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This article examines the role of metapragmatic expressions (MPEs) in con-
structing common ground (CG) in the call taker’s responses to customer direct
complaints in telephone interactions in the framework of the socio-cognitive
approach proposed and developed by Kecskes (2008, 2010, 2013, 2017) and
Kecskes and Zhang (2009, 2013). Based on five extracts drawn from the data of
about two hours of 15 recordings of telephone interactions that include success-
ful complaint settlements made between customers and the customer service
department of one Chinese airline, it reveals that the call taker mainly employs
five types of MPEs as CG construction devices to explicitly manifest intentions
of giving accounts and explanations, confirming and checking information, ne-
gotiating adequate compensations, establishing close interpersonal relationships,
and aligning with the organization. This article enhances our understanding of
the functioning process of metapragmatic indicators in complaint settlement in
institutional telephone interactions.
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Introduction

This article explores the role of metapragmatic expressions (MPEs) in common
ground (CG) construction in institutional call takers’ responses to customer
complaints. MPEs are reflexively used linguistic expressions such as This is what
I meant, You are absolutely right, and I am going to explain more later, which ex-
plicitly display the speaker’s intentions to establish shared knowledge and mutual
understanding upon responding to complaints. MPEs, as well as other kinds of
metapragmatic indicators, have been studied widely in everyday, institutional, and
computer-mediated contexts (e.g. Cathi 1984, Silverstein 1993, Verschueren 1999,
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2000, Mey 2001, Hiibler & Bublitz 2007, Hiibler 2011, Cruz 2015, Kleinke & Bos
2015), but little attention has been paid to the contexts of complaints and complaint
responses in business communication.

Complaining is not uncommon in institutional as well as in daily interactions.
The term refers to a situation in which speakers point out some transgression
or misconduct on the part of the subject who caused trouble and/or performed
some complainable action, and such trouble and/or complainable activity usually
includes a grievance on the part of the complainer (Drew 1998, Edwards 2005).
A complaint in a business context is specifically defined as “an expression of dis-
satisfaction for the purpose of drawing attention to a perceived misconduct by an
organization and for achieving personal or collective goals” (Einwiller & Steilen
2015: 196). Hence, to complain means to express discontent/dissatisfied feelings
about some state of affairs, for which responsibility can be attributed to some
person, organization or other factors with the intention to achieve specific goals.
From the angle of complaint recipients, complaints have been categorized either
as “direct” or “indirect” (see Pomerantz 1978). In business communication, it is
not easy to tell whether a complaint is direct or indirect. This is because the com-
plaint recipient, usually the customer service department, actually is not directly
responsible for the complainant’s problem or issue. However, it is supposed to
account for it on behalf of the organization. In this sense, this type of complaint
is taken as direct in this article.

A complaining act is conflictive by nature. This is because, by complaining,
something that was actually a personally experienced problem or situation is
transformed into openly acknowledged interpersonal or institutional difficulties.
In addition, a complaining act is often accompanied by other acts, such as accus-
ing, blaming, and criticizing, which may easily cause dissatisfaction and offense.
Nevertheless, in a business context, by complaining, customers choose to com-
municate with an organization in order to receive a solution to an experienced
problem or to initiate a change in the current business practices and regulations.
Therefore, it gives the organization an opportunity to provide some form of remedy
and/or to take some corrective actions. In this sense, complaints can be treated as
positive events. But if the organization fails to give adequate responses and satisfy
the customers, it may lose them and the organizational image may be damaged as
well. Thus, it is vital for the customer service to take care of institutional benefits
and image, as well as to maintain solidarity and rapport with customers. This dual
orientation is displayed in the way the call takers organize and design responses to
complaints, as reflected in language use upon handling complaints.

Previous research on complaints and complaint responses are mainly con-
cerned with factors affecting complaining activity (e.g. Wan 2013, Fan, Mattilab &
Zhao 2015, Li, Qiu & Liu 2016), types, strategies, and management of complaints
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and complaint responses (e.g. Pomerantz 1978, Schegloft 1988, Dersley & Wootton
2000, Heinemann & Traverso 2009, Bippus et al. 2012, Holt 2012, Selting 2012,
Filip 2013), and recipients’ attitude towards complaints (e.g. Garin-Muioz et al.
2016). Most of these studies are conducted in the context of daily and business/
institutional communication from the perspectives of marketing management (e.g.
Yilmaz, Varnali & Kasnakoglu 2016), conversational analysis (e.g. Drew 1998, Drew
& Walker 2009, Holt 2012, Ekstrom & Lundstrom 2014), speech act theory (e.g.
Akram & Behnam 2012, Martinez-Flor & Us6-Juan 2015), genre analysis (e.g.
Zhang & Vasquez 2014) and cross-cultural communication (Giannoni 2014, Li, Qiu
& Liu 2016). This article adds to our understanding of the role of metapragmatic
awareness indicators in complaint responses in institutional telephone interactions
in the framework of the socio-cognitive approach (SCA), proposed and developed
by Kecskes (2008, 2010, 2013, 2017) and Kecskes and Zhang (2009, 2013).

It argues that MPEs are chosen by institutional call takers to activate, seek, and
create shared information and knowledge, which adjusts the salience of particular
situational factors to construct CG, hence facilitating complaint settlement. The
research question addressed is: In what ways do call takers employ MPEs to con-
struct CG in settling customer direct complaints? The data is drawn from 15 tele-
phone interactions between customers and the customer service department of one
Chinese airline. We focus on the MPEs used in the call taker’s responses to direct
complaints in five cases of successful complaint settlement, as it is assumed that
such cases demonstrate unique patterns in using MPEs, which will be explained
in Section 3. After a brief review of complaints, complaint responses and common
ground theory in SCA, data description and identification are presented. Finally,
the functioning of MPEs in CG construction is examined before moving on to a
discussion and conclusion.

