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Abstract 

This study was conducted to investigate the impolite complaint strategies that are used by Iranian EFL learners 
and native speakers in relation to social distance. This study also aimed at determining if there were significant 
differences among the strategies used by each group and if there was a significant difference between Iranian 
native speakers of English. To this end, 40 Iranian EFL learners and 20 Americans who were native speakers of 
English participated in this study. To make sure about the homogeneity of Iranian participants the Oxford 
Placement Test (OPT) was conducted. A questionnaire containing 12 different situations was designed by the 
researchers and was given to the participants to express their complaints for each situation. The results revealed 
that there were significant differences among the strategies used by each group; the most common strategy that 
was used by both groups of participants was positive impoliteness and the least common one was bald-on-record. 
Although the most and least common strategies used by both groups were the same, Iranians had a stronger 
tendency for using sarcasm in low social distance situations while natives had a stronger tendency for using 
bald-on-record in high social distance contexts. This study has implications for EFL curriculum designing in Iran 
and can make Iranian EFL instructors familiar with the importance of impoliteness as an indispensable part of 
language. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Background to the Study 

Impoliteness is an insolent manner that disregards accepted social usage (Lewis, 2003). According to Bousfield 
and Locher (2008, p. 3) “impoliteness is behaviour that is face-aggravating in a particular context”. Impoliteness 
is also defined as “communicative strategies designed to attack face, and thereby cause social conflict and 
disharmony” (Culpeper, Bousfield, & Wichmann, 2003, p. 1546). According to Culpeper (2005), impoliteness is 
not (a) incidental face-threat, (b) unintentional, (c) banter, and (d) bald-on record politeness. 

Culpeper (1996) stated that there are different strategies for expressing impoliteness: bald-on record impoliteness, 
positive impoliteness, negative impoliteness, off-record impoliteness, and withhold politeness. Culpeper also 
categorized sarcasm or mock politeness as meta-strategy impoliteness. Bald-on record impoliteness is a direct, 
clear, unambiguous, and concise impolite speech in which face is not irrelevant or minimized. Positive 
impoliteness is the use of strategies employed to harm the addressee’s positive face. Negative impoliteness is the 
use of strategies used to harm the addressee’s negative face. Off-record impoliteness happens when the 
face-threatening act is done by means of an implicature as one attributable intention clearly prevails over any 
others. Withhold politeness is the nonexistence of politeness work where it is supposed to be existed. Sarcasm 
happens when the face-threatening act is done with the use of politeness strategies that are obviously artificial 
and the speaker means the opposite of what is said. 

Impoliteness is quite relevant when the speech acts are performed. The theory of speech act was proposed by 
John Austin in 1962. A speech act is an utterance that serves a function in communication (Austin, 1962). 
According to Richards and Schmidt (2010), in speech act theory, utterances have locutionary and illocutionary 
acts. Locutionary act is the basic literal meaning of the utterance, which is conveyed by the particular words and 
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structures, and illocutionary act is the intention of utterance, which is also called speaker’s intention. In addition 
to locutionary and illocutionary acts, there is another act, which is perlocutionary act. Perlocutionary act is an act 
of speaking or writing which has an action as its aim but which in itself does not affect or constitute the action, 
for example persuading or convincing (Stevenson & Waite, 2011). 

Authentic English conversations are full of informal and impolite expressions that are used by native speakers in 
real interactions. English language teaching usually deals with the formal side of second language interaction 
such as making friends, relating experiences, and expressing likes/dislikes and usually ignores everyday 
communicative realities such as impoliteness, insolence, and discourteousness. Although impoliteness is 
neglected in EFL classrooms, it is possible to be experienced by L2 users in the target-language context or when 
interacting with other L2 users (Mugford, 2008). 

Most foreign language learners rely on the structures of their first languages when they encounter a situation in 
the second language that is new and unfamiliar to them (Corder, 1987). Based on this premise, there is the 
possibility that EFL learners use their first language strategies when they encounter an impolite situation in 
English that can be totally different from strategies that are used by native speakers. Since impoliteness is a 
neglected area in EFL classrooms and EFL learners are not familiar enough with this form of language, teaching 
this kind of language in EFL classrooms and making EFL learners familiar with it, is imperative 

1.2 This Study 

According to Rogers (2004), informal language learning is unstructured, unpurposeful but is the most extensive 
and most important part of all the learning that all of us do in every day of our lives. On the contrary, formal 
language learning is structured, purposeful, and school based. In other words, informal language is acquired by 
daily activities not by regular education. Because of the nature of informal language, it is very difficult for EFL 
learners to learn it correctly and use it properly. 

Having enough language input is necessary for acquiring any sort of language ability (Bahrani & Sim, 2012). 
Since informal and impolite expressions are used by native English speakers in their daily informal 
conversations and these kinds of expressions are not covered by educational programs and English learning 
books, most EFL learners are not familiar enough with these kinds of expressions.  

Mastery of politeness norms and rules can only be complete when impoliteness is also acquired. Most studies 
that have been done on the realm of impoliteness do not properly describe and predict how impoliteness can be 
used by speakers in extended, real-life interactions (Bousfield, 2008). Therefore, performing a study on how 
native and non-native speakers apply impoliteness strategies in the real world situations and interacting with one 
another is really felt necessary by Iranian EFL instructors and teachers including the researchers of the current 
study. 

Social distance is the degree of acceptance or rejection of social intercourse between individuals belonging to 
diverse racial, ethnic, or class groups (Babcock & Gove, 1993). The social distance between two different groups 
or communities influences communication between them, and may affect the way one group learns the language 
of another (Richards & Schmidt, 2010). Social distance is conceptualized in three different ways. A) Affective 
social distance which focuses on affectivity. According to this approach, social distance is associated with the 
amount of sympathy the members of a group feel for another group. B) Normative social distance which refers to 
the commonly accepted and frequently consciously expressed standards about who should be regarded as an 
insider and who an outsider or foreigner. C) Interactive social distance which focuses on the frequency and 
intensity of interactions between two groups. The main idea here is that the more the members of two groups 
interact, the closer they are socially (Karakayali, 2009). 

