These experiences often cause consumers to have negative feelings
towards the company at fault and sometimes lead to abandoning the particular provider
altogether. When consumers are dissatisfied with a purchase, they often contact the
retailer or manufacturer from whom they purchased the product to obtain redress for their
complaints. However, few consumers actually complain directly to the manufacturer or
service provider, so businesses may be unaware of consumer complaint actions (Stephens

& Gwinner, 1998).

Consumer complaint behavior is also known as consumer complaint responses (Singh &
Widing, 1991). Crie (2003) defined consumer complaint behavior as a process that
“constitutes a subset of all possible responses to perceived dissatisfaction around a
purchase episode, during consumption or during possession of the goods or services”.
He argued that consumer complaint behavior is not an instant response, but a process,

which does not directly depend on its initiating factors but on evaluation of the situation
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by the consumer and of its evolution over time. Broadbridge and Marshall (1995)
explained that consumer complaint behavior is a distinct process, which begins when the
consumer has evaluated a consumption experience (resulting in dissatisfaction) and ends

when the consumer had completed all behavioral and non-behavioral responses.

Customers complain for a variety of reasons. Some complain because of poor quality,
failure to deliver the service on time, faulty products, poor communication, inappropriate
behaviour of staff and many others. Customer complaints have been treated as an
important opportunity for a business to improve. They can help a company to be aware
of the problems and to rectify them in a timely and spontaneous fashion (Barlow &
Moller, 1996). An effective complaint management system in place can facilitate

maximization of customer loyalty (Kemp, 1999).

Complaint behaviour is defined by Jacoby and Jaccard (1981) as an action taken by an
individual that involves communicating something negative regarding a product or
service. Mowen (1993) stated that complaint behaviour is any one of a number of actions
that is triggered by perceived dissatisfaction with a purchase episode. Some scholars have
even diagnosed complaint behaviour in terms of action-taking. Day and Landon (1977)
proposed a two-level hierarchical classification of actions which defines the complaint
behaviour. The first level distinguishes action from no action. The most likely explanation
for taking no action is that it is not worth the time and effort (Day et al., 1981). However,
Sanes (1993) states that the greatest pitfall of all is the unheard complaint. The second
distinguishes public actions from private actions. Public actions include seeking redress
or refund from the seller, and private actions refer to word-of-mouth communication to

friends and relatives and ceasing to patronize the companies. Grabicke et al. (1981)
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further explained that private actions generally do not come to the direct attention of the

seller and thus could have a serious impact on sales and profitability.

2.3.2 Cultural issues in customer complaint behaviours

Previous studies in the literature have found that culture is one of the influential factors
in complaint behaviour. On one hand, a customer’s complaint habit mostly determines
his/her motive to make a complaint. On the other hand, the cultural factor may affect a
customer’s complaint motive. In the Chinese context, a public argument is a face-losing
act and damages interpersonal harmony (Gao et al., 1996). Therefore, the Chinese tend to
adopt an unassertive style of communication approach. Such a style often leads to
avoidance and silence even if they are dissatisfied. Le Claire (1993) articulated that, in
the context of a Chinese environment such as Hong Kong, the four Chinese cultural values
of harmony, moderation, face and reciprocity shape customer attitude towards this

behaviour.

In order to avoid confrontation and maintain social harmony, customers may adopt less
confrontational and more indirect modes of complaint behaviour such as doing nothing
or using private action. However, the prevailing social climate towards complaint action
is related to complaint inclination (Day and Landon, 1977). As the laws for protecting
customers become consolidated, and the government body dealing with unfair treatment
of customers becomes transparent, Hong Kong customers are prone to complain if they

are not satisfied with a business transaction.
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2.3.3 Complaint behaviour and demographic variables

The complaint motivation and patterns are complex. Williams et al. (1993) described
customer complaint behaviour as a function of dissatisfaction. Singh and Wilkes (1996)
also stated that dissatisfaction is a significant factor that attributes to complaints. Kau and
Serene (1995) articulated that dissatisfaction was caused by negative disconfirmation of
purchase expectations that led to legitimate complaint behaviour. Kivela (1999) further
examined the disconfirmation effect on dining satisfaction and its impact on return
patronage, and found that they were related to the post-dining behaviour such as bad-

mouthing or taking no action.

An evaluation of costs and benefits about a complaint is another factor that turns an
affective dissatisfaction into an action. If the costs and time spent on a complaint are
perceived as exceeding the benefits as a result of a complaint, customers will tend to
remain silent and take no action (Day and Landon, 1977). Non-complainers considered
that complaining was done by people with little else to do and believed that it would be
futile (Kau and Serene, 1995). Some of the demographic variables were found to be
related to complaint behaviours. Female customers are more inclined to complain (Kau
et al., 1995), and tell others if they are dissatisfied with the complaint handling (Lewis,
1983). These results contradicted the findings by Manikas and Shea (1997) that the male

customers complained more than the female.