2. Literature review and research question
2.1 Complaints and complaint responses

Previous studies on types of complaints and complaint responses, and recipient
attitude towards responses provide insights into this research. Complaints can be
categorized either as “direct” or “indirect” based on the presence of the subject who
has caused the complained-of action. The former is defined as “the utterance or sets
of utterances that identify a problem or trouble source and seek remediation, either
from the person responsible for the problem or from a third person who has the
power to affect the situation” (Rader 1977, as cited in Boxer 1993: 107). The latter,
indirect complaint is defined as the “expression of dissatisfaction to an interlocutor
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about a speaker himself/herself or someone/something that is not present” (Boxer
1993: 106) or external circumstances (Jefferson 1984, Drew 1998). The data for this
article can be categorized as direct complaints as the complaints are addressed to the
customer service department whose responsibility it is to account for the problems
or issues and offer explanations, remedial actions and solutions.

Generally, there are two types of responses to complaints (see Dersley &
Wootton 2000: 388): “outright denials” (5% of the cases in their study) and “not-at-
fault denials” (85% of the cases in their study). “Outright denials” are defined as
unmarked actions, thus a preferred format, while “not-at-fault denials” are seen
as defensive actions. By means of outright denials, complainees explicitly and im-
mediately deny their involvement in the activity they are accused of. “Not-at-fault
denials” are oriented to the complained-of action as an accountable activity in
which speakers align with the complainer’s assumption that to some extent they are
committed or involved in it. A majority of “not-at-fault denials” would be expected
in responses to customer complaints in business communication.

In business and other institutional contexts, specific linguistic devices or strat-
egies are found in complaint responses. In analyzing how large companies handle
complaints, Einwiller and Steilen (2015) find that the most frequently applied re-
sponse strategy is to seek further information. Greenberg (1990) examines one
response strategy, i.e. explanation, and classifies it into excuses, apologies, and jus-
tifications. Other possible strategies mentioned (see Trosborg 1987) involve mini-
mization of the degree of offense, acknowledgment of responsibility, offer of repair,
and expression of concern for the hearer. However, little attention has been paid to
the use of metapragmatic expressions in complaint responses.

Specifically in institutional telephone interactions, it is found that certain lin-
guistic and nonlinguistic devices are employed for interpersonal or social and insti-
tutional concerns. Based on radio broadcasting discourse, Migdadi, Badarneh and
Al-Momani (2012) find that there is often a considerable area of rapport building
between callers and hosts, achieved through such linguistic devices as praising
remarks and use of informal address forms. Monzoni (2009) demonstrates that in
calls to an emergency call center, complaints are typically responded to with not-at-
fault denials. It is also suggested that complaints in telephone interactions are the
result of a collaborative and progressive move, and they do quite elaborate work
to prepare the ground for a potential complaint in order to secure the recipient’s
affiliation (Drew & Walker 2009). In addition, some nonverbal language, such as
laughter, is found to discourage further development of the topic in progress while
maintaining social solidarity (see Holt 2012).

Following the line of thought in the studies discussed above, there is little doubt
why the recipient attitude towards complaints, mainly dis/affiliation and non/
alignment, is a major issue in the study of complaint responses (see Heinemann &
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Traverso 2009: 2381-2384), which is also one of the concerns in this article. The
choice of dis/affiliation and non/alignment is closely connected to the institutional
or personal roles and responsibilities the complaint recipient would or should take.
The path taken by the recipient has consequences for the portrayal of self, the insti-
tution he/she represents and the relation to other relevant parties (Drew & Walker
2009, Traverso 2009). It has been revealed that recipients of complaint stories are
expected and preferred to respond with sympathy and/or alignment and affiliation
(e.g. Drew 1998, Drew & Walker 2009). Others (e.g. Traverso 2009) show that
though affiliation with a complainant may in general be the preferred outcome,
some contexts do not as easily allow for showing affiliation because of other rele-
vancies, for example, the institutional roles and responsibilities may restrict the call
takers in displaying affiliation and alignment. In addition, Li, Qiu and Liu (2016)
have identified that customers’ concern for face can increase the intention to spread
negative word-of-mouth information. In contrast, the existence of guanxi (interper-
sonal relationships) between organizations and customers can reduce the intention
to terminate transactions. It is even suggested that complaints involve a balance
of stance, and the line between affiliation and disaffiliation, alignment and non-
alignment is a delicate one (Heinemann & Traverso 2009, Ekstrom & Lundstrom
2014). This means that responses can be more or less (dis)affiliative or non/align-
ing. Furthermore, Stivers (2008) distinguishes between alignment and affiliation in
interaction, and points out that aligned responses support the activity in progress,
while nonaligned ones undermine it, and with an affiliative response “the hearer
displays support of and endorses the teller’s conveyed stance” (Stivers 2008: 35), and
therefore shows alignment and vice versa as Drew and Walker (2009: 2412) state,
“nonaligned responses can withhold affiliating, and hence convey disaffiliation”

2.2 Common ground

In communication, in order for one person to understand another, there must be a
common ground of knowledge between them (Clark 1996). CG refers to the “sum
of all the information that people assume they share” (Clark 2009: 116), which
may include world views, shared values, beliefs, and situational context (Kecskes
2013: 151). CG and cooperation are considered as requirements for successful com-
munication (Kecskes & Zhang 2009) in both a socio-cultural (e.g. Clark & Brennan
1991, Clark 1996) and a cognitive-philosophical line of research (e.g. Giora 2003,
Barr 2004, Barr & Keysar 2005, Colston & Katz 2005, Kecskes & Mey 2008). The
socio-cultural approach considers much of CG to be the result of prior experience,
which tends to ignore the dynamic emergent feature of CG. In the meantime, the
cognitive-philosophical line of research argues for the dynamic emergent property
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of CG while ignoring the significance of interaction and prior experience. Kecskes
and Mey (2008: 4) argue that neither the socio-cultural nor the cognitive approach
is wholly convincing by itself, since CG includes “both a priori and post factum
elements.” For this reason, Kecskes (2008, 2010, 2013, 2017) and Kecskes and Zhang
(2009, 2013) blend these two different approaches into a dialectical perspective
which embraces both cooperation and egocentrism, called the socio-cognitive ap-
proach (SCA).