Since native English speakers and EFL learners have different perceptions of impoliteness expressions while 
performing speech acts and this field of study has not been investigated enough by EFL/ESL researchers, this 
study tries to investigate what impoliteness strategies are used by Iranian EFL learners in the realization of 
complaint speech acts. Moreover, this study is an attempt to determine the differences between Iranian EFL 
learners and native English speakers in using impoliteness strategies in the realization of complaint speech acts 
in relation to social distance as a contextual variable.  

1.3 Research Questions 

This study was an attempt to find answers to the following research questions: 

RQ1. Is there any significant difference among impolite complaint strategies realized by Iranian EFL 
learners? 
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RQ2. Does social distance affect the use of impolite complaint strategies realized by Iranian EFL learners? 

RQ3. Is there any significant difference among the impolite strategies used by native English speakers? 

RQ4. Does social distance significantly affect the use of impolite complaint strategies realized by native 
English speakers? 

RQ5. Is there any significant difference between Iranian EFL learners and native English speakers in the 
frequency use of impolite complaint strategies? 

RQ6 Why do Iranian EFL learners opt for a given impolite complaint strategy? 

1.4 Research Hypotheses 

The following research hypotheses were used for conducting this study: 

H01. There is no significant difference among impolite complaint strategies realized by Iranian EFL 
learners. 

H02. Social distance does not affect the use of impolite complaint strategies realized by Iranian EFL 
learners. 

H03. There is no significant difference among the impolite strategies used by native English speakers. 

H04. Social distance does not significantly affect the use of impolite complaint strategies realized by native 
English speakers. 

H05. There is no significant difference between Iranian EFL learners and native English speakers in the 
frequency use of impolite complaint strategies. 

2. Methodology 

2.1 Participants 

The participants of this study were 40 Iranian M.A. and B.A. students who studied English at Najafabad 
University, Isfahan, Iran, and 60 native English speakers who were university students in the United States. The 
ages of the Iranian participants were between 22 and 30. Iranian participants were selected from M.A. and B.A. 
students of TEFL. The participants were selected non-randomly from M.A. and B.A. students who were 
available and possible to be tested. The Oxford Placement Test (OPT) was conducted to identify that the 
participants were homogeneous and all participants’ general English levels were upper intermediate. The OPT 
was used in this study to estimate the proficiency level of the Iranian EFL learners and to make sure that they 
were homogeneous. The placement test was administered to 80 Iranian participants and 40 of them with higher 
levels of proficiency were selected for the study.  

2.2 Instruments 

OPT, the Multiple Discourse-Completion Task (MDCT), and a structured interview were used in this study as 
instruments. 

2.2.1 OPT 

The OPT provides a reliable and efficient means for placing students properly at the beginning of a course for 
teachers (Allan, 2004). According to Allan (2004), the test has been calibrated against the levels system provided 
by the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: Learning, Teaching, Assessment (commonly 
known as the CEF), which has been adopted by the Association of Language Testers in Europe (ALTE) as well 
as by governments and major institutions, including exam boards, throughout Europe. The OPTs can clearly and 
reliably identify any learner’s CEE level (on the Al to C2 CEE scale) and also provide a score which will show 
where the learner within that band is, e.g., near the top of B1. They can also discriminate at levels above and 
below the CEF scale (Allan, 2004).  

Each Oxford Placement Test Pack consists of two test pads containing enough copies of the Listening and 
Grammar Tests for students, the Teachers’ Introduction, and a Key for the Tests. A cassette accompanies each 
Listening Test. The Oxford Placement Tests can be used with any number of students of English to ensure 
efficient, reliable, and accurate grading and placing of students into classes at all levels from pre-elementary to 
post-proficiency, encompassing the Common European Framework (CEF) levels Al to C2+. They will help 
institutions and individuals to decide on suitable teaching materials. They can also determine realistic learning 
objectives and examination targets for groups or individuals (Allan, 2004).  

Each test is divided into two main sections (Listening Test and Grammar Test), each of 100 items. The first 
section is primarily a test of reading and listening skills, and of vocabulary size, in which the learner’s 
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performance is dependent on applying knowledge of the sound and writing systems of English and on the ability 
to make use of this knowledge at a task-speed well within the competence of a native speaker of English. The 
second section is a test of grammar, vocabulary, and reading skills, tested as far as possible in context. It involves 
a carefully selected range of items with facility values and discrimination indices designed to provide meaningful 
discrimination at each of the levels identified by the Common European Framework (Allan, 2004). 

The test, which was used in the study, was designed for estimating the vocabulary and grammar skills of the 
participants. The test contained 60 multiple-choice questions, among which the first 40 questions were used for 
all participants and the last 20 questions were used for the advanced participants who could finish part 1 without 
problems. Since this test was a standard test, it had acceptable reliability and validity. 

2.2.2 Multiple Discourse-Completion Task (MDCT) 

A Multiple-choice Discourse Completion Task (MDCT) is a kind of task that encourages the participants to 
choose the best response among three, four, or five alternatives (Rezaei, 2010). While all MDCTs should share 
general characteristics, there is no singular definition that clearly explains what an MDCT item should look like 
in order to be referred to as such. The potential of MDCTs in language assessment has been explored in a variety 
of settings and with examinees of more than one ethnicity, language, and proficiency level (Setoguchi, 2008). 
MDCT item format differs across the context and purpose of the intended assessment in which they are being 
used, evolving and adapting to specific needs of various contexts of use (Jianda, 2007; Roever, 2006). 

