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Abstract

This thesis analyses and compares compliment functions, compliment formulas,
compliment topics and compliment responses by native Vietnamese speakers and
native Australian English speakers based on natural observation.

The basic roles of compliments in the two cultures are similar.

However, m

Vietnamese, compliments are also used to express deference.

There is strong evidence of formul~ity in compliments in both Australian English
and Vietnamese, but there are also distinctions between the two sets of data due to
differences in the two grammar systems.

Similar broad topics of compliments:

appearance, performance, personality and possessions are found in the corpus.
However, the big gaps in frequencies of occurrence across appearance and
performance by the two groups of informants suggest different hierarchies of values
in the two cultures.

More pronounced differences are found in compliment responses.

Australian and

Vietnamese compliment responses cover a continuum of the responses: Accept,
Deflect/Evade, Downgrade and Deny. Approximately equal frequencies are found in
the Deflect/Evade strategy.

However, Australians accept compliments more often

while the Vietnamese tend to employ Downgrade and Deny responses. This may be
explained by the strong influence of modesty in Vietnamese society. Both groups
make use of non-verbal responses but the wider range of Vietnamese non-verbal
responses and the complexity of their interpretation may be attributed to the
ambiguous nature of this Asian communication style.

The findings, which indicate similarities and differences in Australian English and
Vietnamese compliments may be found useful in the English teaching situation in
Vietnam and also in the teaching of Vietnamese to Australians. They provide an
empirical base for material writing and course design. In addition, they can assist in
explaining differences in culture-related issues.
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Chapter one
Introduction

1

Personal experiences and the root of the problem
Hello! Oh, you have gained some weight! You look great!
Oh, Minh, don't ... say that!

This is part of a conversation between myself (a Vietnamese student) and my
Australian teacher, whom I had not met for some months.

It made me feel

embarrassed and I feel sure my teacher felt the same. On another occasion, to my
compliment I like the colour of your jacket. It goes very well with your hair my
Anglo-Australian classmate smiled charmingly and said Is that supposed to he a

compliment?

Expecting a thank you, I was puzzled, wondering whether my

compliment was accepted or not. All of these uneasy experiences have challenged me
to find the answer to the questions "What is wrong with my compliments and how do
Australians perform the same thing?"

I feel that the root of my problem is a lack of pragmatic and sociolinguistic
knowledge which contextualises a compliment.

In addition to the grammatical,

lexical and phonological rules that all language learners have to learn in order to
master the language, there exist rules of communicative competence determining
what, when and to whom something is said (Clyne, 1985, p. 12).

Cross-cultural

variations in these rules are, perhaps, more likely to cause communication breakdown
and conflicts than other rules in grammar, lexicon or phonology (Clyne. 1985. p. 12).
Rintell and Mitchell (1989, p. 248) even comment that "no 'error' of grammar can
make a speaker seem so incompetent, so inappropriate, so foreign as the kind of

trouble a learner gets into when he or she does not understand or otherwise disregards
a language's rules of use". Unfortunately, as Wolfson (1983b, p. 62) indicates these
rules of speaking are both "culture-specific and unconscious", which means speakers
are often unaware of the "patterned nature of their own speech behavior" and different
norms of interaction in other cultures. Consequently, violations of speaking rules in
interacting with foreigners are often attributed to breaches of etiquette (Wolfson,
l 983b, p. 62). Serious as the problem seems to be, many scholars in the 70s believed
that these communicative aspects of language could simply be absorbed during the
process of learning other aspects such as grammar (George, 1978; Rintell, 1979;
Terrell, 1977). Some supposed that only tolerance and properly structured classroom
environment were needed for sociolinguistic and pragmatic components to develop
naturally (George, 1978; Munby, 1978; Vogel, 1977).

Nevertheless, others

(Edmondson, House, Kasper, & Stemmer, 1984; House & Kasper, 1981; Thomas,
1983; Wolfson, 1981) insisted on the need for "sensitizing learners to expect crosscultural differences" (Thomas, 1983, p. 110) and over the last two decades
sociolinguistics and pragmatics have become areas of interest for many scholars
(Barnlund & Araki, 1985; Ylanne-McEwen, 1993 among others).

To carry out research into this vast area, researchers have made use of speech act
theory as introduced by Austin (1962) and Searle (1969). In fact, Searle' s theory has
provided a minimal unit of discourse for them to focus their investigations on. These
investigations

have

identified

two

causes

of

communication

breakdown:

pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic failures (Holmes & Brown, 1987). The former
is a misunderstanding of the intended "pragmatic force of an utterance" (Holmes &
Brown, 1987, p. 526) whereas the latter refers to a mistake made when "a speaker
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selects an inappropriate linguistic strategy to express a speech act in a particular
context" (p. 528). An example of the first failure can be illustrated in this exchange

What a big family you have!
Yes, but it has its advantages, too.

Holmes and Brown (1987, p. 527) pointed out that the compliment of a person from a
culture where large families were an asset was interpreted as critical by the recipient,
a New Zealander. They also found that compliments such as That's a nice hat from a
four-year-old girl to an elderly female stranger were not sociopragmatically
appropriate though there was nothing wrong with her linguistic strategy for encoding
a compliment (Holmes and Brown, 1987, p. 528). What led to the girl's failure was
the "proper account of factors such as the relationship between the participants and
the publicness of the situation" (Holmes & Brown, 1987, p. 528).

Many studies into cross-cultural issues (Blum-Kulka & Olshtain, 1984; Daikuhara,
1986 to name just a few) have raised the awareness of curriculum designers, writers
and teachers to the cultural and social differences across different countries and to
how dangerous this breeding ground of mistakes could be. As a result, more attention
has been paid to the issue and areas such as sociolinguistics have increasingly
influenced the field of TESOL (Teachers of English to Speakers of Other Languages)
(Wolfson, 1989, p. 219).

2 The English teaching situation in Vietnam and the significance of the study
As seen in the previous section, sociolinguistics and pragmatics are important areas in
language learning and lack of knowledge in these areas may lead to the kinds of
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communication breakdown I have experienced. A question may well be asked: Have
sociolinguistics and pragmatics been appropriately taught in English classes in
Vietnam? A closer look at the English teaching situation in Vietnam will be useful in
answering this question. Unfortunately, there is no literature available on the issue
and the following has had to be based on my personal experiences and perceptions.

Since the open door policy was introduced in the mid-80s, a noticeable influx of
foreign companies to Vietnam has been witnessed and therefore there has been a
significant demand for the training of English teachers and interpreters. With more
teachers being trained abroad and big changes in teaching (such as the move to a
communicative style from a traditional grammar approach), there has been a
remarkable improvement in English teaching in Vietnam. From my own memory,
foreign language students of my generation onward have been benefiting more from
better listening and speaking lessons and some (limited) exposure to examples of
appropriate language use. Before, all that students focussed on was grammar and
translation. However, there is still much to be added to the curriculum.

Even in universities specializing in foreign studies, pragmatics and sociolinguistics
have not gained much space in the curriculum. In a pattern common to the first two
years at all language universities, students are assigned to developing communicative
competence in the four macro-skills namely speaking, listening, reading and writing.
The materials and teaching styles are supposed to focus on language use but they are
not always adequate. This point can be further clarified with the following account of
materials and teaching methods adopted in a university in Hanoi.

4

The most used textbooks are Meanings into Words (Doff, Jones, & Mitchell, 1983)
and Headway

(Soars &

Soars,

1987), both of which are based on the

functional/notional approach. In these books students are taught some basic structures
for frequently encountered acts such as invitations, requests and thanks. However, as
will be exemplified below in the learning of English compliments, the materials fail to
provide students with the information about alternative functions of many of the
structures that they are familiar with.

Students know very well how to construct

sentences like It looks really fantastic or I really love it but many of them do not
know that these structures can be used to pay compliments in everyday conversations.
In fact, despite their importance as a common feature of everyday discourse (Knapp,
Hopper & Bell, 1984, p. 12), compliments are not explicitly taught in the program.
When I asked some of my third year students to fill compliments in a OCT (discourse
completion task, which is a task consisting of different situations for subjects to act
in), some of them were confused as to which structures to use. Being unsure of how
to use structures that they know may discourage students from participating fully in
conversations with native speakers of English.

In addition to the problem of selecting the appropriate structures to perform the act,
students face a lack of awareness of cultural differences between English speaking
countries and Vietnam. In Vietnam, all of the materials being used are imported and
commercially produced for large and non-specific international audiences. In other
words, they are not specially designed for Vietnamese learners and therefore the
differences in pragmatic and sociolinguistic rules of Vietnamese speakers and English
speakers are not explicitly catered for. As a result, many students do not know which
topics may be acceptable for complimenting or when and to whom they can pay
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compliments.

This requires teachers to have an extensive cultural and pragmatic

knowledge to be able to respond to students' queries. This has been a challenge for
most English teachers in Vietnam as not all of them are trained in English-speaking
countries. As I have seen in my own teaching and from observation of my colleagues,
teachers turn to easy sections of the lessons such as using metalanguage to explain
grammatical points or conducting structure drills. The lack of pragmatic knowledge
can sometimes lead to mistakes when teachers give situations in drills. For example,
the context "Your friend has gained some weight" is very likely to be selected by
teachers when teaching compliments as this is valued as worthy of compliment in
Vietnam.

The situation is even worse for students specializing in majors other than English.
Vietnamese students now studying in Australia could be an illustration. Such students
have had one year to prepare for their overseas trip. Some of them had been studying
English before that year but some had only just started. Most of their time was spent
in classes doing grammar exercises in order to pass the PSET (Pre Selection Test)
exam, which focuses on grammar. The ones who passed PSET were admitted to a
three-month pre-departure course. In the pre-departure course they had a chance to be
taught by Australian teachers and learn something about the culture. However, as
many Vietnamese undergraduate and postgraduate students in Australia have been
privately reporting to me, the stress of having to pass the IELTS (International
English Language Testing System) exam was so much that they found it hard to be
interested in cultural and social issues. Many of them now regret having spent little
time on such important areas and they have been talking about similar
embarrassments when uttering seemingly simple sentences to request, apologize or
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thank in Australia. These students all know English at an advanced level and are the
best of the students to be sent here to study. They admit that making silly mistakes in
social interaction makes them feel very bad and naturally they are interested in
finding the answer to their problems for their own sake and for future Vietnamese
students in Australia.

The seriousness of the problem reinforces the need to find some empirical evidence to
persuade people to pay appropriate attention to pragmatics and sociolinguistics in
English teaching in Vietnam. This explains why I decided to take on this research.
Within the scope of this minor thesis, I propose to deal with one single speech act:
compliment exchange.

Compliments and compliment responses have been chosen firstly because of my own
uneasy experiences and, as mentioned before, the fact that this speech act is not
explicitly taught in our program. Secondly, compliments and compliment responses
can be potential face threatening acts (Brown and Levinson, I 978, pp. 7 I- 73;
Henderson, I 996, p. I 97). Although compliments have a reputation of enhancing the
addressee's positive face (Brown & Levinson, 1978, p. 108) and therefore can serve
as "social lubricants" and "soften criticism" (Wolfson, l 983a, p. 89), there are other
points to consider. Obviously, compliments may convey "some elements of envy and
desire" for the addressee's possessions, achievements or skills and therefore threaten
his/her negative face (Holmes, 1986, p. 487). This is especially serious in cultures
such as Samoan where people usually offer to the speaker the objects of compliments
if they are things of little value (Holmes, 1986, p. 487). With respect to compliment
responses, the complimentees often have to make the choice between either accepting
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the compliment, which means they can appear arrogant or rejecting them and hurting
the complimenters' positive face.

The next reason for choosing the topic is that although any speech act reflects a set of
cultural norms and values, complimenting is special to researchers into culture and
sociolinguistics because of its "nature as judgements, overt expressions of approval or
admiration" (Manes, 1983, pp. 96-97).

As different cultures make different

evaluations and judgements of a person, this particular act can be very difficult in
cross-cultural interactions. If the compliment force is not realized and acknowledged,
it is very likely that the compliment is seen as sarcasm, criticism or even as sexual
harassment. Thus, examining this act in the two culture systems of Australia and
Vietnam promises to reveal many interesting findings and helps to avoid potential
misunderstandings in communication as well as providing directions in educational
writing and language teaching.

3 Structure of the thesis
This thesis consists of five chapters of which the first is this introductory chapter. The
literature review, which discusses cultural patterns in Vietnam and Australia as well
as speech act theory and definitions of compliments and compliment responses,
follows as the second chapter. It also reviews what previous researchers have studied
and found about compliment exchanges in different languages. This section frames
the research questions and indicates issues for consideration in selecting an
appropriate research method and design.
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The third chapter is on the methodology of the study. Firstly, it outlines the questions
proposed. The next step is an explanation of why ethnographic research has been
selected as the method of the thesis. In addition, it justifies the hand-note techniques
for the data collection process and describes the subjects, materials, data collection
procedure, coding and method of analysis of the study.

Chapter Four reports the findings and discusses them.

The last chapter is the

conclusion, which includes a discussion of the implications for English and
Vietnamese teaching in Vietnam.
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Chapter two
Literature review

1 Dominant Australian and Vietnamese cultural patterns
Among many attempts to devise taxonomies that can be used to analyze key
behavioral patterns found in cultures are the four most well-established ones, which
follow.

The first is developed by Hofstede (1984), who identifies four value

dimensions. These are: Individualism-Collectivism, Uncertainty avoidance, Power
distance, and Masculinity-Femininity. Long-term versus short-term orientation to life
is the fifth dimension, which was developed later to avoid a Western bias (Hofstede,
1991 ).

The second taxonomy is advanced by anthropologists Kluckhohn and

Strodtbeck ( 1961, pp. 11-17) with five orientations: Human Nature Orientation, ManNature

Orientation,

Time

Orientation,

Activity

Orientation

and

Relational

Orientation. The third is the work of Hall ( 1976), looking at High-Context and LowContext cultures and the fourth selected by Samovar and Porter ( 1995) encompasses
Formality/Informality and Assertiveness/Interpersonal Harmony.

Hofstede's value dimensions, which resulted from his survey into a hundred thousand
workers in multinational organizations in forty countries, are used in this section to
reveal dominant cultural patterns in Australia and Vietnam.

The main reason for

basing the review mainly around Hofstede' s (1984; 1991) works is that compared
with other studies, Hofstede's studies provide more details about Australia, one of the
countries in this investigation. Although Vietnam is not included in his survey. these
dimensions could be helpful in the discussion about Vietnam because this culture
shares certain Confucian values with China, the country in Hofstede's ( 1991) survey.
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Furthermore, in his study, Clyne (1994) uses these dimensions to discuss prevalent
features in Vietnamese culture.

The following section deals with Australian and

Vietnamese cultural patterns across Hofstede' s ( 1984; 1991) five dimensions

1.1 Individualism-collectivism
Australia ranks number two in the ranking of forty countries in terms of individualism
and collectivism (Hofstede, 1984, p. 158). This low score means that Australian
culture promotes individualism. The most salient constituents of individualism are
the importance of individuals in any social setting and the great value of individual
uniqueness (Samovar & Porter, 1995, p. 89). Individual initiative and achievement as
well as individual decision making are stressed and appreciated. However, cultures
are not usually exclusively individualistic or collective. There is also a very strong
sense of community among Australians and collective effort is valued (as cited in
Irwin, 1996, p. 91 ).

Unlike Australian culture, Vietnamese culture is low on individuality or collectivismoriented (Clyne, 1994, p. 180). A related characteristic of collectivism is that a large
psychological distance is imposed between in-groups (those who are members of their
group) and out-groups (those who are not) (Hofstede, 1984, p. 166). Harmony and
good relations within the group are maintained while sharp boundaries between
insiders and outsiders are created. In consequence, in-group members support and
protect each other and there is a very strong sense of mutual dependence and benefit.
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1.2 Uncertainty avoidance
According to Hofstede (1991, p. 113), uncertainty avoidance indicates how frightened
people in a particular culture feel when encountering uncertain and ambiguous
situations. Australia's twenty-seventh rank among forty countries provides a clue that
the culture is low-uncertainty-avoidance, which means that Australians are more
ready to accept uncertainty in life and tolerate both the unusual and changes
(Hofstede, 1984, p. 140). At the time, hard work was not considered a very important
virtue (Hofstede, 1984, p. 140), although that may be changing now.

Clyne ( 1994, p. 185) has defined South East Asian cultures as low uncertaintyavoidance.

However, various prevalent features of Vietnamese culture indicate a

strong uncertainty-avoidance tendency. This can be first exemplified by Vietnamese
people's fear of uncertainty and ambiguity as well as their great concern with security.
They thus feel a strong need for formal rules, rituals and the maintenance of stability
in their groups (Hofstede, 1984, p. 140). Further evidence of their cultural attempts to
reduce uncertainty may be the many common superstitious practices based on a strong
belief in spirits and supernatural forces among Vietnamese as well as other South East
Asians (Chan, 1992, p. 206).

In addition, in Vietnamese society, conformity and

consensus are of significant importance and deviant ideas and behavior are not
tolerated. Another high uncertainty-avoidance characteristic, the "inner urge to work
hard" (Hofstede, 1984, p. 140), is also present in Vietnamese culture.

1.3 Power distance
Power distance is the extent to which a society accepts that power in institutions and
organization is distributed unequally (Hofstede, 1991, p. 28). Australian culture tends
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toward small power distance, scoring twenty-ninth among forty countries.

A

characteristic of small power distance countries is the belief in equality in society and
that all people have the same access to power (Hofstede, 1984, p. 94 ). In fact, there is
"latent harmony between the powerful and the powerless" (Hofstede, 1984, p. 94).

The power distance dimension shows a further difference between Australian and
Vietnamese cultures. Vietnamese have high power distance (Clyne, 1994, p. I 80) and
believe in social hierarchy. Parents place high value on children's obedience and
employees fear to disagree with their bosses. Hofstede ( 1984, p. 92) comments that in
high power distance societies, respect for parents and other elders is seen as a basic
virtue. The power dimension is also reflected in communication style. Australian
informality seems to be in sharp contrast with Vietnamese formality.

Vietnamese

may feel acutely uncomfortable when hearing young Australians calling their elders
or superiors by their first names. Conversely, Australians reportedly feel annoyed
when being asked their age by Vietnamese the first time they are introduced to each
other. They do not recognize that this Vietnamese habit reflects the significance of
selecting appropriate terms of address and proper conduct when communicating.

1.4 Masculinity-femininity
Masculinity and femininity are used by Hofstede (1991, pp. 82-83) to refer to the
extent of masculine and feminine traits in each culture.

He summarizes that

masculinity components in a society are behaviours such as assertiveness, ambition,
achievement, money and material acquisition while femininity emphasizes caring and
nurturing manners. The Australians' score of fourteen out of forty countries puts it on
the side of male-oriented cultures (Hofstede, 1984, p. 189). Their more assertive
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communication style is revealed in their directness and openness (as cited in Irwin,
1996, p. 92).

However, as "no culture exists at either end of the continuum"

(Samovar & Porter, 1995, p. 102), femininity traits can also be observed in Australian
culture where friendliness and tolerance are always highlighted.

Hofstede (1984, p. 191) characterizes the less developed Asian countries as having
medium masculinity.

In Vietnam, masculinity is reflected in the sex-roles, which

have been clearly differentiated at least until very recently (Clyne, 1994, p. 185).
Nevertheless, Vietnamese culture has many "feminine" features.

