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Abstract- In the present study, I examined pragmatic failure in compliment responses among Saudi Arabic speakers of 
English. The findings of the study show that Saudi participants did not produce target-like compliment responses in many of 
the given situations. In addition, proficiency level did not play a role in producing target-like compliment responses. These 
findings tell us that it is very important to raise our students’ awareness of the acceptable sociocultural norms. In other 
words, L2 speakers need to be aware of the rules of politeness and the appropriate speech act formulas within the target 
culture. Language teachers should introduce their students to some compliment responses and show them how they differ 
from those that are produced by native English speakers. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
Communicating in a second/foreign language is a 
complex process that requires linguistic and 
pragmatic competence. Second language (L2) 
speakers are greatly influenced by their native 
sociolinguistic norms. When L2 learners speak, they 
bring their own culture to the table of social 
interactions. They use linguistic elements and tools of 
their first language encounters. They might say 
something that is considered as an inappropriate reply 
or response to native speakers of a certain language. 
Praising a girl for being fat in Mauritania (western 
African country) is considered a compliment, while in 
America it is perceived as an insult (Al Falasi 2007). 
Many language teachers put their major efforts in 
teaching linguistic knowledge, but little attention is 
being paid to pragmatic knowledge. Many L2 
learners have difficulty recognizing what could be 
better said in certain social interactions. As a result, 
they use what they would have said in their L1 and 
translate it literally, which can cause a 
communication breakdown. Many linguists and 
language researchers call this phenomenon 
“Pragmatic Failure”. For instance, when responding 
to compliments, L2 speakers might reply in a way 
that may sound offensive or bizarre to native 
speakers. Pragmatic failure in this study is defined as 
the negative transfer of L1 linguistic or 
sociolinguistic knowledge to L2 social interactions. 
The main purpose of this study is to examine 
pragmatic failure in compliment responses among 
Saudi Arabic non-native speakers of English by 
comparing their responses with responses produced 
by native speakers of American English. It is very 
important to mention that “Pragmatic Transfer” is a 
wider concept that involves the negative and positive 
transfer of linguistic and sociolinguistic elements 
from L1 to L2. According to Grossi (2009), 
pragmatic failure “occurs when learners transfer first 
language (L1) pragmatic rules into second language 
(L2)  

 
domains.” (p. 53). In this study, as we shall see, some 
advanced Saudi speakers majoring in English could 
not produce target-like responses to compliments. I 
will start this study by introducing the concept of 
pragmatic transfer. Then, we will have a look at 
compliments and compliment responses as speech 
acts. Thirdly, I will present a brief description of the 
nature of Saudi Arabic compliments and compare 
them with American compliments. Finally, I will 
discuss some of the implications of this topic for 
teaching English as a foreign language in Saudi 
Arabia. 
 
II. PRAGMATIC TRANSFER 
 
Pragmatic transfer and pragmatic failure has been 
widely investigated. Many language researchers 
examined the effects of pragmatic transfer on 
different speech acts (refusal, apology, greetings, 
compliments and compliment responses, etc) (Al 
Falasi 2007, Abed 2011, Bu 2010, Herbert 1986, 
Grossi 2009, among many others). Al Falasi defines 
pragmatic failure as “intercultural miscommunication 
is often caused when learners fall back on their L1 
sociocultural norms in realizing speech acts in a 
target language” (p. 30). Also, Zegarac and 
Pennington (2000) define pragmatic transfer as “the 
transfer of pragmatic knowledge in situations of 
intercultural communication” (p. 2). They argue that 
people deal with new situations or problems using 
existing “mental set” or representations, “a frame of 
mind involving an existing disposition to think of a 
problem or a situation in a particular way” (p.1). In a 
very interesting study, Thomas (1983) discussed 
pragmatic transfer from a different perspective. She 
defines what she calls “pragmatic failure” as “the 
inability to understand what is meant by what is said” 
(p. 91). According to Thomas, there are two types of 
pragmatic failure: 

a- Pragmalinguistc failure, “which occurs when 
speech act strategies are inappropriately 
transferred from L1 to L2” (p.99). She 
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argues that it is “a linguistic problem, caused 
by differences in the linguistic encoding of 
pragmatic force” (p. 99). 

b- Sociopragmatic failure which “stems from 
cross-culturally different perceptions of what 
constitutes appropriate linguistic behavior” 
(p. 99). 