Jacoby and Jaccard (1981) found out that customers with a higher education were more
likely to complain. Morganosky and Buckley (1986) also pointed out that education is
one of the significant characteristics of complainers. Day and Landon (1977) stated that
those who publicly complained were younger in age and had a better education and higher

income. Beardon and Mason (1984) identified similar results and pointed out that
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complaint behaviour was inversely related to age and positively linked to income and

education.

In the study of consumer complaint behavior, researchers found consistent impact of
demographic variables on consumer complaint. Demographic variables, such as income,
education level and age were found to have consistent impact on consumer complaint.
Consumers who choose to complain were found relatively younger, earn higher income
and more educated (Warland, Herrmann, and Willits 1975; Singh 1989, 1990), although,
the discriminatory power was modest (Crie 2003). Higher income consumers tend to have
more resources in terms of information and self-confidence to deal with marketplace
problems and tend to perceive less risk and embarrassment in complaining. According to
politeness theory (Brown and Levinson 1987), the degree to which an individual is polite
in a given situation is determined by the relative power and social distance between the

parties.

Higher income is generally characterized by a smaller power and social distance between
customer and service provider, which is negatively related with the degree of politeness
(i.e. higher complaint behavior). However, the role of income on consumer complaint is
not quite well understood and prior results have been mixed. For example, Gronhaug and

Zaltman (1981) show income to have a weak explanatory power.

2.4 Politeness across Culture

Culture is the deposit of all the material and non-material aspects such as knowledge,
experience, belief, attitude and material possessions which are shared, learned and
transmitted among the members of society. Once culture is learned it is subconsciously

internalised by the members of societies. Learned culture is expressed in both verbal and
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nonverbal communication because language both in its written and oral forms is part of
culture. This implies that cultural factors greatly affect communication and merely
knowing how to speak and write a language does not ensure effective and successful

cross-cultural communication.

However, despite its importance for many research areas, the notion of culture has
remained very vague, lacking a clear definition until today (Spencer-Oatey, 2000).
Despite this vast array of different definitions of culture ,most of the anthropological
definitions have at least three basic elements in common, precisely that culture is man-
made and learnable, it is related to human groups rather than to individuals, and it is found
in symbols and action (Koole and Ten Thije, 1994). When the term culture is used in this
present report, it is operationalised in terms of national identity, i.e. of Malaysian and

American online complainers (the complaints made are in written form on Facebook).

An approach used to maintain the harmonious interpersonal relationship is called
politeness and it is like a social phenomenon. People in different cultural backgrounds of
society use different standards of politeness. According to Hawisher & Selfe (2000),
politeness strategies are varied from one culture to another. The use of various politeness
strategies in every society may be influenced by social traditions. Politeness is an aspect
of pragmatics in that its use in language is determined by an external context. This
external context is the context of communication, which is determined by the social status
of the participants. Politeness is a system used by the speaker in order to keep up to the
addressee's expectations. According to Brown and Levinson (1987), politeness refers to
behavior which actively expresses positive concern for others, as well as non-imposing

distancing behavior. In other words, politeness may take the form of an expression
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of good-will or camaraderie, as well as the more familiar nonintrusive behaviour which

is labeled polite in everyday usage.

2.5  Malaysian Cultural Background

Malaysia is located in Southeast Asia. The country is multi-ethnic and multi-cultural,
which plays a large role in politics. About half of the population is ethnically Malay, with
large minorities of Malaysian Chinese, Malaysian Indians, and indigenous peoples. The
constitution declares Islam the state religion while allowing freedom of religion for non-

Muslims.

Malaysians of Malay, Chinese and Indian origins observe a politeness system that
embodies specific codes of verbal and non-verbal behavior in their interactions with
others. According to Jamaliah (1991), some aspects of the behavior which they consider
as polite are:

) not being forthright or assertive or aggressive;

i) not responding to a request with a direct ‘no’; even if a ‘no’ is used,

i) not being blunt or direct in expressing one’s views;

Iv) not causing interpersonal conflict or avoiding “loss of face”.

Within this politeness system, there are different forms or modes of address for the
varying degrees of status, intimacy and deference extended to a person. When someone
is being polite, there are many possible features of the use of the language that are being
referred to. It is generally observed that polite people tend to phrase their utterances
considerately, respond encouragingly and positively to others’ talk, and express

appreciation generously. They avoid confrontation, public displays of being too forceful
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or direct because these are all examples of behaviour which are regarded as impolite,

coarse, rude and may even suggest ill-breeding (Jamaliah, 1991).

Jamaliah (1995) stipulates that the norms of society require that we abide by social rules
in our daily interactions. ‘Face’ or ‘jaga air muka’ is one of the most important factors
that Malaysians should observe and adhere to in their daily interaction in order to maintain
not only the stability of the interactants but that of the interactions as well. In Malaysian
communities, ‘face-saving’ means saving another person or oneself, from embarrassment.
In other words, the speaker tries not to put the listener or himself in a position in which
he or she might be embarrassed. The ‘face’ that a person maintains becomes important
especially when it is subjected to risk and assumes significance particularly events are
being interpreted and evaluated. Therefore, it must be constantly attended to in the

interaction.