It is strongly

influenced by Confucianism, which places primordial value on harmony (Clyne,
1994, p. 184).

As a result, Vietnamese communication tends toward accord and

calmness and like many other Asian communication modes, it is often "indirect and
implicit" (Samovar & Porter, 1995, p. 102).

Furthermore, Chan (1992, p. 238)

comments that "indirect communication styles; reluctance to criticize or contradict
overtly; and ability to 'read' others' genuine attitudes, opinions or feelings through
nonverbal cues also serve to preserve group harmony [among South East Asian
people]". Besides, Cam Nguyen (1994, p. 70) argues that ambiguity is often tolerated
and "requests for clarification and elaboration are rare" because "one tries to ...
interpret another person's sayings".

1.5 Long-term and short-term orientation to life
Long-term and short-term orientation to life, which 1s also named Confucian
dynamism, is a further dimension of cultural variation. Within this dimension, more
differences between Vietnam and Australia appear. Australia ranked fifteenth out of
twenty-three countries and is on the side of short-term orientation to life (Hofstede,
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1991, p. 166). In contrast, many Asian countries in the studies such as China, South
Korea and Japan maintain a long-term orientation (Hofstede, 1991, p. 166) and so
does Vietnam. The prevalent features of this orientation are the Confucian virtues of
thrift, patience, responsibility, industriousness, and modesty (Chan, 1992, p. 214). In
fact, the above features are included in ethical lessons for Vietnamese children in
schools.

In brief, Hofstede' s value dimensions help to reveal some of the distinctions and
similarities between Australian and Vietnamese societies. In fact, Rokeach's (1973,
p. 3) statement that "all men everywhere possess the same values to different degrees"
applies to the discussion about Australian and Vietnamese cultures. All dimensions
are continua and Australia and Vietnam can be said to be at different points on them.
Nevertheless, when comparing Australia and Vietnam, Australia appears to be
characterised by strong individualism, low uncertainty avoidance, small power
distance, strong masculinity and a short-term orientation to life in contrast to
Vietnam's high collectivism, high uncertainty avoidance, large power distance,
medium masculinity and long-term orientation to life.

Although Hofstede' s studies are widely used and quoted as valuable insights into
cultural differences, some limitations must be borne in mind. Firstly, the subjects of
his studies are predominantly male managers in large organizations, which is very
likely to make the findings gender- and work- biased. There may also be some doubt
about the representativeness of the Australian subjects. Although demographic details
about them are not provided, there is a strong possibility that in the 70s and 80s, most
of the Australian people working for big companies such as IBM were of Anglo-
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Australian descent. This means Australian immigrants may not have been included to
any large extent. Secondly, Irwin (1996, p. 37) contends that the terms masculinityfemininity

are

misleading

and

should

be

replaced

by

achievement

and

assertiveness/nurturance and social support as social changes spread in the 1990s,
which is at least true outside Asia. Thirdly, many researchers including Irwin ( 1996,
p. 37) argue that the early data was more than two decades ago, which may raise the
question of the pertinence of the findings to the 1990s. However, as Samovar and
Porter ( 1995, p. 96) put it, deep structures in cultures are resistant to changes and
Hofstede' s studies are of these structures.

Significant differences in cultural features certainly affect the way Australians and
Vietnamese communicate. This makes comparisons of these peoples' interactions via
compliments a sound area for research. The second section of this chapter is devoted
to speech act theory as it provides the theoretical background for an investigation of
complimenting discourse.

2

Speech act theory, compliments and compliment responses

2.1 Speech act theory
Speech act theory has its origin in the philosophy of language. Philosophers (Austin,
1962; Grice, 1975; Searle, 1969; 1975; 1979; Searle, Kiefer & Bierwisch, 1980)
assume that it is the performance of certain acts rather than linguistic expressions
themselves which is the minimal unit of human interaction. In other words, the theory
refers to the functions and uses of language and speech acts may be defined as "all the
acts we perform through speaking" (Schmidt & Richards, 1985, p. IO I). They are the
minimal terms of the set: speech situation/event/act and have been the subject of
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sociolinguistic and pragmatic investigation. Among many different taxonomies of
speech acts, the most often cited is Searle's (1976). He groups all speech acts into
five basic types based on speaker intentions. These are Representatives (telling how
things are); Directives (getting people to do something); Commisives (committing the
speaker to do something); Expressives (expressing feelings and attitudes) and
Declarations (acts causing changes in the world through their execution) (Searle,
1976, pp. 16-20).

Since the introduction of speech act theory, much work has been concentrated on
single speech acts (Bach & Harnish, 1979; Hancher, 1979; Searle, 1976 among
others). However, reality is much more complicated since communication involves a
series of sequences of speech acts (Searle, 1979, p. 27).

Therefore, a theory of

conversation, which is about how speech acts combine in connected discourse, is
required to complement speech act theory (Flowerdew, 1988, p. 72).

Flowerdew

(1988, p. 72) argued that this theory was particularly significant for language teachers
as it would help them to show the students "not only ways of performing particular
speech acts, but also ways of combining them together". The theory attracts both
sociologists who have carried out research under the name of the ethnography of
communication or conversational analysis, and linguists, who have been focusing on
the same area under the heading of discourse analysis (Flowerdew, 1988, p. 72).

Reviewing work on adjacency pairs, Flowerdew (1988, p. 72) found that the aim of
this field of work was to "specify rules according to which one speech act combines
with another". Adjacency pairs are closely related, stereotypical pairs of speech acts
and they are claimed to be a recurrent feature of conversation (Schegloff, 1977;
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Schegloff &

Sacks, 1973).

There are many pairs including Compliment-

Accept/Reject (McLaughlin, 1984, p. 69) and work on adjacency pairs enables
language syllabus and material designers to work "above the level of the single
speech act" (Flowerdew, 1988, p. 73).

Also focusing on units above the level of individual speech acts, discourse analysis is
an alternative model of speech acts in combination as set out in Sinclair and Coulthard
(1975). Discourse analysis investigates the key interactive unit of exchange, which
mainly consists of three moves: initiation, response, and follow-up (Flowerdew, 1988,
p. 73). Flowerdew (1988, p. 74) acknowledges that discourse analysis has helped to
demonstrate the fact that there is structure above the single speech act and that it is
important to consider this structure if the development of communicative competence
on the part of language learners is to be achieved. Complimenting exchanges are a
very good example of such an extended structure.

2.2 Compliments and compliment responses
A compliment, as defined by Holmes ( 1986) is

a speech act which explicitly or implicitly attributes ccedit 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)

It is worth stating explicitly here that the focus of this study is compliments which
attribute good value to the addressees as there exist compliments referring to a third
person.

An exchange between two women when watching television in Holmes

( 1986, p. 486) can be an illustration:
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Oh but you must admit she's got a lovely voice
She certainly has.

Holmes (1986, p. 486) argues that such utterances should be labeled simply "positive
evaluation". Consequently, compliments which only indirectly ascribe credit to the
addressee such as ones paid to the addressee's relatives rather than the addressee are
excluded from this study.

For the purpose of this study, a compliment response is defined as a verbal/nonverbal
acknowledgement that the recipient of the compliment heard or reacted to the
compliment.

Compliments and compliment responses have been seen as worthy of study and the
literature on compliments is quite rich. The next section shows how different aspects
of this speech act have been studied and in the examples that follow, SI stands for the
complimenter and S2 for the complimentee.

3 Previous studies
Previous studies into compliment exchanges have focused on the following areas:
compliment formulas, functions, topics, compliment responses, and compliments as a
sex-preferential strategy (Cordella, Large & Pardo, 1995; Herbert, 1991; Holmes,
1986; 1988; Knapp et al., 1984; Manes, 1983; Manes & Wolfson, 1981; Nguyen
Phuong Suu, 1990; Wolfson & Manes, 1980; Ye, 1995; Ylanne-McEwen, 1993
among others).

Compliments in written discourse have also been investigated

(Johnson, 1992; Johnson & Roen, 1992). However, within the limit of this thesis,
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only compliments and compliment responses in spoken discourse are discussed in the
literature review.

3.1 Compliment formulas
Formulaicity, as found in the following studies, is a feature of compliments in many
languages.

Manes and Wolfson (1981) first laid the foundation for further research into the act of
complimenting. They also first valued an ethnographic approach as "the only reliable
method for collecting data about the way compliments, or indeed, any other speech
act functions" (Manes & Wolfson, 1981, p. 115). The authors themselves and some
of their students at the University of Virginia and the University of Pennsylvania
collected six hundred and eighty-six American English compliments in everyday
speech forms during the academic year 1977-1978. All the compliments were from
interactions which the researchers observed or in which they participated. During the
collecting process, the observers took note of the gender, approximate age and
occupation of both speaker and addressee, as well as their relationship if such
information was available (Manes & Wolfson, 1981, p. 116).

The first thing that their study reveals is that American English compliments are
highly formulaic. This is true for both their syntactic and semantic level. Only three
core syntactic patterns: NP 1 is/looks2 (reall/) ADJ'; I (really) like!love5 NP and PR0

1

NP stands for a noun phrase which does not include a semantically positive adjective.

2

Look stands for any linking verb other than be . . . All verbs are cited in the present tense .
Really stands for any intensifier (really, very, so, such, etc.).
ADJ stands for any semantically positive adjective.
5
like and love stand for any verb of liking (like, love, admire, enjoy, etc.).
6
PRO stands for yo11, this, that, these, or those (Manes & Wolfson, 1981, p. 132,

.1
4
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6

is (really) (a) ADJ NP make up 84.6% of all the patterns in their corpus (Manes &

Wolfson, 1981, p. 120). Semantically, two thirds of all the adjectives present in the
compliments are the following five positive evaluative ones: nice, good, pretty,
beautiful and great. Only a few semantically positive verbs are used with like and
love accounting for 86% of all the verbs used to compliment.

Another study of compliments in American English, (Knapp et al., 1984) included
three surveys, using an interview method.

Together with some trained student

interviewers, the authors were able to collect a large data base containing different
aspects of compliments such as forms and content. Some syntactic and semantic
similarities between the corpora of Knapp et al. (1984) and Manes and Wolfson
(1981) were found (for example, good and nice being used in the highest frequency).
Knapp et al. ( 1984, p. 21) could confirm the presence of formulas in compliment
forms though their data show "less formulaic rigidity". However, in their interviews
with twenty Americans in the United States about the most recent compliments that
they had given and received, Bamlund and Araki (1985, p. 14) established that
Americans employed many superlatives such as beautiful, great, brilliant, superb and
fantastic. The findings, which seem to be different from those of Manes and Wolfson

( 1981) and Knapp et al. ( 1984 ), may derive from a much smaller sample. Also, the
claim might come from the fact that the authors were comparing the adjectives used in
American compliments to the adjectives used in their Japanese counterparts. This
focus on a contrast might well have caused the highlighting of the more extreme
American terms.
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The above studies have attracted the interest of many other researchers, who have
attempted to examine compliments in other varieties of English. Their findings are
replicated in Holmes' (1986) study in New Zealand, using an ethnographic approach.
This leads to her conclusion that noticeable regularity in compliments is a feature of
different varieties of English (Holmes, 1986, p. 491). This is once again true in Lee's
(1990) Hawaii Creole English survey. Lee (1990, p. 126) further found that iood and
nice were the major adjectives while love and like were the only verbs used in

compliments. Formulaicity is also present in British English compliments in YlanneMcEwen' s (1993) data collected by using an eliciting oral method, in which female
subjects orally role-played compliment exchanges in given situations and with preassigned roles.

Pioneering studies into compliments in languages other than English following Mane
and Wolfson' s (1981) ethnographic research, Herbert (1991) found evidence of
formulaicity in his Polish data. 83.75% of his corpus from field notes are variants on
only four core syntactic patterns (Herbert, 1991, pp. 388-389). Semantic expressions
are also highly constrained with 83% of the sample being adjectival compliments
with, for example, tadny (nice, pretty), fajny (first-rate) and adverbial compliments
with ladnie (nice (ly)), slicznie (lovely) among others. (Herbert, I 991, p. 387).
Nevertheless, his study reveals two outstanding differences between Polish and
American English common compliment forms. The first one lies in the frequency of
adverbial compliments in the two languages: 27% in Polish and 2.7% in American
English. This difference can be explained by the syntactic differences between the
two languages. In English, verbs of sensory perception like look go with adjectival
modifiers such as nice while they take adverbial modifiers in Polish such as ladnie
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(nicely) (Herbert, 1991, p. 388).

The other difference was the markedly low

frequency of first person compliments, for example, podoba mi si~ (I like) and (ja)
lubie (I love/like) and the high count for second person compliments, for example,
Masz (you have) in Polish (Herbert, 1991, p. 391). This may have been caused by the

high proportion of possession compliments via the formula Masz (You have) (INT)
ADJ NP. Formulaicity is also characteristic of Finnish compliments even though they

contain more syntactic variations than their English counterparts (Ylanne-McEwen,
1993, p. 499).

With respect to Asian languages, Japanese data in Barnlund and Araki's (1985, p. 14)
study show that the Japanese adopted "a more limited vocabulary and the terms used
were less extreme" when complimenting than did Americans. Examples of their less
extreme adjectives include nice, good, well, intelligent, all right in comparison with
American beautiful, great, brilliant, superb, andfantastic (Barnlund & Araki, 1985, p.
14).

In another piece of research, Daikuhara (1986, p. 111) confirmed the

formulaicity in Japanese compliments. Regarding Mandarin Chinese, Ye' s ( 1995)
research,

using a DCT, reveals four types of positive semantic carriers:

Adjective/Stative verb, Adverb, Noun and Verb. The Adjective/Stative verb group
makes up more than half of the data (54.5%) while the second reaches 27.4% (Ye,
1995, p. 243). The finding of the adverb group means Chinese adverbial compliments
such as N{ de qi,J, da de zhin bucuo (Your ball playing is done very well) occur ten
times as frequently as their American English counterparts do (2.7%) in Manes and
Wolfson' s (1981, p. 120) data. Ye (l 995) explains that this difference lies at the
syntactic level. Another special feature in Chinese compliments is the use of nouns,
which reflects a process of categorization (for example, a complimetee is compared to
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a queen) (Ye, 1995, p. 264). This feature is not mentioned in the analysis of English
compliments (Holmes, 1986; Lee, 1990; Manes & Wolfson, 1981).

In brief, although there are some differences in forms, it is notable that compliments
in the above different languages are highly formulaic in nature even though the
particular formulas used reflect the grammatical features of each language. While
findings in relation to formulas help to build an important knowledge of compliments
at the syntactic and semantic levels, it has also been acknowledged that compliment
topics may provide insight into cross-cultural variations as different peoples may
value different things as worthy of compliment. Therefore, topics are among the focal
points of many studies and the next section reviews findings in this area.

3.2 Compliment topics
Studies into compliments m varieties of English such as American English, New
Zealand English and Australian English reveal that most of them fall into the same
general topics namely appearance, possessions, performance and personality.

Investigating American English compliments, Manes ( 1983, p. 98) found that
personal appearance was a common topic of compliments. Knapp et al. ( 1984, p. 18)
came up with a similar result: compliments on personal appearance and attire are very
frequent. The researchers went further, grouping all the praising expressions into four
broad topics, which are appearance/attire, performance, personality/whole person and
possessions.

Barlund and Araki (1985, p. 23) confirmed the findings that for

Americans, the most frequently praised characteristics were appearance, skills, traits,
and tastes.

Possessions, however, were not mentioned in their research.
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Holmes

(1986) also found similar topics: appearance, possessions, ability/performance and
personality/friendship in her New Zealand data.

In fact, Holmes (1986, p. 496)

established that appearance compliments occurred with the highest frequency,
followed by the other three. Furthermore, data from Australian English indicate a
very high score for enjoyment of being praised on appearance (Nguyen Phuong Suu,
1990, p. 34). In addition, an analysis of spontaneous compliments paid by Australian
and Spanish speakers in the Australian context shows that compliment topics are age
dependent. Young recipients often receive compliments on their appearance while
ones over thirty are more likely to get compliments on their skills (Cordella et al.,
1995, p. 245).

Though similarities are found in broad compliment topics in the above different
varieties of English, Holmes (1986, p. 497) is cautious to point out that "acceptable
topics of compliments certainly vary cross-culturally". This point is shown to be true
in Lee's (1990) study of Hawaii Creole English.

The high frequency of food

compliments reflects the difference between Hawaii Creole English culture and other
English cultures.

Studies into languages other than English show more cultural variations.

Herbert

(1991, p. 393) revealed a very high percentage (49.25%) of Polish compliments
related to possession topic, which is explained as being connected with the hard life in
Poland at the time of the field-work (1983-1988). Another variation is found in Asian
languages Japanese, Vietnamese and Chinese where skill/performance/ability
compliments often top the list. Barnlund and Araki (1985, p. 23) found that Japanese
complimented skills, appearance, taste, and traits in descending order of frequency
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while Americans listed the same characteristics differently. Another point of note is
that in their interviews, compliments on good taste among Japanese partners were
used eight times as often as with their American counterparts. Daikuhara' s ( 1986, p.
119) research also indicated that appearance/possession compliments were pushed to
the second place by ability/performance compliments with a big gap in between (29%
and 73% of the total data respectively).

She further found that 33% of all

ability/performance compliments were on academic matters or hard work in studies.
This is due to the fact that about half of the Japanese subjects were students in the
United States and that this community was highly academically oriented (Daikuhara,
1986, p. 119). Similarly, Nguyen Phuong Suu (1990, p. 39) found a preference for
achievement over appearance and this is very significant among female Vietnamese.
Ye (1995) revealed the same pattern in China: performance compliments outranked
praise on appearance. Ye (1995, p. 273) explained that the virtues and qualities of
people in China had great social value while appearance was not much appreciated.

In brief, similarities in compliment topics may exist in English-speaking cultures but
more research is needed in deciding which topics are preferred in culturally different
countries.

Obviously, judging which aspects of appearance or which items of

possessions are appropriate topics for compliments is very demanding and requires
extensive knowledge of the relevant culture.

Besides formulas and topics, the functions of compliments are also an area of interest
to many researchers, course designers and language teachers with regard to teaching
students the appropriate use of this act. What previous authors have found in this area
is briefly outlined in the following section.
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3.3 Compliment functions
When examining their American English corpus, Manes and Wolfson (1981, p. 124)
state that compliments primarily serve to create and maintain solidarity. By using
expressions of appreciation or approval such as I really enjoyed your class (Manes &
Wolfson, 1981, p. 118 ), the complimenters show that they share "a commonality of
taste or interest" (p. 124) with the hearers. However, when comparing compliments
in American English and South African English using ethnographic research, Herbert
and Straight (1989) argue that the function of American compliments appear to be
social solidarity negotiation. Their claim is based on two points. Firstly, in most of
the cases, the flow of compliments comes from the higher placed persons, which
makes them "vehicles for the (re)negotiation rather than the statement of social
solidarity" (Herbert & Straight, 1989, p. 44).

Secondly, the higher frequency of

compliments among first-name acquaintances than is found among intimates
reinforces the previous claim.

Unfortunately, Herbert and Straight (1989) fail to

explain how the difference between the role of relative status in the two flows of
compliments is characterized.

