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‘Espero su favorable respuesta.’ Expectations and complaints in L1 Japanese, L1  

Portuguese L2 learners of Spanish  

1. Introduction  

Areas of focus in intercultural pragmatics include examination of how interlocutors 

succeed in communicating messages and interpreting them from other interlocutors, interaction 

between native and non-native speakers, lingua franca communication, multilingual discourse, 

and language use by multilingual individuals (Kecskés, 2014, 2020). Kecskés (2014) lays 

foundational groundwork for this approach, focusing on dynamic systems of communication 

between interlocutors, guided by context, common ground, and salience, all of which are filtered 

through the experiences of the interlocutors. In dynamic oral discourses, this may lead to more 

pronounced L1 transference, but what about in written communication? In this modality, how 

can we expect L1 transference to appear in the production of complaints as speech acts?  

Expressive speech acts, such as apologies and complaints (Searle, 1977), are 

characterized by the expression of a psychological state of the speaker regarding a specific event. 

Based on previous research on complaints across different modalities, complaints can take 

notably different forms, especially regarding their surrounding context. Expectations play a large 

role not only in native speaker production of complaints (Bolívar, 2002; Márquez-Reiter, 2005; 

Vásquez, 2011), but also in intercultural complaints (Gallaher, 2014; Tamanaha, 2003; Tokano, 

1997). Drawing on a sociocognitive perspective, which highlights how learners process their L2 

interactions through the lens of their past experiences with their L1 (Kecskés, 2014, 2020), 

similarities in L2 production can be explained by universal norms or the acquisition of L2 norms, 
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whereas differences may be attributed to the influence of the learners’ L1. Examples of 

interlanguage complaints show signs of L1 transference, although proficiency seems to lessen 

this transference (Tamanaha, 2003). As such, the principal aim of this investigation is to examine 

the structuring of L2 Spanish complaints by speakers of differing L1s. Using data from the 

Corpus de aprendices del español (CAES, In English: Corpus of Spanish Learners) (Rojos & 

Palacios, 2022), a taxonomy of oral complaints (Tamanaha, 2003) will be used to initially 

analyze the speech act structure of complaints from computer delivered written discourse 

completion task (DCT) responses by L1 speakers of Japanese and Portuguese.  

2. Previous Research  

2.1 Complaints and their structures in Spanish  

The speech act of complaint can generally be defined as a scenario in which a speaker 

expresses dissatisfaction at the results of an event that can be considered disfavorable to 

themselves, wherein the dissatisfaction is aimed at another interlocutor (Olshtain & Weinbach, 

1993). Previous research regarding complaints in Spanish focuses on monolingual contexts, 

primarily analyzing spoken interactions (Bolívar, 2002; Márquez-Reiter, 2005). Bolívar (2002) 

conducted one of the earliest studies exploring the use of complaints in monolingual Venezuelan 

Spanish, focusing on how complaints are expressed in both public and private settings in 

Caracas. Overall, Bolívar (2002) reported that complaints can occur in sequences of five acts, but 

that those composed of three acts were most common. These acts could include evaluations of 

the people who committed the offense, directives, warnings, requests for repair, and moralizing 

instructions, among others. The study revealed some situational variation in the frequency of 

alerters and requests for repair, with these speech acts being more common in the public sphere. 

These findings highlight a greater expectation to adhere to specific social norms in public 

settings.  
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Márquez-Reiter (2005) expands the research on complaints in telephone calls by 

examining how complaints in Uruguayan Spanish are constructed towards a caregiver service 

company. Calls were sorted into two primary categories: those where the initial goal of the 

callers was to complain about an alleged previously requested service, and those where 

complaints emerged following a request denial. When the initial goal was to complain, 

complaints were initiated after the call-taker’s initial contribution, following a three-turn 

constructional unit. When they emerged in the conversation, complaints were initiated in the 

middle of the conversation or at the beginning of a business exchange. In either case, callers 

tended to utter their complaints at the first possible chance.  

The two categories of calls differed structurally; complaints as the main goal were usually 

initiated with a summary of misgivings, followed by further elaboration in the subsequent turns. 

These accounts given by the callers were interpreted as justifications, and the explanations 

involved descriptions of personal circumstances that include factual and/or socio-emotional 

information. Callers employed many verbal sub-strategies, such as mentioning the 

urgency/immediacy of their needs, reiterating claims, or expressing ridicule, yet callers 

demonstrate a lack of tentativeness. The data from Bolívar (2002) and Márquez-Reiter (2005) 

provide key information on the nature of complaints in Spanish, in that complaints are rarely 

enacted alone, and that interactions that take place with unknown interlocutors show a tendency 

to elicit requests for repair. Expectations in both also play key roles, in that unmet expectations 

were foundational for the complaints themselves.  

In computer mediated discourse (CMD) complaints, Vásquez (2011) demonstrates that 

expectations also play a large role. Her analysis examined a corpus of a total of 100 negative 
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reviews extracted from TripAdvisor, regarding travel destinations and accommodations. This 

research was guided by two points: the extent to which TripAdvisor complaints display the 

defining characteristics of complaints, and the directness of these complaints. Notably, alongside 

the complaints, recommendations were among the most frequently occurring speech acts, but 

advice and warnings were also noted to appear. In terms of directness, the majority of the 

complaints were directed towards third parties using the TripAdvisor website, constituting 

primarily indirect complaints.  

In summary, these complaints follow similar patterns to complaints found in previous 

research, in that: 1) they occur within speech act sets and 2) unmet expectations play a 

considerable role in characterizing these complaints. At the same time, modality also plays a 

large role in defining the characterization of complaints. For example, since the complaints in 

Vásquez (2011) were placed on a website designed to give other travelers advice, advice and 

suggestions should be naturally expected to occur at the forefront of these same complaints. How 

different speakers choose to use specific narrative structures suggests that author subjectivity is 

an important factor in enacting complaints, and this also plays a role in the expectations that each 

author will have.  