In some cases, the process of transferring L1 
linguistic and sociolinguistic knowledge may not 
cause a communication breakdown. In these cases, 
we can find that L1 and L2 share some similar 
cultural and behavior norms. In the present study, I 
will examine pragmatic failure in compliment 
responses among Saudi Arabic non-native speakers of 
English. Native speakers of English might find the 
way Arabic speakers respond to compliments 
offensive or strange, because they are not aware of 
the acceptable sociolinguistic norms of the target 
community. During my two years of teaching English 
as a foreign language in Saudi Arabia, I noticed that 
many of my students responded to English 
compliments by translating whatever they would have 
said in Arabic into English. Pragmatic transfer in 
compliment responses is a well documented 
phenomenon among L2 speakers from different 
backgrounds. Bu (2010) examined the existence of 
pragmatic transfer in compliment responses strategies 
among Chinese English learners. Bu was able to find 
many transferred pragmatic features from Chinese in 
English by Chinese learners of English. Also, Han 
(1992) conducted a comparative study of compliment 
responses among ten female Korean students and 
eight female American students at the University of 
Pennsylvania. She found thatunlike the American 
participants, the Korean participants rejected 45% of 
the compliments, while the Americans rejected only 
20%. In a similar study, Al Falasi (2007) investigated 
pragmatic transfer among 26 participants: 10 native 
speakers of American English, 10 Arabic Emirati 
majoring in English, 2 housewives and 4 math 
teachers. She found that none of the Emirati 
participants were able to produce target-like 
compliment responses. 
 
III. COMPLIMENTS AND COMPLIMENT 
RESPONSES 
 
A compliment is defined as a positive evaluation of 
someone’s appearance, abilities, skills, possessions 
and personal traits. Complimenting in a 
second/foreign language is a complex skill that 
involves more than knowing the words and syntactic 
structure. Many linguists and language researchers 
have investigated the speech act of complimenting, 
such as Manes and Wolfson 1981, Herbert 1986, 
Holmes 1986 among many others. Most of them 
agree that compliments have more functions than we 
think in a discourse or a social interaction. For 
Holmes (1986), they primarily serve as “oil to the 
social wheels, to increase or consolidate solidarity 

between people” (p. 499). Also, Wolfson (1983) 
described the speech act of complimenting as “social 
lubricants serving to create or maintain rapport” (as 
cited in Holmes 1986, p. 486). In a seminal study of 
compliments, Holmes (1986) defines a compliment as 
“a speech act which explicitly or implicitly attributes 
credit to someone other than the speaker, usually the 
person addressed, for some “good” (possession, 
characteristic, skill, etc) which is positively valued by 
the speaker and the hearer” (p. 485). She indicated 
that even when a compliment refers to a third person, 
it may indirectly compliment the addressee. She 
provided the following examples: 

1- Context: R’s old school friend is visiting and 
comments on one of the children manners. 
This is an indirect compliment to the 
teachers. 
Complimenter: what a polite child! 
Recipient: Thank you, we do our best. 

2- Context: Mother commenting after a visit 
from her teenage daughter’s new boyfriend. 
This is an indirect compliment to the 
teenager. 
Complimenter: your new friend seems very 
nice dear. 
Recipient: I’m glad you like him Mum. 

 
In her study, she analyzed compliments and 
compliment responses in New Zealand English using 
a corpus of over 500 compliment exchanges. As seen 
in Table 1,she found that New Zealand speakers use 
the following syntactic patterns in most of the data: 

 
Table 1. Syntactic Pattern of Compliments (Holmes, 1986, p. 

489) 
 Example  Percentage 

1- A: NP BE 
(INT) ADJ 
B: Be 
Looking 

“ Your hair 
is really 
great” 
“You’re 
looking 
terrific” 

41.4 % 

2- I (INT) Like 
NP 

“I simply 
love that 
skirt” 

15.9 % 

3- A: PRO BE 
a (INT) 
ADJ NP 
B: PRO BE 
(INT) (a) 
ADJ NP 

“That’s a 
very nice 
coat” 
“That’s 
really great 
juice” 

13 % 

4- (INT) ADJ 
(NP) 

“Really 
cool 
earrings” 

7.7 % 

 
In another study that analyzed American 
compliments, Manes and Wolfson (1981) stated that 
“compliment structure is even more severely 
restricted on the syntactic level than on the semantic” 
(p. 120). They analyzed 686 compliments that were 
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collected through observation of everyday 
interactions. Their main claim was that compliments 
are formulaic, and they argue that native speakers are 
not aware of the formulaic nature of American 
compliments. One of the most important findings of 
this study is 53.6% of the American compliments 
make use of a single syntactic pattern: NP (is/looks) 
(INT) ADJ.Thus we see that further research on 
compliments also show that compliments are 
formulaic. 
Due to the formulaic nature of compliments, L2 
learners need to understand not only the formulas 
themselves, but also appropriate responses. 
Pomerantz (1978) is the first researcher that analyzed 
and coded compliment responses. In her study, she 
used corpora of American English. She stated that “to 
examine compliment responses, then, is to examine 
behavior where actual performances are often 
discrepant from ideal or preferred performances” 
(p.80). She classifies twelve response types, 
presented here in Table 2. 

 
Table 2. Compliment Response Types (Pomerantz, 1987) 

1- Appreciation Token. 7- Scale Down. 
2- Comment 

Acceptance. 
8- Question. 

3- Praise Upgrade. 9- Disagreement. 
4- Comment History. 10- Qualification 

(weak 
disagreement). 