Supporting Herbert and Straight (1989), Henderson (1996, p. 195) agreed on the point
that compliments performed social negotiation. She pointed out that the description
of compliment behaviour as "reinforcement and/or creation of solidarity" (Manes &
Wolfson, 1981, p. 124) was "too restrictive" and only true for a particular social
group (Henderson, 1996, p. 195). Henderson ( 1996, p. 195) explained "in offering a
compliment, speakers negotiate their relationships with respect to other individuals; in
turn, responders negotiate their positions in relationships within the context of what
speakers have communicated."
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Besides the controversial function mentioned above, there are many other functions,
which compliments serve.

Manes and Wolfson ( 1981) found that American

compliments could initiate conversations. For example, when passing a colleague,
one of the researchers without a greeting said, That's a nice skirt you 're wearing,
which was responded to with Oh, I had so much trouble trying to decide what to wear

this morning (Manes & Wolfson, 1981, p. 126). Furthermore, this speech act is used
as a way of thanking when given gifts as in the following exchange:
S 1: Those flowers are beautiful. Do they come from your garden?
S2: Yes, I cut them. They're not my favourite color of azalea, but that's what

I have.
S 1: It was sweet of you to bring them. (Manes & Wolfson, 1981, p. 128)

Manes and Wolfson ( 1981, p. 130) contended that compliments were also required in
situations such as being invited to a party and the same game was played when one
saw new possessions in America. Absence of compliments in those contexts may be
interpreted as disapproval.

In addition, Herbert (1989) found that compliments

performed the function of returning compliments. The exchange below is an apt
illustration of this
S 1: I like your hair short, Sharon.
S2: Thanks, Deb. I like yours too. (Herbert, 1989, p. 27)

As the nature of compliments lies in addressing the positive aspects in life, they fit
very well in situations in which encouragement is needed. Paying compliments, then,
is an effective way to show that someone is appreciated and this motivation is not
"limited to interactions between people of unequal status" (Wolfson, l 983a, p. 92).
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Seemingly contrasting to the above functions, compliments are sometimes assigned
the role of sarcasm. They can be intended for a joke as in You play a good game of
tennis - for a woman or more seriously for a reprimand as in I really like the way you
went through that stop sign (Wolfson, 1983a, p. 92).

With their corpus of Australian English and Spanish spontaneous compliment
interactions, Cordella et al. (1995, p. 248) observed the same function as the one
revealed in American English: social relationship maintenance. They developed this
point further, stating that this was true even for insincere compliments as in the case
of a male, who said Sure, they look good about the carpets while actually thinking that
they were awful (Cordella et al., 1995, p. 249).

The author explained that in

Australian society where "relationships are scarce due to the mobility of its
members", compliments may help to strengthen the relationships (Cordella et al.,
1995, p. 249).

Although there are some similarities in compliment functions in the above varieties of
English, Herbert and Straight (1989, p. 44) find that compliments may serve a
different function in South African English, that of affirming social solidarity. They
argue that "solidarity with one's white equals, can simply be assumed" without
elaborate and effusive compliments and no compliment acceptance can do harm to
such secure relationships (Herbert & Straight, 1989, p. 44 ). This comes from the fact
that South African whites do not pay compliments very often and in most of the cases
compliments are accepted. Nevertheless, the authors are cautious in pointing out that
additional research is needed to determine the difference between American and
South African complimenting behaviour.

29

Further research into gender issues in American and New Zealand English
compliments (Holmes, 1988; Herbert, 1990) shows more function variations, which
are discussed in the next section.

With respect to Japanese, Daikuhara (1986, p. 128) find that compliments in this
language "function in many of the same ways as compliments in American English".
They help to create and maintain solidarity, serve as required expressions of approval,
as thanks, greetings or as conversation introductions (Daikuhara, 1986, pp. 127-128).
However, in contrast with American English, she notes that complimenting in
Japanese has a further function of showing deference to the addressee and thus
creating distance between interlocutors (Daikuhara, 1986, p. 125). As observed by
Daikuhara (1986, p. 123), sugoi (with the meaning "You're beyond my imagination")
is often used in compliments to put the recipient above the speakers.

Japanese

speakers even downgrade or compare themselves negatively to the other interlocutors
when praising them (Daikuhara, 1986, p. 124). This function seems to be in contrast
to the general function of solidarity in compliments. However, it should be noted that
in Japan, showing deference or respect is an important politeness strategy (Daikuhara,
1986, p. 125). Ye (1995, p. 275) proposes the same hypothesis as Daikuhara (1986)
about the Chinese data. Unfortunately, Ye (1995) gives no further data to support the
hypothesis.

Summing up, as compliments address the positive face of the hearers, their main
function is solidarity creation and maintenance. In Asian cultures such as Japan,
compliments are also employed to show deference and create distance between

30

interlocutors. It will be interesting to examine Vietnamese compliments to find out
whether they serve the same range of functions or not.

In addition to compliment formulas, compliment topics and compliment functions,
compliments as a gender-preferential strategy have drawn attraction from many
anthropologists and linguists and their research is presented in the next section.

3.4 Compliments as a gender-preferential strategy
Tackling compliments as a gender-preferential strategy, Bamlund and Araki ( 1985, p.
23) concluded that Japanese and American females were "greater givers and receivers
of compliments than males".

Moreover, Holmes' (1988) findings are that

compliments made by New Zealand women and men vary remarkably in terms of
frequency, syntactic form, and topic. Women gave and received more compliments
than did men (Holmes, 1988, p. 449). Similarly, in the analysis of Cordella et al.
(1995, p. 247), a low frequency of compliments between Australian and Spanish
males was also observed.

Furthermore, in New Zealand English, women

complimented each other more often than they did men or men did each other
(Holmes, 1988, p. 462).

They adopted the syntactic form that strengthened the

positive force of the compliment (such as the rhetorical pattern What (a) (ADJ) NP!)
more often than men did (Holmes, 1988, p. 462). The preferred topic of women was
appearance while the one which men often chose was possession (Holmes, 1988, p.
463).

Holmes (1988, p. 462) also proposed that women's compliments may be

perceived as solidarity, while men tend to experience them as face-threatening-acts,
which may explain why the fewest compliments occur between men.
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Examining the same area, Herbert ( 1990) found a similar result: the gender of
participants had a significant impact on complimenting events in American English.
Female speakers often employed first person compliments regardless of the gender of
the addressee. "Compliments from females will most likely not be accepted" while
compliments from males will often elicit acceptance, especially by female recipients
(Herbert, 1990, p. 217). Herbert (1990, p. 221) contended that male compliments
functioned as literal, which made the addressee willing to accept the "complimentary
force with appreciation token or comment acceptance".

In contrast, female

compliments could be seen as "tokens for negotiating social distance" and therefore,
their complimentary force did not always get accepted overtly (Herbert, 1990, 221).
In lexical choice, Herbert ( 1990) found that women used love more than men to
intensify their compliments. Concerning function, Herbert ( 1990, p. 221) argued that
American male and female compliments served different functions: women paid
compliments primarily to create solidarity while men did it as assertion of praise.
Herbert (1990, p. 221) explained that male compliments, at a low level of frequency
and a high level of acceptance, were like South African compliments and might
"conform more closely to native speakers' folk definitions of a compliment". This
appears to mean that the compliments are regarded as "sincere" but no further
elaboration is provided.

As significant as their findings are, Holmes' and Herbert's studies have two
limitations as indicated by Johnson and Roen (1992, p. 29). Firstly, the relationship
between language use and situation was not taken into account. Secondly, the studies
were based on isolated compliment utterances or compliment-response exchanges and
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there was not much examination of the functions of compliments in discourse. One of
the aims of this study is to contribute to filling this gap.

Gender also has an impact in Chinese compliments. Due to their traditional ethical
criteria, which militate against interaction between men and women, the frequency of
compliments from men to women is very low (Ye, 1995, p. 274). Additionally, there
are some differences in compliment frequency, forms, and topics in male and female
interactions, each varies according to the gender of the interlocutor (Ye, 1995).

Important findings in aspects of compliments have been discussed in the previous
sections and the last part of the literature review will deal with compliment responses,
which are the other half of the exchange.

3.5 Compliment responses
In the following discussion, only the main findings of the previous studies concerning
compliment responses are reviewed.

A detailed description of different codes is

found in the Coding section.

Pomerantz ( 1978) was a pioneer in studies into compliment responses and she laid a
solid foundation for further research. She noticed that there were multiple constraint
systems,

which

influenced

(Pomenrantz, 1978, p. 81 ).

and controlled compliment response

production

Responses reflect the recipients' resolution of these

conflicting conversational constraints. On the one hand, the complimentee is under
pressure to agree with the complimenter and accept the compliment because an
agreement with the previous utterance is a preferred second part of any conversational
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exchange (Pomenrantz, 1978, p. 81). On the other hand, the complimentee is under a
different pressure to avoid or minimize self-praise (Pomenrantz, 1978, p. 81 ). The
result is that compliment responses could be placed along a continuum between the
poles of acceptance (agreement) and rejection (disagreement and avoidance of selfpraise) (Pomerantz, 1978).

Pomerantz (1978, p. 80) claimed that in American culture accepting a compliment
graciously was a model response. However, her data reveal a large proportion of
compliment responses fitted into the Disagreements and Rejections (Pomerantz, 1978,
p. 81 ). This may be the result of two limitations in her study as pointed out by
Holmes (1988, p. 459). First, Pomerantz's (1978) analysis is not a quantitative one.
Second, in the category of Disagreements and Rejections in this particular piece of
research, there are some responses of the Acceptances. However, Holmes ( 1988) did
not clarify this criticism by an example. Also commenting on Pomerantz' s ( 1978)
study, Nelson, Al-Batal and Echols (1996, p. 420) noticed that her agreeing responses
were between two speakers talking about a third party (for example, Isn't he cute I
Oh, he's adorable) (Pomerantz, 1978, p. 85) and there was no example in which a
person agreed with a compliment about him/herself.

Despite these methodological problems, Pomerantz' s (1978) claim was later
confirmed in the studies of Knapp et al. (1984 ); Bamlund and Araki (1985); Chen
(1993) and Gajaseni (1994), which found that Acceptance occurs with high frequency
in American English compliment responses. Knapp et al. ( 1984, p. 24) also noticed
that the second response type, Acceptance with Amendment, was the second most
preferred among Americans. According to Bamlund and Araki (1985, p. 14), the
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second place in the list of American compliment responses was either justification or
extension. Unfortunately, they did not go into details to describe how these responses
were justified or extended. Gajaseni (1994) pointed out that the Americans adopted
different strategies in single responses or repeated the same strategies to produce
longer responses. Specifically, they frequently used a combination of thank-you with
other strategies as in You did really good. The test was tough I Thank you. I studied a

lot and You're a very good student I Thanks. I bet you are, too (Gajaseni, 1994, pp.
76-77). Chen (1993, p. 54) categorized all responses into ten strategies, which can be
grouped into four super strategies namely Accepting, Returning, Deflecting, and
Rejecting. Chen (1993, p. 65) concluded that Americans' complimenting behaviour
of tending to minimize disagreement with the complimenter by accepting the praise
was due to their dominant adherence to Leech's (1983) Agreement Maxim.

The latest work on American English compliment responses was done by Nelson et
al. ( 1996) and it also reveals the high frequency of acceptance (p. 411 ).

With the New Zealand data, Holmes ( 1986) developed three response types: Accept,
Reject, and Deflect/Evade.

She found a repeated result: a large proportion of

responses (61.1 % ) falls into the Acceptance type (Holmes, 1986, p. 495).

These

findings are confirmed by the result from Ylanne-McEwen's (1993) data from British
English, in which responses are grouped into Agreement and Non-agreement and the
former outnumbered the latter (81 % compared to 17%) (Ylanne-McEwen, 1993, p.
505).

Frequent occurrences of the Acceptance type are also found in Ylanne-

McEwen 's Finnish data (1993, p. 505).
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As an exception to the general findings for English responses, the most common
rejoinder in Hawaii Creole English is denial (Lee, 1990).

This response type is

claimed to reflect a transfer from Asian cultures, where people tend to reject
compliments to avoid self-praise in accordance with Leech's (1983) concept of a
Modesty Maxim (Lee, 1990, p. 135).

With respect to languages other than English, compliment responses in Japanese,
Chinese, Vietnamese, Thai, and Syrian have been investigated. Barnlund and Araki's
(1985) study showed that most Japanese compliment responses fell into accuracy
questioning, denying and explaining. They also employed non-verbal strategies such
as smiling or silence (Barnlund & Araki, 1985, p. 14). Similarly, Daikuhara (1986,
pp. 119-120) noted that 95% of all compliment responses in her Japanese corpus fell
into Pomerantz' s (1978) Self-Praise Avoidance category with 35% being expressions

le, ie (No, no) or Sanna koto nai (That's not true). A smile or no response accounted
for 27% of the above category while Soo? (You think so?) made up 13% (Daikuhara,
1986, p. 120).

Daikuhara (1986, p. 119) also acknowledged that Appreciation

responses, which were only 5% of the total data, were restricted to interactions with
close friends and often considered to be a friendly joke. A remarkable finding was
drawn from Japanese in the United States. They adopted strategies prevalent in both
American English and Japanese. Specifically, 25% of them accepted the compliments
while 22% smiled or said nothing and 20% questioned the justification (Barnlund &
Araki, 1985, p. 14). It seemed that these Japanese subjects were more influenced by
LI pragmatics than L2 pragmatics.
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Examination of speakers of Chinese in China reveals that their most frequent! y used
strategy is Rejecting (Chen, 1993, p. 56), which is attributed to the Chinese speakers'
strong conformity with the Modesty Maxim.

The other two super strategies are

Thanking and Denigrating, and Accepting. Nevertheless, in research into ninety-six
native speakers of Chinese, Ye ( 1995) found a seemingly contradictory result: the
most frequently produced Chinese compliment response is Acceptance with
Amendment. However, a closer look at Ye's (1995) and Chen's (1993) data reveals
that the contradictory findings may come from their different categorization systems.
For example, while Only two dollars.

Cheap! in Ye's (1995) corpus is put in

Acceptance with Amendment, Chen's (1993) equivalent No, it's cheap stuff goes into
Disagreeing and Denigrating. Though difference is observed, it is difficult to decide
which system is better as only Chen's (1993) data are available for examination.

In contrast to the above two studies, which focus on Chinese compliment responses,
Yuan (1996) made an attempt to investigate the compliment responding behaviour of
Chinese speakers of English. Yuan examined the data from DCT questionnaires with
Chinese graduate students in the United States.

Chinese students in China and

American students in the United States were employed as control groups.

Yuan

( 1996, p. 865) found that the L2 speakers were "using the same type of semantic
formulas to about the same extent" as the American controls did with the exception of
the Others category but that their strategies were very different from the Chinese
control group.

Specifically, the Chinese speaking English "use statistically

significantly more Appreciation tokens" than the Chinese control group (Yuan, 1996,
p. 865), which represents a successful convergence to the L2 pragmatic norms.
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However, Yuan also found some elements of LI pragmatics in the use of Questions
and to a lesser extent, of Explanations. Yuan ( 1996) thus suggested that

Pragmatic convergence does not usually occur across the board all
at once: salient and frequent semantic formulas are likely to be
acquired and converged to quickly while less frequent and salient
ones are acquired at a later stage, although quantitatively, they may
catch on early [at the same time as other salient semantic
formulas]. (p. 870)

It is difficult to decide if the differences in pragmatic convergence between Japanese

and Chinese speakers of English are due to the length of stay in America or not as the
information is not recorded in Barnlund and Araki's (1985) paper. The group in
Yuan's (1996) study varied in length of residence from six to twenty months.

With regard to Vietnamese complimenting behaviour, Nguyen Phuong Suu ( 1990, p.
44) found that most recipients accepted the compliment although they did that with
some "suspicion or underplaying of their own worth".
-

In fact, he found that

I\

responses of acceptance, which included Ti or vang (both meaning yes), were often
accompanied by negative comments (Nguyen Phuong Suu, 1990, p. 43). One point
of consideration is that in some of the questions, he did not provide concrete
situations. Therefore, it is not clear what particular thing is being complimented. An
example is question six What would you say in response if a friend compliments you
on your husband? your wife? your son? your daughter? (Nguyen Phuong Suu, 1990,

p. 49). More work needs to be done in this area and this thesis is one of the attempts
to provide a better analysis.
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In Thai, the most prevalent response type is Acceptance although its frequency is
lower than in American English (Gajaseni, 1994). This finding suggests that Lee's
(1990) claim about the typical denial response in Asian languages is not totally
accurate. In other words, Leech's (1983) Modesty Maxim may have different effects
in different Asian cultures. Another interesting point is that Thai expressions seem to
be brief. Moreover, the social status of the complimenter has an impact on responses
since compliments are likely to be accepted from a higher status complimenter and
tend to be rejected from equal-status speakers. This phenomenon is more obvious in
Thai than in American English.

It is interesting to note that Syrian and American compliment responses bear many
similarities. Syrians and Americans "are more likely to either accept or mitigate the
force of the compliment than to reject it" and employ the same strategies such as
Agreeing Utterances, Compliment Returns and Deflecting or Qualifying Comments
(Nelson et al., 1996, p. 411). However, American tend to use Appreciation Tokens
more often than the Syrians do and the Syrian-preferred response, Acceptance +
Formula does not exist in the American data.

Summing up, responses in similar cultures such as America, New Zealand and Great
Britain tend to be Acceptance and this can be explained by their dominant adherence
to the Agreement Maxim. However, studies into responses in Asian cultures like
Thai, Japanese, Chinese, Vietnamese and in Syrian culture have revealed different
results. Obviously, an explanation for this requires more research into the area.
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Chapter three
Methodology
1 Research questions
As revealed in the literature review, there are many complicated issues concerning
compliments. However, it is not desirable to exclude any aspect of these because all
of them integrate to provide us with a comprehensive picture of this single speech act.
Therefore, these questions are put forward:

1

What are the most commonly used Vietnamese and Australian English
compliment formulas?

2

What are common Vietnamese and Australian English topics of compliments?

3

What are the functions of compliments in Vietnamese and Australian English?

4

What are response strategies in Vietnamese and Australian English?

2

7

Research methods

2.1 Discussion of ethnographic, OCT, interview and role play methods
As seen in the literature review, ethnographic research has been used very often by
researchers into compliments (Cordella et al., 1995; Herbert, 1991; Holmes, 1986,
1988; Manes & Wolfson, 1981). This type of research is defined as "the process of
providing scientific descriptions" of different systems, processes and phenomena
within their contexts and based mainly on observation (Wiersma, 1986, pp. 233-234).

7

Because of the unbalanced gender distribution of the informants, the role of gender will not he
explored in this study.
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Clyne (1994, p. 18) summarizes the advantages of authentic speech observation as
follows "it is real data, spontaneous and unscripted. People are being themselves,
saying what they actually say rather than what they think they would say".

It

therefore enables researchers to look at all aspects of compliments in discourse.
Furthermore, this kind of research may reveal unexpected distinctions, which cannot
be predicted by intuition. For example, Rintell and Mitchell (1989, p. 250) find that
ethnographic research "can succeed in revealing the linguistic strategies actually used
in many contexts in a given language and culture". However, as outlined below,
there also exist some disadvantages, which have recently inclined many authors to
use survey methods.

Firstly, it takes a lot of time and effort to conduct observation. In order to obtain to
large data base, researchers sometimes need to train students so that they can get
involved in the data collecting process as in the case of the study of Manes and
Wolfson (1981 ).