2.2 Intercultural Complaints and Speaker Proficiency  

Regarding complaints by L2 speakers, there is considerable research in the field. Tokano 

(1997) provided insight into L2 complaints by native speakers of Japanese, comparing their 

production of complaints in their native L1 and target L2 language. 34 Japanese university 

students who had never studied English outside of their home country completed 9 DCTs in their 

L1 Japanese and L2 English, along with a brief evaluation that measured perceived offense of the 

situations on a Likert scale. As a control group, 32 American university students also completed 
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the same tasks in their native English. The 9 DCTs were differentiated by the social power within 

the situation, aiming to examine how the participants acted in the face of differing social 

dynamics: one with the Speaker (S) in a higher position than the Hearer (H) (S > H), another 

with the S in a lower position than the H (S < H), and a third where both S and H were equal (S = 

H).  

In general, the results indicated that Japanese speakers in their native language (JJ) and 

the target language (JE) ask for immediate redress, while American speakers (AE) try to 

negotiate whether or not the H is willing to provide the redress first. JJ and JE tended to perceive 

the situation as negative towards them more strongly than AE. JE also explicitly stated their 

perception of American speakers as more likely to ask for a direct redress, something which 

prompted them to provide more direct responses than either L1 group. This perception of target 

L1 speakers clearly affects L2 production, to the point where the L2 complaints were 

significantly different from actual L1 complaints. At the same time, both JJ and JE were often 

worried about how their complaints would be received and the potential loss of face, something 

AE were not concerned with.  

Examining L1 Japanese speakers from a different perspective, Tamanaha’s dissertation 

(2003) examines apologies and complaints, comparing 20 Japanese native speakers, 24 English 

native speakers, and 24 American L2 learners of Japanese at intermediate (n=13) and advanced 

(n=11) proficiencies. The participants completed three role-play situations for apologies and 

complaints, for which power relationships and close social distance between the interlocutors 

were not varied. The results indicated notable cross-cultural differences between English and 

Japanese native speakers, where Japanese speakers were more indirect and used more mitigation 
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strategies than the English speakers. These mitigation tactics took the form of hints or annoyance 

statements, where English speakers more often produced direct accusations, a direct move, or a 

request to the situation. Advanced learners of Japanese more closely approximated Japanese 

speakers than did the intermediate proficiency speakers, although both showed signs of transfer 

from their native English. Both used direct strategies more often than Japanese speakers, and the 

intermediate speakers had trouble producing many forms due to grammatical errors. Advanced 

speakers acted similarly to Japanese speakers in terms of sequential organization, often starting 

with a hint or a preparatory question. This research highlights the importance of grammatical 

proficiency when enacting these speech acts, as their complex nature requires sophisticated 

linguistic skills.  

Gallaher (2014) also shows a notable effect of L1 on direct complaints, focusing on  

American learners of Russian in comparison to native speakers of Russian and English. 30 

English speakers, 20 Russian speakers, and 37 American L2 learners of Russian completed both 

open-ended oral discourse completion questionnaires (DCQs) and a post questionnaire 

assessment. The post questionnaire focused on evaluations of the degree of offense in each 

scenario and asked the participants to describe the obligation to express complaints. Overall, the 

analysis indicated major differences between American speakers and Russian speakers, which 

appeared as negative transference in the American learners of Russian. Russian speakers 

particularly stood out from the other two groups in that they showed a strong tendency to educate 

the complainee on how to behave properly, reprimanding both strangers and friends. American 

speakers and L2 learners avoided criticism of unknown people to the extent of acknowledging 

mutual responsibility in some circumstances, which never occurred with the Russian speakers. 

Because of a cultural expectation to openly educate both friends and strangers how to interact 

socially, Russian speakers were more likely to speak out in all situations, except when interacting 
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with professors. English speakers, on the other hand, were more indirect and attempted to avoid 

personal judgments.  

  These three studies examining L2 complaints by Japanese, English, and Russian speakers 

provide us with several takeaways. Expectations can affect transfer from the L1; speakers 

produce different complaints in their native language compared to the L2; but, L2 speakers can 

also approximate L1 norms. Given the varied ways in which L2 speakers produce complaints in 

their target language, examination of how speakers of different L1s produce complaints in L2 

Spanish will provide insight into the factors that make up this complex phenomenon.  

3. Method  

3.1 Research Objectives  

Based on this previous research in sociocognitive theory (Kecskés, 2014, 2020), L1 

complaints, and speech acts in CMD, I establish the following three research questions to be 

answered through qualitative and quantitative analysis.  

RQ1. How do expectations differ between L1 speakers of Japanese and Portuguese in these 

computer delivered written DCTs?  

RQ2. Do L1 speakers of Japanese and Portuguese order their complaints in similar or different 

ways in these computer delivered written DCTs?  

RQ3. What external and internal modifiers accompany complaints by L1 speakers of Japanese 

and Portuguese in these computer delivered written DCTs?  

3.2 Instrument & Participants  

The data from this analysis comes from the Corpus de aprendices del español (CAES) 

(Rojos & Palacios, 2022), where L2 students from different L1 backgrounds responded to a 
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series of written DCT roleplay tasks. DCTs have been criticized by many due to a purported lack 

of validity, but their ability to collect easily comparable data from a large group of participants 

make this instrument ideal for analyzing this corpus data (Schneider, 2018). L2 speakers in this 

corpus are organized by different L1, Proficiency, and Age, along with other factors such as 

contacts in Hispanic countries. The focus of this study is L2 speakers of Spanish who are either 

L1 speakers of Japanese (JP) and Portuguese (PT)1. A total of 39 responses were considered as 

part of the data set, from a total of 18 L1 Japanese speakers and 21 Portuguese speakers. All 

speakers were rated at the B1 level of the Common European Framework of Reference for 

Languages (CEFR). Corpus participants responded to a series of up to three computer delivered 

written DCTs, with different situations posed to participants of differing proficiency levels. For 

the B1 participants, the DCT that this study focuses on is as follows:  

“- Escribir una carta con una queja dirigida a una compañía aérea por pérdida de equipaje  

(175-200 palabras) (Rojos & Palacios, 2022).”  