5- Reassignment. 11- No 
Acknowledgement. 

6- Return. 12- Request 
Interpretation. 

 
In another interesting study, Herbert (1986) used a 
corpus that contained 1062 compliment responses 
that were collected at the State University of New 
York at Binghamton. Unlike Pomerantz (1978), 
Herbert was able to come up with a quantitative 
analysis of compliment responses (Table 3).Herbert’s 
coding system was created to contain larger varieties 
of compliment response types, allowing him to 
categorize such tremendous data. He argues that 
“Americans accept compliments less often than other 
English speakers due to the dominant value profile of 
American culture, which rests upon the notions of 
democratic idealism and human equality” (p.82). He 
found that only 36.35% of the total compliment 
responses were coded as ACCEPTANCE.  
 
Table 3. Compliment Response Types by Americans (Herbert, 

1986, p.79) 
Response Type Example 

A- Agreement 
I. Acceptances 

1- Appreciation Token 
2- Comment Acceptance 
3- Praise Upgrade 

 

Thanks; 
Thank you; 
[smile] 
Thanks, it’s 

my favorite 
too. 
Really brings 
out the blue in 
my eyes, 
doesn’t it? 

II. Comment History 
III. Transfer 

1- Reassignment. 
 

2- return 

I bought it for 
the trip to 
Arizona. 
 
My mother 
gave it to me. 

So is yours. 

B- Nonagreement 
I. Scale Down 

II. Question 
III. Nonacceptances 

1- Disagreement 
2- Qualification 

 
It’s really 
quite old. 
Do you really 
think so? 
 
I hate it. 
It’s all right, 
but Len’s is 
nicer. 

IV. No Acknowledgement   
C- Other Interpretations  
I. Request You wanna 

borrow this 
one too? 

 
Similar findings were found by Holmes (1986). She 
developed a different system of coding (Table 4). She 
found that the most common response among New 
Zealand English speakers is to accept it (61%). The 
second most frequent response, which accounts for 
29%, is to deflect the credit. She also found that New 
Zealand speakers rarely reject compliments; only 
10% of the total number of responses was coded as 
REJECTION.  
 

Table 4. Compliment Response Types by New Zealands 
(Holmes, 1986, p.492) 

Response Type Example 
A- Accept 

1- Appreciation or 
agreement token 

Thanks, 
yes, or 
smile. 

2- Agreeing utterance I think it’s 
lovely too. 

3- Downgrading or 
qualifying utterance 

It’s not too 
bad, is it? 

4- Return compliment You’re 
looking 
good too. 

B- Reject 
1- Disagreeing utterance I’m afraid 

I don’t like 
it much. 
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2- Question accuracy Is beautiful 
the right 
word? 

3- Challenge 
complimenter’s sincerity 

You don’t 
really 
mean that. 

C- Deflect/Evade 
1- Shift credit My mother 

knitted it. 
2- Informative comment I bought it 

at that 
vibrant 
knits place. 

3- Ignore It’s time 
we were 
leaving, 
isn’t it? 

4- Legitimate evasion You know, 
that shop 
in 
Cubacade. 

5- Request 
reassurance/repetition 

Do you 
really think 
so? 

 
In the present study, I used Herbert (1986) system for 
coding compliment responses which contained 
thirteen compliment response types. 
 

Table 5. Compliment Response Types 
1- Appreciation Token 8- Question 
2- Comment 

Acceptance  
       9- 
Disagreement  

3- Praise Upgrade        10- 
Qualification 

4- Comment History        11- No 
Acknowledgement 

5- Reassignment         12- Request 
Interpretation 

6- Return          13- Other 
7- Scale Down  

 
It is very important to mention that most of the 
responses that were coded as (OTHER) were in the 
form of a small prayer such as “Praise Allah”, “Thank 
God”. All other responses that were coded as 
(OTHER) could not be categorized according to 
Herbert’s system of coding. 
 
IV. AMERICAN AND SAUDI COMPLIMENTS 
 
According to Manes and Wolfson (1981), 
compliments in American English are formulaic in 
nature. They found that speakers used like and love in 
86% of the compliments, and 85% of all compliments 
in the data fall into one of only three syntactic 
patterns. They also found that 53.6% of compliments 
make use of a single syntactic pattern: NP (is/looks) 
(INT) ADJ. In addition, the way that Americans use 

compliments can affect the discourse structure. For 
example, compliments can start a new conversation, 
and they can also be used as another way to thank or 
greet. Manes and Wolfson think that the main 
purpose of compliments is to make the addressee feel 
good, and their formulaicity helps to avoid 
misinterpretation by the addressee.  
 