Secondly, since compliments as well as other speech acts are

unexpected, it is almost impossible to use tape or video recording as the necessary
cost, time and effort would be enormous. Rintell and Mitchell ( 1989, p. 250) admits
that researchers must tape "long stretches of talk in the hope that the particular
speech act in question emerges in the course of the exchange". It is also believed that
the presence of electrical devices such as video equipment would affect
communication patterns (Clyne, 1994, p. 19) and hidden cameras or recorders would
create ethical problems (Clyne, 1985, p. 21 ). Therefore, hand-written notes have
been employed in previous research, which has revealed the shortcomings of human
memory.

The fact is that some trained collectors such as Beebe and Takahashi

(1989, p. 201) and myself in my preliminary step, acknowledged difficulties in
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recalling information and we failed when copmg with

long interactions.

Furthermore, as I have observed, the transcribed versions of the interactions often
tend toward the written mode in notes and more formality. This is more acute with
inexperienced collectors and presents severe problems to researchers as they have to
rely extensively on collectors for data. Concerning demographic information, it is
hard for collectors in culturally diversified Australia to note things like the ethnicity
of speakers if they are strangers, which may cause difficulties for the data analyzing
process later. The most serious problem of all may lie in the great variability within a
corpus, which makes controlling of contexts almost impossible and therefore affects
comparability of different sets of data (Clyne, 1994, p. 18; Trosborg, 1995, p. 141 ).

With surveys, researchers can collect data more efficiently with different techniques.
DCT questionnaires as adopted by Ye (1995) and Chen (1993) allow researchers to
collect data from a large number of subjects in a short time. Another advantage is that
written questionnaires enable researchers to secure control of contextual variables
(Rintell & Mitchell, 1989, p. 250; Trosborg, 1995, p. 141).

Furthermore, DCT

questionnaires may help to study stereotyped aspects of speech behaviour and social
and psychological factors affecting speech and performance (Beebe & Cummings,
1985, p. 10). However, a number of drawbacks of this method present themselves.

Firstly, as this approach cannot provide the context of an ongoing verbal interaction,
people question the representativeness of written responses for speech as well as the
comparability of short, decontextualized written segments to the longer actual spoken
interactions (Rintell & Mitchell, 1989, p. 250; Wolfson, Marmor & Jones, 1989, p.
182). In fact, Beebe and Cummings (1985, p. 3) discovered that "written role plays
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biased the response toward less negotiation, less hedging, less repetition, less
elaboration, less variety and ultimately less talk".

What lies at the heart of the

problem is the "inadequacy of native speaker intuitions" (Blom & Gumperz, 1972;
Brouwer, Gerritsen & de Haan, 1979; Labov, 1966; Wolfson, D' Amico-Reisner &
Huber, 1983). Wolfson et al. (1989) warn that

On the one hand, when native speakers are asked to report what
they or others would say in a given speech situation, their
responses are often very different from the speech behaviour which
is actually observed. On the other hand, native speakers have been
shown to be unaware that there is a difference between their
perceived speech behaviour and their actual speech production. (p.
181)

The second drawback connected with written questionnaires, as noticed by Wolfson et
al. (1989, p. 193), lay in the conditions unintentionally established in the
questionnaire although "they were never a part of the design". Wolfson et al. ( 1989,
p. 193) gave an example of the gender bias in the participants' roles in situations
eliciting apologies in the American data and they argued that researchers had to take
these hidden factors into account when interpreting data.

In addition, Rintell and

Mitchell (1989, p. 250) contended that the subjects' production might be affected by
physical constraints, for example, the space available for them to write in.

The interviews of Barnlund and Araki (1985) and Knapp et al. (1984) avoid a written
bias and motivate spoken discourse but have their own problems. In both studies, the
subjects were asked to report information about one compliment recently given and
one received.

Interviewers acknowledged that although recency of compliment

experiences was stressed, it was not always easy for the subjects to recall the precise
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wording (Knapp et al., 1984, p. 16). Furthermore, in order to obtain a large amount of
data, a lot of trained students were needed (fifteen for the first and forty-three for the
second study of Knapp et al. (1984)) and much effort had to go into transcription.

Nelson et al. ( 1996) employed a different kind of interview. As the focus of the
research was on compliment responses, the trained interviewers complimented the
interviewees after asking demographic questions. The information was audiotaped in
the case of the American data and hand-noted for the Syrian data.

The authors

claimed that the procedures resulted in naturalistic responses (Nelson et al., 1996, p.
417).

However, they themselves acknowledged some methodological drawbacks

such as interviewers' feeling uncomfortable when paying compliments to people of a
different gender or older people (Nelson et al., 1996, pp. 416-417).

Another

limitation is that the compliments and compliment responses were constrained to
relationship between strangers, which is a limited sub-set of compliment contexts.

Another method used to elicit data is by means of role play activity as used by
Ylanne-McEwen (1993). By asking subjects to role play under conditions described
in the experiment, the researchers enabled them to have the opportunity to say what
they thought was appropriate and their production was supposed to indicate their
"natural way of speaking" (Rintell & Mitchell, 1989, p. 251 ). However, the subjects
may undergo psychological constraints when acting, especially when being recorded
and filmed.

Also, it is argued that they are not "naturalistically engaged" in the

conversation and therefore, there is fear that role play methods do not always capture
the dynamics of actual speech use (Rintell & Mitchell, 1989, p. 251 ).
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To better administer the role play method, some researchers had learners get actively
involved in longer interactions (Edmondson et al., 1984; Trosborg, 1995).

It is

believed that these kinds of interactions will present naturally occurring conversation
and as it is long, the subjects will soon forget the artificiality of the situation
(Trosborg, 1995, p. 144).

However, the enormous effort involved in designing

situations must be taken into account.

2.2 Method of the study
Considering all the drawbacks and advantages of the above methods, ethnographic
research using the participant observation technique has been chosen for this study.
The first reason is that the aim of this study is to examine different aspects of
compliment exchanges in natural spoken discourse. In other words, what is really
required in this research is real and spontaneous data. Secondly, within the limit of
this minor thesis, a very large data base is not necessary. Data elicitation through
role play in long interaction might also have been a possible choice but it is
unrealistic under the time and financial constraints of this research.

2.2.1

Subjects of the study

I have tried to make the sample as large as possible but due to the difficulty of
accessing Vietnamese in Australia and the time constraints of the research,
Vietnamese data is mostly confined to exchanges among friends and relatives. The
main Vietnamese subjects are eighteen people including myself, all of whom are
studying at universities in Australia. Twelve people are English teachers at tertiary
level, of these three are from the South, three are from the central part of Vietnam and
six from the North. There is only one male among the twelve English teachers. There
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are also four other tertiary students (two female, two male), one female doing a
Masters in Media studies and one male doing a Masters in Business Management.
Other subjects include some tertiary students, one lawyer, a journalist, two
economists, one meteorologist and one cook, who may have no academic background.
Briefly, the people under observation are predominantly middle class Vietnamese,
aged from seventeen to forty-five and it is the norms of this group which are the focus
of the study. The relationships shaping the context of the investigation are mainly
those of friends and more rarely, relatives. Data collectors include myself, two female
teachers and three undergraduate students, two male and one female.

With respect to the Australian group, initially, I attempted to base my data on a group
of the Australian-born, which would be as demographically similar to the Vietnamese
group as possible.

This constraint meant the ideal subjects would be mainly

Australian teachers and students aged from seventeen to forty-five, who are friends or
relatives. However, I failed in this attempt as I was confronted by great difficulty in
obtaining access and information from this special group. I could not go to schools,
get into staff-rooms and observe them as this raises ethical problems.

I made an

attempt to attend functions like student parties or observe in the university cafeteria
where it was likely that I could encounter some compliment exchanges among
Australian teachers and students. Nevertheless, the most reliable data I could obtain
were very limited in number and confined to the people I knew. The biggest obstacle
was that it was impossible for me to recognize whether the speakers were Australian
or not purely depending on appearance and accent. This forced me to turn to an
alternative, selecting a group of Australian-born collectors, who are demographically
comparable to the Vietnamese group.
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There are eight main Australian collectors, aged from eighteen to forty-five. Four of
them are undergraduate students, three are teachers of English and one is a public
servant. They are all Australian-born. However, as only some collectors knew each
other, the data did not solely derive from this group but extended to their friends and
relatives.

Consequently, the Australian subjects were more diverse than their

Vietnamese counterparts in terms of age range (thirteen to eighty) and occupation.
However, the majority of the Australian subjects, who were involved in compliment
exchanges, are aged between eighteen and fifty.

Only one is aged thirteen, one,

seventeen and six are aged between seventy and eighty. Remarkably, about half of
the exchanges were interactions among speakers under thirty years of age.
Concerning occupations, besides students and teachers, there are two planners, two
public servants, two librarians, two managers, one engineer, one psychologist, one
architect, one scientist, one doctor, one university chaplain, and one nurse. There are
others who may not have academic backgrounds. They are three salespersons, two
Christian Union workers, one photographer, one hairdresser, one game machine
attendant and one waitress. A point of note is that on two occasions, occupations
were not identified as the interlocutors were recorded while meeting for the first time.

In brief, the focus of this study is on Vietnamese and Australian middle class groups
and the relationship is mainly one of friendship. A point of note is that the number of
males in the two groups is much smaller than the number of females.

2.2.2

Material and procedure

The forms used to collect data (Appendices A and B) are designed to capture both
compliments and responses. We also took note of information such as the initiation
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(segments of speech leading to compliments), any follow-up to the response and the
place of the interaction.

Gender, approximate age, occupation of speakers and

addressees as well as relationships between interlocutors, if known were recorded as
far as possible.

Before participating in the data collecting process, all collectors were given the model
of the form (Appendices C and D) and explanation was given about the meaning of
specific terms and how the data was to be recorded. Collectors also participated in a
drill: listening to short compliment exchanges which I had collected before and
recording the information.

Fortunately, eight (including myself) out of fourteen

collectors had been involved in recording spontaneous speech before, which aided
greatly in their work in this project. After a week, the collectors and I examined the
forms that they had filled in and comments about how to improve the recording were
made. This saved the collectors from filling in the form with incomplete or wrong
information later.

After the forms had been collected, the Vietnamese data were translated. Then all the
information was coded and categorized.

The Chi-square values for frequency

differences between the Australian and Vietnamese groups within categories were
also calculated when necessary to determine any significant difference from chance
and these results will be presented where appropriate.

2.2.3

Limitations of the research

As the subjects are predominantly females, examining compliments as genderpreferential strategy is not possible. Therefore, the role of gender will not be able to
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be examined. It is unlikely that the corpus can yield a sufficiently rich set of variables
to account for all differences in sociolinguistic behaviour since hardly any study can
uncover them all. In addition, generalisations from the research findings should be
viewed within the limitations of extensive shared experiences in the relationships of
friends and relatives. Another point requiring attention is that the two groups are not
absolutely comparable in terms of age and occupation. More importantly, as contexts
are not controllable, comparability of the two groups is likely to be affected.

2.3 Coding of the data
The following examples are coded A for Australian data and V for the Vietnamese
equivalent. Sometimes, the lower case letters a, b, c and d may be found to follow the
number as they represent the order of formulas, topics or compliment responses in one
tum or in one exchange. This results from the fact that two or more formulas may be
found in one tum and the same holds for responses. For example, in V 4 8 , Kheo tay
f

-

•

phet! (You're so skilful!) is coded V 4a while the second sentence Lam hanh d~p
I

phet! (You're so skilful at making cake!) is coded V 4b. A point of note is that the

Vietnamese transcript rather than its English translation is coded as interlocutors'
intention cannot always be accurately inferred from the translated version.

It should be stated explicitly at this point that coding was only done for formulas,
topics and compliment responses. As functions are not mutually exclusive but rather
intertwined within each compliment, a descriptive discussion without the aid of
quantified data analysis will be presented in Chapter Four. This results in the absence
of codes for compliment functions.

8

This is compliment number four in the data.
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2.3.1 Compliment formulas
Manes and Wolfson's (1981) categorization of semantic and syntactic formulas is
referred to in this coding section as they are the first who categorised compliments
using these terms.

2.3.1.1

Semantic formulas

Adjectival compliments consist of what Manes & Wolfson ( 1981, p. 117) name
general and topic specific adjectives. Some of the first kind are nice, good, great,
lovely in English and dil£!c (nice, good) or hay (interesting) in Vietnamese. Examples

of topic-specific adjectives can be English polite and Vietnamese ngon (tasty,
delicious).

Among general adjectives, there are extreme ones (English fantastic,

gorgeous, excellent, terrific and Vietnamese sieu (superb)) and weaker-semantic-load

carriers (nice and good in English and its Vietnamese equivalent ditdc). The adverbial
expressions are the ones containing well or beautifully while verbal compliments have
I

semantically positive verbs such as like (Vietnamese equivalent thich), love and suit.
There are also expressions containing nouns.

Besides the above categories, there are English intensifiers and Vietnamese particles
(Part). Regarding English intensifiers, as Manes and Wolfson (1981, p. 119) put it,
they can "function as semantically positive items" because they are frequently
associated with "clearly complimentary terms".

Particles are very common in

Vietnamese and function in many different ways. They can be subdivided into groups
showing degree, comparison, result, and feeling/attitude (Dinh Van Due, 1986). In
this study, the degree group with r~;,

la~.

qu'a (all meaning very) functions in a

similar way to English intensifiers as shown in V 18
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Oi,

th{Lci dep lc'fm

roi! (Wow,

this is very beautiful!).

Degree particles are the only particles that have exact

equivalents in English. Representatives of the comparison particles are nhrl (as, so),

hon (more), cung (too) as in V 72 Cdi cu~ ch_i G hay h6n! (G's [CD player] is better).
Ra, Len, ha~ and di belong to the result category. V 70 Ch! tha) N dq,o nay be~ le"n

day chi/ Trang ho~g hao le"'n (I find you fatter now, N.
I

?

r

,

I'

[You] look pinker) is one of
I

,

.

-

,_.

..._

many examples. The rest are nhe, nhi, day nhi, phet, the nhi, con gi, that, hi, roi, for
example, V 3 Gioi' nhi! (That's good!).

They are often used to show speakers'

feelings of gladness, intimacy and willingness to get the other interlocutors'
agreement (Bui Minh Toan, Le A & Do Viet Hung, 1997, p. 96).

2.3.1.2

Syntactic formulas

To save space, only some common categories are presented in this part and their
presentation is done with all Mane and Wolfson's (1981, p. 132) conventions
observed. Australian English syntactic formulas are categorized first.

PRO/NP (really) look (really) ADJ (A 6 You look cute in that); PRO/NP is (really)
ADJ (A la Yes, they' re really nice. The colours're great); PRO (really) like/love
NP/PRO (A 12 I love those little rabbits) and PRO/NP is (such) (a) ADJ NP (A 14
That's a lovely top) are structures similar to the ones found by Manes and Wolfson
(1981). They may be preceded by phrases like Gee, F--- man, I think, You know, I

must say, I have to tell you and followed by in that, like that, a lot, for your age, too,
tonight and today.

In these formulas, adjectives are sometimes accompanied by

intensifiers so, really, pretty and very while love/like are often intensified by rather
and really.
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NP/PRO (really) suit PRO/NP (A 13 That colour really suits you) forms another

group with a rare but I think at the beginning. There is also PRO have (really) (got)
(a) (ADJ) NP with adjectives sometimes in the superlative as in A 79 You've got the
best clothes. In addition, there are PRO V (really) ADV (A 18 You did very well);
ADJ NP (A 36 Lovely colour!); ADJ (A 61a Hi, gorgeous!) and PRO (really) make
PRO/NP look/feel (really) ADJ (A 64 You really make people feel good about
themselves).

Vietnamese compliments are also coded according to their syntactic formulas. There
I

are (Part) ADJ (Part), for example, V 74 Df!p the! (Beautiful!) and PRO/NP (Part)
i

I

'

ADJ (Part) as in V 128a Ao nay am nhi! (This jacket is warm). Compliments in these

structures may begin with adverbials of time such as dc.:o nay (these days/now) as in V
73a Df:10 nay ch_i G xinh hon (These days you're prettier, G) or exclamatives like khiep
,

I

(wow) as in V 6a Khiep, sieu the! (Wow, you're superb!). Besides, there are (NP)
,.A

-

A

I

/\,

/1.

r

. -~

trong (look) ADJ (Part), for example, V 2 D~o nay G trong beo Zen day nhi! (You
,

/\ I

V

look fatter now, G); (PRO/NP) V (VP) (Part) ADJ (Part) as in V 125a Chu nau an

-

'

kheo. nhi! (You cook well!) and (PRO/NP/VP) la (is) ADJ Part like V 16 Dec sach
du~c la' gio'i day! (It's good that you can do some reading!). These formulas can be

preceded by bzl.!i. nay, ham nay (both meaning today), nhung (but), chi,;h ra (actually)
or d~o

nay (these days/now).

Some other patterns in Vietnamese compliments are

PRO (Part) thi;h (like) NP (V 98b Em thi~h cdi nay (I like this one)) and question

type, in which the compliments are integrated into questions (V 11 b Lcun (to~) d ddu
ma d_ep the?! (Where did you get that beautiful hair done?!)). PRO tha~{ (find) (NP)
ADJ Part also occurs in the corpus and d~o nay (these days, now) is sometimes
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embedded within the structure as in V 70a C~i tha,; Ndq,o nay be~

Zen day ch,1 (I find

you fatter now, N).

2.3.2 Compliment topics
Vietnamese and Australian compliments fall into the four main topics derived from
the literature review namely appearance, performance/ability, possession, and
personality.

Appearance compliments range from beauty, fitness, and complexion to changes in
physical feature such as weight gain and outward changes in hairstyle and clothes.
I

I

Examples include V 1 la Chi Clam toe dep the! (Your hairdo is beautiful, C!) or A 30

.

'

That top really looks good on you. I like it a lot.

Possession topic covers clothes, shoes and other objects such as bags, ornaments, and
jewelry. Clothes under this topic are different from clothes under the appearance
topic on two criteria. Firstly, clothes in this topic were not worn but rather were
shown to the complimenter. Secondly, when they were worn, the clothing items
themselves rather than the hearers were the objects of compliments. An example may
'
..
clarify this point. The speakers focused on the tops in V 25 Cai ao nay di;p nhi. Tao
I

I

thich cai dang nay (This top is nice. I like this style) or in A 14 That's a lovely top
whereas the hearers' appearance in the new tops was commented in V 37 May
cai a~ n~y du~c

day.

mrJc

1

Tr;ng the thao, kho~ (YOU look nice in this top. Sporty and

strong) or in A 30 as mentioned in the previous paragraph.
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Regarding performance/ability compliments, Manes (1983, p. 101) found that they
focused on "the quality of something produced through the addressee's skill or
effort". They range from compliments on work, academic or domestic performance,
achievement and skills. An example can be V 22 Oi, chi A gioi the'., fJik/c A con gi'
(Oh, you are so good, A. You have an A) or A 23 You've done well, J. That looks
great (referring to the work with a new drawing program on the computer).

Concerning food, the compliments are put in either skill or possession depending on
their focus.

A 25 It's beautiful.

It must taste nice goes to possession as the

complimenter knew that the pizza was not made by the complimentee but bought
.A.

'

-

,

/\.._

.,.