‘Write a letter with a complaint directed towards an airline company due to lost baggage  

(175-200 words)’  

3.3 Data analysis  

Geluykens (2020) highlights the importance of analyzing both quantitative and qualitative 

data in written DCTs, especially since this data can diverge from data collected in naturalistic 

environments. As such, the present analysis employs measurements for both types of data. The 

qualitative analysis focuses on the expectations of speakers, following the methodology outlined 

in Saldaña (2016), wherein codes are generated as words or short phrases that encompass the 

essence of a specific text. These codes are compared and refined before being sorted into larger 

 
1 Speakers with contacts in Hispanic countries were excluded from the analysis in order to focus on L1 effects with 

less L2 influence  
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categories. Prominent themes for each L1 group will be compared, in order to identify similar 

and different themes between them.  

Quantitative analysis is used to analyze the structure, other speech acts in usage, and 

modifiers that accompany complaints. Structure will focus on the turns and previous utterances 

that precede the complaint, aiming to determine how complaints are set up. This also includes an 

analysis of following acts, so as to see how speakers behave once the complaint is uttered.  

Strategies used when complaining follows a taxonomy adapted from Tamanaha (2003), as 

indicated below. Abbreviations of each variable are included in brackets, so as to reference each 

one easily during the presentation of results. When available within the dataset, examples of each 

strategy are provided; strategies with N/A indicate that they did not appear in the dataset. English 

translations attempt to mirror the style of the original texts, while any texts in  

Spanish are reproduced exactly as appears in the original corpus.  

Complaint strategies (adapted from Tamanaha 2003)  

1. [NR] No explicit reproach: Asserts something besides the situation in question  

a. Hints ‘Tenia un problema de equipaje cuando llegué a Madrid’  

(Speaker 1787, L1 JP)  

2. [EA] Expression of annoyance or disapproval: expresses the speaker’s frustration of the 

situation  

a. Annoyance ‘En realidad, no me recuerdo que me han molestado más que aquel 

día’ (Speaker 996, L1 PT)  

b. Bad consequences ‘Sin eso, voy a morir’ (Speaker 2438, L1 JP)  

3. [A] Accusation: establishes the hearer as a potential or certain agent of the situation  

a. Indirect accusation ‘Le escribo por mi equipaje perdido miéntras su vuelo’  

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?dSqjWW
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(Speaker 1458, L1 JP)  

b. Direct accusation ‘Porque su compañía aérea perdió mi equipaje’ (Speaker 1794,  

L1 JP)  

4. [B] Blaming: presupposes the offense of the accused party.  

a. Modified blame  N/A  

b. Explicit condemnation of the accused’s action  N/A  

c. Explicit condemnation of the accused as a person  N/A  

External and internal modification surrounding complaints are also described by Tamanaha  

(2003), whose taxonomy is also adapted for this study.  

External modification (adapted from Tamanaha 2003)  

1. [SP] Preparators: warning to the complainee of an upcoming complaint ‘Pero ahora tengo 

un problema grave’ (Speaker 2439, L1 JP)  

2. [SD] Disarmers: lessen the face-threatening of a complaint  

a. Softener ‘mi equipaje simplemente no llego en el aeropurto…’ (Speaker 595, L1  

PT)  

b. Pleaser ‘Durante el viaje me lo pasé muy bien’ (Speaker 1794, L1 JP)  

c. Apology (with or without a connective) ‘Lo siento mucho que le molesta…’  

(Speaker 2458, L1 JP)  

d. Own responsibility N/A  

3. [SA] Account: personal reasons for why a situation is complainable ‘...que use su avion, y 

perdió mi equipaje’ (Speaker 1808, L1 JP)  

4. [SE] Providing evidence: attempts to give explicit information regarding why the 

situation is complainable  ‘Hasta hoy no lo recuperó’ (Speaker 1794, L1 JP)  

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?jwhPhu
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5. [SW] Sweetener: flatters the complainee in order to correct the situation ‘Yo siempre 

viajo de avión por su compaña aérea’ (Speaker 1984, L1 JP)  

6. [SC] Cost minimizing: highlight specific factors to minimize costs to the complainee N/A  

7. [SR] Promise of a reward: offers a reward in order to increase chances of compliance  

N/A  

8. [SM] Mutual consideration: where the speaker considers that they would want a similar 

reaction if they committed a similar offense ‘Por eso tengo ganar de siempre mantener 

buena relación con su companía’ (Speaker 1794, L1 JP)  

9. [SG] Alternative suggestion: suggests a less common alternative  N/A  

10. [SQ] Preparatory question: a question that aids in complaining ‘Le envío este mensaje 

para saber si está buscando o no’ (Speaker 2438, L1 JP)  

11. [SS] Substantiation: proves the speaker’s justification in complaining  

a. Aggravating the offense ‘Ya que soy un cliente muy antiguo…’ (Speaker 412, L1  

PT)  

b. Repeated action ‘...entonces volví al aeropuerto y mi dicieron la misma cosa,pero, 

nuevamente, nadie me llamó.’ (Speaker 1358, L1 PT)  

c. Lack of consideration ‘Si este empleado de ustedes hubiera llamado al avión más 

temprano, mis perteneces ya estarían en mis manos…’ (Speaker 994, L1 PT)  

d. No excuse ‘...pero tampoco es justo no tener una respuesta de ustedes.’ (Speaker  

966, L1 PT)  

e. General nuisance ‘...pues está me molestando demasiado’ (Speaker 407, L1 PT)  
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f. A breach of contract or promise ‘... necesito de una indemnización por todo que 

he gastado y más por daños que el accidente generó’ (Speaker 368, L1 PT)  

g. Deceived expectations ‘...mis expectativas fueron muchíssimamente frustradas…’  

(Speaker 599, L1 PT)  

h. Nuisance to others  N/A  

i. Appeal to moral consciousness ‘...la compañía aérea es la responsable por el 

ocorrido, en ese caso la TAM’ (Speaker 364, L1 PT)  

j. Jokes or sarcastic remarks  N/A  

Internal modification (adapted from Tamanaha 2003)  

1. [D] Downgraders: mitigate the circumstances and reduce the blame placed on the 

complainee  

a. Downgraders ‘No son objetos muy valorosos…’ (Speaker 407, L1 PT)  

b. Understaters ‘... por eso no es difícil para identificarlo’ (Speaker 243, L1 JP)  

c. Hedges ‘Mi maleta perdida es un poco grande…’ (Speaker 1794, L1 JP)  

d. Subjectivizers ‘Creia poder recuperlala en seguida.’ (Speaker 1787, L1 JP)  

e. Cajolers ‘Para vosotros pareceréis caro pero si considera el perdido creo que es 

normal…’ (Speaker 2433, L1 JP)  

f. Appealers ‘Espero su favorable respuesta’ (Speaker 1787, L1 JP)  

2. [U] Upgraders: increase the impact of a complaint through aggravation  

a. Intensifiers ‘Nos quedamos muy preocupados…’ (Speaker 966, L1 PT)  

b. Commitment upgraders ‘Estoy segura que pueden compensarlo imediatamente’  

(Speaker 1787, L1 JP)  

c. Lexical intensification ‘...este rollo que me está poniendo loca!’  