2.5.1 Roles and Functions of English in Malaysia

With the independence of the Federation of Malaya in 1957, and subsequently, with the
creation of Malaysia in 1963, the newly-independent state inherited an administration, a
judicial system and an educational infrastructure which were essentially English-
language based. While Malay Language (Bahasa Malaysia) was declared the national
language, English continued to be the de facto official language. However, rising Malay
nationalism led to the 1967 National Language Act which decreed the gradual removal
of the official status of the English language. Implemented in peninsular Malaysia in
1967, the conversion to Malay in diverse official domains took nearly 20 years, and was
only completed in 1985 when the official status of the English language in the state of
Sarawak was renounced (Asmah, 1996, p. 516). This gradual decline in the status of the

former colonial language led to predictions that English would become a foreign language
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in Malaysia (Platt, Werber, & Ho, 1983 and Gorlach, 1995). The reality however, has not
been as straight-forward. More than four decades after Bahasa Malaysia became the
official language of Peninsular Malaysia, English remains a vital element of the linguistic

landscape of Malaysia.

Perhaps most crucial in ensuring the continuing relevance of the language is its status as
a second language in the domain of national education. The National Education Policy
(Ministry of Education, Malaysia, 2012) refers to English as one of the two “bahasa
utama”| (primary languages) that Malaysian students are expected to master, the other
being Malay. This policy document however makes it clear that the status of English is
intended to be secondary to that of the national language. Besides its role in the domain
of education, English is also today very much in evidence in the spheres of business and
industry. The dominance of English in the corporate and industrial sectors is best
illustrated in Asmah’s (1996) review which notes the overwhelming preference for
English as the language used in prospectuses, agreements, contracts, policies and
regulations. English also occupies a highly visible position in print and electronic media.
English-language newspapers and magazines, radio and television and television
programmes, advertisements and more recently, internet websites, form a substantial
proportion of Malaysians’ media consumption, whether or not they are active users of
English (Asmah, 2000). In fact, Azirah (2009) credits a growing interest in learning
English and increased used of the language among the general public to the dominance

of English in diverse forms of media.

Hence, although English no longer has an official status in Malaysia, it still plays a very
lively role in the society. That it is a key “language of international and regional contacts”

(Benson, 1990) and that it is widely regarded as the language for personal advancement
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and national progress (Kaur, 1995) are other factors that have resulted in widespread
acquisition of the language. Today, Malaysian English is disseminated across various
domains and performs diverse instrumental integrative functions alongside other
languages within the country (Newbrook, 1997). According to David (2006), Malaysian
English is a communicational tool for a significant segment of the multiethnic population,
and plays a central role in the domains of family and friendship in the urban areas of
Malaysia. The widespread use of English in Malaysia has promoted systematic changes
in the linguistic system of the language. These changes have been diversely theorised but
several milestone studies have shaped the way we look at variation and change in

Malaysian English. Kachru and Smith (2008) states that:

One must remember that when communicating with people who use a different variety
of English than one’s own, those people will likely use a different pronunciation,
intonation and vocabulary. More importantly they will also use their cultural conventions
of communication (e.g. politeness strategies, appropriate topics of conversation, sequence
of information) as well as speech act functions (e.g. ways of greeting, showing agreement,

using directives, making refusals, leave-taking, etc.)

(p.66)

2.6 American Cultural Values

Ferraro (1990) has identified nine characteristics of the average American. He states that
the United States places a high value on: (1) individualism, (2) a precise reckoning of
time, (3) a future orientation, (4) work and achievement, (5) control over the natural
environment, (6) youthfulness, (7) informality, (8) competition, and (9) relative equality

of sexes.
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According to Ferraro (1990), in American culture, the value of individual as supreme and
as having the capacity to shape his or her own destiny is very strong. The individual is
seen as capable of assessing his or her own actions and at the same time is responsible for
them. To be autonomous and a fully functioning individual in society is the aim of
education in the United States. On the other hand, time plays a central role in the life of
the American. Promptness is highly valued in the United States. Another value of
American culture is the high value that is placed on human energy and action. In America,
one’s occupation is a powerful force in shaping one’s individual personal identity.
American also tend to emphasize what is new and young by keeping up with new trends
and maintaining a youthful spirit. The United States can be said as a future-oriented

society.