-

-

from a supermarket. However, V 18 Oi, the la clep
. lam roi. Ca cloi chi. chu"a baa gid
-

,.

f

r

lam dtl.<jc banh the day em q! (Oh, that's beautiful. I have never been able to bake

such (nice) muffins in all my life!) is placed in the skill topic as this was what the
complimenter aimed at.

With respect to personality, compliments recognize specific characteristics such as
/

industriousness or tidiness.

An illustration can be V 34 Cham the! (YOU are

hardworking!). In A 48 You are so cute is interpreted as a compliment on personality
rather than appearance as the complimenter meant the recipient's good sense of
humour. Compliments on a special quality such as being a good mother (A 5 But V,
you' re such a good mum) also fall into this category.

2.3.3

Compliment responses

Different researchers have used different coding systems for their own papers. A
review of these helps to establish the system for this particular study. To save space
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the review covers only categorizations in English compliment responses.

Nguyen

Phuong Suu's (1990) categorization of Vietnamese compliment responses is not
included as he did not provide detailed information or explanations for the strategies.
The coding of Hawaii Creole English responses in Lee's (1990) corpus and American
English in Barnlund and Araki's (1985) and Yuan's (1996) studies is excluded from
the review for the same reasons.

2.3.3.1 Previous coding systems
Working with American data, Pomerantz (1978) divided the compliment response
data into three broad categories, namely Acceptances, Rejections, and Self-praise
Avoidance Mechanisms.

The first category covers Appreciation Tokens such as

thanks, thank you and Agreement. In Agreement, the complimentee's assessment

"stands in agreement" with the complimenter as in She's a fox! I Yes, she's a pretty
girl (Pomerantz, 1978, pp. 84-85). Rejections refer to Disagreement (Gee, Hon, you
look nice in that dress I Do you really think so? It's just a rag my sister gave me).

Self-praise Avoidance Mechanisms consist of Praise Downgrades and Referent Shifts.
The two sub-categories within Praise Downgrades are Scaled-down Agreements (Oh
it was just beautiful I Well, thank you. Uh I thought it was quite nice and uh ... ) and

Disagreements (Good short I Not very solid though). Referent Shifts are also divided
into two groups, Reassignment (You 're a good rower, Honey I These are very easy to
row. Very light) and Return (Ya' sound real nice I Yeah, you soun' (justiz) real good
too).

Herbert's (1989) analysis of compliment responses was built on Pomerantz's (1978)
work on American data but he had only two main types: Agreements and
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Nonagreements instead of Pomerantz's (1978) three broad categories. Under these
headings, he introduced some additional categories (Herbert, 1989, pp. 11-18).

Agreements cover three subgroups namely Acceptances, Comment History and
Transfer.

The first one represents Appreciation Tokens including also non-verbal

language such as a smile and/or nod; Comment Acceptances such as Me too. I'm
never getting it cut short again in response to I like your hair long and Praise
Upgrades, for example, You 're not the first and you 're not the last in response to I like
that shirt you 're wearing. Comment History, as argued by Herbert, did not fit into
any of Pomerantz's categories. In the exchange I love that outfit I I got it for the trip
to Arizana, Herbert (1989, p. 13) contended that recipients did not accept the praise
but impersonalized it by giving "frequently irrelevant" details. In Transfer, Herbert
(1989, p. 14) had Reassignment and Return, in both of which recipients are claimed to
show agreement with the complimentary force of the utterance and "redirect" the
compliment.

Illustrations can be Nice car I Thanks to Dad and You look great I

Thanks, you too respectively (Herbert, 1989, p. 14).

Distinct compliment response types belonging to Nonagreements are Scale Down,
Nonacceptance, Question response and No Acknowledgement. Scale Down is a way
to minimize the complimentary force (Herbert, 1989, p. 15) as in Your hair looks
good today I Oh, it's just the same old thing. Nonacceptance includes Disagreement
(Nice haircut. You look good I I hate it), in which the recipients are not in agreement
with the assertion.

Nonacceptance also refers to Qualification, in which

complimentees employ though, but to qualify the praise (Your portfolio turned out
great I It's alriglu, but I want to retake some pictures) (Herbert, 1989, pp. 15-16).
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Question responses are ones like You like it? in response to Nice sweater.
Furthermore, Herbert (1989, p. 16) noticed that it was difficult to decide whether this
type of response required "an expansion/upgrade of the original assertion" or
questioned the sincerity/motives of complimenter.

In the last group, No

Acknowledgement, the complimentees either did not return any verbal or nonverbal
acknowledgment of the compliments or shifted topic (That's a heaut~fitl sweater I Did
you finish the assignment for today?).

An extra group of compliment responses is Request Interpretations in which the
complimentee interpreted the compliment as a request (Herbert, 1989, p. 17).
However, this type is excluded from his further analysis as it was not considered to be
a successful compliment (Herbert, 1989, p. 19).

Herbert's ( 1989) taxonomy was

adopted by Ylanne-McEwen (1993) when she analyzed her compliment response data
of British English, Finnish, and English of Finnish speakers.

Also investigating American compliment responses, Knapp et al. (1984, p. 24)
classified their data into four main strategies, namely Acceptance, Denial (which are
both similar to Pomerantz's Acceptance and Rejection), Acceptance with Amendment
and No Acknowledgement. The first one covers Ritualistic Acceptance such as thank
you or a smile, Pleased Acceptance with expressions of joy like I'm happy with it and

Embarrassment (Knapp et al., 1984, p. 23). In the list of the second type, there are
Tempered Acceptance in which the responder accepts the compliment with
minimizing phrases such as Yeah, but I've got ten more pounds to lose, and Return
Compliment. The list includes Soliciting Confirmation, in which the recipient asks
for more than what they have received, for example, Reall_v? (Knapp et al., 1984, p.
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23). Expressions which exaggerate the credit fall into the Magnified Acceptance (I'm
not good, I'm great). No Acknowledgement in the study of Knapp et al. (1984) is

different from Herbert's (1989) as the former refers to the situations in which the
recipient continues the previous discussion. Knapp et al. (1984, p. 23) also found that
the recipients sometimes contradicted the complimenter by saying things like You 're
blind and these expressions are placed under the heading Denial.

Chen (1993, p. 54) added more to the variations in the coding systems of American
English by categorizing his data into four super strategies namely Accepting,
Returning, Deflecting and Rejecting. Accepting covers Thanking, Agreeing (What a
nice sweater! You look great in it I Thanks, I like this color), Expressing Gladness
(That was a great presentation. I really enjoyed it I Thanks. I'm so glad you enjoyed
it) and Joking (Hey, I make everything look good). Returning refers to Returning

Compliment, Offering Object of Compliment (You can wear it sometimes if you like)
and Encouraging (Wow! What a watch! I wish I had one like that I One of those days
you'll be able to have one).

The third super strategy includes Explaining and

Doubting (Thank you. Do I really look that great?) while the last one is Rejecting
and Denigrating(/ don't think it was that good).

The classification of the American data of Nelson et al. ( 1996, pp. 418-427) reveals
both similarities and differences from earlier classifications. It consists of three main
types namely Accept, Mitigate and Reject, and some subgroups. The first group has
Appreciation Token, Agreeing Utterance, and Compliment Return.

Mitigate is

slightly similar to Chen's (1993) Deflecting in the way it refers to Deflecting
informative comment (/ bought it at REI).
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Mitigate also covers Reassurance or

Repetition Request (You don't think it's too bright?). The last strategy in the study of
Nelson et al. (1996) is Disagreeing Utterance (How did you get to be so organized? /
I'm not organized).

With respect to New Zealand English, Holmes ( 1986, p. 492) focused on "the credit
attribution component of compliments" and developed three broad categories of
compliment responses: Accept, Reject, and Deflect/Evade, each of which has a
number of sub-categories.

In addition to Appreciation Tokens, which are always

under the Accept heading in the above studies, the first type includes Agreement
Tokens such as yes, yea, right and smile (Holmes, 1986, p. 492).

Holmes also

claimed Agreement Tokens to be "the most explicit way of expressing acceptance".
Accept type also covers Agreeing Utterance (I think it's lovely, too) as it indicates that
the addressee accepts the credit of the compliment (Holmes, 1986, p. 492).
Downgrading or Qualifying Utterance such as It's not too bad, is it?, which is claimed
to "implicitly accept some of the credit", is also classified under Accept heading and
so is Return compliment as this indicates that the complimentee accepts the positive
comment (Holmes, 1986, pp. 492-493).

Reject, according to Holmes (1986, p. 492), includes Disagreeing Utterances,
Question the Accuracy and Challenge the Complimenter's Sincerity. The first group
covers expressions which reject the credit for the positive good attributed to the
recipients such as I'm afraid I don't like it much. The second refers to responses
"which genuinely query the validity of what is asserted in the compliment" (Holmes,
I 986, p. 493). An illustration can be /s beautiful the right word? Similarly, responses
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like You don't really mean that mean rejection as the attribution of credit involved is
not accepted.

The third broad category Deflect/Evade covers Shift Credit, Informative Comment,
Ignore, Legitimate Evasion and Request Reassurance Repetition. Holmes ( 1986, pp.
492-493) noticed that some recipients simply shifted the credit elsewhere (My mother
knitted it), provided some relevant information (/ bought it at that Vibrant Knits
place) or ignored the positive comment (It's time we were leaving, isn't it?).

Sometimes, the recipient can evade the compliment by simply responding to the out
provided by the complimenter as in the following example, Hey they're nice.
Where'd you get them from? I You know, that shop in Cubacade.

The last group of this broad strategy is in some ways similar to Challenging the
Complimenter's Sincerity but some elements distinguish the two types (Holmes,
1986, p. 494 ). Request Reassurance/Repetition's tone indicates that "the recipient
genuinely (not coyly) disagrees with the complimenter's evaluation" while the other
contains "some indication (such as rise-fall intonation or a lexical hedge) of the
recipient's need for reassurance" (Holmes, 1986, p. 494 ). An example of Request
Reassurance/Repetition can be Do you really think so?

The review above has revealed the complex nature of compliment responses. It is
followed by comment on the coding systems in review and the categorization for this
study.
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2.3.3.2 Comment and coding for this study
Comment
There exist similarities and differences in the previous coding systems. The most
striking similarities are the presence of the super strategies of Accept with
Appreciation Token, Agreeing Utterance, Compliment Return and Reject. Differences
derive from several factors. Firstly, there are different labels for the same strategies
(for example, Pomerantz's (1978) and Herbert's (1989) Reassignment becomes
Holmes' (1986) Shift Credit and some of Chen's Doubting utterances actually refer to
Holmes' (1986) Request Reassurance/Repetition and Herbert's (1989) Question).
Secondly, sometimes one strategy covers several strategies as in the case of Chen's
(1993) Explaining, which includes examples from Holmes' ( 1986) Agreeing
Utterance (Yes, I've just got a facelift/my hair done); Informative Comment (It's an
old Christmas gift); and Downgrading (Really? I just threw it together).

It is very difficult to comment on the deficiencies of each system for two reasons.
The first one is that the data sets are all different and it is impossible to say which one
is the best as one scheme may be good for a particular set of data but not for another
set. Secondly, no detailed data was available for a careful examination except Chen's
(1993). However, through the examples that are available, the most obvious problems
of the previous coding systems can be identified as follows.

Pomerantz's (1978) study is considered to be "the earliest and perhaps most detailed
account of compliment responses among native speakers of English in the United
States" (Nelson et al., 1996, p. 413). However, besides the error of placing some
acceptance responses in the Disagreement and Rejection category (Holmes, 1988, p.
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459), her classification does not cover compliment responses of the Comment History
type as noted by Herbert (1989, p. 13). In addition, the label system is confusing as
there are two Agreements and two Disagreements, one is a super strategy and one is a
sub-group belonging to Self-praise Avoidance Mechanism (Pomerantz, 1978).

With respect to Holmes' (1986) grouping, the problem she admitted herself was that
the categories were not always mutually exclusive. Furthermore, I feel that Accept is
not the right broad category for Downgrading or Qualifying Utterances. Although
Holmes ( 1986) argued that those responses contained some element of acceptance, I
would rather place it somewhere in the middle of the Accept-Reject continuum.
Unfortunately, there are not many examples of this type for further clarification.

In Chen's (1993) coding system, the area with the most contradictory points is found
to be Explaining strategy in Deflecting. Chen (l 993, p. 53) defined this type as
containing explanations in relation to the compliment object. However, as mentioned
before, there are responses of Agreement (You look so nice! Even nicer than when I
saw you last I Yes, I've got a facelift/my hair done) and Downgrading (That was a
great presentation. I really enjoyed it I Really? I just threw it together).

As the above discussion has shown, most classification schemes have some problems
within the systems. In addition, a further point should be attended to. Herbert ( 1989)
and Ylanne-McEwen (1993) classified their data into two main groups: Agreements
and Nonagreements while others (for example, Holmes, 1986; Pomerantz, 1978)
placed Agreements and Rejections at the two ends of the response continuum and
identified one or two more main types (for example, Deflect/Evade) between the ends.
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I am inclined to think that the first system is not as good as the second as it polarises
compliment responses. In fact, Herbert's (1989) inclusion of Comment History (for
example, I got it for the trip to Arizona in response to I love that outfit and Every time

I wash it, the sleeves get more and more stretched out responding to That's a cute
shirt) in Agreements is not very relevant. Commenting on Comment History, he
himself admits that "in some sense, it seems that Speaker2 ignores the praise aspect of
the compliment and instead treats the previous utterance as a mechanism for
introducing a topic" (Herbert, 1989, p. 14). It is not satisfactory to find responses of
this type in the same group of strong acceptance like That painting you have on the

wall is really beautiful I Thank you. I've always liked it a lot too. Furthermore, many
studies (Gajaseni, 1994; Pomerantz, 1978 among others) have found that compliment
responses fall

at different places on the agreement/rejection continuum as

complimentees respond to the conflicting pressures to agree with the complimenters
and to minimize self-praise. Therefore, in this study, the data will be classified as in
the second system in order to help readers see how Australian English and
Vietnamese compliment responses in this study are distributed along the continuum.

Coding for this study
The coding system for the Vietnamese and Australian data was based on an
exhaustive review of all examples in the light of the schemes proposed by previous
researchers.

The data are classified into five super strategies namely Accept, Deflect/Evade,
Downgrade?- Reject and Non-verbal strategy. There are different sub-strategies under
each super strategy and it is not necessary that each set of data consists of all sub-
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strategies. For clarified presentation, separate tables are provided in the Accept and
Deflect sections as these types contain more sub-groups than Downgrade and Deny.

The Accept (Table 1) consists of Appreciation Token/Agreement Token, Joke/Accept
and Agreement Utterance. Appreciation Tokens are English expressions like Thanks,
Thank you, or Thank you very much. As the Vietnamese subjects are sophisticated

users of English, they sometimes code-switched as in the case when they adopted the
English Thank you in their compliment responses (for example, V 71 b).

Though

tokens of this kind are not "semantically fitted to the specifics of that compliment"
(Pomerantz, 1978, p. 83), they "recognize the status of a previous utterance as a
compliment" (Herbert, 1989, p. 11). Appreciation Tokens in Vietnamese data are
often said in a joking way and accompanied by smiles.

Vietnamese Agreement

Tokens such as d(yeah), mm (mm) sometimes occur alone.

Table 1: Accept strategy
Compliment

Australian

Vietnamese

Appreciation Token

Appreciation/Agreement Token

Joke/Accept

Joke/Accept

response
Accept

(Agreement/Appreciation Token) (Agreement

Token)

+

Agreement Utterance

+ Agreement Utterance

Another means of showing agreement to a compliment is to joke, for example, V 57
'

I

Liic na"'a chdng the! (I'm always like that!) in response to the compliment on being
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tidy. Although the joke may soften the self-praise, compliments of this type often
contain very strong wording, which explains why they are grouped into Accept.

Also within Acceptance, responses coded Agreement Utterances are the ones in which
the recipient accepted the complimentary force by statements semantically fitted to
the compliment. In Vietnamese, they are accompanied by Agreement Token (V 80
I

.

U,

I

ch_i crlng thich no. ro the (Yes, I like it clear that way too) in responding to a
compliment on formatting the thesi~. In the Australian responses, these expressions
are often preceded by either Appreciation or Agreement Tokens (A 55 Yeah, it feels

terrific to wear in response to a compliment on a coat).

Table 2: DeflecUEvade strategy
Compliment

Vietnamese

Australian

response
Deflect/Evade

(Agreement/Appreciation

Token)

+ (Agreement

Token)

Informative Comment

Informative Comment

Legitimated Non Take-up/Evasion

Legitimated
up/Evasion

(Appreciation Token) + Doubt

Doubt

(Appreciation Token)+ Return

Return

(Appreciation Token) + Offer

Offer

(Appreciation Token) + Topic Switch

Topic Switch

(Appreciation Token) + Credit Switch

Credit Switch
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Non

+

Take-

11-

Deflect/Evade (Table 2) includes Informative Comment, Legitimated Non Takeup/Evasion, Doubt, Offer, Return, Topic Switch and Credit Switch.

The main

characteristic of this type is that the responders (partially) avoided the complimentary
force while trying not to show overt disagreement with the complimentees.

A

consideration is that Appreciation Tokens are often found to accompany the English
responses.

I

An illustration of Informative Comment is V 84a Ch_i mua cha con em day (I bought it
for my cousin).

Responders also avoided accepting the complimentary force by

taking advantage of utterances following the compliments as in the exchange V 13
A

-

Sl: Oi giay d~p nhi! Mua khi na-o day? (Oh, the shoes are beautiful. When
did you buy them?)
S2: Lau roi. (A long time ago.)

This type of response is named Legitimated Evasion by Holmes ( 1986). However,
the label used in this thesis is Legitimated Non Take-up as the complimentee did not
actually evade the compliment but simply followed the flow of the conversation. In
addition, the term Legitimated Evasion covers responses in which the recipient
ignored the compliment and went on with their previous utterances, for example, V 66

Ba K cha em nam ngodi da_;.

S2:

Em khong dung

Cli

'cai' di

mcii. (K gave me

[the make-up container] last year. It'd been on the shelf for so long.)
S 1: Trang d~p nhi! (It looks beautiful)
,

_,

I

I

•

S2: Xang gio em cho cac thti vao. (Now I have things in it)

66

Responders also employed questions which doubted the praiseworthiness of the
objects of the compliments to avoid the attribution of credit. An illustration could be
VI la
S 1: C~i Clam toe d<jp the! (Your hairdo is beautiful, C !)
S2: FJ~p a? (Is it?)
OrA28

S 1: Look at your hair! I like it!
S2: Do you?

In addition to the previous subheadings, Deflect/Evade also covers Return responses
which shift the credit to the complimenter and/or other interlocutors. An example is
V 51 in which a female student being complimented on working fast, said in return
Mpi ngddi d day khong lam nhanh a? H nay, khong lam nhanh a? L~1i con toan Anda
I

chu' (You people do not work fast?! You, H, don't work fast?! And you all get A).

Furthermore, complimentees could avoid the positive comment by offering the object
of compliment as in V 33, where a female, being complimented on her muffin baking
y

skill, said An thu' di! (Try some!).

Both Australians and Vietnamese sometimes simply switched to another topic as in V
28
I'

;'

I'

.....