(Speaker 591, L1 PT)  
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Usage of complaint strategies, external and internal modification by speaker groups will be 

compared so as to note any differences or similarities between them.  

4. Results  

  First, let us examine the results of the thematic analysis. The similarities and differences 

in themes that appear from this analysis serve as the foundation for analyzing expectations in the 

following data analyses. A total of 34 themes were identified within the data set, with 23 

occurring in common between both groups. The most commonly occurring themes are listed in 

Table 1 below, with a key term used for further discussion. A list of all 23 commonly occurring 

themes is included in Appendix A below.  

Theme  Key Term  

3. Complainee's previous actions to resolve the 

complainable situation  

  

[PREVIOUS ACTION]  

4. Contact Information  

 

[CONTACT]  

5. Contents of the luggage  

 

[CONTENTS]  

6. Delayed retrieval  

 

[DELAY]  

7. Description of luggage 

  

[DESCRIPTION]  

11. How complainable situation occurred 

  

[SITUATION]  

16. Monetary compensation  

 

[MONEY]  

Table 1. Themes in common by L1 Japanese and Portuguese speakers 

  Of these themes, two themes appeared most often among both L1 groups: those being, 6. 

[DELAY] and 11. [SITUATION]. Importantly, although both groups shared many themes in 
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common, the frequency of occurrence of these themes was different between the two groups. 

Graph #1 of L1 Japanese speakers and Graph #2 of L1 Portuguese speakers contrast these 

differences, where following themes 6. [DELAY] and 11. [SITUATION], different themes 

appeared commonly in the dataset.  

 
Figure 1. Common themes by L1 JP Speaker 

 
Figure 2. Common themes by L1 PT Speakers  
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After 6. [DELAY] and 11. [SITUATION], L1 Japanese speakers opted to use  

7. [DESCRIPTION], 4. [CONTACT], and 5. [CONTENTS], in the order listed. This is in 

contrast to L1 Portuguese speakers, who instead opted to use 16. [MONEY],  

7. [DESCRIPTION], 5. [CONTENTS], and 3. [PREVIOUS ACTION] to resolve the 

complainable situation. Both graphs include the commonly used themes by the other L1s, in 

order to highlight the difference in usage of these themes across groups. Of particular interest is 

theme 16. [MONEY]. Although L1 Portuguese speakers show a high degree of use of this theme 

in the data set, L1 Japanese speakers employed this theme considerably less. The difference in 

terms of expected compensation can be further contrasted when considering the themes that were 

unique to each L1 group, as shown in Table 2 below. These themes are also included in Appendix 

A, for convenience of comparison with the other common themes.  

JP  PT  

Theme  Occurrence  Theme  Occurrence  

Vague compensation  2  Inconvenience due to delay  8  

Apology  1  Legal action  6  

Inconvenience in retrieval  

from airport  

1  Bad service upon trying to resolve  4  

Lack of complainee's ability  

to do anything  

1  Bad state of luggage  2  

No urgency  1  Legal right to compensation  1  

    Understanding of the situation  1  

Table 2.  Themes Unique to each L1 

 

The unique themes used by Japanese speakers include a wide variety of themes, each one used 

relatively few times. One speaker apologizes for inconveniencing the airline by requesting that 
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the luggage be sent to their house, though they remind the airline that it has inconvenienced the 

complainee by losing the luggage in the first place. Another speaker notes that the loss of the 

luggage has no effect on the complainee, and that the airline can simply take its time in returning 

the luggage. The use of vague compensation, along with the much lower use of theme  

16. [MONEY], shows how L1 Japanese speakers expect that the company will be cooperative, 

and that these complaints are the first step towards resolving the issue at hand.  

On the other hand, Portuguese speakers show a higher usage of themes relating to the law 

and previously encountered bad service. This, combined with the high reference to #3.  

[PREVIOUS ACTION] to resolve the complainable situation and #16. [MONEY], indicates that 

Portuguese speakers have already gone through several steps to address the complainable 

situation, using this message as a final resort to achieve a desired outcome. The emphasis of a 

threat or mention of a right to legal action and expected monetary compensation go hand in hand 

with the repeated bad service or state of the luggage; the company has been uncooperative over 

an extended period of time, and the speakers have reached their limit.  

Overall, even if many of the themes that appear in the complaints share commonalities 

between the L1s, there are notable differences in terms of usage by speakers of Japanese and 

Portuguese. Along with the unique themes that appear in each L1, we can see clear differences in 

the expectations by speaker L1. These themes directly align with the head act of the complaint 

and supporting moves around it through external modification, which will be discussed in the 

following subsections.  

4.2 Strategy and order of complaints  

Using Tamanaha (2003)’s taxonomy of complaints, complaints were categorized 

according to the strategy used, from the lowest [NR] No explicit reproach, [EA] Expression of 
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annoyance or disapproval, [A] Accusation, and [B] Blaming, the highest level of complaint. The 

distribution of strategies according to L1 of the speaker are indicated in Graph #3.  

   

Graph #3. L1 and Complaint Strategy  

Two similarities between L1 speakers of Japanese and Portuguese are the complete lack 

of [B] Blaming and the low usage of [EA] Expression of annoyance or disapproval. Speakers 

instead opt for [NR] no explicit reproach or [A], where L1 Portuguese speakers seem to prefer 

[NR] No explicit reproach and L1 Japanese speakers [A] Accusation. An example of each 

strategy follows in examples (1) and (2) below.  