American and Saudi compliments are not very 
different. As in many other cultures, topics of 
compliments involve appearance, personal traits, 
possessions, ability and skills. However, if we look at 
their compliment responses, we are going to find 
many differences. When communicating with native 
speakers of English, Saudi speakers of English may 
sound rude or impolite. Unfortunately, there is no 
Saudi study that investigates and analyzes Saudi 
compliments and complimenting behavior. Unlike the 
American context, the Saudi context lacks such in-
depth studies like those that were conducted by 
Manes and Wolfson (1981), Herbert (1986), 
Pomerantz (1978), among many others. However, 
there are some studies that analyze Arabic 
compliments from different Arabic countries. Qanbar 
(2012) collected 400 compliments at Taiz University 
in Yemen. She asked 20 students to collect as many 
compliments as they could in their daily social 
interaction. She found that out of 400 compliment 
expressions, 65.75% fell into identifiable syntactic 
patterns, and 34.3% of the compliments did not 
belong to a particular category. 
 
One of the major differences between American and 
Saudi compliments is in referring to God’s name. For 
example, “God’s grace” is a compliment marker in 
Saudi Arabic. This kind of marker usually occurs 
when a compliment is a statement. The common 
belief is that by mentioning God’s name the speakers 
avoid negative feelings of envy and jealousy. For 
example: 
“Mash ‘Allah alleak, intahmarrahthaky”: “God’s 
grace is upon you, you are very smart”. 
“Mash ‘Allah, BeatakmarrahJameel”: “God’s grace, 
your house is very nice”. 
We can see that “Mash ‘Allah” marks most of the 
compliments in Saudi discourse. 
 
In addition, marriage is a common metaphor in Saudi 
compliments, for example, you look like a 
bridegroom today”. The idea is that a bridegroom 
wears the nicest clothes in his wedding day, so by 
calling someone “you look like a bridegroom today”, 
it means that you are dressed very nicely. Also, 
Saudis can make compliments in the form of 
questions. For example: “What is all this 
chicness?”“What is all this beauty?” Sometimes, 
Saudi compliments tend to be long because it is 
commonly considered that the longer a compliment 
is, the more sincere, for example: “God’s grace, your 
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child looks like the moon, and she has beautiful 
eyes”. 
“For non-native English speaking (NNES) students, 
knowing how to compliment is important, but it is 
equally important to know how to respond to a 
compliment”          (Nelson,et al.p:413). In their 
study, they explored similarities and differences 
between Syrian and American compliment responses. 
By interviewing the participants, they were able to 
collect 87 compliment/compliment response 
sequences from the Americans, and 52 sequences 
from the Syrians. They found that 50% of the 
Americans’ compliment responses were coded as 
acceptances, 45% as mitigations, and 3% as 
rejections. They also found that 67% of the Syrians 
compliment responses were coded as acceptance, 
33% as mitigations, and 0% as rejections. As I 
mentioned earlier, there is a gap in the literature 
where Saudi compliments are concerned. Future 
studies are needed to provide wider insights into the 
nature of compliments in Saudi Arabic discourse. 
 
V. RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
 
The purpose of this study is to examine pragmatic 
failure in the English compliment responses among 
Saudi non-native speakers. I will answer the 
following questions: 

1- What are the major similarities and 
differences in compliment responses 
between native speakers of American 
English and Saudi non-native speakers of 
English? 

2- Will Saudi English speakers be able to 
produce target-like compliment responses? 

3- Does proficiency level affect the production 
of target-like compliment responses? 

 
VI. METHODOLOGY  
 
In the present study, I used a Discourse Completion 
Task (DCT) to elicit compliment responses from 
three groups of speakers. At the same time, I 
interviewed all participants. My goal was to have 
quantitative data from the DCTs, and combine it with 
qualitative data from the interviews to have a more 
accurate analysis of the elicited information. The 
study was conducted on 30 participants that were 
divided into three groups: 

 Group-1:Ten native speakers of American 
English ranging between the ages of 21 to 40 
years old. 

 Group-2: Ten Saudi non-native speakers of 
English at an advanced proficiency level. 
Five of them majored in English as 
undergraduate students; two of them are 
currently a graduate students majoring in 
linguistics; one of them had his graduate 
degree in Linguistics/TESOL and currently 
is working on his PhD. The rest of the 

participants study different majors such as 
engineering and computer science, and are 
studying in American universities. 

 Group-3: Ten Saudi non-native speakers of 
English ranging between the ages of 19 to 25 
years old. The data for this group were 
collected in Saudi Arabia at the Institute of 
Public Administration (IPA).Students 
entering the Institute of Public 
Administration (IPA) must successfully pass 
anone year intensive English program. This 
group of participants were able to pass the 
program and they were in their first semester 
majoring in Hospital Administration by the 
time the data were collected. 

It is very important to mention that all the subjects of 
the present study were male participants. This 
decision was made in order to have a participant 
group free of gender bias. In addition, it was more 
convenient for a male researcher to work with male 
subjects. Thus, whether or not the actual responses 
would differ between gender groups is not an issue 
for this research. 
 