In SCA, CG is perceived as “an effort to converge the mental representation of
shared knowledge present as memory that we can activate, shared knowledge that
we can seek, and rapport as well as knowledge that we can create in the commu-
nicative process” (Kecskes & Zhang 2013: 340). Kecskes (2013: 160) distinguishes
two sides of CG: core CG and emergent CG. According to him, core CG refers to the
relatively static, generalized, common knowledge and beliefs that usually belong
to a certain speech community as a result of prior interactions and experience,
whereas emergent CG refers to the dynamic, particularized knowledge created in
the course of communication and triggered by the actual situational context. CG
between interlocutors is regarded as a dynamic construct mutually constructed by
participants throughout the communicative process from prior and emergent ele-
ments. It occurs within the interplay of intention and attention, and the processes
are driven by relevance to the intention and realized with salience to attention
(Kecskes 2013: 166). The more CG people share with each other, the less effort
and time they need to convey and interpret information (Kecskes 2013: 151). In
terms of CG constructions, it is further argued that it is not the quantity but the
quality of CG that counts, and the efficiency of CG constructions depends on their
attention-raising quality that must be adjusted to the actual situational context
(Kecskes & Zhang 2013: 389). For example, sometimes hearers may ignore the CG
that is intended to be activated by an utterance, or they may miss the information
updated by an utterance. This may occur when there is a lack of attention, or when
other cognitive obstacles or knowledge gaps exist between participants. In such
cases, more efforts are needed to channel cognitive resources to CG constructions.

Hence, in order to get their messages and intentions through, participants may
employ specific linguistic means to facilitate CG constructions. As Mey (2008: 267)
points out, “pragmatic acting basically is ‘using language on common ground, in-
volving the other participants of the situation as well as the material and other
conditions determining the ‘ground.” This means that the speakers’ choice of lan-
guage is based on their understanding of the CG shared by participants. He further
specifies that CG involves three things: joint action, communication (linguistic and
non-linguistic), and human activity in a broad, general sense (Mey 2008). Thus, in
order to communicate messages and intentions successfully, the speakers rely on
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the appropriate understanding of the CG shared by the participants, and CG can
be established in a joint activity by linguistic and nonlinguistic means.

Regarding CG construction in complaints and complaint responses, Drew and
Walker (2009: 2405) propose that the complaint is initiated “cautiously,” and the
participants “collaboratively co-construct” the complaint. But for recipients, col-
laborating in a complaint is also a potentially problematic matter (Holt 2012: 431).
Take complaints in the business context as an example. By complaining, the cus-
tomer indicates that he/she has experienced a loss due to a failure on the part of the
recipient, and the relationship becomes unbalanced so that he/she is motivated to
seek balance by making complaints. What is more, in responding to complaints, to
protect institutional interests and image, the call taker may be reluctant to affiliate
or align with the complainant. However, failing to do so is also a socially discordant
action that can cause offense and grievance, probably leading to a wide-reaching
negative impact on public relations. Thus, handling complaints is an activity “that
requires a certain amount of delicacy” (Heinemann & Traverso 2009: 2381), and
CG construction is vital in restoring the unbalanced relationship in order to finally
settle complaints successfully for the sake of institutional benefits.

2.3 Research question

This article argues that MPEs are employed to activate, seek, and create shared
information and knowledge to increase the salience of relevant situational factors
for attention. Hence, they facilitate CG constructions in complaint settlements. The
research question addressed is: In what ways do call takers employ MPEs to con-
struct CG in settling customer direct complaints in institutional telephone inter-
actions? To answer this question, MPEs used in the call taker’s responses in my
data will be identified first, and their referential relationships with the host clauses
are examined in order to reveal their discursive status and functions. After data
description, the functioning process of MPEs in CG constructions in specific case
excerpts will be explored.

3. Data collection and description

The data, lasting about two hours in total, is drawn from 15 recordings of tele-
phone interactions that include successful complaint settlements made between
customers and the customer service department of one Chinese airline within two
months in 2015. Here, successful complaint settlement means that the customers
finally agree or accept the call taker’s explanations, suggestions, or compensation
offerings over the phone. The choice of successful complaint settlements as data
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source is based on the assumption that CG construction may demonstrate different
patterns when complaints are settled successfully or unsuccessfully, although CG
construction is needed in both scenarios. If complaints are settled successfully in
the interactions, it is highly probable that the participants have reached a certain
level of agreement in terms of relevant knowledge, information, or other inter-
personal and personal issues. That is to say, CG may be constructed successfully
as desired between the participants in these aspects. This article is intended to ex-
plore the motivation and mechanism of CG construction in successful complaint
settlements, as reflected in the use of MPEs. The role of MPEs in CG construction
or development in unsuccessful complaint settlements deserves a separate study
in the future.