(1) “Like that, when I arrived in Lisbon my luggage disappeared. (Speaker 945, L1 PT)”2  

 
2 All examples produced by L2 corpus participants have been translated into English for convenience. The original 

Spanish versions of all excerpts are included in Appendix B.  
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(2) “My name is Pablo Picaso who used your service, and (you 2P Formal) lost my 

luggage. (Speaker 1808, L1 JP)”  

Example (1) by an L1 Portuguese speaker clearly shows no explicit reference to the 

complainable event, where the complaint is produced as a notice of the luggage’s disappearance. 

These complaints are usually situated within the larger narrative of a speaker, where the speaker 

describes the complainable situation as a personal narrative, followed by the actions they took to 

resolve the situation. In contrast, Example (2) by an L1 speaker of Japanese shows a direct 

accusation aimed at the service provider, with a brief explanation of the circumstances 

surrounding the luggage’s disappearance.  

Further examining the choices used for [EA] and [A], Graph #4 examines the usage of 

either [EA] a. annoyance or b. bad consequences by speakers of both L1s. Graph #5 then 

indicates the usage of [A] as an a. indirect or b. direct accusation.  
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Graph #4. L1 and Expression of annoyance or disapproval [EA]  

  

Graph #5. L1 and Accusation [A]  

Regarding [EA], L1 Portuguese speakers show equal distributions of both a. annoyance 

and b. bad consequences, where L1 Japanese show a slight preference towards a. annoyance. 

However, this strategy was the least popular by either group, and the overall usage was still quite 

low for both groups. [A] shows an equal distribution of a. indirect and b. direct accusation for L1  

Japanese speakers, but a high usage of b. direct accusation by Portuguese speakers. Through this, 

[A] can be seen as a general strategy by L1 Japanese speakers, but when L1 Portuguese speakers 

employ [A], it is part of the ‘last resort’ mindset.  

The order of the complaints by each group were relatively similar: the messages begin 

with an Opener, followed by a narrative with an embedded complaint and description of the 

luggage/its contents, followed again by a single or series of directives, and a Closer that usually 

included the speakers’ contact information. Strikingly, the largest differences between the two 
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groups is the extended narratives that L1 Portuguese speakers produced surrounding the 

complaint, and the abundance of threats in L1 Portuguese complaints. Where L1 Japanese 

speakers produced much shorter complaints overall, the narrative styles of complaining are 

contrasted in examples (3) and (4).  

(3)  “Dear sirs; My name is Ayako. I will write an email because you have lost my luggage 

when I used your services on my last trip. (Speaker 2076, L1 JP)”  

(4) “Hello, my name is mister Helder Sacks. On the 13th of February, I traveled with my 

girlfriend, miss Jessica, to the USA, where we spent a lot of money. Well, what happened was 

that my luggage got lost. When we returned to Spain, our luggage was not there. We spoke with 

the company at the airport, but they told us that they could not do anything. (Speaker 966, L1 

PT)”  

Example (3) by an L1 Japanese speaker exhibits a short and direct complaint, stating 

simply the purpose for writing the message and the loss of the luggage. In contrast, Example (4) 

by an L1 Portuguese speaker describes their trip, followed by a longer narrative, conveying the 

order in which the speaker noticed the loss of their luggage before speaking to the company at 

the airport.  

Threats, although infrequently occurring in L1 Japanese data, mainly occurred in the L1 

Portuguese data. The two following examples, (5) and (6) demonstrate the difference in threats 

that occur in the two language sets.  

(5) “I will wait until the end of the month. If you find it, call me please.  

(Speaker 2438, L1 JP)”  

(6) “I would hate to initiate a judicial process, but this situation is already unsustainable. I 

see no other alternative. I will call my lawyer the day after tomorrow if nothing happens by this 

date. (Speaker 412, L1 PT)”  
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The threats from L1 Japanese speakers are vague in terms of consequences but set limits 

regarding acceptable time periods for action. L1 Portuguese speakers tend to use more direct 

threats, occasionally mentioning legal action, and can even employ multiple threats a few lines 

apart. Repetition of important themes is a characteristic of the complaints by L1 Portuguese 

speakers, a topic that will be further elaborated in the following subsection and the Discussion.  

From the differences in style and the overall presence of threats, we can see how the 

expectations that appear from the thematic analysis for each L1 group affect the ordering of the 

complaints. As part of the expectation of cooperation by the service provider, L1 Japanese 

speakers limit the content of the message to pertinent points of the complaint and set vague limits 

for further action, as they expect the company to be willing to help resolve the circumstances. L1 

Portuguese speakers instead describe their previous actions as unsuccessful, and the following 

legal threats that can occur as a final motivator to spur the service provider to finally act.  

4.3 External and internal modification  

External and internal modification occur extensively with the complaints, with notable 

similarities and differences between speakers of the two L1s. Focusing first on external 

modifiers, Graph #6 below indicates the overall usage of external modifiers. Here we can 

compare speakers of both Japanese and Portuguese in the overall dataset.  
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Graph #6. Usage of internal and external modifiers in speakers of Japanese and Portuguese  

In general, the external modifiers that appeared most frequently in the data sets of both 

Japanese and Portuguese speakers were [SA] Account, and [SE] Evidence. Both [SA] and [SE] 

accounted for a large portion of the data set, as speakers in both languages engaged in providing 

narrative accounts of their circumstances and evidence for the negative effects of the 

complainable event on them, the speaker. Often, the [SP] Preparator was usually embedded with 

the [SA] and the head act of the complaint, all within the opener of the complaint. This led to the 

formation of a large and complex act from the speaker, as in examples (7) and (8).  

(7) “Hello. Written this email because we need your help. Used your plane last week to go to 

Spain. Upon returning to Japan, one of my friends lost his luggage. We asked a flight attendant, 

but they said that it was not on the plane. It’s been a long time, but he hasn’t gotten it back.  