VII. INSTRUMENTS: 
 
1. Discourse Completion Task (DCT): 
I designed a DCT in which participants respond to 
compliments in different situations. I prepared six 
compliment situations. Some of these situations were 
inspired by the instrument used in Al Falasi, 2007. 
The three groups were given the same compliment 
situations in English. Using DCTs has several 
advantages and disadvantage at the same time. Golato 
(2003) investigated German compliment responses. 
Golato had a very interesting discussion about the use 
of DCTs and recording of naturally occurring talk. 
Golato indicated that DCTs have many administrative 
advantages. DCTs give the chance for the researcher 
to have a full control over the variables such as the 
age of the participants, settings, etc. He also pointed 
out that DCTs could be used to gather large amount 
of data in a short period of time. 
 
The most obvious disadvantage is that the DCT 
responses are never spontaneous: the subject has to 
respond to a “false” (pre-conceived) situation. The 
subject thinks about how he would respond. These 
are not “natural” data, and the extent to which they 
resemble natural data is an open question, even if the 
responses “sound natural” to native speakers, they are 
not produced as a response to actual circumstances 
(Golato, 2003). Factors such as intentionality, the 
speaker’s social or cognitive condition at a given 
time, and perceived social status are not addressed.  
That being said, the DCT is an instrument in wide use 
that has been helpful for understanding native and 
non- native responses to discourse situations. For 
example, Golato found some evidence that DCTs are 
effective tools in testing learners’ pragmatic 
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competence about the target language. Throughout 
the study, Golato was trying to prove the invalidity of 
using DCTs, but some of the findings proved the 
opposite. 
2. Unstructured interviews: 
I interviewed all participants to help me better 
understand their responses, and to avoid 
misinterpretations by the researcher.I also thought 
that I might need to have more qualitative data to 
enrich the description of the quantitative results. 
Some aspects of this study needed to be analyzed 
qualitatively. The unstructured interviews gave me 
the chance to elicit more than just responses from my 
participants. The DCTs and interviews were 
administered at the same time. For the Saudi (IPA) 
group, the DCTs were administered and the 
interviews were conducted in a classroom at the IPA. 
The other Saudi group are currently studying in 
American universities, and administering the DCTs 
with the interviews took place in an informal setting 
(home, park, etc). The American participants were 
interviewed in different locations: (CSULB, coffee 
shops, home).   
 
VIII. THE RESULTS 
 
A total of one hundred and eighty compliment 
responses were elicited from all three groups of 
participants. Sixty responses were coded for each 
group. The results show a significant difference in the 
frequency of occurrence of response types used by 
the Saudi participants. Most of the native speakers’ 
responses were coded as “Appreciation Token” 
(56.67%). On the other hand, only 28.33% of the total 
number of responses produced by the Saudi advanced 
speakers was coded as “Appreciation Token”. The 
other Saudi group (IPA) did stand very far, only 
26.67% of their responses were coded as 
“Appreciation Token”. The frequency of occurrence 
for each response types among the native speakers is 
presented in Table 6. 

 
Table 6: Frequency of Response Types among Americans 

Response Type Numbe
r 

Percentag
e 

1- Appreciation 
Token 

34 56.67% 

2- Comment 
Acceptance 

10 16.67% 

3- Praise Upgrade 2 3.33% 
4- Comment History 3 5% 
5- Reassignment  2 3.33% 
6- Return  1 1.67% 
7- Scale Down 3 5% 
8- Question  3 5% 
9- Disagreement 1 1.67% 
10- Qualification  0 0% 
11- No 

Acknowledgemen
1 1.67% 

t 
12- Request 

Interpretation 
0 0% 

13- Other  0 0% 
 

As I mentioned earlier, the highest frequency of 
occurrence among the native speakers’ responses 
were coded as “Appreciation Token” (56.67%). The 
second most frequent response type is “Comment 
Acceptance”, accounting for 16.67% of the total 
number of responses. The least frequent response 
types were “Disagreement” and “No 
Acknowledgement”, accounting for only 1.67% of 
the total number of responses for each. We can 
clearly see that Americans rarely reject compliments. 
Also, we can notice that none of the native speakers’ 
responses were coded as “Qualification” or “Request 
Interpretation”. Additionally, the findings of the 
present study are similar to those found by Herbert 
(1986). Americans often appreciate compliments, and 
rarely reject them. If we take a look at Chart 1, we 
can clearly see that “Appreciation Token” stood very 
high at nearly 60%. 
 

Chart 1: Frequency of Response Types among Americans 

 
 

On the other hand, Saudi speakers varied 
considerably in their responses. The following Table 
7 summarizes the frequency of occurrence for each 
response types produced by the (IPA) Saudi students 
in Saudi Arabia. 