The interactions of each phone call have been transcribed verbatim. Each adja-
cency pair and its turns have been marked so that any quotation can be identified
and traced back to the original discourse. Moreover, MPEs used in the call taker’s
utterances are identified and marked. The airline in question and the callers, as well
as other airlines and some place names mentioned, are kept anonymous. Signs X
(for person’s name) and XX (for organization or place name) are used when they
are mentioned either in the extracts or in the data analysis. Five representative cases
out of 15 telephone interactions are selected for detailed analysis based on three
principles and operationalized in the following way:

1. Distinctive topic: The content of each case should describe a grievance or prob-
lem of a distinct kind, that is, the five cases cover five different types of com-
plaints. It is assumed, strategically and linguistically, that the call taker is likely
to respond differently when faced with different types of complaints. Thus a
wide coverage of complaint types tends to demonstrate the richness in language
use, which is of importance to this research.

2. Richness in interaction: After checking the content of each recording among
the same type of complaint, the interactions which are relatively substantial in
content and interactive in turn-taking and speaker involvement are selected.
This is because the more substantial and interactive the interaction is, the easier
and more probable it will be to uncover the processes of negotiation and CG
construction.

3. Frequent occurrences of MPEs: Within each case, the extract containing the
most frequent use of MPEs in the call taker’s utterances is selected for analysis.
It is impossible to include five complete cases in the data analysis in Section 4,
although the frequency of each type of MPE which appeared in these cases is
presented in Table 3 in Section 5 as a summary.

The type of customer complaint and the call taker’s response in the five selected
cases are presented in the following table.
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Table 1. Five cases of successful complaint settlement

Case Type of customer complaint Call taker’s response/strategy

1 poor attitude giving accounts and explanations

2 difficulty in obtaining required information  confirming and checking information

3 unsatisfactory compensation offering negotiating adequate compensation
for a cancelled flight

4 a long flight delay establishing close interpersonal

relationships
5 questioning company regulations/policy taking non-aligning stance/position

As discussed in Section 1, MPEs are defined as reflexively used linguistic expres-
sions, which explicitly display the speaker’s intentions to create CG in interactions.
Here, “reflexively used” is specified as language use that “reflects on the judgment of
appropriateness on one’s own and other people’s communicative behavior” (Cath
1994: 2464) based on the understanding of CG shared between the participants,
more specifically including expressions regarding the control and planning of, refer-
ence to, as well as feedback on, the ongoing interaction. “Linguistic expressions” re-
fers to large chunks of discourse, including sentences, clauses, and fixed, semi-fixed,
or formulaic expressions, loosely connected to the matrix clauses.

Generally, MPEs are structurally flexible, semantically reflexive, and prag-
matically intentional and strategic. All MPEs used in the call takers’ utterances in
these five extracts are identified and coded mainly based on Verschueren’s (2000)
and Vande Kopple’s (1985) taxonomies. Five types of MPEs recur in our data. In
particular, following Verschueren’s (2000: 447) distinction of implicit and explicit
indicators of metapragmatic awareness, speech-action descriptions and eviden-
tials are identified and named. He defines indicators containing speech act verbs
or performative verbs as metapragmatic descriptions. We name MPEs containing
speech action verbs and perception verbs as speech-action descriptions, such as I
will tell you more about it. He gives a general term ‘shifters” as one type of explicit
indicator, and includes evidentials as an example. We find evidentials of a distinct
type in our data, which are expressions indicating intentions to describe source of
information, e.g. according to our company policy and as what I told you just now.
Vande Kopple (1985) divides meta-discourse markers into textual (i.e. text connec-
tives, code glosses, validity markers, and narrators) and interpersonal (i.e. illocution
markers, attitude markers, and commentaries). Following him, but to tailor-make
the taxonomy for our data, expressions referring to the upcoming talk, which chan-
nels attention resources to the upcoming information, and indicating intentions
to explain, elaborate, exemplify, or reformulate information, are named message
glosses, such as the thing is like this, for example and what I meant is; expressions
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describing personal judgments, opinions, preferences, and evaluations are called
commentaries, such as This is not a good idea and I don’t think so. Furthermore, a
new type, perspective displayers, is added to our taxonomy, which are expressions
describing the speaker’s angle, position, and stance-taking, such as from my point
of view and if I were you.

To answer the research question, the functioning process of MPEs in CG
construction is examined by modifying Kecskes™ (2013: 151) distinction of three
components of CG: information that the participants share, understanding of the
situational context, and relationships between the participants. The first component
can be considered to be more information-oriented; the third one is people-oriented;
the second one concerns the actual situational context which may involve informa-
tion and/or people. The discussion of the functioning process of MPEs to construct
CG is divided into two categories, i.e. the creation of CG of knowledge and the
creation of CG of dis/affiliation and non/alignment. Among the five types of cases
listed in Table 1, the major task of the first three for the call taker is to achieve shared
and mutual understanding of relevant information or knowledge. Thus, they are
discussed under the first category, i.e. the creation of CG of knowledge. The major
task of the last two is relationship-oriented, so they are explored under the creation
of CG of dis/affiliation and non/alignment.

It is unrealistic to think that MPEs used in the case of compensation offering
have nothing to do with affiliation or alignment and vice versa. However, our focus
and interest is to reveal how MPEs facilitate the construction of CG of knowledge
in settling this type of complaint. That is to say, we are concerned with the role that
MPEs play in constructing CG of knowledge in this type of complaint settlement.