According to Ahn (2005), using an MDCT has some advantages and disadvantages. The advantages are (a) It is 
easy to administer, (b) Short time to conduct, (c) Easy to analyze students’ performance, and (d) Not an issue of 
interrater reliability. The disadvantages are (a) Students may select the answers carelessly, (b) Hard to agree on 
the most appropriate answer among the native speakers, (c) Hard to measure students’ pragmatic competence, (d) 
No actual language production but only recognition, (e) Difficult to find good distractors, and (f) Low reliability 
compared to other test types.  

To calculate the reliability of the task, the Cronbach’s Alpha was conducted for this purpose. In order to do this a 
pilot study was performed by selecting 10 of the questionnaires randomly. In order to evaluate the validity of the 
task, three experts who had Ph.D. degrees in TEFL were consulted to be sure about the validity of the task. 

2.2.3 Structured Interview  

Interview is defined as “a conversation between an investigator and an individual or a group of individuals in 
order to gather information” (Richards & Schmidt, 2010, p. 298). Interviews are divided into depth interview, 
focused interview, guided interview, structured interview, and unstructured interview. A depth interview is a 
detailed interview which encompasses an extensive range of topics to obtain as much information as possible 
and to discover unknown variables that are introduced during the interview. A focused interview is an interview 
that explores a specific feature of an event or situation, especially with a group of individuals who have had 
similar experience of the event. Guided interview is an interview in which a set of questions that has been 
prepared in advance and that is used to guide and structure the interview is used by the interviewer. Structured 
interview is an interview in which the organization and procedure of the interview, as well as the topics to be 
asked about, the questions, and the order in which they will be presented, have all been determined in advance. 
An unstructured interview is a kind of interview which is investigative in nature with no fixed format (Richards 
& Schmidt, 2010).  

The reason of selecting a structured interview for this study was to understand why the participants choose the 
alternatives for each situation. The interview was designed to elicit the participants’ ideas and reactions when 
they face different situations. The participants were interviewed orally, they were asked to express their reasons 
for choosing alternatives, and their voices were recorded to be transcribed later. After transcribing the 
participants’ answers, the answers were analyzed to detect the participants’ reasons for selecting the alternatives. 

2.3 Data Collection Procedure  

In the first step, the EFL learners were tested by the Oxford Placement Test (OPT) to estimate their proficiency 
levels and to make sure that they were rather homogeneous. After estimating the levels of the participants, the 
situations were piloted to 10 Iranian EFL learners. The Cronbach’s Alpha was used for verifying the reliability. 
In order to make sure of the validity of the situations, three experts who had Ph.D. degrees in the field of TEFL 
were consulted and they were asked to check the situations and express their opinions about the validity of the 
situations based on grammar, vocabulary, and the appropriateness of the options in each situation. After being 
sure about the reliability and validity of the situations, they were given to all participants and they were asked to 
choose one of the alternatives when facing each one of these situations.  
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After collecting the participants’ data, 20 of the Iranian EFL participants were selected randomly and they were 
interviewed through the structured interview to explain their reasons for selecting the alternatives. Because only 
Iranian participants were available, they were chosen for performing the interview and the native participants 
were not interviewed because they were not available. The interviews were recorded digitally by a recording 
device and the recorded data were transcribed for content analysis. Ultimately, the researchers interpreted the 
participants’ answers and the reasons based on them the answers were selected for analyzing the data and making 
conclusions. The questionnaires were sent to the native speakers through email. They were asked to choose one 
of the alternatives or expressed their opinions for each situation and email the questionnaire back to the 
researchers. 

2.4 Data Analysis Framework  

The following impolite strategies were adopted from Culpeper's (1996) impoliteness theory to analyze impolite 
complaints identified in the data. 

• Bald on Record Impoliteness: This form of impoliteness happens when the face-threatening act is 
performed in a direct, clear, unambiguous, and concise way in circumstances where face is not irrelevant or 
minimized. Bald on record impoliteness is regarded as normally being used where there is much face at risk, and 
where there is a purpose on the part of the speaker to attack the face of the hearer and/or where the speaker does 
not have the power to (safely) utter an impolite utterance (Culpeper, 2005).  

• Positive Impoliteness: The super strategy exists for the use of strategies designed to damage the addressee’s 
positive face wants (Culpeper, 1996). These strategies include: a) ignore or snub the other, b) exclude the other 
from the activity, c) disassociate from the other, d) be disinterested, unconcerned, unsympathetic, e) use 
inappropriate identity markers, f) use obscure or secretive language, g) seek disagreement, h) make the other feel 
uncomfortable, i) use taboo words, and j) call the other names (Culpeper, 1996). 

• Negative Impoliteness: Negative impoliteness is “The use of strategies designed to damage the 
addressee’s negative face wants” (Culpeper, 2005, p. 41). The strategies include: a) Frighten, b) Condescend, 
scorn or ridicule, c) Invade the other’s space, d) Explicitly associate H with negative aspect, e) Put H’s 
indebtedness on record, and f) Hinder (Culpeper, 1996). 

• Sarcasm: the FTA is performed with the use of politeness strategies that are obviously insincere, and thus 
remain surface realizations (Culpeper, 1996).  

The strategies ‘off-record impoliteness’ and ‘Withhold politeness’ introduced by Culpeper (1996) were not used 
because they were not performative impolite strategies and were not applicable to data collected. 

3. Results 

In order to analyze the statistical data of this study, Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) software 
Version 22 was used by the researchers. After gathering the elicited data, both descriptive and inferential 
statistics were used to analyze the collected data. Relevant statistics were used to figure out if there was a 
difference between Iranian EFL learners and native English speakers in using impoliteness strategies of 
complaint speech acts. 