(Speaker 2445, L1 JP)”  
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(8)  “My name is Guilherme Pereira and I come by means of this email to speak about a problem 

that happened last week, that being that my luggage was lost and a week has passed and nothing 

has changed. (Speaker 364, L1 PT)”  

This similarity in use of external modification appears to be a common strategy for 

speakers of L1 Japanese and L1 Portuguese. The use of [SS] as well appears in both groups, 

though speakers of Portuguese use them considerably more than speakers of Japanese. This can 

also be seen in the wide variety of [SS] used by L1 Portuguese speakers, as in example (9) below.  

(9) “And I thought: how could they do this to me? [SS]g. This is not something normal. [SS]g. 

But, it is something that the company should worry about. [SS]i. I don’t know what happened 

with my luggage because they didn’t explain. [SS]a. (Speaker 1372, L1 PT)”  

Even so, both groups still show notable differences. For example, the use of [SD] and 

[SW] was much more common in L1 Japanese speakers. Some examples of these usages can be 

seen in (10) and (11) below, where L1 Japanese speakers use this external modification to disarm 

the complaint or praise the airline for other services.  

(10) “At the airport in Madrid the employees did necessary things so that my suitcase to the 

return to Japan (Tokyo) like other suitcases. [SD] I don’t know anything why my suitcase is 

lost.  

(Speaker 1794, L1 JP)”  

(11) “The other day I used your company to travel to the European countries. Thank you very 

much for a very comfortable flight. [SW] But there is a problem regarding my luggage.  

(Speaker 2437, L1 JP)”  
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These uses of [SD] and [SW] can be seen as attempts to lessen the attack on the hearer’s face, 

emphasizing the loss of the luggage by contrasting with a previous positive or neutral evaluation.  

These uses of diminishers differ greatly from their use by L1 speakers of Portuguese, who rarely 

use them in the first place. Example 12 provides an excellent demonstration of how [SD] is used 

by L1 Portuguese speakers.  

(12) “Some type of confusion has occurred with my luggage [SD], and the company lost it.  

(Speaker 599, L1 PT)”  

The participant begins with a [SD] Disarmer as a means to introduce the complainable event, 

before directly accusing the service provider of having lost the luggage. This strategy of 

beginning with a smaller claim before making a stronger one occurs again, as will be discussed 

when examining the data on internal modification.  

Regarding internal modification, there are again notable similarities and differences 

between the two groups. Usage of  [D] Downgraders and [U] Upgraders are compared in Graphs 

#7 and #8, respectively.  
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Graph #7. Use of [D] Downgraders by L1 Japanese and L1 Portuguese speakers  

  

  

Graph #8. Use of [U] Upgraders by L1 Japanese and L1 Portuguese speakers  

Across both groups, L1 speakers of Japanese and Portuguese used [U]a. Intensifiers most, as a 

practice of internal modification. These were often terms such as “muy” or “grave”, which were 

meant to intensify the situation at hand. Though it may appear at a glance that L1 Portuguese 

speakers used more internal modification than L1 Japanese speakers, this can be attributed to the 

size of the responses, which will be further explained when discussing limitations.   

Upon examining the use of [D] Downgraders, we can see the largest difference in the two 

L1 speaker groups. L1 speakers of Japanese employ the entire range of [D], further emphasizing 

their attention to face management in the face of a complaint. This can most clearly be seen in 

example (13), a specific case where one participant was surprisingly unconcerned with the 

complainable situation.  
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(13) “It was a very good [SW] flight. Here I wanted to confirm where my luggage is. After 

arriving in Dubai, an operator told me that the service that I used to go to Spain which is called 

Fly Emirates, lost my luggage…There is nothing special [D]b, just [D]a clothes and things that I 

bought in Spain, so the situation is totally good [D]a for me. (Speaker 2469, L1 JP)” In this 

unusual case, we can see [D]a. Downgraders and [D]b. Understaters being used in combination 

with a [SW] Sweetener, all to highlight how unremarkable the situation is. This indicates that the 

participant is likely confident that through this communication with the service provider, they 

will be able to achieve their desired outcome.  

L1 Speakers of Portuguese show limited use of [D] in general, though a few cases still 

occur within the data analyzed. These cases are notable, as in example (14), where the [D] is 

used to state the simplicity of the situation and how ridiculous the lack of action from the service 

provider is.  

(14) “My luggage simply [D]b didn’t arrive at the airport and nobody from the company does 

anything! (Speaker 595, L1 PT)”  

This use of [D] is not necessarily a diminisher of the situation; rather, it serves to strengthen the 

complaint by reproaching the service provider for its inability to address the concern in spite of 

the simplicity of the situation. Such a use of Downgraders mirrors the use of [SD] Disarmers in 

external modification, and demonstrates the commitment of L1 Portuguese speakers to the attack 

on the hearer’s face.  

In summation, some trends regarding use of [SA] and [SE] as external modifiers and [U]a 

Intensifiers by speakers of both languages. L1 Speakers of Japanese employ a wide range of 

modifiers when producing the complaint, as a strategy to manage how face-threatening the 

complaint is. As another part of the narrative structure of these complaints, L1 Portuguese 

speakers show a more limited use of external and internal modification to strengthen their claim.  
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They are fully committed to the complaint, and do not show concern over threatening the 

hearer’s face, as also shown by the increased threats in their complaint strategies.  

5. Discussion  

Based on the results from the thematic analysis, we can see how similar and different 

expectations appear within the two L1 groups. Parallel to one another, both groups address the 

luggage, its description, and both groups attempt to showcase cooperation on their part. They 

order their complaints in similar manners, focusing heavily on elements that relay the narrative 

component to the hearer, the service provider. In addition, they both use upgraders to intensify 

the severity of the situation. Through these traits, we can see a general picture of a complaint to a 

service provider, where speakers provide relevant information while stressing the importance of 

resolving the complainable situation.  