4. Common ground construction of MPEs in direct complaint responses
4.1 The creation of CG of knowledge

Three extracts are analyzed in this part representing three types of direct com-
plaints: poor attitude, difficulty in obtaining required information, and unsatisfac-
tory comprehension offering. In responding to these types of complaints, the call
taker employs MPE:s to facilitate the construction of CG of knowledge by mani-
festing intentions of giving accounts and explanations, confirming and checking
information, and negotiating adequate compensations.
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411 MPEs as indicators of giving accounts and explanations

In terms of complaints associated with industry or company rules, regulations, and
business practices, the call taker on behalf of the airline gives detailed accounts
and explanations due to information or knowledge asymmetry between customers
and the flight service provider. Moreover, giving accounts and explanations is a
preferred response to direct complaints where the recipient is made responsible
for the failure (see Monzoni 2009). Nevertheless, it carries the risk of widening the
distance between the caller and call taker, as the call taker deals with the problem
from the institutional point of view in contrast to the customer’s experience. Thus,
the call taker would expand accounts to create CG of knowledge, as reflected in
the use of MPEs in Extract 1.

Extract 1. (CT: call taker; CM: complainant, the customer.! The customer was dissatisfied
with the flight attendant’s attitude when he was asked to check in his luggage. The call taker
is explaining why he was asked to do so.)

CT: &k, ek, Eoess —Ie, BARDE, RREHREL S FRATIA TOE, X TR SR ZR7,
TSR, R IR IERC & FRA A — 22 A, L2808, X T HATBIA N AR BRI, iR R
MIFFEE A RER L T Z 2B E, AR UL T A QR —DRI7HY, th e CAEE A,
BRI FRKATREFEAR, LR, IEVRERE BRAEPIR, sR& w2 URNINTRAY, S fREIEC
G, BTN TR, RATRE R WIS NARPY, sRORIEHY, AT DUE, thal DURE, SRITAYIE
WFEARTF ORI ? B DA AEAS HE 5 — e, BeA THARIER, ATREMAvIE S 25575 R 7 1E
—E R, FTLAE, BA TRV, AR S WSS R, RS HIETE, BA e TAEA
O, ATREHABAY TR R, S3GA0E, ATBEBZ M MR, (B2, SHRRAZA XL 1, %2R
FIRA AR ? FRERERY, D3R — ..

CM: 5, I, BRET

CT: Wk, J2 Rz AN, MIER R fger, K0y B aile, IETZE A R T2 S8 — S 00E, she
i, ARG T RIS T, FF 4, BUR NN, B9 RTHIRT A& L — e S IE,
IHERALEATZE R F] KL BRI, 3 RAE, A DA AT REZE R RE N T,

CM: X2 Rt S 3k, TN SRR FRATIATEE. .

CT: thERfRERE T,

CM: e 2hER R,

1. Inall extracts discussed in the article, CT stands for the call taker, who is a female employee;
CM stands for the caller, the complaining customer.
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CT: The thing is like this, Sir. First of all, I want to say, we are very grateful for your cooperation. As to what
we talked about just now, you were cooperative with our work. Of course, to our staff on duty, he asked you to
check in the luggage for the sake of safety, not his personal reason. But the way he talked to you may have

been inappropriate, that is to say, he made you feel uncomfortable. Or as you mentioned just now, he should
have thanked you for your cooperation. You may feel that, as you said, you can check in the luggage, or choose
not to do so. If you check in the luggage, you should feel happy to do so. As to the attendant’s attitude, we feel
sorry for this. Maybe he did not express himself properly. So what we mean is, we wanted to thank you for

letting us know this. We will let the attendant know this and maybe other staff as well. But, as I explained to this

O 0 N A U kR W N

lady, she is your friend, right? Because this is...

CM: Well, oh, my wife.

[
=]

CT: Oh, your wife ah, just as I have explained to you, because now we do have regulations in terms of the

—
[\

oversized baggage. That is, at present the regulations are quite strict. And as I just said, this may not have been

—
w

a problem in the past, but because of past tragedies, airlines must carry lifeboats, and the cabin space is now

—
S

smaller.

CM: The crew told us this.

CT: They also told you this, right?
17 CM: We fully understand.

_
a »n

From a personal communication with the manager of the customer service of this
airline, I know that the call takers are trained on a regular basis in terms of the
communication rules and behavioral norms in responding to customer complaints.
At the beginning of this extract, the call taker expresses thanks and admits mis-
takes without taking a defensive attitude. Three MPEs are used jointly to draw the
customer’s attention to her upcoming explanations. The message gloss “The thing
is like this” (Line 1) indicates the speaker’s intention to expand explanations and
elaborate on the issue under discussion; the speech-action description “I want to
say” (Line 1) pre-announces her speech action of expressing gratitude; the eviden-
tial “as to what we talked about just now” (Lines 1 and 2) reflects on the preceding
information and incorporates it into the ongoing talk. These expressions activate
and seek relevant information of the preceding talks and direct the customer’s
attention to the subsequent thanks-expressing action, facilitating CG construction
for mutual understanding of her explanation.

Another three MPEs indicate her intention to align with the customer. MPEs
are used as an apology strategy to acknowledge responsibility as well as to offer ex-
planations. The commentary “But the way he talked to you may be inappropriate”
(Lines 3 and 4) is intended to convey sympathy in terms of her colleague’s service;
the message gloss “that is to say” (Line 4) indicates her intention to reformulate and
make herself understood; the evidential “Or as you mentioned just now” (Line 4) for
the second time brings the customer’s words into the ongoing interaction. All these
MPEs indicate the call taker’s intentions to show alignment with the customer and
establish CG of knowledge by activating and seeking relevant situational information.