S 1: Trang xinh the nhi! A~ mau nay rat h_dp. ([You] look so nice! This colour
suits you)
'

S2:

May de~ Luc nao the? (When did you arrive?).
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Furthermore, both groups sometimes switched credit to other-than-self reference. An
example can be A 57

S 1: Oh, but you've always been so organised.
S2: Yeah, but John's terrific. He's done all the cleaning stuff
OrV21

s 1:

'

~

Sap xong roi co'n gi Sud,;,g thi! (YOU are finishing soon.

y OU' re

so

happy)

S2: Cha nay con vie/xong Discussion ro'i th/sao. (He [referring to a friend
who was sitting there] has already finished Discussion)

In the Downgrade strategy the recipients produced utterances which made the objects
of compliments less perfect or less desirable by pointing out negative aspects. V 41 is
an example in which S2 scaled down the complimentary force by pointing out that she
did the essay carelessly and that she had not completely finished the work yet.

S 1: M lam b~i nhanh nhi! (YOU work fast, M !)
S2: Oi, em lam au' day ma~ Em

da chu~ aau.

(Oh, I did it carelessly. I

haven't done the correction yet)

Responses of the Downgrade type may also contain some agreement elements, which
are then qualified by but as in A 22 I rather like that dessert I It tasted good but it was

a bit messy.

Different from Downgrade type, responses which are assigned to the Deny category
are the ones which directly indicate the addressees' disagreements with the positive
evaluation in the compliment. An example of these disagreement utterances can be V
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50 Khiep, ch_i cham th;/ (Wow, you are so hardworking!) I Cha'izg oil Cham gi gia"

nay con chda lam xong (My God! I'm not. I should have finished by now but I
haven't). A special point of note is that Denial expressions are also accompanied by
Appreciation tokens in the Australian data as in A 83

SI: Hey, you're looking kind offunky today
S2: Ooh, thanks, but no, thanks.

In one or two situations, Deny expressions are present with Credit/Topic switch in
Vietnamese and Return or Doubt in Australian English.

In addition to the above four super strategies, there are non-verbal strategies such as
tongue clicking, smiling, laughing, shoulder shrugging and being silent.

The next step in the coding process was to code each of the compliment responses
into one of the categories. Each set of data was coded by two coders. Help from one
Vietnamese teacher of English and one Australian teacher of English was provided.
These coders and I worked independently and intercoder reliability was determined
by comparing both coders' scores. The intercoder reliability for the Australian data
was 92% and 96% for the Vietnamese data. Disagreements in coding were reviewed
and the recoding process went on until consensus was achieved.
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Chapter four
Findings and discussion
The data collection process resulted in 134 Vietnamese and 107 Australian English
exchanges. 218 Vietnamese and 185 Australian English formulas are found in these
exchanges. The English data contain references to 114 topics while the Vietnamese
data include 135 topics. The compliment functions of all exchanges are analysed and
discussed and so are 151 Australian English and 167 Vietnamese compliment
responses. The analysis of Australian English and Vietnamese compliment formulas,
topics, functions and responses reveals not only similarities but also differences. The
function section, which contains the most similarities, is discussed first, followed by
the presentation of compliment formulas, topics and responses.

1

Australian English and Vietnamese compliment functions

In this section, functions in initial compliments and compliments in follow-ups are
discussed separately. Basically, Australian and Vietnamese initial compliments serve
as solidarity maintenance and creation. They also act as encouragement, conversation
initiations, compliment returning and expressing thanks. This further confirms the
findings about basic compliment functions in previous studies in American and New
Zealand English (Holmes, 1986; Manes & Wolfson, 1981 ). In the Vietnamese data,
there are also examples of compliments intended to show deference toward
complimentees.

The first function is most exemplified in exchanges in which speakers expressed
commonality of tastes and interest, especially when something new such as
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possessions or attempts to create a better appearance came up. For example, in V 7, a
I

,

Vietnamese woman said Cai vay

I

ay

I

I

trong du~c day chu! (That dress looks nice!)

when shown a new dress by her female friend. In A 2, the compliment, K, I really
like your hair like that was offered to a female friend who just had her hair cut. By

claiming common grounds, complimenters showed their willingness to make the other
interlocutors feel positive about themselves. Compliments are even present among
people who meet for the first time (for example, in A 75, the shop assistant said Gee, I
like your nail polish to a customer), which confirms the solidarity creation function of

this speech act.

Secondly, compliments are found in situations m which speakers felt bad about
themselves. These utterances thus serve as consolation and encouragement. In V 80,
a female was worried about her final draft of a thesis and the other passed on some
positive comment on it to make her feel better.
I

'

,,.. I

?

/\

__.,

S2: Chi khong bi;t la the nay da~ duoc chu'a. Day, ham qua c~i phai chua
phan nay. (I don't know whether this is all right or not. Look, I had to correct

this part yesterday.)
'

/

I

S 1: D~p the ,con g{ nu;! Em thi~h cai nay. The no, moi r5 chill (It can't be
more beautiful than this! I like this. It's very clear!)

Another illustration can be A 62, in which You 're smart, you 're attractive. You've a
lot offriends was said to a friend, who was crying.

A number of compliments arose when two speakers had just met each other. They are
identified as conversation initiation as in A 68 I like your skirt or V 130 Cluim qu~!
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(You are so hardworking!), which are both in the place of the usual Hi. Furthermore,
as found by Manes and Wolfson (1981, p. 128), compliments may function as
expressions of thanks in American English when presents or service and help are
offered. This is true in both Australian English and Vietnamese. There are big flows
of compliments to hosts and hostesses during party times such as A 57 It (the party
table) looks great. Vietnamese also complimented often when being offered food or
service (V 83 Su6n ngon da}! (The fried rib is delicious!)).

Other than the above four functions, as stated before, Vietnamese compliments are
often found to express deference, especially when complimenting on academic
performance and achievement. The extreme adjective sieu (superb) was in frequent
use when the above topic was mentioned, which offers more clues about the academic
value in Vietnamese society. An example can be V 91, in which Sieu that! (You are

-

-

-

"'

"'

,'

-

superb!) was paid to a friend when she said Minh lam bai cua ong Y co hai ngay

" a' (I did Y's assignment in only two days).
khong

Furthermore, like Japanese

speakers, Vietnamese complimenters sometimes downgraded themselves while
praising others to maximize the effect of their compliments. An illustration is V 112,
.,

I

I

in which the speaker added Chu em mJi kinh chu! (Mine's terrible!) when
commenting on the recipient's handwriting as tuyit voi (wonderful).

Regarding compliments in follow-ups, their basic function is reinforcement and
elaboration. In A 1O, after receiving the response It's just one that my mum got for

me.

She got it on one of her trips to the compliment I love your bag, F, the

complimenter reconfirmed the complimentary force with It's very nice! More often
these reinforcers are found after responses of doubt, downgrading or denial. In V 26,
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.I'

7

...,

I

when the recipient rejected the compliment with Oi, dfp khi gi. Xau dien

ay m;;_ (Oh,
f

it's not beautiful. It's bloody ugly), the complimenter assured her with Trang df!p
I

chd

I

I

.I\'

day

.._

Tao thich cai mau nay (It does look beautiful.

I like this colour).

With

compliments in follow-ups, the compliment givers can reassure the other interlocutors
of the positive aspects and indicate the sincerity of their words.

In conclusion, regarding compliment functions, the findings in this study are in line
with other investigations (Cordella, 1995; Herbert, 1989; Holmes, 1986; Manes and
Wolfson, 1981). As an important speech act in everyday life, compliments serve to
create and maintain solidarity, initiate conversations, express gratitude and act as
encouragement.

In the Vietnamese group, compliments are also used to express

deference toward complimentees, which is an important politeness strategy in Asian
countries such as Japan, China and Vietnam.

2

Australian English and Vietnamese compliment formulas

Examination of Australian English compliment structures confirms Holmes' ( 1986, p.
491) claim that the formulaicity of these speech acts "may extend to other Englishspeaking speech communities [other than American and New Zealand communities]".
Furthermore, it is interesting to note that formulaicity is also characteristic of
compliments in Vietnamese. Striking evidence of formulaicity in Australian English
and Vietnamese is found at both the semantic and the syntactic level as presented in
the following two sub-sections.
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2.1 Semantic formulas
The majority of the 185 Australian English and 218 Vietnamese compliment formulas
draw on a restricted range of semantically positive adjectives, verbs, adverbs and
nouns as displayed in Table 1. Only thirty-six adjectives, two adverbs, five verbs and
two nouns, which are positive semantic carriers, were used in Australian English
corpus. Vietnamese employed forty-seven adjectives, one verb and one noun.

Table 3: Australian English and Vietnamese semantic formulas
Positive semantic carrier

Australian

Vietnamese

n9

flO

%

n

f

%

Adjectives

36

135

72.97

47

209

95.87

Adverbs

2

7

3.78

0

0

0

Verbs

5

41

22.16

1

8

3.67

Nouns

2

2

1.08

1

I

0.46

Total

45

185

100

49

218

100

The frequency of the above semantically positive terms shows both similarities and
differences in the two sets of data. Adjectives occur with the highest frequency in
both Vietnamese and Australian compliments (209 times or 95.87% and 135 times or
72.97% respectively) and the rare occurrence of nouns is noted (twice in English:
",,

talent and quality and once in the Vietnamese: ngzioi mau (model)). However, a

salient difference is found in the absence of adverbs in the Vietnamese data, which
can be explained by the fact that the category of adverbs separate from the category of

9

N stands for the number of types of adjectives/adverbs/verbs/nouns collected.

°F stands for the frequency of occurrence of adjective/adverb/verb/noun tokens collected.

1
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adjectives does not exist in Vietnamese (Dinh Van Due, 1986, p. 156). This partly
accounts for the especially high incidence of Vietnamese adjectives in the data.
Another variation is that the Australians employed a wider range of verbs more often
than their Vietnamese counterparts did in compliments (22.16% compared to 3.67%).
Examples and clarification are presented in the verbal compliment section.

The above findings about the Australian data replicate previous results from Manes
and Wolfson's (1981) and Holmes' (1986) studies. Specifically, adjectives make up
the majority of all semantically positive items in New Zealand and American English
(65% and 80% of the total respectively) and the presence of verbs and adverbs is
much less frequent (Holmes, 1986, pp. 490-491; Manes & Wolfson, 1981, pp. 116118). What has been found about Australian English adverbial compliments is also in
agreement with what Manes and Wolfson ( 1981) found in American English
equivalents. Adverbial compliments are rare and only well occurs frequently (six
times in this set of Australian English data).

The other adverb that Australians

employed in compliments was beautifully, which occurred only once. As the number
of adverbial and noun compliments in the data is small, further elaboration is not
feasible.

Therefore, only adjectival and verbal compliments are analyzed and

discussed in the next sections.
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2.1.1

Adjectival compliments

Table 4: Australian English and Vietnamese adjectival compliments
Australian Adjectives

f

Vietnamese Adjectives

f

Good

28

D~p (beautiful)

55

Nice

18

Gioi (good)

19

Great

18

Du~c (nice)

14

Lovely

9

Nhanh (quick)

13

Fantastic

7

Cha'm (hardworking, studious)

11

Beautiful

6

Hay (nice, interesting)

8

Cool

5

Xinh (pretty)

6

Well

3

Ngon (tasty, delicious, good)

6

Excellent

3

Dien (well-dressed)

5

Organized

3

Sieu (superb)

5

Terrific

3

Vtia (fit)

4

Cute

3

G<?n (gang) (neat)

4

Tre (young)

3

Beo (fat)

3

Hong (hao) (pink)

3

De' thtidng (lovely)

3

Ro (clear)

3

Others (occurring once or twice)

29

Others (occurring once or twice)

44

Total

135

Total

209

As stated in Chapter Four, Section 2.1, although the incidence of adjectival
compliments is very high in comparison with that of verbal and adverbial
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compliments, the number of adjectives employed is small: thirty-six in Australian
English and forty-seven in Vietnamese compliments. A further investigation reveals
greater formulaicity in this speech act in terms of semantics. Up to five adjectives are
used in very high frequency.

Only three English adjectives, good, nice and great

account for nearly a half (47.41%) of all adjectival compliments. In Vietnamese, cl_ep
(beautiful) makes up a quarter (26.32%) of all compliments containing adjectives.
Another rough quarter (27.27%) is contributed by four adjectives, gfr;i (good),

duoc

,.,

(nice), nhanh (quick) and cham (hardworking, studious).

Table 4 indicates that Vietnamese and Australians employed many common
,

adjectives such as good (tot), nice (du_dc), pretty (xinh) and beautiful (d~p). However,
closer examination of the data suggests some differences. Firstly, Australians seemed
to make use of a narrower range of adjectives more extensively. This may be due to
the smaller Australian English corpus. More importantly, it may be accounted for by
the fact that the Australians used more general adjectives while the Vietnamese
subjects tended to employ more specific adjectives. For example, while Vietnamese
used specific ngon (tasty, delicious) to comment on food (V 120 Nem nay ngon nhi/
(This spring-roll is delicious!), Australians preferred general great for the same
subject of compliment (A 59 They [the biscuits] 're great/).

A further investigation into the stock exploited in adjectival compliments also
indicates that although the weak-semantic-load carriers good and nice occurred very
regularly in Australian English compliments, Australians still used more extreme
adjectives more widely compared to their Vietnamese counterparts. In fact, there are
only two extreme adjectives in the Vietnamese data:
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sie'u

(superb) and tuy;t

voi

(fantastic) while great, fantastic, excellent, terrific, stunning, gorgeous and amazing
are used in Australian English compliments with the first four in high frequency. This
is in agreement with Barlund and Araki' s ( 1985) results for American and Japanese
adjectival compliments. As mentioned in the literature review, when comparing the
use of adjectives in compliments, they found that the Americans adopted more
extreme terms such as brilliant, great, fantastic than did the Japanese (Barlund and
Araki, 1985, p. 14).

A more pronounced contrast is that the same terms may be viewed differently by
Australians and Vietnamese due to variations in cultural and social values in the two
societies. Specifically, Vietnamese be'o (fat) and ho~g (hdo) (pink) (for describing
complexion) are not used in Australian English compliments as these words are not
seen as positive in English (Holmes, 1986, p. 493; Nelson et al., 1996, p. 422). In
contrast, English sexy (occurring only once in the data) contains a very negative
connotation in Vietnamese and therefore it is impossible to find its Vietnamese
equivalent in compliments.

In conclusion, the striking similarities in English and Vietnamese adjectival
compliments include their high frequency and the restricted number of most often
employed words. However, the Australians used more general and extreme adjectives
more widely whereas the Vietnamese made use of semantically weaker and specific
terms. Furthermore, some positive terms in English may carry negative meaning in
Vietnamese and vice versa.
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Comparing adjectives in Australian English with American and New Zealand English
compliments, striking similarities are found.

Even though the frequencies of

occurrence are not exactly the same, good and nice are the two most frequently used
adjectives across all three varieties of English (Holmes, 1986, p. 490; Manes &
Wolfson, 1981, p. 117). Furthermore, beautiful and great are found to appear very
often in American English (Manes and Wolfson, 1981, p. 117), New Zealand English
(Holmes, 1986, p. 490) and in Australian English in this study. The finding that the
variety of adjectives in compliments is wider than the range of adverbs and verbs
(Holmes, 1986, pp. 490-491; Manes & Wolfson, 1981, pp. 116-118) is also confirmed
in this study. However, the ranges of adjectives in the previous studies are wider,
which is hypothesized to be due to their larger corpora.

2.1.2

Verbal compliments

Table 5: Australian English and Vietnamese verbal compliments

Verb

Vietnamese

Australian
f

%

f

%

Like

17

41.46

8

100

Love

11

26.83

0

0

Suit

11

26.83

0

0

Match

1

2.44

0

0

Be impressed

1

2.44

0

0

Total

41

100

8

100

As revealed in Table 5, although the incidence of compliments in which the positive
semantic force is borne by the verb in both Australian English and Vietnamese is low
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in comparison with adjectives, the range of Vietnamese verbs is much more restricted.
Australians made use of love, like, suit, match and be impressed when complimenting
I

while Vietnamese verbal compliments are constrained to thich (like). This may be
due to the fact that Vietnamese prefer semantically weaker terms not only in
adjectival but also verbal compliments. Table 5 indicates that love is the second most
often used verb in Australian English compliments.

However, in Vietnamese

compliments, love is not found as it is confined to very intimate relationships such as
husband/wife, lovers, or parents/children. This is in agreement with Lee's (1990)
finding about the low incidence of love in Hawaii Creole English (only once) and the
total absence of love in Japanese compliments (Daikuhara, 1986). In these Asian
cultures, love is not often employed in casual conversation but used to express deep
feeling and emotion (Daikuhara, 1986, p. 111; Lee, 1990, p. 129). Vietnamese, like
Hawaiian or Japanese respondents may find the love for common objects such as a
blouse perplexing since it is not a person and the term may make the compliments
sound exaggerated (Daikuhara, 1986, p. 111; Lee, 1990, p. 150). Be impressed is not
used in Vietnamese compliments either. As my own observation, it is limited to
specific and more formal register such as speech making.

Furthermore, suit and

match were not in the Vietnamese data as their equivalent in Vietnamese (h?P) was
,.

,...

-

I' r

used with adjectival function as shown in V 28, Ao mau nay rat h_op (This colour suits
you) and V I I 7 Gi~ng hai du~ rat h_op (Your voices match each other). This may be
another explanation of why the number of Vietnamese adjectival compliments is so
large.

Similar to the information from Manes and Wolfson (1981), a number of verbs which
are not inherently positive but function as compliments due to being used in
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appropriate contexts are found. An illustration of those verbs is manage in A 45b You
always managed to get out to get the netball. It was really good These verbs are very
limited in range in both Australian English and Vietnamese data.

In brief, verbal compliments, though not used as much as adjectives in compliments,

claim the second place in the list of semantic formulas in both Australian English and
Vietnamese. However, though the lack of originality in using verbs is acknowledged,
it is noted that Australians were more creative with verbs than their Vietnamese
counterparts were. The evidence is the larger number and range of verbs used in
English compliments.

The findings above are agam m line with the results of other investigations into
compliments in other varieties of English. Manes and Wolfson (1981) and Holmes
(1986) found that the number of semantically positive verbs in compliments was very
restricted. Furthermore, like and love make their presence felt much more often than
the others (90% of the total in New Zealand, 86% in American and 68.29% in
Australian English). However, different from the results of the two studies, admire
and enjoy do not occur in this corpus. Instead, there are suit and match with suit
being used with a higher frequency than in other studies of English compliments.
These results suggest that there are only minor variations among different English
speaking communities.

Besides the four mam semantic groups of adjectives, adverbs, verbs and nouns,
intensifiers draw remarkable attention. Again regularity is found in the narrow range
of words and the claim that Australians prefer more extreme terms is also confirmed.
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Only six English intensifiers (really, so, such, very, rather, pretty) are used fifty-six
times in 185 English compliments (30.27%) with really being used in high frequency
(58.93% of the total intensifiers). Vietnamese particles are a remarkable feature of
compliments making their presence 161 times in 218 Vietnamese compliment
utterances (73.85% ). However, the ones which are similar to English intensifiers such
I

as r~t,

I

zdm

(very) claim a very modest proportion of the whole. In fact, they were

employed only twenty times, which is the equivalent of 9.17% of the total
compliment utterances. In contrast, the particles which show feeling and attitude of
'

•

?

I

speakers such as the, nhi and aay account for the overwhelming majority (77.64% of
the whole).