Even if the similarities allow the responses to be identified as complaints, there are 

notable differences in expectations, which appear based on the frequency of usage. A wide 

variety of themes appear within the L1 Japanese speaker dataset, within which even apologies 

and a complete lack of concern appear sparsely. Even the uniquely appearing themes in the L1 

Japanese data show that strategies are varied, and that the concern felt by individual speakers is 

overshadowed by their confidence that this interaction will spur the service provider to resolve 

the situation. This trend of varied themes is mirrored in the wide range of external and internal 

modifiers that they use, reflecting an attempt to manage how face-threatening the act of 

complaint is towards the service provider. Tokano (1997) similarly finds that L1 Japanese 

speakers are very concerned by the management of face across a variety of social environments, 

and metapragmatic data from the study shows that they are explicitly concerned by how the 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?jXUUfL
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hearer will receive the complaint. Their directness at the moment of complaint is something that 

Tokano (1997) and Tamanaha (2003) also describe, where their strong evaluation of the situation 

negatively affecting the speaker allows them to be direct in their complaints. Increased directness 

is a common trend in L2 complaints (Gallaher, 2014; Tamanaha, 2003; Tokano, 1997), although 

speaker proficiency and perception of complaints in the culture can have an effect as well 

(Gallaher, 2014; Tokano, 1997).  

In spite of a lack of previous complaint research in L2 production by L1 Portuguese 

speakers, the stark contrast in recurring themes along with its unique themes shows a strong 

commitment to the complaint as a speech act. Participants seem to be at the final step in 

contacting the company, with the repeated lack of cooperation as a signifier that the company is 

not particularly interested in resolving the issue. Because of this expected lack of cooperation, L1 

Portuguese speakers focus on using strong themes and intensifying external and internal 

modifiers so as to stress the urgency in their desire to resolve the situation. Even though they 

describe the complaint through a hint at who was to blame for the loss of the luggage, their 

preference for direct accusations when they do accuse shows that they have little qualms over 

who to blame. In fact, these hints as to the loss of the luggage seem to occur primarily because of 

the narrative nature of their complaints, which form large accounts that describe their previous 

actions to resolve the situation in depth. The fact that the complaints occur in the L2 may also 

account for the directness of the complaints, a factor that has been shown to have an effect in 

previous studies (Gallaher, 2014; Tamanaha, 2003; Tokano, 1997). Directness appears to be a 

characteristic of L2 speech acts in general, especially at lower proficiencies. Biesenbach-Lucas 

(2006) examined how non-native speakers of English formulate low and high imposition emails 

to faculty, focusing on the directness employed. Overall, requests were found to be realized 

through direct strategies and hints, differing from the indirect strategies found in other settings.  

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ag4027
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?AypCUj
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?WEDQLf
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https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?WEDQLf
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Both native and non-native speakers use the same general strategies, but non-native speakers 

showed less flexibility in terms of linguistic features, idiomatic expressions, and transferable 

conventions from letter writing to email. The lessened flexibility by the L2 speakers in the 

present study may account for some of the directness, something that Tokano (1997) also admits.  

An interesting connection between the strategy of positive/neutral comment to emphasize 

a negative aspect was noted, in that a similar strategy was found in Vásquez (2011) in her review 

of online complaints on TripAdvisor. The reviews themselves contained one or more positive 

statements, of which several included contrastive adverbs so as to contrast an overall negative 

experience with a positive remark (Vásquez, 2011). Often, these positive appraisals were 

indicated to be anomalies within an overall negative experience (Vásquez, 2011), another 

characteristic mirrored by L1 Portuguese speakers. The strategy of complaining through contrast 

of positive or neutral evaluation before a stronger negative comment is worth examining further, 

especially since this type of strategy appears to be restricted to written complaints. Vásquez 

(2011) notes that the more positive elements tended to appear first in the review, something 

which was not seen in the L1 Portuguese data from this study. However, considering the aim of 

TripAdvisor complaints being directed at a more general audience rather than just the singular 

service provider, these findings highlight the importance of considering different audiences when 

formulating a complaint.  

Regardless of these intriguing findings, there are many considerations that limit the 

significance of these results. First of all, there was a considerable size difference in terms of the 

average word counts between L1 speakers of Japanese and Portuguese. The average word count 

of the L1 Japanese data set was 103 words, whereas the average word count of the L1 Portuguese 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?0K4mXZ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?F9rIJq
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?plgbkC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?plgbkC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?plgbkC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?J1bfa5
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?J1bfa5
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?J1bfa5
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?LdTpCp
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data set was 186. Many of the responses from the L1 Japanese speakers were also unfinished, 

some not including Openers, Closers, or some of the messages simply being cut off. These 

discrepancies indicate that this activity was likely quite difficult for them, considering that 

complaints are formed by a series of supporting moves and a head act. Although this was not 

necessarily a concern for the L1 Portuguese speakers, there was a noticeable transference of 

orthography and semantic features from Portuguese into their L2 Spanish. Considering the level 

of proficiency of both speaker groups, B1 on the CEFR, this task may have been especially 

challenging for the L1 Japanese speakers.  

Most importantly, it is difficult to couch these findings within a sociocognitive 

framework, considering that there was no interactional data, nor was there any elicitation of 

metapragmatic data. The dynamicity of the sociocognitive approach (Kecskés, 2014, 2020) 

stresses that meaning is generated through interplay and negotiation by both interlocutors: the 

speaker and the hearer. By only including a single turn from one interlocutor, we cannot observe 

the negotiation of meaning between the involved parties. Interactional competence is a key 

ability in negotiating complaints, something that cannot be observed through a single turn in 

written DCT data. Metapragmatic data is especially important when considering the development 

of advanced language abilities (Ishihara, 2019), and the awareness of L1 norms and the agency in 

choosing to imitate them or not is key in determining how expectations guide a complaint. These 

limits are difficult to address with the current data set, as one cannot elicit further data from the 

corpus (Rojos & Palacios, 2022). These findings should instead be taken as an initial step in 

determining what expectations may guide L2 learners of Spanish, especially when they are L1 

speakers of different languages.  