16

Ping Liu and Huiying Liu

Then she gives accounts of the industry regulations to mitigate the negative
impact of her colleague’s inappropriate behavior, although she accepts the custom-
er’s blame. The evidential “as you said” (Line 5) activates the customer’s preceding
claim, showing her alignment with the customer, while the perspective-displayer
“As to the attendant’s attitude” (Line 6) shifts attention to her colleague’s poor
attitude. Then she uses the message gloss “So what we mean is” (Line 7) to repeat
her intentions.

In this extract, the call taker employs five types of MPEs to respond to the
complaint of the attendant’s poor attitude. The use of speech-action descrip-
tions, evidentials, and message glosses indicate her intentions to activate and en-
hance the salience of company regulations and normal business practices so as to
arouse the customer’s awareness of institutional constraints. The commentary and
perspective-displayer convey her positive attitude and affiliative stance towards
the customer’s blame, as reflected in her apology on behalf of her colleague, i.e.
confessions of responsibility for unsatisfactory service provided (see Greenberg
1990). She attempts to establish CG of knowledge by balancing the institutional
goal, which is to make company regulations and business practices understood, and
the interpersonal goal, which is to align with the caller by criticizing her colleague.
At last, the customer shows his understanding and terminates the interaction.

412 MPEs as indicators of confirming and checking information

In the following case, the customer complains about lack of help from the attend-
ants when he was told that his flight was cancelled. The call taker attempts to seek
detailed information to confirm his accusation; however, the customer is unable
to provide precise information and details concerning the exact counter and the
person involved. MPEs can facilitate the process of information confirming and
checking.

Extract 2. (The call taker is seeking specific information concerning the customer’s
complaint about the difficulty in obtaining required information at the check-in counter.)

CT: Xk, BAEM— T, FRERHERI AT, fE 2 B IXXIENUHES 2 E?
CM: 3, RS2 EIbRfiZE, NEXXIER, FEAFRENE?

CT: Bt RIRIRIAIN— T3 — &, B I R 258 At e ?

CM: W2 2cH,

CT: M, MiZZ2cH), 2IE?

CM: *f,
CT: FANBAMEE S Wy, B R A BT 24 RAEYE, BADBAHLR T — T, IRABHE L
FER?

CM: HEHOREST, MRbiEk, #id 2L A
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CT: AR, #SZEn— T FATTIAR, g, KA, & @XM TERIE L, KA IRREILIY
I, MIZR SRR, SR E A LM, RGBT ER —T,

CM: 1,

CT: BUARETER, RUTEIRIREE, FATR T — FENLR, SOMH RN T R, A E R R
SRS, BATRARG IR, BUR YR, 9k — T aUE 2, BRI SR A A, iR R e
A FGERNE R E AR, 1] 7— T RIEYE, BU B, B MENLS, BBRENSR, WAKE
78, BT AT St kR 24 IR BN AR T MBS ? BATSOH P B B I PEsr &, BRdi—
TR EATM, KBIANMERT...

CM: FefisE, JfiE, RARER T, ROV ENIRER TIRMETIES, YREPEHES A
%, W RAHEYHER E,

—_

CT: Mr. X, I would like to ask, at that moment you were at our check-in counter, weren't you?

2 CM: Yes, my flight was an international one, how could I take the flight if I didn’t check in?

3 CT: I just want to confirm with you about this, and then, was the attendant a man or a woman?

4 CM: Should be a woman.

5 CT: Oh, should be a woman, right?

6 CM: Yes.

7 CT: We have surveillance cameras. So we can ask the attendants on duty that day if necessary. In fact, I have
8 already asked them. When did you arrive at the counter that day?

9 CM: Actually, in fact I forgot, really, you know, it has been a long time ago...

10 CT: Asto this, T have to ask the attendants on duty that day. That is to say, this is because, we have to confirm this
11 because if you missed the flight, the attendants should tell you what to do. We would find out. We would ask...
12 CM:Oh.

13 CT: The attendants on duty. Listen to me. We have talked to the attendants on duty. We take your complaint
14 seriously. We don’t want you to suffer a loss. That is to say, we want to offer you some compensation. But we
15  would know what was really going on that day. We asked the attendants on duty, that is, the attendants at the
16  counter that day, they told us they did not have any clue, so, as I told them, can you tell me which counter you
17 went to? We can check the surveillance camera. In a more detailed way, can you describe it? How did you talk
18 tothem?

19 CM:I'm certain about it, 'm certain about it, but really, I cannot remember it. Because it was so crowded, I did not

20 go to your counter.

In responding to the complaint, the call taker attempts to seek more information
before she can repair the situation. The two speech-action descriptions “I would like
to ask” (Line 1) and “I just want to confirm with you about this” (Line 3) announce
her intentions to find the truth and also to justify her actions. She then provides ad-
ditional information, i.e. the surveillance cameras and her own investigation, which
can give her the upper hand. When she realizes that the customer actually is not
certain about the check-in counter and person he contacted that day, the call taker’s
attitude seems to be more aggressive, as reflected in the use of the speech-action
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description “Listen to me” (Line 13). This expression activates and highlights her
more powerful institutional role. She also uses message glosses “that is to say” (Line
14), “that is” (Line 15), the evidential “as I told them” (Line 16) and the commentary
“In a more detailed way” (Line 17) to further press the customer to provide proof.
However, as shown in the interaction, the customer fails to do so. At last, he admits
that, in actuality, he did not go to the check-in counter.

The call taker, to protect the institutional interest, is not willing to admit the
mistake and take responsibility before she gets concrete evidence. MPEs in this ex-
tract are intended to facilitate the process of information confirming and checking.
The message glosses and evidentials indicate her patience and professionalism; the
speech-action descriptions indicate her explicit stance-taking as an institutional
agent, aggressive attitude, and expectations of concrete evidence. Their use can
be regarded as searching and questioning strategies, leading to the revelation of
and elaboration on crucial information. The CG of knowledge is constructed at
last, i.e. there is no evidence that the customer ever tried to seek help from the
attendants in one way or another, so the complaint is unfounded. The call taker’s
response to this groundless complaint belongs to “outright denials” (see Dersley
& Wootton 2000).