Table 7. Frequency of Response Types among Saudis (IPA) 
Response Type Numbe

r 
Percentag
e 

1- Appreciation 
Token 

16 26.67% 

2- Comment 
Acceptance 

9 15% 

3- Praise Upgrade 4 6.67% 
4- Comment History 2 3.33% 
5- Reassignment  2 3.33% 
6- Return  3 5% 
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7- Scale Down 2 3.33% 
8- Question  2 3.33% 
9- Disagreement 7 11.67% 
10- Qualification  0 0% 
11- No 

Acknowledgemen
t 

0 0% 

12- Request 
Interpretation 

5 8.33% 

13- Other  8 13.33% 
  
Out of the total responses, 26.67%were coded as 
“Appreciation Token”, which is 47.06% less frequent 
than what I found in the American data. Despite the 
fact that the highest number of responses in the Saudi 
data were coded as “Appreciation Token”, this 
percentage is quite low when we compare it with the 
(56.67%) that were accounted for most of the 
responses produced by native speakers. The second 
most frequent response type is “Comment 
Acceptance”, accounting for 15% of the total number 
of compliment responses. However, 11.67% 
responses were coded as “Disagreement”. In the 
American data, there was only one incident of 
disagreeing, accounting for only 1.67%. Also, 8.33% 
of the Saudi (IPA) data were coded as “Request 
Interpretation”. On the other hand, none of the 
responses in the American data were coded as 
“Request Interpretation”. Additionally, 13.33% of the 
Saudi (IPA) data were coded as “Other”, which is in 
the form of a small prayer or proverb. Again, none of 
the responses in the American data were coded as 
“Other”. Chart 2 demonstrate this variation, we can 
see that “Appreciation Token” accounted for only 
25% of the elicited responses, and “Disagreement” 
was considerably higher than we see in the American 
data, reaching more than 10% of the total number of 
responses. 
 

Chart 2.Frequency of Response Types among Saudis (IPA) 

 

The advanced or higher proficiency level Saudi 
speakers’ responses were not very different from 
those produced by their counterparts in Saudi Arabia 
(IPA). The following Table 8 summarizes the 
frequency of occurrence for each response type 
produced by the higher proficiency level Saudi 
participants. 
 
Table 8: Frequency of Response Types among Advanced Saudi 

Speakers 
Response Type Numbe

r 
Percentag
e 

1- Appreciation 
Token 

17 28.33% 

2- Comment 
Acceptance 

14 23.33% 

3- Praise Upgrade 4 6.67% 
4- Comment History 2 3.33 
5- Reassignment  6 10% 
6- Return  0 0% 
7- Scale Down 3 5% 
8- Question  4 6.67% 
9- Disagreement 6 10% 
10- Qualification  0 0% 
11- No 

Acknowledgemen
t 

1 1.67% 

12- Request 
Interpretation 

2 3.33% 

13- Other  1 1.67% 
 

Out of the total responses, 28.33 were coded as 
“Appreciation Token”, which is closer to the 
(26.67%) produced by the Saudi (IPA) participants. 
The second most frequent response type is “Comment 
Acceptance”, reaching 23.33%, which is a higher 
percentage than those found in the American and the 
Saudi (IPA) data as well. Ten percent of the 
responses were coded as “Disagreement”. As I 
mentioned before, most of the advanced participant 
majored in English as undergraduate students, and the 
rest are studying different majors in American 
universities. However, we can still see the similarities 
between higher and lower proficiency levels in the 
Saudi data. Also, 10% of the responses were coded as 
“Reassignment”. Interestingly, 3.33% of the 
responses produced by the lower proficiency level 
participants were coded as “Reassignment”, a result 
that matches that found in the American data 
(3.33%). In addition, 6.67% of the advanced Saudi 
participants’ responses were coded as “Question”. It 
is a little higher than those found in the American and 
lower proficiency level Saudi data. In both sets of 
Saudi data (higher and lower levels), 6.67% of the 
responses were coded as “Praise Upgrade”, whereas 
in the American data, it accounted for only 3.33%. In 
Chart 3, we can see that “Appreciation Token” and 
“Comment Acceptance” stood at a very close 
proximity, but still did not reach more than half of the 
total responses. Thus, we can say that both groups of 
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Saudi participants were not able to produce target-
like responses in many of the given situations, and 
proficiency level did not play a role in producing 
target-like compliment responses. 
 
Chart 3.Frequency of Response Types among Advanced Saudi 

Speakers 

 
 

IX. DISCUSSION OF DCT SITUATIONS 
 
Situation-1: 
You have just finished presenting your research 
paper. At the end of the class, when you were about 
to leave the class, a classmate says:  “you did an 
excellent job! I really enjoyed your presentation!” 
You answer: 
 
Almost all the native speakers’ responses were coded 
as “Appreciation Token” for this compliment 
situation. The two Saudi groups varied in their 
responses. Most of their responses were coded as 
“Appreciation Token”. However, there are some 
responses that might be perceived as strange or 
inappropriate responses by native speakers. For 
example, one of the Saudi (IPA) participants 
responded: “your opinion is on my head”, which 
means that your opinion about my presentation is 
very valuable to me. Such a response might be 
confusing to native speakers, and could possibly 
cause a communication breakdown.  
 