2.7  Computer - Mediated Communication (CMC)

Having chosen the World Wide Web as the data source for the present study, a short
introduction into CMC is given. This includes a brief description of CMC and its history
as well as an illustration of the attempts that have been made to classify the vast variety
of CMC forms. According to Herring (2013), linguistic study of computer-mediated
communication (CMC) began attracting serious attention only about 20 years ago, with a
classification question that is now regarded as overly simplistic: Is CMC more like speech
or writing? (e.g., Ferrara, Brunner, and Whittemore, 1991; Maynor, 1994). Those early
days were also characterized by a fascination with superficial structural features, such as
acronyms, abbreviations, and emoticons, that purportedly characterized CMC (e.g.,

Murray, 1990) Since then, however, this field of study has grown dramatically.
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The internet enables new kinds of participation, new kinds of fragmentation, and new
ways of co-constructing meaning that transcend traditional notions of conversation,
narrative, exposition, and so forth. The issue of classifying Internet language into types
has been a focus of linguistic CMC research, initially in relation to speech and writing
and later in terms of technological modes such as email, chat, blog, real-time chat, instant
messaging, text messaging, mobile phone communication and synchronous voice-based
computer mediated communication. CMC refers to natural language messaging that is
transmitted and/or received via a computer connection via the Internet or through mobile
phone connections. It encompasses at the end, writing that is similar to traditional texts
and at the other end, dialogue that resembles speech. Some of the genres are monologues

and others dialogues.

Following Herring’s (1996) definition of CMC, it is defined in this study as
“communication that takes place between human beings via the instrumentality of
computers” (Herring 1996). As the present examines electronic complaints from
Facebook, using analytical tools of speech act theory for its data analysis, it is located in
the area of CMC. However, since the position of the collected complaints in discourse
and their situational context are also investigated in the present analysis and taken into
account when discussing the received results, this study is similarly situated in the area
of computer mediated discourse (CMD), a sub branch of CMC, distinguished by its use

of methods of discourse analysis (Herring, 2001).

By regarding CMD as one consistent type of communication which somehow has to be
posited next to speaking and writing, followers of this early approach clearly

overgeneralised about computer-mediated language. Despite this obvious drawback of
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this “globalizing approach” (Herring, 2007), there are still researchers advocating this
view in recent years. Crystal (2001), for instance, regards “Netspeak” as a global variety
of online language, sharing specific features regardless of the Internet situation (Crystal,
2001). Examples of these features include the use of specific abbreviations and word
formations, emoticons, new spelling conventions, and a minimal use of punctuation. In
light of the ever continuing progress in computer technologies, the area of CMC research
is always extending. Nonetheless, most CMC currently in use is still text-based, i.e
messages are typed on a computer keyboard and read as texts on the computer screen,
either immediately after their production (synchronous CMC) or at a later point in time

(asynchronous CMC).

2.8 Past Research on the Speech Act of Complaints

Pragmatic principles are perceived quite differently by people in different countries. This
has driven the pragmaticians to study cross-cultural and contrastive pragmatics. Han
(1992) has found that studies on speech acts have revealed that people of various cultures
may realize the same speech act quite differently. In addition to that, Wolfson (1981)
stated that the realization of speech acts of complaint also differs in their distribution. Not
only that, the frequency of occurrence, as well as the functions that they serve are also
different. Furthermore, studies in this area have also indicated that people use different
approaches in expressing their dissatisfactions. Four semantic formulas are involved
when complaining - an explanation of purpose, a complaint, a justification, and a request

(Murphy and Neu, 1996).

The complaint speech act has been attracting an increasing amount of attention. While

much of the original research work was carried out in native English (NE) speaker
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settings, cross cultural studies on complaints have gradually emerged in a number of non-
native English (NNE) speaking contexts (Tatsuki 2000; Olshtain & Weinbach 1993;
Murphy & Neu 1996; Mulamba 2009; Henry & Ho 2010). These studies have mainly
focused on cross-cultural comparisons between native speaker and non-native speaker
norms in complaints and polite behaviour. Conclusions drawn from these studies have
found differences in the way different cultures and ethnic groups perceive polite
behaviour in complaints and have made recommendations on how to help non-native
speakers of a language understand and cultivate the native speaker’s perception of what

constitutes polite behaviour.

In a study of native speakers and advanced learners of Hebrew, Olshtain and Weinbach
(1987) pointed out five categories as the speech act set of complaints. The researchers
developed five categories of speech acts that were based on severity of the complaint for
a specific scenario, in which one colleague had waited for another colleague, who arrived
late to a scheduled appointment. The five categories were: (1) below the level of
reproach, “No harm done, let’s meet some other time;”” (2) disapproval, “It’s a shame
that we have to work faster now;”” (3) complaint, “You are always late and now we have
less time to do the job” (4) accusation and warning, “Next time don’t expect me to sit here
waiting for you™ and, (5) threat, “If we don’t finish the job today I’ll have to discuss it
with the boss™. They found that both groups, regardless of first language, made use of
each strategy, while — at least for this particular scenario — tending to prefer the middle of
the scale — disapproval, complaint and accusation — rather than the extremes of the
continuum (below the level of reproach and threat), avoiding being either too soft or too
confrontational. According to this study, social status is viewed as significant among the