3.1 Research Question One 

In order to answer the first research question, the analysis of data included the identification and classification of 
impolite complaint strategies according to data analysis framework of the study that was described above.  

The results are tabulated and displayed based on the impolite complaint strategies namely, Bald on Record, 
Sarcasm, Positive Impoliteness, and Negative Impoliteness across all situations. 

 

Table 1. Frequency and percentages of impolite complaints across all situations for Iranian EFL learners 

Situations 

Strategies 
Bald on Record Sarcasm Negative Impoliteness Positive Impoliteness 

F P (%) F P (%) F P (%) F P (%) 

S1 7 17.5 17 42.5 6 15.0 10 25.0 
S2 7 17.5 2 5.0 21 52.5 10 25.0 
S3 12 30.0 8 20.0 6 15.0 14 35.0 
S4 7 17.5 5 12.5 12 30.0 16 40.0 
S5 11 27.5 14 35.0 7 17.5 8 20.0 
S6 1 2.5 12 30.0 13 32.5 14 35.0 
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Table 3. Chi-square goodness-of-fit for impolite complaints by EFL learners 

 Type of Strategy 

Chi-Square 36.717a 
df 3 
Asymp. Sig. .000 

a. 0 cells (.0%) have expected frequencies less than 5. The minimum expected cell 
frequency is 120.0. 

 

As it can be seen in Table 3, the difference among the frequency use of impolite complaint strategies employed 
by Iranian EFL students was statistically significant X2(3) = 36.717, p≤0.05. According to the above table the 
significance value (0.000) corresponding to this comparison was less than the p value (.05). The conclusion to be 
drawn from these analyses would be that there is a significant difference among the frequency use of impolite 
complaint strategies employed by Iranian EFL students. 

3.2 Research Question Two 

The second research question of the study was posed to check whether social distance affects the use of impolite 
complaint strategies realized by Iranian EFL learners. To answer the question, the distribution of impolite 
complaints in high social distance and low social distance situations was calculated. As it was mentioned earlier, 
the situations in the questionnaire of the study were designed to test the effect of social distance as an 
independent variable. Accordingly, situations 1 and 2 were parallel situations that were only different in terms of 
social distance status; so were situations 3 and 4, 5 and 6, 7 and 8, 9 and 10, 11 and 12. To serve the purpose of 
study systematically, the odd situations (situations 1, 3, 5, 7, 9, and 11) included low social distance status and 
even situations (situations 2, 4, 6, 8, 10, and 12) included high social distance status. 

 

Table 4. Frequency and percentages of impolite complaints in low social distance situations 

Situations 

Strategies 
Bald on Record Sarcasm Negative Impoliteness Positive Impoliteness 

F P (%) F P (%) F P (%) F P (%) 

S1 7 17.5 17 42.5 6 15.0 10 25.0 
S3 12 30.0 8 20.0 6 15.0 14 35.0 
S5 11 27.5 14 35.0 7 17.5 8 20.0 
S7 1 2.5 11 27.5 9 22.5 19 47.5 
S9 5 12.5 9 22.5 13 32.5 13 32.5 
S11 4 10.0 14 35.0 12 30.0 10 25.0 
Total 40  73  53  64  

 

As it is displayed in Table 4, the most frequent impolite complaint strategy used by Iranian EFL learners of the 
study in low social distance situations were sarcastic complaints, registering 73 cases. In low social distance 
situations, positive impolite complaint was used as the second most frequent impolite complaint by Iranian EFL 
participants, recording 64 cases. The third impolite complaint strategy used by participants of the study was 
negative impoliteness, registering 53 cases. And, a total number of 40 bald on record impolite complaints were 
used as the least frequent strategy in low social distance situations. 

 

Table 5. Frequency and percentages of impolite complaints in high social distance situations 

Situations 

Strategies 
Bald on Record Sarcasm Negative Impoliteness Positive Impoliteness 

F P (%) F P (%) F P (%) F P (%) 

S2 7 17.5 2 5.0 21 52.5 10 25.0 
S4 7 17.5 5 12.5 12 30.0 16 40.0 
S6 1 2.5 12 30.0 13 32.5 14 35.0 
S8 4 10.0 11 27.5 1 2.5 24 60.0 
S10 5 12.5 14 35.0 6 15.0 15 37.5 
S12 5 12.5 7 17.5 19 47.5 9 22.5 
Total 29  51  72  88  
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In order to check whether the differences in the frequency use of impolite complaint strategies between high and 
low social distance situations was statistically significant, Chi-square statistical procedure was run. 

 

Table 7. Chi-square for the difference of complaint frequencies by Iranians in high and low social distance 
situations 

 Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square 8.841a 3 .031 
Likelihood Ratio 8.861 3 .031 
Linear-by-Linear Association 7.470 1 .006 
N of Valid Cases 460   

a. 0 cells (0.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 33.00. 

 

As it can be seen in Table 7, the difference among the frequency use of impolite complaint strategies employed 
by Iranian EFL students in high and low social distance situations was statistically significant χ2(3) = 8.841, 
p≤0.05. According to the above table, the significance value (0.031) corresponding to this comparison was less 
than the p value (.05). The results imply that social distance significantly affect the use of impolite complaint 
strategies realized by Iranian EFL learners.  

3.3 Research Question Three  

Another objective of the study was the use of impolite complaint strategies among native English speakers. The 
third research question of the study “is there any significant difference among impolite complaint strategies 
realized by native English speakers?” addressed this objective. To answer the third research question the 
frequency use of impolite complaint strategies realized by native English speakers were calculated and tabulated 
as follows. 