Moreover, another Saudi participant who majored in 
English as undergraduate student responded: “we 
learned from you”, which is a “Scale Down” 
expression, which means that the speaker is better 
than the addressee. Another participant responded: 
“really?” which was coded as “Question”. Also, 
another participant responded: “thank God”, which 
was coded as “Other”. This means that praise belongs 
to God and all thanks to God. In Saudi Arabia, 
religion is deeply-rooted in their language and 
everyday interactions; therefore, many of their 
responses involve mentioning God’s name “Allah”. 

For instance, if someone asks someone else “how are 
you doing today?” he/she would response by saying: 
“thank God”, which means that I am fine and all 
thanks to God. 
 
Situation-2: 
You have some friends and relatives over for dinner 
at your house. One of the guests says: “the food is 
delicious!” You answer: The most frequent response 
by native speakers to this compliment was coded as 
“Appreciation Token”. Three responses were coded 
as “Comment Acceptance”. Only one native 
participant responded: “Really?” which was coded as 
“Question”. Again, it can be seen that most of the 
American responses to compliments were coded as 
“Appreciation Token”. 
 
In contrast, most of the Saudi (IPA) responses were 
coded as “Other”. One of them responded: “Do you 
want to come the next day, and make more for you?” 
which was coded as “Request Interpretation”. This 
response might confuse native speakers, and may 
sound bizarre. Another participant responded: “that’s 
my wife cook”, which was coded as “Reassignment”. 
It means that the appreciation goes to my wife.  
 
The other Saudi group (high proficiency level) 
responses were mostly coded as “Comment 
Acceptance”. None of the responses were coded as 
“Other”. This suggests that the advanced participants 
were aware of the fact that other kinds of responses 
may sound strange to native speakers. However, it is 
important to note that this was the only situation 
where proficiency level played a role in the 
production of compliment responses. Also, two 
responses were coded as “Reassignment”. None of 
the native speakers’ responses were coded as 
“Reassignment”. One response was coded as 
“Request Interpretation”, which we cannot find in the 
American data. 
 
Situation-3: 
You bought a new shirt. The next day you go to class, 
when you were walking into the class, one of your 
classmates says: “that’s a nice shirt!” You answer: 
For this situation, native speakers’ responses were a 
bit different than what I expected. Three responses 
were coded as “Appreciation Token”, and three were 
coded as “Comment History”. Two responses were 
coded as “Scale Down”:  “Ah, that’s a relief, I was 
afraid I’d wasted that $35.00, and “Haha, thanks. I 
think it’s OK”. One American participant responded: 
“Thanks, I like your shirt too”, which was coded as 
“Return”. Another American participant responded: 
“Thanks, my mom got it for me, which was coded as 
“Reassignment”. 
 
On the other hand, the Saudi (IPA) group responses 
were very different from those produced by native 
speakers. Unlike what I found in the American data, 
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three responses were coded as “Request 
Interpretation”. The second most frequent response 
is: “Thanks/Thank you, that’s from your taste”, which 
is a formulaic expression used to respond to 
compliments in the Saudi Arabic context. It means 
that the speaker (complimenter) has good taste. Only 
one participant responded: “Thank you, I bought it 
last week”, which was coded as “Comment History”. 
It is the only response that matches what I have found 
in the American data. Another participant responded: 
“Say Masha’allah”, it means “Praise Allah”, which 
was coded as “Other”. One participant responded: 
“your shirt is more beautiful”, which was coded as 
“Return”. Only one participant responded by 
questioning the speaker: “Do you like it?” 
 
In the high proficiency level data, four of the 
responses were coded as “Appreciation Token”, and 
two were coded as “Comment History”. Two of their 
responses were coded as “Comment Acceptance”: in 
both responses, they used the same Saudi formulaic 
expression: “that’s from your taste” as we saw in the 
Saudi (IPA) data. Only one participant responded by 
questioning the compliment: “Really?” Again, we see 
evidence of pragmatic failure in both Saudi groups. 
 
Situation-4: 
You are in a restaurant with your wife, the waiter 
says: “you have a beautiful wife!” You answer:  
Saudi participants varied in their responses to this 
situation. However, most of them rejected the 
compliment, and responded by offending the waiter. 
Within the Saudi (IPA) data, a total of seven 
responses were coded as “Disagreement”. Only one 
response was coded as “Appreciation Token”. In 
Saudi Arabia, a compliment as this one comes only 
from female relatives. Only three participants of the 
high proficiency group assumed that the speaker did 
not know the conservative nature of the Saudi 
society. Only one response was coded as 
“Appreciation Token”. Six responses were coded as 
“Disagreement”, and only one participant chose to 
ignore the speaker, which was coded as “No 
acknowledgement”. 
 