native speakers of Hebrew.
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Murphy and Neu (1996) applied the speech act set to complaints produced by American
and Korean speakers of English. They identified the semantic formula as (1) an
explanation of purpose, (2) a complaint, (3) a justification, and (4) a candidate solution:
request. They found a high correlation between native and non-native speakers when
producing three of the four speech act components — explanation of purpose, justification,
and candidate solution: request. Native and non-native speakers differed in production
of the second component, the complaint. The American subjects produced a complaint
in each instance, i.e., “I think, uh, it’s my opinion maybe the grade was a little low,”
whereas most Korean subjects tended to produce a criticism, i.e., “But you just only look
at your point of view and uh you just didn’t recognize my point” (p. 200). Such criticism
was reported to have the potential of offending the interlocutor or shutting down the

interaction in an American context.

In more recent studies, Tanck (2002) investigated the differences between native and non-
native English speakers’ production of refusals and complaints. The author used a group
of participants from varying first languages. To generate data for this study, the
participants were given a discourse completion task (DCT) wherein they were asked to
write their responses to six prompts, resembling the two acts of complaint and refusal as
well as two distracters, within familiar, equal and superior/inferior relationships.
Responses of native English speakers were reviewed for evidence of common
components of speech act sets to establish a set of baseline responses. The responses made
by the non-native speakers were then evaluated for the presence and quality of the speech
act components as compared to the native speakers. The results of the study showed that
although native and non-native speakers produced almost the same speech act set

components, the quality of their responses were different. It was also found that nonnative
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speakers' responses were generally linguistically correct. However, they were

pragmatically ill-formed, hence not perceived by the hearers as appropriate.

Another study using DCTs and a few role plays were used as the instruments by Spees
(1994) in a cross-cultural study of complaint strategies between Japanese and Americans.
In this study, Japanese were found to be more direct than Americans in situations where
the interlocutors have equal status with each other. Apart from that, the Japanese
responded differently toward interlocutors. This was influenced by their social distance
with the interlocutors and it was also demonstrated that they were generally more indirect

to out-group members.

Moon (2001) investigates the speech act of complaint as produced by native and
non-native speakers of English also through a DCT. The data were analyzed based on the
notion of the severity of the complaint. The results of this study apparently show that
nonnative speakers are not always successful in complaint and in communication, in
general. These failures of nonnative speakers in complaints are primarily caused by their
grammatical and linguistic limitations, but mainly caused by the limitation of

sociopragmatic knowledge.

Another study on the speech act of complaint was conducted by Hyoshim (2004). This
study looked at the linguistic and cultural differences in American and Korean complaint
events. The data were taken from TV shows and analyzed according to four factors;
power, distance, severity of the offense and age. Brown and Levinson’s politeness
strategies and Ting-Toomey’s assumption about high-context and low-context cultures

were also used as a basis for the analysis. The results of the data analysis showed that the
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American and Koreans employ different kinds of politeness strategies in complaint events
due to different cultural values. Among the four factors, severity of offense is the most
important element in American complaints, whereas power, age, and distance are crucial

elements in Korean complaints.

Kozlova (2004) investigates the structure and cultural styles of indirect complaints in
Russian and American English, and politeness strategies used by native speakers of these
languages when complaining. It has been found that although indirect complaints in these
languages are structured similarly, in some instances Russian complaints lack the problem
solution component and optimistic attitude towards the resolution of the problem in the
centre of the complaints. Humorous complaints in American English and laments in
Russian reflect different styles of expressing indirect complaints in these cultures. The
politeness strategies used by native speakers of Russian and American English
demonstrate that Russians prefer positive politeness, whereas Americans favour negative
politeness in the realisation of indirect complaints. The data for this study were collected
by tape-recording natural conversations through participant-observation. Awareness of
the cultural differences of indirect complaints will help learners to avoid intercultural

miscommunication.

In a study conducted on Malaysian ESL learners on the realization of speech act of
complaint, it was revealed that Malaysians behaved differently with people of different
social status (Farnia, Buchheit, & Shahida Banu,2009). Using DCT and verbal reports,
their findings presented that indirect strategies are used by Malaysian ESL learners in
high-social status situations as compared to equal-status situations. The results also

indicated that social status is valued by Malaysians when interacting in Malay and
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English. Studies on the speech acts among Malaysians specifically on the speech act of
complaints are still very limited. Therefore, this study would like to add an insight on the
realization of the speech act of complaints among Malaysian customers specifically in

business settings.

Though there are numerous studies conducted on complaints, complaints in CMC are still
largely undiscovered. Vasquez (2011) conducted a CMC study. Using a data set of 100
customer complaints on the website TripAdvisor, the study found that a significant
proportion of complaints tended to juxtapose overall negative evaluation with some
positive appraisal, and that a similar proportion of the complaints made explicit reference
to reviewer’s expectations not being met. The study also found that complaints tended to
occur as a speech act set. According to Vasquez (2011), although previous studies have
found that complaints tended to co-occur with speech acts such as warnings or threats, in
this particular context, complaints tended to co-occur more frequently with advice and
recommendations. Finally, the study found that while the majority of the complaints on
TripAdvisor can be considered indirect (or third party) complaints, there were

nevertheless some examples that blur the direct/indirect dichotomy.