4.1.3  MPEs as indicators of negotiating adequate compensation

Naturally, due to the conflict of interests, though the call taker admits that the
complainable action has taken place, she would still try to minimize the respon-
sibility or shift the blame onto others if possible. When customers complain,
they usually have specific expectations of adequate or acceptable compensation
to cover their psychological, financial and time costs. Normally, they would like
to get higher or better compensation if possible. In the following extract, Mr.
X asks for a higher compensation for a cancelled flight, however, the call taker
insists that what she has offered is the best according to company regulations.
MPE:s facilitate the construction of CG of knowledge in persuading the customer
to accept the compensation.

Extract 3. (They are discussing the compensation for a cancelled flight.)

CT: R5%he, Xok, ORISR T TENE S, REERE 2333 3K, ME?

CM: #,

CT: REHGHREER T — T, AR FEELRIE, AR R TA R DR S B
W, ARG TE SR SR —FERY, A DU AT TS A8 SR RTRERR 300 7T /2

CM: #,

CT: WARREII A, ... 35— D, R TG, J2 A ORI EHRIIXX, R TiX
Hele, BATRIRGT S T, SELM R RIRIEIRS, — MR RIGHER R, E20E, T
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CM:

CT:

CM:

CT:

CM:

=l I e Y N )

T N T S N S S S S
DR = S v N U A W N = O

WEARBATGTH T, WHERBAINY RIS /PR, X MR, FrT AR 190268
W th ] 2, sbJ2 e, AN SR THE N R T, FRATOALR IEFFANME100TTHY — P 2SEAN, X thah
PATERARII—ATHNE T, (BRI, SR T00RERARE WL ASE AN, K9 FA TR
SR BAMRZ A RIS, BURYRAEGR — 1, R DAl HHE R, RO, S sS2 XX
ZER IR

PR, TR, B EIXXAK LS, B EEm955s5,

@@

SRIGTRAERIE REFT 42 R0 i Bt e ASxt 2

B2, H2, XSed, i SR TR, IRAVERU, NAETIANZIL LB, By
B B, BAVE, BB WMAnE, A MATZ22I428/ NNAETRIE, B2 52100, 8/ L EZ
200, X MERA —EMER. AL, X100WIASR, Fo—ER 5K LA —E RS TER
XA, DL, T ERAEBAIR S, IR B, OG5 3, LGN RERE, 2
SRS, XN ZL X SR A W 2 LI I ORAR, SAMIRYERI 1000 IR AL A I 2, —
MREERBA , IR AIEAIME— 17,

Wi, 4TI,

CT: Mr. X, the thing is like this, I have checked your ticket, and found that it cost you 333 yuan, right?

CM: Yes.

CT:I'made an inquiry for you, and found that if you want to get a refund, and according to our company policy
concerning the standby flight, the refund policy is different than a normal flight. They would refund around 300
yuan.

CM: Yes.

CT:Itisnot that...... here is another issue, this is about. .. you took high-speed rail to XX yourself, as to this, I
have talked about it with our leader, and in fact, I have talked with you too, this is a Force Majeure. But, I
have reported it to our leader, and our colleague talked with you in the morning. As to your problem, our leader
also agreed that we would give you a compensation of 100 yuan for transportation, which is the highest
compensation of this kind. Of course, this 100 cannot be taken as transportation subsidy because this is not our
fault, this is Force Majeure. This is indeed caused by XX Air.

CM: You see, ah, I tell you ah, my ticket to XX cost me 95.5 yuan.

CT: @@

CM: Then I took a taxi from the terminal to the high-speed rail station, right?

CT: But, but, Mr. X, this is, indeed, I mean, I have told you that the ticket is about 90 yuan, because this really is, indeed
indeed, how to say it? In fact, you have already known, in the airline industry, there is a regulation that the
comprehension is 100 yuan for a delay of 4-8 hours, 200 yuan for a delay of more than 8 hours. This is our policy.
So, this 100 is indeed... I have been talking about this matter with our leader this morning as well as our
colleagues. This is the only way I can get this amount of money for you. Otherwise there is absolutely no
compensation. In fact, you also said that there was no compensation at all for the 100 passengers on the flight,
and you are the only one.

CM: Oh, all right then.
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In this case, the call taker makes her stance definite and firm: The company cannot
offer a higher compensation. Her response is typical of excuses (see Greenberg
1990), i.e. giving explanations that remove the organization from responsibility.
MPEs, as well as nonverbal language, i.e. laughter, indicate her strategic consider-
ation in constructing CG of knowledge to negotiate with the customer. The inter-
action ends with the customer’s acceptance of the offering.

The message gloss “the thing is like this” (Line 1) indicates the call taker’s
intention to give detailed explanations. The speech-action description “I made an
inquiry for you” (Line 3) activates the relevant information of what she has already
done for the customer; the evidential “according to our company policy” draws
the customer’s attention to the refund policy. The message gloss “here is another
issue” (Line 7) directs his attention to the second issue she would talk about. Three
speech-action descriptions, “I have talked about it with our leader” (Line 8), “I
have talked with you too” (Line 8) and “I have reported it to our leader” (Line 9)
and the commentary “in fact” (Line 8) jointly create a situation in which the call
taker has tried her best to help the customer solve his problem. When the customer
continues with his complaint, she uses non-verbal language, i.e. laughter, to display
a somewhat disaffiliative and non-aligning stance with the customer.