 

Table 8. Frequency and percentages of impolite complaints across all situations for natives 

Situations
Strategies 
Bald on Record Sarcasm Negative Impoliteness Positive Impoliteness 
F P (%) F P (%) F P (%) F P (%) 

S1 5 25.0 4 20.0 3 15.0 8 40.0 
S2 2 10.0 3 15.0 6 30.0 9 45.0 
S3 3 15.0 3 15.0 7 35.0 7 35.0 
S4 10 50.0 3 15.0 6 30.0 1 5.0 
S5 5 25.0 5 25.0 3 15.0 7 35.0 
S6 1 5.0 1 5.0 10 50.0 8 40.0 
S7 1 5.0 5 25.0 0 0.0 14 70.0 
S8 3 15.0 1 5.0 5 25.0 11 55.0 
S9 7 35.0 3 15.0 8 40.0 2 10.0 
S10 3 15.0 11 55.0 4 20.0 2 10.0 
S11 3 15.0 6 30.0 8 40.0 3 15.0 
S12 4 20.0 5 25.0 3 15.0 8 40.0 
Total 47  50  63  80  

 

According to Table 8, the distribution of impolite complaints, namely Bald on Record, Sarcasm, Negative 
Impoliteness, and Positive Impoliteness was not equal across situations. As it is displayed above, the first priority 
was given to Positive Impoliteness by native English speakers to realize complaints impolitely, recording 80 
cases of the strategy. Following Positive Impolite complaints, native English speakers realized 63 Negative 
Impolite complaints as the second most frequent strategy. Sarcasm was realized 50 times as the third most 
frequent impolite complaint strategy by native English speakers. And, the least frequent impolite complaint 
realized by native English speakers of the study was Bald on record, registering 47 cases. 
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influences the choice of impolite complaint strategies or not. To this end, the third research question of the study 
was posed as follows “does social distance significantly affect the use of impolite complaint strategies realized 
by native English speakers?” 

In order to find out whether native English speakers were sensitive to the social distance between the speakers 
and addressee in an interaction and whether the social distance between the speaker and addressee affected the 
choice of impolite complaints realized by native English speakers, the frequency use of impolite complaints were 
calculated in low social distance situations as well as high social distance situations. 

 

Table 11. Frequency and percentages of impolite complaints in low social distance situations for natives 

Situations

Strategies 
Bald on Record Sarcasm Negative Impoliteness Positive Impoliteness 

F P (%) F P (%) F P (%) F P (%) 

S1 5 25.0 4 20.0 3 15.0 8 40.0 
S3 3 15.0 3 15.0 7 35.0 7 35.0 
S5 5 25.0 5 25.0 3 15.0 7 35.0 
S7 1 5.0 5 25.0 0 0.0 14 70.0 
S9 7 35.0 3 15.0 8 40.0 2 10.0 
S11 3 15.0 6 30.0 8 40.0 3 15.0 
Total 24  26  29  41  

 

As displayed in Table 11, the most frequent impolite complaint strategy used by native English speakers of the 
study in low social distance situations was positive impolite complaints, registering 41 cases. In low social 
distance situations, Negative Impoliteness was used as the second most frequent impolite complaint by native 
English speakers, recording 29 cases. The third impolite complaint strategy used by participants of the study was 
Sarcasm, registering 26 cases. And a total number of 24 Bald on Record impolite complaints were used as the 
least frequent strategy in low social distance situations. 

 

Table 12. Frequency and percentages of impolite complaints in high social distance situations for natives 

Situations
Strategies 
Bald on Record Sarcasm Negative Impoliteness Positive Impoliteness 
F P (%) F P (%) F P (%) F P (%) 

S2 2 10.0 3 15.0 6 30.0 9 45.0 
S4 10 50.0 3 15.0 6 30.0 1 5.0 
S6 1 5.0 1 5.0 10 50.0 8 40.0 
S8 3 15.0 1 5.0 5 25.0 11 55.0 
S10 3 15.0 11 55.0 4 20.0 2 10.0 
S12 4 20.0 5 25.0 3 15.0 8 40.0 
Total 23  24  34  39  

 

As for high social distance situations, Table 12 shows that the most frequent strategy preferred by native English 
speakers of the study was positive impolite complaints, recording 39 cases. In line with low social distance 
situations in which the second most frequent strategy was Negative Impolite complaints, in high social distance 
situations the second most frequent strategy used by native English speakers of the study was Negative Impolite 
complaints too, registering 34 cases. As the third strategy, the native English speakers of the study used 24 
sarcasms to realize impolite complaints in high social distance situations. And, a total 23 Bald on Record 
impolite complaint strategies were used as least frequent strategy by the native English speakers of the study. 
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Table 15. Nationality by strategy type cross-tabulation 

 

Strategy 

Total 
Bald on 
Record Sarcasm 

Negative 
Impoliteness 

Positive 
Impoliteness 

Nationality Iranian EFL 
Learners 

Count 69 124 125 162 480 
% within Nationality 14.4% 25.8% 26.0% 33.8% 100.0% 
% within Strategy 59.5% 71.3% 66.5% 66.9% 66.7% 
% of Total 9.6% 17.2% 17.4% 22.5% 66.7% 

English 
Native 
Speakers 

Count 47 50 63 80 240 
% within Nationality 19.6% 20.8% 26.3% 33.3% 100.0% 
% within Strategy 40.5% 28.7% 33.5% 33.1% 33.3% 
% of Total 6.5% 6.9% 8.8% 11.1% 33.3% 

Total Count 116 174 188 242 720 
% within Nationality 16.1% 24.2% 26.1% 33.6% 100.0% 
% within Strategy 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
% of Total 16.1% 24.2% 26.1% 33.6% 100.0% 

 

According to above cross-tabulation of strategy type by groups of participants, the distribution of impolite 
complaints follows the a similar pattern among the participants of the both groups; that is to say, Positive 
Impoliteness followed by Negative Impoliteness, Sarcasm, and Bald on Record as the most frequent strategies 
respectively. However, the frequency use of impolite complaint strategies was not equal among the participants 
of the two groups. 