In contrast, five out of ten responses by the native 
speakers were coded as “Appreciation Token”. 
Unlike what I have found in the Saudi data, also three 
responses were coded as “Comment Acceptance”. 
Only two native participants responded differently, 
and did not feel comfortable with the compliment: 
“Uh, thanks. Can I have more water?”, “Huh, thanks. 
Do you think that’s likely to earn or cost you tips?” 
 
Situation-5: 
You have some friends and relatives over for dinner. 
One of the guests says: “you have a nice house!” You 
answer:  Seven responses by the native speakers were 
coded as “Appreciation Token”. Two responses were 
coded as “Praise Upgrade”, and one as “Comment 

Acceptance”. Unlike what we found in the American 
data, only three responses from the Saudi (IPA) group 
were coded as “Appreciation Token”. Also, three 
were coded as “Comment Acceptance”; they used 
Saudi formulaic expression such as “that’s from your 
taste”, and “your eyes are the beautiful”. The 
remaining responses varied among “Request 
Interpretation”, “Return”, “Praise Upgrade”, and 
“Other”. The advanced Saudi group data did not look 
very different from those found within the lower 
proficiency group. Four of their responses were coded 
as “Appreciation Token”. Three were coded as 
“Comment Acceptance”, and they transferred Saudi 
formulaic expressions. For example, “that’s from 
your taste”, and “this is your house”. Two responses 
were coded as “Praise Upgrade”, which matches what 
I have found in the American data. Only one response 
was coded as “Reassignment”. 
 
Situation-6: 
You just had a hair-cut. The next day, you go out 
with your friends, and one of them says: “nice hair-
cut!” You answer:   
Five of the American group responses were coded as 
“Appreciation Token”. It is clear evidence that the 
most common response to compliments is to 
appreciate them. Also, two responses were coded as 
“Comment Acceptance”. One response was coded as 
“Comment History”, and another one was coded as 
“Reassignment”. Only one native speaker participant 
responded by questioning the compliment: “you think 
so? Thanks, I wasn’t sure about it. Still adjusting I 
suppose”. 
In the Saudi (IPA) data, only two responses were 
coded as “Appreciation Token”. Also, two responses 
were coded as “Comment Acceptance”, which 
contained transferred sociolinguistc elements from 
their L1. Two responses were coded as “Other”. The 
rest of the responses varied between “Return”, 
“Praise Upgrade”, “Question”, and “Reassignment”. 
 
In the higher proficiency Saudi group, only one 
response was coded as “Appreciation Token”. Once 
again we see evidence that proves the fact of the 
inability of most Saudi participants of producing 
target-like compliment responses. Also, three 
responses were coded as “Reassignment”. Two 
responses were coded as “Comment Acceptance”, 
one of which contained some transferred 
sociolinguistc elements of their L1. Two other 
responses were coded as “Question”. One of the 
responses was coded as “Praise Upgrade”. None of 
the responses to this compliment in the American 
data was coded as “Praise Upgrade”. One of the 
participants responded: “finally, I decided to change 
my style”, which was coded as a “Scale Down” 
expression. This interpretation can be paraphrased 
as“it does not matter; I just changed my style.” 
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After observing the compliment responses for each 
situation, we can see that many of the Saudi 
participants in both groups were not able to produce 
target-like compliment responses in many of the 
given situations. Importantly, we can see that 
proficiency level did not affect the production of 
compliment responses. Many Saudi participants 
translated responses from their L1, which can cause a 
communication breakdown. 
 
Throughout the data and results, we were able to see 
evidence of pragmatic failure in the compliment 
responses of both Saudi groups. Therefore, it is very 
important to raise the pragmatic awareness of 
language learners. Many strategies and techniques 
could be implemented in ESL/EFL classrooms to 
enhance the process of learning. For example,Grossi 
(2009), collected Australian compliments and 
compliment responses occurring in natural 
conversations to introduce them to ESL learners. 
Grossi exposed a group of adult immigrants to 
Australian English compliments and compliment 
responses over the period of two months. Grossi 
found that watching film data of naturally occurring 
talk was helpful for learners to increase their 
pragmatic awareness.  
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APPENDIX-1 
 
Discourse Completion Task 
Name:                             Native Language: 
Other languages you speak:                                                                                
Nationality:   
[1] You have just finished presenting your research paper. At the 

end of the class, when you were about to leave the class, a 
classmate says:  “you did an excellent job! I really enjoyed 
your presentation!” You answer: 

[2] You have some friends and relatives over for dinner at your 
house. One of the guests says: “the food is delicious!” You 
answer: 

[3] You bought a new shirt. The next day you go to class. When 
you were walking into the class, one of your classmates says: 
“that’s a nice shirt!” You answer: 

[4] You are in a restaurant with your wife, the waiter says: “you 
have a beautiful wife!” You answer:  

[5] You have some friends and relatives over for dinner. One of 
the guests says: “you have a nice house!” You answer:  

[6] You just had a hair-cut. The next day, you go out with your 
friends, and one of them says: “nice hair-cut!” You answer:   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