Another study on the speech acts of complaints was conducted by Meinl (2013). This
study was done by comparing British English and German complaints in CMC, precisely
on eBay. The aim of this study is to compare the British English and German production
of computer-mediated complaints and, consequently, a description of similarities and
differences, of which the latter may lead to misunderstandings in cross-cultural electronic

communicative situations. Specifically, the collected complaints were analysed according
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to five categories: the use of complaint strategies, the chosen level of directness, the

employment of modification, the use of pronouns, and the handling of features of CMC.

Meinl (2010) investigated the different complaint strategies speakers use to formulate
their complaints. There are 8 strategies identified in the study. eBay users either use a
single strategy or combinations of them to formulate their electronic complaints. The
strategies are (1) expression of disappointment, ““item never received and no refund given
by seller. very disappointing”(2) expression of anger and annoyance, ““too useless for
words” (3) explicit complaint, “item was water damaged tried to contact seller no reply
to emails™ (4) negative jusgement, “No reply from seller. Thumbs down™ (5) drawing
one’s own conclusion, “Will not buy from you. Never again!”” (6) warning others,
“AVOID!”’(7) threat, ““I am reporting you to eBay the goods you sold me are scrap” and
(8) insult, “ NEVER RECEIVED ITEM. DID NOT REPLY TO EMAILS. ROBBERS”. In
this study, British English traders show a tendency to choose direct strategies in case they
have not received the item, in that they use the strategies negative judgement, drawing
one’s own conclusion, threat and insult. German traders show a clear tendency to use the
more direct strategies warning others, threat and insult. Moreover, the reason for
complaining also has some impact on the amount of strategy combinations German

speakers use.

The present study would like to extend the CMC study of customer complaints by
focusing on the online complaints posted on a social media, Facebook. As Benwell and
Stokoe (2007) point out, CMC data offer the following advantages for discourse analysts:
they are “‘unmediated by the transcription process’” and they also lack “‘the problems

bound up with the observer’s paradox,’” so they represent a source of ““authentic’’ data.
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Previous studies on CMC used emails, websites and online forums to elicit data. Studies
on a social media, specifically on the speech act of complaints on Facebook are not yet

discovered.

2.9  The Directness Levels of Complaints

Another aspect of analysis concerns the directness level that Facebook users choose to
formulate their complaint, whereby the term *‘directness’ signifies the degree of face-
threat for the complainee. According to Trosborg (1994), complaints can be expressed at
varying levels of directness ranging from hints and mild disapprovals to severe challenges
in which the complainee is explicitly declared incompetent and irresponsible as a social

member.

Leech (1983: 123-124) has formulated the indirectness scale from the speaker’s as well

as from the hearer’s point of view:

Speaker’s point of view : The indirectness scale on which, from s’s point of view,
illocutions are ordered with respect to the length of the path (in terms of means —

ends analysis) connecting the illocutionary act to its illocutionary goal.

Hearer’s point of view : The indirectness scale can also be formulated from h’s
point of view, in terms of the length of the inferential path by which the force is

derived from the sense.
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The utterance in a complaint may only indirectly express the complainer’s ill feelings
towards the complainee, or these may be phrased in terms of a straightforward accusation
or in terms of moral judgement. In the former case, the complainee has to perform an
inference process to establish a link between what is said and what is truly intended on
the basis of the situational context. By choosing a particular level of directness, the

complainer is able to decide on the conflict potential of the complaint.

Trosborg (1994) stated that characteristically complaints are statements, but this
characteristic by no means distinguishes complaints from other indicative sentences.
Neither can we point to particular modal verbs as indicators of abusive force. Instead, the
directness scale of complaints is formulated according to a semantic scale which express
the severity of the offence. The criteria used for establishing the scale of directness are

the following:

P = Propositional content (complainable)
C = Complainer

A = Accused (complainee)

According to Trosborg (1994), these are the factors determining the directness level of a

complaint:

I. The complainable is or is not expressed directly in the propositional

content. (P describes/ does not describe the complainable)

ii. The complainer’s negative evaluation of the propositional content is

implicitly or explicitly expressed. (P is bad — articulated or implied)
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ii. The agentive involvement of the complainee is implicitly or explicitly

expressed. (A has done P — articulated or implied)

Iv. The complainer’s negative evaluation of the complainee’s behavior is
implicitly or explicitly expressed. (C evaluates A’s action as bad —

articulated or implied)

V. The complainer’s negative evaluation of the complainee as a person is
implicitly or explicitly expressed. (C evaluates A as a bad person —

articulated or implied)