The above analysis indicates that although there seems to be no limit to the possible
forms a compliment may take, Vietnamese, like Australians make use of a small set of
semantic formulas with extraordinary frequency for the purpose of encoding
compliments.

They mainly include a limited range of adjectives, verbs, a few

adverbs, nouns and intensifiers/particles.

The following section will further

demonstrate the noncreativity of the compliment act in the two languages regarding
syntax.

2.2 Syntactic formulas
The 185 English and 218 Vietnamese compliments can be categorized into limited
sets of thirty-three and twenty-seven syntactic formulas respectively. Judging by the
larger corpus of Vietnamese compliments, it is safe to conclude that the resource of
syntactic formulas in Vietnamese is more limited than in Australian English.
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Table 6: Australian English and Vietnamese syntactic formulas 11

Australian English

f

%

Vietnamese

f

%

PRO/NP (really) look (really)

49

26.49

(Part) ADJ (Part)+

67

30.73

PRO/NP is (really) ADJk

41

22.16

PRO/NP ADJ Part

55

25.23

PRO (really) like NPffi

26

14.05

(NP)

(look) 31

14.22

ADJ-0,

trong

ADJ (Part)-:PRO is (a) ADJ NP

16

8.65

(PRO/NP) V ADJ Part

20

9.17

NP (really) suit PRO

11

5.95

NP/VP/PRO la (is) 11

5.05

ADJ Part*
PRO have (got) (a) (ADJ) NP

6

3.24

PRO

(Part)

thich 8

3.67

(like) NPffi
PROV (really) ADV

4

2.16

QUESTION

5

2.29

ADJ+

4

2.16

PRO thay (find) NP 2

0.92

ADJ Part
ADJ NP

3

1.62

PRO make PRO look (really) ADJ

2

1.08

Others

23

12.43

Others

19

8.72

Total

185

100

Total

218

100

As shown in Table 6, only three syntactic patterns: PRO/NP (really) look (really)
ADJ; PRO/NP is (really) ADJ and PRO (really) like NP account for 62.7% of the

Australian English data. Vietnamese compliments are even more formulaic with a

11

In Table 6, similar formulas in the Australian English and Vietnamese are marked in bold type and
accompanied by symbols for ease of recognition.
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narrower range of structures and up to 70.18% of the corpus being described as
variants on three basic syntactic structures: (Part) ADJ (Part); PRO/NP ADJ Part and
....

(NP) trong (look) ADJ (Part).

Among the ten English and eight Vietnamese

syntactic formulas in Table 6, four common formulas: PRO/NP (really) look (really)

,..

....

ADJ and (NP) trong (look) ADJ (Part); PRO/NP is (really) ADJ and NP/VP/PRO la
I

(is) ADJ Part; PRO (really) like NP and PRO (Part) thich (like) NP; ADJ and (Part)
ADJ (Part) are found.

Despite the above similarities, differences at the syntactic level emerge when more
comparison is made. Although the first three patterns are in the same descending
order of frequency in both languages, big gaps in frequency exist. While PRO/NP
(really) look (really) ADJ; PRO/NP is (really) ADJ and PRO (really) like NP top the

list of Australian syntactic formulas, their counterparts in Vietnamese claim a very
small proportion of the whole. Specifically, the English percentages of the above
formulas are 26.49; 22.16 and 14.05 while the Vietnamese are 14.22; 5.05 and 3.67.
In contrast, (Part) ADJ (Part), which was employed the most frequently by the
Vietnamese (30.73%), occurs only four times in the English compliments.

More
A

I

remarkably, PRO/NP ADJ Part; (PRO/NP) V ADJ Part; QUESTION and PRO thay
(find) NP ADJ Part can only be found in the Vietnamese data.

Differences in English and Vietnamese grammar, which mainly involve adjectival
functions, positions and the communication mode of each population, contribute to
the above differences in the two sets of data in terms of syntactic formulas.

The

overwhelming majority of (Part) ADJ (Part) in Vietnamese can be explained by the
versatility of adjectives in Vietnamese. They can be found very often at the beginning
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of the sentences as they have no mood (Dinh Van Due, 1986, p. 169). Adjectives can
also play a predicative role in the sentence (without copula), which explains the low
frequency of NP/VP/PRO la' (is) ADJ Part and the very high frequency of PRO/NP
ADJ Part (at 25.23%, the second most frequent).

Furthermore, in Vietnamese,

adjectives can accompany verbs instead of adverbs (Dinh Van Due, 1986, p. 168),
which contributes to the replacement of English PROV (really) ADV by Vietnamese
(PRO/NP) V ADJ Part. The absence of NP suit PRO is also due to the versatility of

Vietnamese adjectives. As explained in the previous section, adjective hrjp (suitable)
is preferred to the verb h~p (suit) in the Vietnamese data. In addition, as Vietnamese
adjectives are preceded by nouns, ADJ NP is impossible in the Vietnamese data,
while NP ADJ Part is very common. Lastly, the implicit communication mode of
Vietnamese (Samovar & Porter, 1995) may help to account for the number of
compliments which are intertwined in question forms. Instead of praising directly, a
number of complimenters prefer asking questions like V 5 Ai ma trong xinh the ~hi?!
'

(Who is looking so beautiful?!) or Vl lb La~ (to~) d

I

aau ma ilf!p the?! (Where did

you get that beautiful hair done?!).

In comparing the data with other studies, it is interesting to find that the four most
frequently used syntactic formulas in the Australian data: PRO/NP (really) look
(really) ADJ; PRO/NP is (really) ADJ; PRO (really) like NP and PRO is (a) ADJ NP

are exact! y the ones found by Manes and Wolfson (1981) in their American data and
Holmes ( 1986) in New Zealand compliments.

As Table 7 indicates, if PRO/NP (really) look (really) ADJ is grouped with PRO/NP
is (really) ADJ as in Manes and Wolfson's (1981) and Holmes' ( 1986) analyses, the
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Table 7: Australian, New Zealand and American English syntactic formulas
Formulas

AUS (f)

AUS (%)

N.Z (%)

u.s (%)

PRO/NP (really) look (really) ADJ

49

26.49

41.4

53.6

PRO/NP is (really) ADJ

41

22.16

PRO (really) like NP

26

14.05

15.9

16.1

PRO is (a) ADJ NP

16

8.65

13.0

14.9

48.65

Australian formulas appear in the same order of frequency as in American and New
Zealand data. A point of note is that NP be looking ADJ, which accounts for 7% of
the total New Zealand corpus (Holmes, 1986, p. 489), is "extremely rare" in
American English data (Manes & Wolfson, 1981, p. 122) and makes up only 2.16%
of the Australian data. This minor difference relates to distinctive patterns in national
varieties of English. Specifically, it can be explained by a generally higher frequency
of -ing forms in New Zealand usage (Holmes, 1986, p. 489). Obviously, the repeated
results concerning semantics and syntax confirm the validity of the chosen
methodology in this study.

Briefly, although differences in frequency are acknowledged, it is interesting to find
several common formulas conveying one single act, compliments.

Variations in

English and Vietnamese formulas derive from distinctions at a syntactic level in the
two languages concerning adjective functions, their positions and the implicit mode of
communication in Vietnamese. The findings above together with the discussion of
semantic formulas once again confirm the formulaic nature of compliments (Manes &
Wolfson, 1981) in many different languages. As Manes and Wolfson (I 981, p. 123)
explain, with that characteristic compliments "can be adapted with minimal effort to a
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wide variety of situations in which a favourable comment is required or desired".
More importantly it "makes it possible for people of widely different backgrounds to
minimize speech differences which might otherwise interfere with their attempt to
create solidarity" (Manes & Wolfson, 1981, p. 131 ). However, the realization of this
speech act is not that simple as indicated in the previous sections as well as the
following analysis and discussion of compliment topics.

3

Australian English and Vietnamese compliment topics

Table 8: Australian English and Vietnamese compliment topics
Compliment topic

Australian

Vietnamese

f

%

f

%

Appearance

49

42.98

33

24.44

Possession

37

32.46

37

27.41

Performance/ability

16

14.04

46

34.07

Personality

12

10.53

19

14.07

Total

114

100

135

100

As shown in Table 8, 114 topics in the English data and 135 topics in the Vietnamese
corpus fall into four broad areas. Such a categorization of the Australian English
compliments once again verifies the findings of general compliment topics m
American English (Knapp et al., 1984) and New Zealand English (Holmes, 1986). A
further similarity is the very high frequency of appearance compliments found in the
above varieties of English (Holmes, 1986; Knapp et al., 1984; Manes, 1983).
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Although both the Australian and Vietnamese data fall into a range of similar topics,
there are statistically significant differences in the frequency of occurrence within
each category (X2

= 17.58; df = 3; p < .001).

As an inspection of Table 8 shows,

nearly half (42.98%) of the Australian compliments are concerned with appearance
while the Vietnamese equivalent is only slightly more than half as much (24.44% ). In
contrast, the frequency of Vietnamese compliments on performance/ability is more
than twice as high as the Australian equivalent (34.07% compared to 14.04%). The
above findings are in agreement with Nguyen Phuong Suu (1990, p. 39)'s low score
of enjoyment on appearance compliments and high score on work achievement
compliments of Vietnamese informants. An investigation into sub-categories shows
that the majority of Vietnamese ability/performance compliments relate to academic
matters (20.74% of the total) while the Australian equivalent accounts for only 0.88%.
The finding about Vietnamese compliments matches the high incidence of
Vietnamese adjectives gidi (good), nhanh (quick) and chJm (hardworking). It is also
in line with the high incidence of ability/performance compliments (73% of the total)
with focus on academic matters and hard work in studies (33%) in Japanese
(Daikuhara, 1986, p. 119). To a lesser extent, in these two female-dominant groups,
the Vietnamese regularly praised cooking skill (8.15% of the total) whereas
Australians did it much less often (2.63% ).

The above contrast can be explained by the differences between the two groups of
subjects and hierarchies of cultural assumptions which underlie the topics in the two
societies.

The high frequency of Australian appearance compliments may be

explained by the fact that in many exchanges, Australian informants were under
thirty. As found by Cordella et al. ( 1995) and Knapp et al. ( 1984 ), compliments about
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partly contribute to the low score on appearance compliments in both Chinese (Ye,
1995) and Vietnamese. Furthermore, one of the four aspects traditionally considered
to be the most significant for women (the dominant group in this study) is the ability
to manage housework, which accounts for the high frequency of Vietnamese
compliments on cooking skills.

Within the topic of appearance, there is a difference between the two groups of
informants, which is the presence of compliments on weight gain (12.12% of all
appearance compliments) in Vietnamese data.

This is an enormous source of

pragmatic errors for Vietnamese learners of English as weight gain is not seen as an
appropriate topic for compliments in Australia or in other English speaking countries
such as New Zealand, America or Hawaii (Holmes, 1986; Knapp et al., 1984; Lee,
1990). This is also true in Poland (Herbert, 1991, p. 398). As demonstrated in the
corpus, no Australians commented on weight gain but they did on thinness and weight
loss as in the case of A 94 Wow, look how thin you are. You look great! or A I 07 It

looks like you've lost heaps of weight! This is almost incomprehensible to many
Vietnamese as thin (or skinny as often used by Australians and Americans) usually
contains very negative meaning as they refer to hunger and illness. In fact,

ga,; (thin)

I

is often found with another negative adjective y;u (weak) to make a compound noun
-

I

t

gay yeu (thin and weak). Contrastingly, beo (fat) is often positive and its companion
is kho~ (strong). This results from an old view that being to be~ (big and fat) is a sign
of health and prosperity, which seems to be contrary to Australian views of the same
issue.
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The above finding is in agreement with Su-ying' s ( 1987) Chinese data. In fact, as in
China (Su-ying, 1987, p. 24) being plump is traditionally favored by Vietnamese
women as it projects an image of happiness, fortune and lack of worry. However, it
should be noted here that this view, in my observation, no longer holds in Vietnamese
urban areas at least at the surface level. From the mid 80s with the introduction of
beauty contests and the emergence of Vietnamese models as well as more exposure to
Western cultures through the media, the idea of beauty, especially for women has
shifted toward being tall and slim. This change is reflected in V 46b, in which a
female complimented her female friend's outfit saying fJep
thdt!
Trang ga;, ha/, di!
,
.,,
(Beautiful! [You] look thinner!). However, the evidence is not strong in this study as
there is only one example of this kind.

Besides weight gam, compliments on complexion are a problematic point.
Vietnamese consider a fair, pink complexion to be a sign of health and beauty while
in the English speaking world a tanned complexion is seen as complimentary. In fact,
Holmes (1986, p. 493) noted one exchange

S 1: You 're looking very healthy, nice and tanned
S2: Tanned? I think that 's just pink.
A similar comment to Vietnamese females may be interpreted as sarcasm.

With respect to possession and personality, the gap between the two data sets is
approximately 5%, which is not very significant.

A similarity in possession

compliments between the two groups is that the majority of them relate to clothing
(59.46% for Australians and 45.95% for Vietnamese). However, in personality topics
the Australian compliments are more diverse, covering being funny, cute, organized,
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good as a mum among others while their Vietnamese counterparts seem to focus on
one quality: being hardworking, especially in one's studies, which actually accounts
for 78.95% of all personality compliments.

This is also what was found in the

Japanese data (Daikuhara, 1986, p. 119). This can be justified by the observation in
the literature review that being hardworking has always been seen as an important
trait in Vietnam while in Australia hard work is not so highly valued (Hofstede,
1984). In fact, no compliment on this topic is found in the Australian English data.

In brief, with regard to topics, special attention should be given to sub-topics
concerning weight gain and complexion. As seen in the introduction chapter, I have
made mistakes with it.

On another occasion, my Vietnamese friend said to an

Australian girl M, you're so skinny to which she responded happily Thank you. I've
been exercising a lot. I witnessed the bewildered look on her face when hearing the
next comment You shouldn't work too hard. Relax and take better care of yourself.
In addition, complimenting on complexion can easily cause misunderstanding as
Australians and Vietnamese hold different views on this topic.

At a superficial glance, the area of topic does not seem to create much room for
mistakes in cross-cultural encounters except variations in some sub-topics as
mentioned above. However, differences in frequency across the topics, especially
across performance/ability and appearance should be taken into account.
overwhelming

dominance

of appearance compliments

from

Australians

The
to

Vietnamese in cross-cultural interactions intensified by extreme adjectives (such as
brilliant, gorgeous, great), verbs of affection (love) and intensifiers (really or very)
could create difficulties in communication.
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It is very likely that the recipients,

especially female, will feel uncomfortable and may even develop negative feeling
toward other interlocutors as it seems that the only thing s/he is interested in is
appearance, not other important aspects such as academic achievement or work
performance. In contrast, too many compliments on hard work from Vietnamese to
Australians may bewilder them as they wonder what is so great about having to work
hard.

4

Australian English and Vietnamese compliment responses

Altogether there are 151 Australian and 167 Vietnamese responses including
compliment follow-ups.

A 62 is not counted as in this special exchange the

complimentee was crying and therefore did not respond. All of the responses are
categorized into five super strategies: Accept, Deflect/Evade, Downgrade, Deny and
Non-verbal responses.

Once agam, a Chi-square analysis was computed to compare distributions.

The

analysis indicates statistically significant differences between distributions in some
major categories (X 2

= 40.38; df = 4; p < .001 ).

As indicated in Table 9, the biggest

gaps exist across Accept and Deny. Australian Accept responses occur three times as
often as their Vietnamese counterpart (37.75% compared to 10.78%) while the
Australian Deny strategy count (I 0.59%) is less than half the Vietnamese (23.35% ).
Vietnamese also employed Downgrade (16.17%) and Non-verbal strategy (10.78%)
more often than the Australian subjects did (9.93% and 3.31 % respectively).
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Table 9: Australian English and Vietnamese compliment responses
Compliment response

Australian
f

Vietnamese
%

f

%

Agreement Token

0

2

Appreciation Token

26

2

Joke/Accept

3

10

Agreement Utterance

28

4

Accept

57

Informative Comment

18

31

Legitimated Non Take-up/Evasion

6

16

Doubt

14

10

Return

6

1

Offer

2

2

Topic Switch

8

3

Credit Switch

4

2

Deflect/Evade

58

38.41

65

38.92

Downgrade

15

9.93

27

16.17

Deny

16

10.59

39

23.35

Non-verbal

5

3.31

18

10.78

Total

151

100

167

100

37.75

18

10.78

Concerning sub-strategies under Deflect/Evade, the Australians and Vietnamese both
employed the same range of Informative Comment, Legitimated Non Takeup/Evasion, Doubt, Return, Offer, Topic Switch and Credit Switch.

By applying

these strategies, the complimentees could free themselves from the dilemma of either
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disagreeing with the complimenters or showing self-praise. A point of note is that
thank you is integrated in many Australian responses of the above types (see Coding

for responses) but not in their Vietnamese counterparts. This integration suggests that
a thank-you is considered a ritual to a compliment but it does not necessarily mean
that the complimentee is in total agreement with the complimenter.

The regular Downgrade and Deny reaction to compliments may be justified by a
typical characteristic of Confucian dynamism in Vietnam: the value of modesty
(Chan, 1992; Hofstede, 1991). In fact, modesty is among the most important virtues
that children are taught at school. At a very young age, Vietnamese children are
taught to say humble things such as I'm not that good, I'll have to try harder in
response to compliments. Another piece of evidence of the strong profile of modesty
in Vietnamese society is the fact that more than a half (66.67%) of all Accept
responses were produced in a joking manner.

By doing this, the complimentees

lessened the effect of self-praise. Meanwhile, the Agreement Maxim seems to have a
stronger influence than the Modesty Maxim among Australians resulting in a much
higher number of Accept responses. This is also what was found by Chen (1993)
about Chinese and American compliment responding behaviour.

As far as the sub-strategy Appreciation Token is concerned, the Vietnamese

cdm on

(thank you) is not present although English thank you was sometimes used, which can
be explained by the fact that all Vietnamese subjects are sophisticated in English and
know about the ritual thank you to a compliment. The lack of Vietnamese

cam

dn

(thank you) in compliment exchanges among these educated Vietnamese may easily
lead to the assumption that they are very rude people, who forget to thank on such

95

occasions or that thanking is not expected in response to a compliment in Vietnamese.
The fact is that as in Australia or America, Vietnamese feel it appropriate to add
thanking expressions to humble denials when receiving compliments to show
politeness and respect.

In collectivist Vietnam, where there is a large distance

between in-groups and out-groups (Hofstede, 1984), cc!,,m 6n (thank you) and xin

r?i

(I'm sorry) are especially expected in encounters with outsiders such as strangers or
elders. However, among insiders, too much usage of these ritual words would be seen
as negatively polite (kh/ich sdo).

In other words, profuse thanks to a friend's or

relative's compliments would create distance rather than show solidarity.

As the

majority of Vietnamese interlocutors in this project have intimate ties such as
relatives, close friends or colleagues, thanking is not necessary. There is a very strong
chance that thanking expressions will be found in studies of out-group/in-group or
unequal status encounters.

With respect to nonverbal responses to compliments, Australians applied them less
often than their Vietnamese counterparts and their strategies are easier to define.
Among four nonverbal responses three are smile, nod and laugh, which are
categorized as Accept by Herbert (1989).