Although the frequency use of impolite compliant strategies by English native speakers and Iranian EFL learners 
was different, inferential statistics were required to make sure the differences in the frequency use of impolite 
complaint strategies between the two groups was statistically significant. Therefore, Chi-square statistical 
procedure was run. 

 

Table 16. Chi-square for the difference of complaint frequencies by natives and Iranian EFL learners 

 Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square 4.360a 3 .225 
Likelihood Ratio 4.320 3 .229 
Linear-by-Linear Association .465 1 .496 
N of Valid Cases 720   

a. 0 cells (0.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 38.67. 

 

According to Table 16, the difference among the frequency use of impolite complaint strategies realized by 
English native speakers and Iranian EFL learners was not statistically significant χ2(3) = 4.360, p≤0.05. 
According to the above table, the significance value (0.225) corresponding to this comparison was greater than 
the p value (.05). The results imply that there is not any significant difference between Iranian EFL learners and 
English native speakers in the frequency use of impolite complaint strategies.  

3.6 Research Question Six 

As stated in chapter three one of the instruments of data collection was a structured interview. The interview was 
designed in this study to identify the reason of impolite complaint strategies used by Iranian EFL students as the 
last research question of the study was “Why do Iranian EFL learners opt for a given impolite complaint 
strategy?”  

For the interview the researcher selected 20 participants of the study after they had filled in the questionnaire and 
posed a single question to them. The question was “why did you choose …… strategy in situation…..?”. After 
recording the participants’ responses, the researcher transcribed them carefully to classify the participants’’ 
responses to interview question.  

Out of twenty participants, eleven interviewees stated that “they prefer to be more sarcastic to addressees to 
whom they had low social distance”; that is to say, one of the reasons for opting for sarcasm as an impolite 
complaint strategy among Iranian EFL learners was the degree to which the participants were familiar with the 
addressee. This was in line with the results of the second question in which it was found that social distance 
significantly affect the use of impolite complaint strategies realized by Iranian EFL learners. In answer to the 
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second research question it was also revealed that the most frequent impolite complaint strategy in low social 
distance was sarcasm. 

Three of the interviewees had a complete different opinion and said that “they would rather be more direct to 
friends and relatives and more sarcastic with strangers because she would never see strangers again”.  

Another reason referred to by participants of the study as a reason for choosing impolite complaints was the 
compliance by the addressee. Eighteen out of twenty interviewees stated that “friendly complaints have a 
stronger potentiality to be accepted by addressees and that is why they selected positive impolite complaint 
strategies”. The participants’ responses were consistent with the general patterns of the frequency use of 
impolite complaint strategies by Iranian EFL learners. In answer to research question one, it was revealed that 
the most frequent impolite complaint strategy among Iranian EFL learners was positive impoliteness. 

Moreover, it was highlighted by fifteen participants of the study that “social distance is an effective factor in 
choosing the impolite complaint strategy”. This finding was consistent with the results of the second question in 
which it was found that social distance significantly affect the use of impolite complaint strategies realized by 
Iranian EFL learners. 

4. Discussion 

The summary of the results elaborated in the previous section is restated here: based on the statistical analysis of 
the results, both descriptive and inferential, it was revealed that a) there were significant differences among the 
impolite strategies used by Iranian EFL learners, b) social distance affected the use of impolite complaint 
strategies realized by Iranian EFL learners, c) there were significant differences among the impolite strategies 
used by native English speakers, d) social distance did not significantly affect the use of impolite complaint 
strategies realized by native English speakers, and e) there was no significant difference between Iranian EFL 
learners and native English speakers in the frequency use of impolite complaint strategies. 

4.1 Impolite Complaint Strategies by Iranian EFL Learners 

The first research hypothesis stated that there is no significant difference among impolite complaint strategies 
realized by Iranian EFL learners. The results of the analyses rejected the hypothesis because there were 
significant differences among the impolite strategies realized by Iranian EFL learners. 

Allami and Montazeri (2012) examined the strategies that are used by Iranian EFL learners for expressing 
complaints. The data were collected through a 24-item English Discourse Completion Task (DCT) to which 40 
male and female EFL learners were asked to provide short responses. The responses were coded based on micro 
(17 categories) and macro (7 categories) coding scales. Learners’ confidence in their own pragmatic ability was 
assessed through self-assessment scores. The results of their study revealed that most participants preferred to 
express their complaint directly.  

These results are in line with the findings of current since the most common strategy used by Iranian participants 
was positive impoliteness which is a kind of expressing the opinion directly. Although Iranian participants 
avoided being very impolite, they tried expressing their complaints directly. 

Ghahraman and Nakhle (2013) conducted a study to make a contrastive cross-cultural pragmatic analysis 
between native Canadian speakers and Iranian EFL learners with regard to the speech act of complaint. The 
participants of the study were 20 Canadian university students majoring in different fields and 20 among Iranian 
EFL learners, respectively. The results of the study revealed that different complaint speech acts were used by 
Iranian participants and there were significant different differences among them. 

These findings are in line with the results of the current study since in both studies Iranian participants used 
different strategies for expressing their complaints and there were significant differences among them. It can be 
noted that different people have different realizations of complaint speech acts. 

The preference of Iranian EFL learners for different impolite complaint strategies could be influenced by 
contextual variables, including social distance and power relations, in which the language is used. According to 
Brown and Levinson (1987) the social distance between the interlocutors is one of the measures that is taken to 
account by the interlocutors when performing a speech act in relation to politeness/impoliteness. The Iranian 
EFL learners of the study and have opted for different impolite complaints that best fits the social distance of the 
situation in which they complained. 