2.10 The Background of Malaysia Airlines

Malaysia Airlines Berhad (MAB) formerly known as Malaysian Airline System Berhad,;
branded as Malaysia Airlines is a major airline operating flights from Kuala Lumpur
International Airport and from secondary hubs in Kota Kinabalu and Kuching to
destinations throughout Asia, Oceania and Europe. Malaysia Airlines is the flag carrier
of Malaysia and a member of the oneworld airline alliance. The company's headquarters
are located at Kuala Lumpur International Airport. In August 2014, the Malaysian
government's sovereign wealth fund Khazanah Nasional—which then owned 69.37% of
the airline—announced its intention to purchase remaining ownership from minority
shareholders and de-list the airline from Malaysia's stock exchange, thereby

renationalising the airline.
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The airline began as Malayan Airways Limited and flew its first commercial flight in
1947. A few years after Singapore's independence, the airline's assets were divided in
1972 to form Singaporean flag carrier Singapore Airlines and Malaysian flag carrier

Malaysian Airline System. Its logo is the wau bulan, a traditional Malaysian kite design.

In 2014, Malaysia Airlines lost two aircraft—Flight 370 and Flight 17—Iess than five
months apart, exacerbating the airline's financial troubles and leading to the
renationalisation of the airline. Prior to 2014, MAS had one of the world's best safety
records—just two fatal accidents in 68 years of operation, including the hijacking in 1977

of Flight 653 that resulted in 100 casualties.

2.11 The Background of American Airlines

American Airlines, Inc. (AA) is a major American airline headquartered in Fort Worth,
Texas. Operating an extensive international and domestic network, American Airlines is
the world's largest airline by fleet size and revenue, and the second largest by number of
destinations served, after United Airlines. It operates from its main hub at Dallas/Fort
Worth, and its hubs at Charlotte, Chicago-O'Hare, Los Angeles, Miami, New York-JFK,
New York-LaGuardia, Philadelphia, Phoenix, and Washington, D.C., while its primary

maintenance base is at Tulsa International Airport.

American Airlines is a founding member of the Oneworld airline alliance, and coordinates
fares, services, and scheduling with fellow alliance partners British Airways, Iberia, and

Finnair in the transatlantic market and with Japan Airlines in the transpacific market.
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Regional service is operated by independent and subsidiary carriers under the brand name

American Eagle. It is a wholly-owned subsidiary of American Airlines Group.

2.12 The History of Facebook

Facebook was founded in 2004 by Mark Zuckerberg at Harvard University. It is a web-
based social utility that was designed to facilitate efficient communication between
family, friends, and coworkers. Seven years later, total membership is estimated to be
over 700 million active users, making Facebook the third largest ‘country’ in the world
and the most visited site on the Internet. As people visit Facebook to share personal
observations, photos and videos in intimate settings, advertising and blatant
commercialism may be seen as intrusive and distracting.  In 2006, Facebook, invited
ten elite companies, including Apples, Amazon.com and Electronic Arts, to set up
company profiles. A year later, they extended the invitation to all companies, then
thousands of whom saw immediate benefits and logged in. A company on Facebook can
establish a rapport with existing and potential clients, post sales information, promotions,
new product announcements and promote those products with engaging drawings and
giveaways. A company can educate its customers by posting research data and relevant
articles, encouraging followers to donate to a supported cause, and informing customers

of upcoming corporate events.

Facebook in particular is expanding the ways users are able to interact online. As the New
York Times puts it, "Facebook is rapidly becoming the Web's dominant social ecosystem
and an essential personal and business networking tool in much of the wired world"
(Stone 2009). Facebook has a number of tools that allow one to talk with other users. It

has its own internal instant messaging system and email message system, but also allows
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users to comment on each other's pages ( i. e. post on their ‘wall’) so that others can see
the conversation and engage as well. One of the few peer reviewed articles dealing with
Facebook discusses how individuals view others based on what they post on their
Facebook pages, or ' profiles' (Walther et al. 2008). The article shows that individuals will
view other individuals differently based on the type of information they post describing
themselves (are they more introverted, etc.). In particular, the study looked at those things
users cannot manipulate (attractiveness in profile pictures, what other people post on your
wall, etc.), versus those they could (your own descriptions of hobbies, etc.). They
concluded that postings from other people have a greater impact on how individuals are
viewed. But what is clear is that postings do have a clear impact on how people are
viewed—whenever anything is posted (by yourself or from another person about you)
there is a clear perlocutionary effect. Because the social networking sites have this sort of
social impact on how a person is perceived, it is undeniable that the linguistic exchange
online has a greater dimension to it than simple locution. Not surprisingly, with these new
tools and their greater social dimension, we find pragmatic force playing a heavier role.
As the Internet has become more of a social platform, users participate more regularly in

speech acts with clear illocutionary force.