This is generally true as "smiling and

laughing are signs of joy in all cultures" (Samovar & Porter, 1995, p. 200). However,
this interpretation of laugh is not always consistent. As seen in A 20

S 1: You 're a good navigator, P !
S2: (Laugh)

S 1: No, you really are!
laugh was interpreted as sign of disbelief or doubt and the complimenter therefore felt
the need to reinforce the compliment in the follow-up. In A 50, a female lecturer
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shrugged her shoulders and laughed in return to the compliment about a shirt she was
wearing, Well, it looks nice from a female colleague/friend. Shoulder shrugging here
may be interpreted as disbelief or doubt, which was softened by the laugh. The clue is
that when initiating the conversation, the complimenter asked Is that a new shirt?, to
which the complimentee responded This old thing? I've had it for years and even

when I had it, it was old. My mother gave it to me.

Compared with Australian non-verbal compliment responses, Vietnamese responses
have a wider range, from smile, laugh, tongue clicking to silence and they are not easy
to interpret. In both English and Vietnamese, there is a saying Silence gives consent.
I

~

....

However, this is not always the case. As in V 32, when complimented Cai ao nay dep

nhi! (Your coat's beautiful!) the woman was silent. Her blushing face suggested that
silence was a sign of embarrassment and confusion, which forced the complimenter to
provide an escape C~i mua i/dau

day? (Where did you buy it?).

Similarly, laughing

and smiling do not always connote happiness and agreement in Vietnamese culture.
Many of my informants confinned that smile and laugh could be intended to mask
their embarrassment or to evade having to say something about the compliment. In
fact, in Vietnamese, there are sayings about above behaviours such as Crl6i chzi;;

-

ngd_dng (Smile/laugh to hide embarrassment) or Cudi trrl (Smile/laugh to evade). The
only example of tongue clicking (V 3) also has the above function as the
complimentee's embarrassment was recognized when she was praised again on her
baking skill.

Briefly, Vietnamese non-verbal compliment responses may be open to many
interpretations. They are applied rather frequently as they free the recipients from
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having to contradict the compliment or appearing arrogant.

In fact, they are

considered a proper compliment response and they help to preserve group harmony
(Chan, 1992, p. 238). Non-verbal responses conform very well to the ambiguity,
implicity and indirectness features in Vietnamese communication (Cam Nguyen,
1994; Chan, 1992; Samovar & Porter, 1995) as discussed in Chapter Four, Section 2.2
with compliments embedded within question forms.

In conclusion, although all compliment responses fall into the five super strategies
and both groups of subjects prefer Deflect/Evade, Australian and Vietnamese Accept,
Downgrade and Deny strategies are distributed differently along the Accept-Deny
continuum. In fact, the lower frequency of Accept and higher count of Downgrade
and Deny in Vietnamese data present the most pronounced distinctions between
Australian and Vietnamese responding behaviour to compliments.

These marked

variations derive from differences in hierarchies of cultural values in the two cultures.
On the one hand, Vietnamese, influenced by the modesty value, tend to downgrade
and deny a compliment. On the other hand, Australians with strong conformity with
the Agreement Maxim find it hard to contradict complimenters and therefore, often
accept praise. Furthermore, the more frequent use of Non-verbal responses may be
attributed to the ambiguity and indirectness in Vietnamese communication style.

5 Conclusion
Looking back at compliments across functions, topics, formulas and responses, it
reveals that the area with most similarities between the Australian and Vietnamese
groups is in compliment functions.

General functions of compliments such as

creation and maintenance of solidarity are found in both sets of data.
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The only

function which is not served by Australian compliments but does appear in their
Vietnamese counterparts is showing deference. Furthermore, there is evidence of
formulaicity at both the semantic and syntactic levels in the two languages. Similar
ranges of broad topics are also found in Australian and Vietnamese compliments
though there are minor variations due to different hierarchies of values in the two
cultures such as the high profile of industriousness, which is a characteristic of
Vietnam's high uncertainty-avoidance and long-term orientation to life (Hofstede,
1984). The area with most differences is that of compliment responses, where the
Vietnamese tend to reject compliments more often than their Australian counterparts
while the Australians are more likely to accept the praise. This is influenced by the
modesty value in Confucian Vietnam (Chan, 1992~ Hofstede, 1991 ). In addition, the
indirect, implicit and ambiguous styles of communication, which is typical in less
masculinity-oriented cultures such as Vietnam, explains compliments in question
forms and why Vietnamese employ non-verbal language more often than the
Australians do.
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Chapter five
Conclusion

1

Conclusion

This study has proposed the answers to the four questions m the Methodology
Chapter concerning compliment formulas, topics, functions and response strategies in
Australian English and Vietnamese.

The area with most similarities in both Australian English and Vietnamese is
compliment functions. Basically, compliments serve to create or maintain solidarity.
They can also act as encouragement, greetings, and thanks.

In follow-ups,

compliments help to reinforce and elaborate the complimentary force in previous
utterances. Additionally, Vietnamese compliments can be found to express deference
toward the other interlocutors.

With respect to formulas, there is strong evidence that compliments in both Australian
English and Vietnamese are formulaic at both the semantic and syntactic level. They
both limit themselves to a very narrow range of adjectives, verbs, adverbs, nouns and
intensifiers and further, the range of frequently used terms such as English good, nice
?

and Vietnamese d~p (beautiful), gioi (good) is very limited. Other striking similarities
are the overwhelming proportion of semantically positive adjectives and much rarer
use of verbs, adverbs and nouns. However, as the category of adverbs in Vietnamese
does not exist, adverbial compliments are not found in Vietnamese data. In addition,
Australians prefer more general and extreme terms (for example, Rreat, fantastic,
excellent, terrific) while Vietnamese regularly make use of more specific words such
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as ngon (tasty, delicious) or nhanh (quick).

This is demonstrated not only in

adjectives but also verbs and intensifiers in the two languages in the corpus.
Furthermore, some adjectives are viewed differently. Specifically, Vietnamese beo
(fat) and ho~g hao (pink) (referring to complexion) are not seen as positive m
English.

Contrastingly, sexy can be found in English compliments but not m

Vietnamese because of its negative (even insulting) connotation in this culture.

In the area of syntax, both Australians and Vietnamese draw on a restricted range of
structures. Some similar structures such as PRO/NP look ADJ; PRO/NP is ADJ; PRO
like NP and ADJ are found in both Australian English and Vietnamese data.

However, big gaps in frequency of occurrence exist. Australians tend to use the first
three more often while the Vietnamese show very strong preference for the ADJ
pattern. In addition, other common English structures such as PRO is (a) ADJ NP;
NP suit PRO; PRO have ADJ NP; PRO V ADV and ADJ NP are not present in the

Vietnamese data. Instead, Vietnamese have PRO/NP ADJ Part; (PRO/NP) V ADJ
Part and Questions. Most of these differences can be explained by the role of syntax,

specifically the versatility, functions and position of Vietnamese adjectives. They can
be placed at the beginning of the sentences and can serve as adverbs and predicatives
(without the help of copula). Vietnamese adjectives are always preceded by nouns
while in English they follow nouns. This explains why ADJ NP is not possible in
Vietnamese.

Compliments in Vietnamese can also be found in questions, which

represents the indirectness and ambiguity in Vietnamese styles of communication.
Despite the differences, one thing is confirmed in this study: the presence of
formulacity in compliments in different languages.

IOI

The strong participation of adjectives along with the rare occurrence of nouns, verbs
and adverbs in Australian compliments once again replicates results from previous
studies into New Zealand and American English (Holmes, 1986; Manes & Wolfson,
1981 ). The small range of the most common syntactic formulas in Australian English
is also in agreement with the findings in the other varieties of English.

Regarding topics, though the frequencies are not the same across the Australian
English and Vietnamese data, all compliments fall nicely into four broad topics:
appearance, personality, possession and performance/ability. The lower frequency in
performance and higher frequency in appearance found in the Australian corpus may
be explained by the differences between the two groups of subjects and their cultural
features. Many Australian English exchanges were done by subjects under thirty. As
Cordelia et al. (1995) and Knapp et al. (1984) establish, these people tend to receive
and make more appearance compliments than other age groups. More importantly, in
Vietnamese culture, appearance is not much appreciated in comparison with quality
and performance, especially in the academic area. A point of note is that compliments
on weight gain, pink complexion and industriousness are not found in Australian
English.

The different values on beauty and other personal qualities in the two

cultures may explain the above distinctions.

Concerning compliment responses, both Australians and Vietnamese employ the same
range of strategies: Accept, Deflect/Evade, Downgrade, Deny and Non-verbal.
However, in examining the Accept-Deny continuum, it is revealed that the
concentration of these strategies between the two groups is different. Specifically,
although the most frequently used strategy of both groups is Defect/Evade,
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Vietnamese accept the compliments less often while they downgrade and deny more
often than the Australians do. This can be justified by the strong influence of modesty
in Vietnamese culture in particular and in Asia in general. With respect to non-verbal
responses, the Vietnamese range is wider and more difficult to interpret, which may
be attributed to the implicit and ambiguous nature of Vietnamese modes of
communication.

The analysis of Australian English compliment formulas, topics, functions and
compliment responses reveals many similarities with previous studies, which
confirms Holmes' (1986, p. 505) claim that reliable data can be collected using small
samples such as the one in this project.

The validity of the study is therefore

confirmed.

2 Implications
In the field of linguistics, this study provides empirical findings on which material
writing and course designing can be based.

This is very important for both

Vietnamese and English teaching since many materials and teaching practices are
dependent on the subjective intuition of writers and teachers because of the lack of
scientifically valid findings (Wolfson, 1989, p. 228). More importantly, the narrow
range of high frequency items at both the semantic and syntactic level makes the idea
of teaching this speech act more feasible.

The formulas revealed in the previous

section can help people concerned in selecting the most often used structures to teach
under the time constraints of the lessons. The study also enables instructors to detect
possible linguistic errors due to differences in Australian English and Vietnamese
grammar such as the position of an adjective in a sentence.
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This study once again emphasizes the need to pay more attention to the area of
pragmatics, which has been neglected in English and Vietnamese teaching m
Vietnam.

The information about formulas, topics, functions, and responses to

compliments is especially useful for Vietnamese teachers and students.

It ts

interesting to note that while compliments serve the same ranges of functions m
Australian English and Vietnamese and mostly aim at solidarity, compliments m
Vietnamese can also create distance as complimenters try to put the recipients at a
superior level to show their deference. The knowledge of compliment functions may
help learners of the two languages feel more confident when incorporating
compliments in conversations and make them more interesting.

Furthermore, the

finding about compliment functions in follow-ups may be a good guide for teaching
compliment/response exchanges. In Vietnam, all that students may be taught is how
to pay a compliment and that a thank-you is expected at the end of the interaction.
Therefore, I have witnessed many occasions in which the English-nativeNietnamese
conversation flow stopped at the thank-you to compliments as interlocutors did not
know how to go on. Notably, when the compliments were denied or downgraded,
many Vietnamese students reported that they wanted to say something to reinforce the
compliment but did not know how to do it and whether it would be appropriate or not.
Obviously, the finding above may help learners know how to extend the
compliment/response exchange.

In cross-cultural interactions, misunderstanding may occur because of the different
terms used by the two interlocutors. The more extreme terms in Australian English
may make the compliments sound insincere to Vietnamese. Similarly, the adjectives
which are viewed differently in Vietnamese and English such as sexy or fat may make
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communicators confused and shocked. As senous, is the difference in sub-topics
which are considered appropriate for compliments in the two languages as well as the
gaps in frequency across the broad topics. These may lead to misunderstanding, even
anger as the compliments may be interpreted as sarcasm and favour may be read as
bad manners or plain rudeness. For example, a compliment on a tanned complexion
to a Vietnamese girl may be interpreted as a warning to stay away from the sun as a
dark complexion is not favorable in Vietnam.

More serious mistakes can be made concerning responses.

Communication

breakdown is very likely as Australians may feel upset when their smcere
compliments are rejected or downgraded outright while Vietnamese wonder why
Australians are so arrogant when they accept all the compliments. Also, non-verbal
responses from Vietnamese may stop the flow of the interaction as Australians do not
know what they mean.

Furthermore, the lack of thanking expressions in

Vietnamese/Australian equal status interactions may create negative feelings among
Australians toward Vietnamese. The findings of differences between the responding
strategies to compliments in English and Vietnamese as well as identifying issues of
cultural significance can help learners avoid the above problems. More importantly,
the knowledge of the wide range of response types and information about compliment
follow-ups may encourage them to negotiate and extend the speech event. As noticed
by Wolfson (1989, p. 230), a modest thank-you or no response may block "attempts at
further interaction" and "language learners need to know how to respond in ways that
help to support a continuation of talk".
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Besides useful lessons in linguistics and pragmatics, information on cultural values
such as the profile of modesty, industriousness, in/directness, insider/outsider
boundary in Vietnam and Australia can be helpful for teachers when explaining
differences in English and Vietnamese usage of the same speech act. This may apply
not only to compliments but also to other speech acts, for example, the absence of
,"\

Vietnamese xin loi (sorry) when apologizing for making minor mistakes in equal
status interactions.

Although the findings are useful in many ways as indicated, limitations have to be
acknowledged. As mentioned before, with regard to the nature of the subjects in this
study, the above findings and implications are only applied to compliments among
friends, relatives and academics involving a population with females being the more
numerous group. Therefore, relationships other than friends and relatives have not
been investigated and questions like "What is the flow of compliments from a higher
status to a lower status?" and vice versa are left unanswered.

In addition, as the

number of males is not sufficient, examination of compliments as sex-preferential
strategies is not possible.

Furthermore, the subject selection is not perfectly

satisfactory as the two groups are not very comparable in terms of age and
occupation. Also, the inability to control contexts might affect the comparability of
the two data sets, especially in the case of compliment responses.

Another study is indicated to carry out investigation into interesting areas that this
study cannot cover.

Specifically, future studies may head in the direction of

investigating other sociolinguistic aspects of the complimenting act such as
ingroup/outgroup, unequal-status or male/female interactions.
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Another interesting

area is comparing the findings of this study with data collected from the elicitation
method, for example, a DCT, to examine the validity of each approach.

An

investigation of Vietnamese acquisition of English compliment/response exchanges
also promises to bring about fascinating results.
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Appendix A
Form for Australian collectors

Compliment number
Information about the speakers:
1. Sex: Speaker 1:

Speaker 2:

2. Age: Speaker 1:

Speaker 2:

3. Ethnicity: Speaker 1:

Speaker 2:

4. Occupation: Speaker 1:

Speaker 2:

5. Relation:
6. Location (where the conversation takes place):
7. Point in conversation:

8. Initiation, compliment, response and follow-up:
Sl: .................................................................................................. .

52: .................................................................................................. .

SI: .................................................................................................. .

52: .................................................................................................. .

········· ·····························································································
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Note (information such as the non-verbal language of the speakers):
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AppendixB
Form for Vietnamese collectors

r

Cau khen so:

doi tho~i:

Thong tin v{hai ngudi
1. Gioi ti~h: Ngt16i
2. Tuoi': Ngucii

doi tho~i 1:

doi tho~i 1:

f

-

doi tho<;1i 2:

Ngti6i

doi tho?-i 2:

Ngu6i

do i tho§li 2:

I

1

3. Quoc t~ch: Ngtioi doi tho~i 1:
4. Nghe-nghi_ep: Nguoi

Ngudi

doi tho!1i 1:

-

r

Ngtioi doi thoai 2:

A

5. Quan he:
6. Noi noi chuyen:
,-

,/\ '

f

.....

7. Thoi diem noi chuy~n:
I\.

,

A'

_,..

A

1

:--

-

I

.,..._

f'I I

A

I

8. Cau mo dau, cau khen, cau tra loi va cac cau noi tiep:
NDTl: ............................................................................................ .

NDT2: ............................................................................................ .

NDTl: ............................................................................................ .

...... ··············· ······················································ ........................... .
····················· ··········································································· ....... .

NDT2: ............................................................................................. ..
······························································· ································· ...... .
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I

Ghi chu (thong tin

ve cac ngon ngtl cu chi khi noi chuyen):
-

f

.....

')

,

111

I

Appendix C
Model of data collecting form for Australian collectors

Compliment no. 1
Information about the speakers:
1. Sex: Speaker 1: female

Speaker 2: female

2. Age: Speaker 1: about 25

Speaker 2: about 20

3. Ethnicity: Speaker 1: Australian

Speaker 2: Australian

4. Occupation: Speaker 1: student

Speaker 2: student

5. Relation: friends, live in the same floor, in the same college.
6. Location: in the kitchen
7. Point in conversation: when S 1 (the complimenter) saw S2 (the complimentee).
8. Initiations, compliment, response and follow-up:
Sl: Hi, how are you?
S2: Hi, fine, thank you. Yourself?
S 1: Good. Oh, I like your hair like that.
S2: Thank you. M just curled it up for me.
S 1: Did she? That's clever.
Note (information such as the non-verbal language of the speakers): They both
smiled.
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AppendixD
Model of data collecting form for Vietnamese collectors

"-

" r

Can khen so: 1
Thong tin
'

ve- hai ngdoi- doi' tho~i:

I

-

I

,,

1. Gioi tinh: Nguoi doi tho?i 1: mi
'

-

Ngticii

"l

r

2. Tuoi: Ngtioi doi tho~i 1: khoang 30
r

doi tho~i 2: nam

-

Ngtidi doi tho~i 2: khoa~g 25

'

3. Quoc tich: Nguoi doi thoai 1:Viet

Ngti6i

'

·-

doi thoai 1: sinh vien

4. Ngh{nghi_ep: Ngu6i

doi tho_ai 2: Vi~t

Nguoi cToi thoai 2: sinh vien

...
..
5. Quan he: ban hoc cung khoa.

'

'

6. Noi noi chuyen: tnidc thu' vi~n.
-

..,

:

-

,

-

I

7. Thoi diem noi chuyen: khi ngtidi doi thoai 1 gap ngu'oi d6i thoai 2.
'

f

8. Can mo da~, can khen, can tra. loi va c~c can n~i ti~p:
NDTl: N di dau day?
NDT2: Em di tra sach day.

.

'

NDTl:

Moi cat to'c a? D~p nhi?
-

-

'

'

'

/',.

,,...

.,

NDT2: Thang b~n em vua cat cho horn qua day. Trong co kinh khong ho chi?
NDTl: Kinh gi. Trong de:p day chu.'
I

NDT2: Th~ a?
'

-

,

""

,

't

,·

"

~

-

Ghi chu (thong tin ve cac ngon ngu cu chi khi noi chuyen): Nguoi du'~c khen clioi khi
"

-

tra ldi.

113

The English version of model for Vietnamese collectors

Compliment no.
Information about the speakers:
1. Sex: Speaker 1: female

Speaker 2: male

2. Age: Speaker 1: about 30

Speaker 2: about 25

3. Ethnicity: Speaker 1: Vietnamese

Speaker 2: Vietnamese

4. Occupation: Speaker 1: student

Speaker 2: student

5. Relation: friends, study in the same department.
6. Location: in front of the library.
7. Point in conversation: when SI (the complimenter) and S2 (the complimentee)
saw each other.

8. Initiation, compliment, response and follow-up:
S 1: Where are you going, N?
S2: I'm returning the books.
S 1: Have you got a new hair-cut? Beautiful!
S2: My friend cut it yesterday. Does it look awful?
Sl: No. It looks beautiful!
S2: Does it?

Note (information such as the non-verbal language of the speakers): The
complimentee smiled when replying.
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