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?dVWtId
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?dVWtId
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?dVWtId
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https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?GCLzzF
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?GCLzzF
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?GCLzzF
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6. Conclusion  

In conclusion, the expectations that appear in the qualitative portion of the analysis 

appear to guide the employment of different complaint strategies and the pragmalinguistic 

elements of external and internal modification. Similarities allow us to identify the language 

produced as a complaint, while the differences highlight varied expectations when producing a 

complaint. L1 Japanese speakers show a repeated tendency to be aware of face management 

through their employment of a wide range of strategies and pragmalinguistic elements to address 

the complaint. In contrast, L1 Portuguese speakers emphasize a continued lack of action, enacted 

through a strong commitment to the complaint and a lack of additional face management towards 

the hearer. Further analysis could include a perception task by L1 speakers of Spanish, to see 

how the meaning of the complaint is conveyed, a step towards analyzing the dynamicity of the  

situation.    
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Appendix A: Thematic Analysis General Results 

Common Themes  

Theme  Key Term  Japanese Occurrences  Portuguese Occurrences  

1. Betrayed 

expectations  

[BETRAYED]  1  3  

2. Call to action  [ACTION]  7  9  

3. Complainee's 

previous actions to 

resolve  

[PREVIOUS  
ACTION]  

5  15  

4. Contact  
Information  

[CONTACT]  12  12  

5. Contents of the 

luggage  

[CONTENTS]  9  17  

6. Delayed retrieval  [DELAY]  18  20  

7. Description of 

luggage  

[DESCRIPTION]  14  17  

8. Easy to identify  [IDENTIFIABLE]  3  1  

9. Emotional state  [EMOTION]  2  7  

10. Flight specific 

information  

[FLIGHT]  4  2  

11. How complainable 

situation occurred  

[SITUATION]  17  19  

12. Importance of the 

luggage  

[IMPORTANCE]  7  7  
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13. Lack of 

notification from 

company  

[NOTIFICATION]  7  8  

14. Location of 

luggage  

[LOCATION]  7  4  

15. Maintain good 

relations  
[RELATIONS]  1  1  

16. Monetary 

compensation  

[MONEY]  3  18  

17. Moral 
consideration/  
obligation of 

company  

[MORAL]  4  5  

18. Positive 

evaluation of 

previous service  

[POSITIVE]  4  2  

19. Repeat customer  [REPEAT]  2  4  

20. Sentimental value  [SENTIMENTAL]  1  1  

21. Strange/ unnatural  [STRANGE]  2  2  

22. Unnecessary 

spending  

[UNNECESSARY]  2  6  

23. Urgency in 

retrieval  

[URGENT]  2  2  

Language Specific Themes    

Japanese  Count  Portuguese  Count  
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Vague compensation  2  Inconvenience due to 

delay  

8  

Apology  1  Legal action  6  

Inconvenience in 

retrieval from airport  

1  Bad service upon trying 

to resolve  

4  

Lack of complainee’s 

ability to do anything  

1  Bad state of luggage  2  

No urgency  1  Legal right to 

compensation  

1  

  Understanding of the 

situation  

1  

  

  

Appendix B: Original Text for Translated Examples  

(1) Así, cuándo llegué en Lisboa mi equipaje disapareció. (Speaker 945, L1 PT)  

(2) Me llamo Pablo Picaso que use su avion, y perdió mi equipaje. (Speaker 1808, L1 JP) 

(3)  Estimados señores; Me llamo Ayako. Le voy a escribir un correo electrónico 

porque me ha perdido mi equipaje cuando usándolo en mi último viaje en tu avión. 

(Speaker 2076, L1 JP) (4)  A Iberia; Hola, mi nombre es señor Helder Sacks. En el dia 

trece de Febrero, yo viaje con mi novia, señora Jessica, hasta E.E.U.U, donde hemos 

gastado muchisimos. Pues, lo que sucede es que mi equipaje se perdió. Cuando 

volvemos a España, nuestra equipaje no estaba aqui. Hablamos con la compañía en el 

aeropuerto, pero nos dicieron que no podrian hacer nadie. (Speaker 966, L1 PT)  

(5) Espero hasta el fin de este mes. Si lo encuentre, me llama por favor. (Speaker 2438, L1 

JP)  

(6) Me molestaría tener que iniciar un proceso judicial, pero esta situación ya está 

insostenible. No veo otra alternativa. Llamaré a mi abogado pasado mañana si nada 

suceder hasta esta fecha. (Speaker 412, L1 PT)  

(7) Hola. Escrito este correo porque necesitamos su ayuda. Usaron su avión semana pasada 

para ir a España. Al volver a Japón, uno de mis amigos perdí su equipaje. Preguntamos 

a una azafata, pero dijo que no había en el avión. Hace mucho tiempo, pero no lo 

recuperó. (Speaker 2445, L1 JP)  
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(8) Me llamo Guilherme Pereira y vengo por medio de ese correo electrónico para hablar 

de un problema que ocurrió semana pasada, o que se pasó fue que mí equipaje fue 

perdida y se pasó una semana y nada de nuevo cambió. (Speaker 364, L1 PT)  

(9) Yo pensè: ¿como podem hacer eso comigo? No tratase de algo normal. Pero, es algo 

que la companhia deveria preocuparse. No sé lo que houve con mi equipaje porque no 

explicaram. (Speaker 1372, L1 PT)  

(10) En el aeropuerto de Madrid,los empleados hicen cosas necessarias para mi maleta a la 

vuelta a Japón(Tokio)como otras maletas. No sé nada porqué mi maleta está perdida. 

(Speaker 1794, L1 JP)  

(11) El otro día yo he usado tu compañía para viajar por los países europeos. Muchisimas 

grasias por un viaje muy comodo. Pero hay un problema sobre mi equiopaje. (Speaker 

2437, L1 JP)  

(12) He ocurrido algún tipo de confusión con mi equipaje, y la compañia la perdió. (Speaker 

599, L1 PT)  

(13) Era muy buen viaje. Aquí quería confirmar dónde está mi equipaje. Después de llegar al 

aeropuerto de Dubái, un operador me dijo que el servicio que utilicé para ir a España 

que se llama Fly Emirates, perdió mi equipaje. Número de avión es 654 HJB. Día: 5 de 

mayo.  

Horario: Salida a las 3 de la tarde. No hay nada especial, solo ropa y cosas que compré en  

España , entonces esta situación está totalmente bien para mí . (Speaker 2469, L1 JP)  

(14) mi equipaje simplemente no llego en el aeropurto y nadie de la compania hace nada!  

(Speaker 595, L1 PT)   
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