4.2 Social Distance and Use of Impolite Complaint Strategies by Iranian EFL Learners 

The second research hypothesis stated that social distance does not significantly affect the use of impolite 
complaint strategies realized by Iranian EFL learners. The results of the analyses revealed that there were 
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significant differences among the strategies used by Iranian participants based on social distance. Therefore, this 
research hypothesis was rejected. 

Ahmadian and Eslami-Rasekh (2011) explored the strategies used by Iranians Americans when they want to 
express their reprimands. Twenty five Americans and 35 Iranians participated in this study in four situations. 
Interviews were carried out to find out the participants’ perceptions regarding reprimanding strategies. The study 
suggested that there are indeed differences between these two cultures regarding this speech act. They also 
concluded that social distance is the important factor in the way the Iranians reprimand while it was not the case 
for Americans.  

These results are in line with the findings of the present study because the results of the current study revealed 
that social distance is an important factor in realizing the complaint speech acts by Iranian participants. It was 
found that there was a significant difference in realization of the complaint speech acts by Iranian participants 
based on different social distances.  

The results of the current study confirm the findings of the study that was done by Ghahraman and Nakhle (2013) 
who stated that social power is an important that causes differential use of complaint utterances by Iranian EFL 
learners. 

The results once again highlight the impact of contextual variables such as social distance and social power, as 
explained in politeness theory by Brown and Levinson (1987). The Iranian EFL learners of the study seem to be 
sensitive to the social distance between them and their interlocutors when they are going to express their 
complaints impolitely.  

4.3 Impolite Complaint Strategies by Native English Speakers 

The third research hypothesis stated that there is no significant difference among impolite complaint strategies 
realized by English native speakers. The results revealed that there were significant differences among impolite 
complaint strategies realized by English native speakers. Therefore, this research hypothesis was rejected. 

Zhang (2001) used a Discourse Completion Task to elicit complaints in 8 hypothetical situations from 94 
subjects, 32 Chinese longer-term residents with an average length of 3.2 years’ residence in the U.S., 30 Chinese 
short-term residents who had stayed in the U.S for an average of 0.5 year, and 32 Americans. The findings 
showed significant differences among the strategies that were used by American participants. 

These findings are parallel with the results of the current study since in both studies the American participants 
used different complaint strategies and there were significant differences among the strategies that were used by 
them. The results of the present study are also in line with the findings of the study that was done by Ghahraman 
and Nakhle (2013). They stated that various complaint speech acts were used by Canadians and there were 
significant differences among them.  

4.4 Social Distance and Use of Impolite Complaint Strategies by Native English Speakers 

The fourth research hypothesis states that social distance does not significantly affect the use of impolite 
complaint strategies realized by native English speakers. The results of the analyses revealed that there were 
significant differences among the strategies used by native participants based on social distance. Therefore, this 
research hypothesis was rejected.  

Zhang (2001) stated that social distance significantly affected the performance of complaining of American and 
Chinese participants in his study. Therefore, these two studies are parallel with each other since they both stated 
that social distance significantly influence the realization of complain speech by native English speakers. These 
results are also in line with the findings of the study done by Ghahraman and Nakhle (2013). They stated that 
social distance significantly affects the speech acts that are used by native English speakers in expressing 
complaints. 

On the other hand, Ahmadian and Eslami-Rasekh (2011) stated that social distance significantly affected the 
complaint strategies used by Iranian participants but not by American participants in their study. Therefore, the 
results of their study are not parallel with the results of the current study because in the present study social 
distance was an important factor in realizing the complaint speech acts by the American participants. 

According to Brown and Levinson’s (1987) theory of politeness, the impact of social distance as one of the 
contextual variables could be one the reason based on which different impolite strategies are used. 
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4.5 Difference between Iranian EFL Learners and Native English Speakers in the Frequency Use of Impolite 
Complaint Strategies 

To test this research hypothesis all impoliteness strategies that were used by Iranian EFL learners and native 
speakers of English in all 12 situations of the study were scrutinized and they were all counted and tabulated. In 
addition, inferential analyses were conducted to examine the possible differences between Iranian EFL learners 
and native speakers of English in using impoliteness strategies used in different situations. The most common 
impoliteness strategy that was used by Iranian and native speakers was positive impoliteness and the least 
common strategy was bald-on-record. It can be noted that both Iranian EFL learners and native speakers of 
English had similar preferences for impoliteness strategies used when complaining. That is to say, both groups 
intended to express their complaints directly.  

Tajeddin et al. (2014) investigated native English speakers and EFL learners’ perception of impoliteness. 
Seventy-five native speakers and 177 EFL learners were administered a discourse completion task for the speech 
act of apology accompanied by responses violating politeness by various degrees. Participants were asked to 
assess the degree of impoliteness embedded in each response and to write down their assessment comments. 
Content analysis of respondents’ comments indicated that both groups mentioned similar impoliteness criteria. 
However, the analysis of frequency counts displayed significant differences between the two groups in their 
degree of preference for each impoliteness criterion.  

These findings are not in line with the results of the current study because in this study the differences were not 
significant in most situations. Although there were differences between Iranian EFL learners and native speakers 
of English in this study in using impoliteness strategies, the most and least common strategies that were 
employed by these two groups of participants were the same and the differences of using impoliteness strategies 
were not significant between Iranian EFL learners and native speakers of English. 

Kim (2008) investigated the pragmatic proficiency of complaint in certain situations. A discourse completion test 
(DCT) was administered to 35 Korean college learners enrolled in regular English courses. The results showed 
that complaints are too direct in the EFL cultural context as produced by Korean speakers of English; sometimes 
these subjects’ complaints are actually realized through direct criticism. Most of students fail to demonstrate the 
high level of pragmatic competence, and they are not able to carry out strategies appropriate to the native 
speakers. 