2.13 Summary

In this chapter, theories pertaining to the speech act of complaints are presented as well
as the past studies on the act of complaining. It can be concluded that most of the studies
conducted on the speech act of complaints referred to the act of complaining between
native and non-native speakers of English. In other word, previous studies put more
attention on the language acquisition of second language learners but less focus was put

on the difference of the participants’ cultures. Apart from that, many studies on
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pragmatics employed discourse completion tasks (DCT) as the instrument to elicit data
for the studies. Some studies also used role play technique in order to collect data. Studies
on computer mediated discourse (CMC) are still not largely discovered and the literatures
on the CMC studies specifically on Facebook are hardly found. Therefore, the present
study would like to add insight to the existing body of pragmatics knowledge concerning
the realization of the speech act of complaints by Malaysian and American customers on

Facebook.
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CHAPTER 3

METHODOLOGY

3.0 Introduction

This chapter describes the methods used to collect data in this study and explains their
appropriateness to the exploration of the three research questions outlined at the end of
the previous chapter. The literature reviews have assisted the researcher to focus on the

type of research method that is relevant for this area of study.

3.1 Theoretical Framework

The theoretical frameworks of this study are based mainly on the taxonomy of complaints
proposed by Olshtain and Weinbach (1987) and the taxonomy of directness levels by
House and Kasper (1981). In investigating the directness levels of the complaints, the
modality markers for complaint act as proposed also by House and Kasper (1981) was
employed in this study. Although these frameworks are from 1980s, the descriptions and
the linguistic features of each category — complaint categories, directness levels of
complaints, modality markers for complaint act - as well as the examples are given clearly
by the researchers and therefore it serves as a good guideline in analyzing the data in this

study. Thus, this is why these frameworks are chosen for the purpose of this study.
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3.1.1 The Taxonomy of Complaints by Olshtain and Weinbach (1987)

This taxonomy is used to categorize the online complaint categories as applied by
Malaysian and American customers on Facebook. This taxonomy is a scale of the severity
of complaints consists of five categories. These five categories are in fact the five main
strategies which make up the speech act of complaining. It is classified and defined in
terms of the complainer’s position with respect to the hearer’s face and in terms of its

linguistic features.

The table below shows the descriptions of each complaint category and its examples as

presented in the study of Olshtain and Weinbach (1987).

1. Below the

level of
reproach

5. Immediate 2. Expression

of annoyance

threat .
or disapproval

Complaint
Categories

4. Accusation 3. Explicit

and warning complaint

Figure 3.1 : Olshtain and Weinbach’s Taxonomy of Complaint Categories
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3.1.1.1 Below the Level of Reproach

The speaker chooses to minimize Face Threatening of the hearer. The speaker avoids
explicit mention of the offensive event by means of various remarks without directly
blaming the interlocutor. The speaker attempts to minimize cost and maximize

benefit for the hearer even at maximizing cost for the speaker.

Linguistic features : Complete avoidance of direct or indirect reference to either

the event or the H.

Examples Do Never mind, nothing serious happened.
ii. Could we meet another time?

ii. Such things happen all the time.

3.1.1.2 Expression of Annoyance or Disapproval

These are realizations of disapproval by means of indirect or vague indications that
something has been violated without holding the interlocutor directly responsible. In
these cases, the speaker avoids direct confrontation with the interlocutor and makes
general remarks that something has happened expressing some kind of annoyance at

the violation. There is still avoidance of open face threatening.

Linguistic features : Avoidance of direct and explicit mention of event or
H but very obvious hint at the fact that some event is

considered offensive by the S.

Examples S What a terrible bureaucracy!
ii. Such lack of consideration.

iii. Is this acceptable behavior?
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3.1.1.3 Explicit Complaint

The speaker performs an open Face Threatening Act towards the hearer but no
sanctions are instigated. The speaker explicitly states a direct complaint holding the
interlocutor responsible for such a violation. This is often a direct or unmitigated

complain addressed to the interlocutor's face.

Linguistic features Reference to either H or A, or both.

Example : I. You’re not fair.
ii. You’re inconsiderate
iii. I’ve been waiting here for nearly an hour.
iv. I expected different treatment from a

physician like you.

3.1.1.4 Accusation and Warning

When choosing this strategy, the speaker performs an open Face Threatening Act
and even implies potential sanctions for the hearer. The direct action taken by the
speaker making an explicit complain carries potential consequences for the

interlocutor. Explicit reference to the speaker’s future act will incriminate the hearer.

Linguistic features Future tense; 1st person (S) reference.

Example : I’ll speak to your supervisor.
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3.1.1.5 Immediate Threat

Immediate threat encompasses open attack on H including verbal abuse.

Linguistic features : Present tense; reference to either S or H or both;

expression of immediacy.

Examples : i. I’m not moving one inch unless you change my

appointment.

ii. This is the last time I’m letting you touch my car.

iii. Pay the money right now.

3.1.2 The Taxonomy of Directness Levels by House and Kasper (1981)

This 