These results are not in line with the findings of the present study since Iranian EFL learners of this study 
preferred to express their complaints more indirectly than Korean EFL learners did. It can be concluded that the 
complaint speech act strategies are more similar between English and Persian in comparison between Korean 
and English, since Persian and English both belong to the same language family which is Indo-European 
languages. 

Deveci (2010) investigated the complaint speech used by Turkish EFL learners in two different situations: 
speaking to a commiserating teacher and speaking to a contradicting teacher. Four kinds of data sources were 
used to collect data in the classroom: twenty native English speakers’ role-plays, twenty-five Turkish native 
speakers’ role-plays, and forty students’ role-plays. The subjects’ complaint speech act sets were a coding 
scheme borrowed from a previously conducted study by Murphy and Neu (1996). The findings revealed that 
when speaking to the commiserating teacher, students made both positive and negative transfer in using 
“demand”. The students speaking to the contradicting teacher made positive transfer in the components 
“explanation of purpose”, “complaint”, and “justification”. The component “demand” was subject to negative 
transfer.  

These results are in line with the findings of the current study since Turkish EFL learners like Iranian EFL 
learners preferred to be more indirect in low social distance and more direct in high social distance for 
expressing complaints. It can also be concluded that the behavior of the interlocutor can be an important factor 
on using the kind of the complaint speech act by the speaker.  

Based on the results of the current study and comparison of the results with previous studies, it is deduced that 
language speakers are inspired by the culture dominating the community in which speakers interact. Accordingly, 
differences and similarities might be observed between the speech acts used by speakers coming from different 
linguistics backgrounds. However, the similarities between Iranian EFL learners and native English speakers 
could be due to the fact that although both groups used the same language in this study, it was observed that both 
groups’ interactions are constrained by similar socio-cultural norms. 
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5. Conclusions 

Undoubtedly, impoliteness is an important aspect of language and it has been studied by so many researchers 
(Bousfield, 2008; Culpeper, 1996, 2005; Dynel, 2013; Furman, 2011; Keykhayee, 2013; Laitinen, 2011). 
Although most studies and teaching methods focused on politeness (Khatib & Lotfi, 2015), impoliteness 
attracted the attention of researchers (Lowe, 2009) as well, since acquiring good competency and fluency is 
almost impossible without being familiar with impolite language (Tanck, 2002). Therefore, an attempt was made 
in this study to investigate the impoliteness strategies that are used by Iranian EFL learners and native speakers 
of English in complaint speech acts and to figure out the differences between Iranian EFL learners and native 
speakers of English in using the impoliteness strategies in relation to social distance.  

After conducting the study and doing the necessary statistical analyses, it was found that all impoliteness 
strategies were used by both Iranian EFL learners and native speakers of English. The most common strategy 
that was used by both groups was positive impoliteness and the least common one was bald-on-record. In 
addition, the differences among the strategies used by each group were significant. It can be concluded that both 
groups did not want to appear so impolite but they tried to express their complaints directly the way that their 
interlocutors understand they are unsatisfied with the situation.  

The results of the social distance analyses revealed that social distance is influential in the realization of impolite 
complaints as native speakers preferred to use different impolite complaints in low and high social distance 
situations. Moreover, Iranian EFL learners seem to be sensitive to the degree to which they are familiar with the 
addressee (social distance) when complaining. Iranian EFL learners used sarcasm in low social distance 
situations to perform a complaint. As sarcasm is a brand of humor (Loewen, 2016) it may help to express the 
speakers’ dissatisfaction not that bitterly. Accordingly, in low social distance, Iranians prefer to use sarcastic 
language to expressing their complaints with a sense of humor. Native speakers avoid expressing their 
complaints indirectly and they would like to be direct through a positive impolite complaint. Therefore, social 
distance seems to act to some extent similarly in Persian and English culture as far as impolite complaint 
realization is concerned. 

6. Implications 

As previously mentioned, impoliteness is an important feature of language and acquiring fluency in language is 
almost impossible without having enough familiarity with it (Tanck, 2002). Impolite expressions are used to 
some extent by all native speakers of all languages; thus, without having the knowledge of it, EFL learners are 
unable to understand native speakers precisely, and it hinders their learning process. Therefore, this study would 
inform Iranian EFL learners of the importance of impoliteness, and recommend them improve their general 
proficiency in this regard more effectively.  

This study would also help Iranian EFL instructors with teaching impoliteness to their students properly; and it 
suggests Iranian EFL instructors familiarize EFL learners with impolite complaints with regards to such 
contextual variables as social distance. It would also help them to teach the cultural differences between Iranians 
and native speakers of English to their students and enable them to use these expressions in these two contexts 
properly. This study also would help curriculum designers in Iran to put this function of language in their 
curricula and make Iranian EFL learners a have better understanding of authentic conversations by native 
speakers and improve their general English knowledge more quickly and effectively. This study, it is hoped, to 
help Iranian EFL learners become familiar with the impolite strategies that are used by native speakers of 
English for expressing complaints and gain more native-like competency. 

7. Limitations 

In conducting the present study, some limitations were confronted which can potentially restrict the 
generalizability of the results. First, the Iranian participants of the study were restricted to upper-intermediate 
EFL learners, whereas examining other levels of proficiency might produce different results. Second, the number 
of participants, especially native speakers was very limited; by increasing the number of participants, more 
comprehensive results can be acquired. Third, the study was limited to complaint speech act; other speech acts 
can be put under investigation. Fourth, the number of situations was limited to only 12 situations; by using 
increasing the number of situations, more inclusive results can be obtained.  
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