Given the fact that the customer still insists on getting a higher compensation
offering, the call taker uses several message glosses and evidentials to stress and
highlight the fact that the customer should have known the situation well. The ex-
pressions, such as “I mean” (Line 16), “This is our policy” (Line 18), and “you have
already known” (Line 17) are intended to establish CG of knowledge at this moment
of interaction. In addition, the two commentaries “in fact” (Line 17 and Line 21)
can strengthen the impact of these evidentials. In this extract, MPEs are employed
as an evasive strategy to support CG of knowledge construction in terms of insti-
tutional agenda and restrictions by blaming others and maximizing self-efforts. In
the end, the customer accepts the offering.

4.2 'The creation of CG of dis/affiliation and non/alignment

The two cases examined in this section are looking for better solutions for a long
flight delay and questioning the reasonableness of regulations. The call taker dis-
plays a clear and determined intention to take care of interpersonal relationships in
the first case and a strong intention to take a non-aligning stance with the customer
in the second case. It is worthwhile exploring how MPEs support the call taker to
achieve the communicative goals in CG construction.
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4.2.1  MPEs as indicators of establishing close interpersonal relationships
or guanxi

It is said that Chinese people attach great importance to using their personal net-
works to achieve competitive advantages in business competition, as Li, Qiu and
Liu (2016) find that the establishment of harmonious interpersonal relationships
between the organization and customers can reduce the possibility of terminating
business relations. The concept interpersonal relationships in Chinese is guanxi,
referring to the “concept of drawing on connections to secure favors in personal
relations” (Luo 1997: 44). However, unlike the Western concept of networking/
business relationship, which is typically impersonal and basically at the organiza-
tional level, guanxi is personal (Chan 2006), initially built by and consistently based
on personal relationships (Luo 1997). In the telephone interactions in question,
there are occasions when the call taker makes attempts to develop a close interper-
sonal relationship with the customers. The following case illustrates the delicacy
of dealing with complaints in institutional interactions, that is, how the call taker
maintains her institutional role by repeating suggestions for a solution on behalf
of her institution. At the same time, she explicitly displays strong affect with the
customer and makes an attempt to establish a close interpersonal relationship at
a personal level.

Extract 4. (The customer is dissatisfied with the solution offered for a long delay of the
international flight she took. The call taker is offering alternative solutions.)

CT: XM EAER, BRNEEXX, RAER_EARD, 5 HRITEH, TECAEMA AR
o, BIXXLUE, B AT LAEBATEXXAY TAE N R BREIATREE, 384, PREIMREXXE T
bR, B EHERYTE, BRI 2 IR TR S R T, PR R Bl R DAY, 33X INHBE,
HEYRABIRR B AR TAT, ARBUBOONE, PR SETEARERY YT 1, Z 00, IRYUZT 2?3
MR RN OO, JCHIR SRR, BRI, BAR 2SR, T HES, fEE S
TEE X, B SCORIAIR, XX W2 DL, A TR UL, AN REZIERIE, i
BRI, RUONFRARSBO T, 1717 LSO [R50 B B, FRIR B8 TS 2 2 A 0 BRIN [, 2 — i P,
Xfg?

CM: T, BOSEAN AR KIES T, TR A EEIN A2,

CT: B2, {RIEAE, BIERR=A f3ii, 12 8 (- st A2 — RN ), FIEFRTFHUS4H 1, T
BEIS, BER T FRIGERTRIDCR, A (A R, AEERAEX XM B, 5852 2 [, TR IE s A
JAIE, RO K Ta] Rt ] DA

1 CT: Think about this, if your family goes to XX, you are concerned and worried, and then we can give them
2 meticulous care. After their arrival at XX, I can also ask our staff at XX airport to take care of our parents, you
3 work or study in XX, and you do not have much time to take care of them, you will be particularly worried, but as
4 long as you put your parents under our care, you will not need to worry. You could stay at your place waiting for
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them. How good is it! Don’t you think so! We don’t want to be worried, especially when our parents travel abroad.
We cannot rest assured. They are away from home in a foreign country and don't understand the language, and do
not know the way, right ah, so I think, if I were you, I would select this because I wouldn’t feel worried, ah,

and ... my time is money ah, I waste so much energy and time, that is, it is a reason for it, ok?

o o NN N U

CM: ah. I, I have not thought so much because it will be quite a long time.
10 CT:But, you think about it now, now, it is March, December is less than a year’s time, I'll give you my phone
11 number, feel free to contact me no matter what problems you have, whether it is about XX airport or a private issue,

12 we can be friends.

The customer complains about a long delay of an international flight she took. The
call taker repetitively tells her what her company can offer, but the caller seems
uninterested. In this extract, the call taker’s manner of talking can be regarded
as a positively affective speech action in which she tries to establish a close inter-
personal relationship and avoids disagreement with the customer, as reflected in
the use of MPEs, invitation for friendship, informal address forms, and affiliative
stance-taking.

The call taker displays an emotionally involved manner by telling a story, which
makes her affiliative stance-taking vivid and easily recognizable. The speech-action
description “Think about this” (Line 1) is intended to prepare the caller for her story
telling. Then she not only describes what the company can offer, but also draws a
nice, warm picture of her parents’ trip abroad under the care of the company. The
speech-action description “I think” (Line 7) and the perspective-displayer “if I were
you” (Line 7) jointly activate a clear foot shifting to align and affiliate with the cus-
tomer. The message gloss “it is a reason for it” (Line 8) also indicates her alignment
with the customer. In addition, the address term “our parents” (Line 5) is a clear
switch of personal reference from an outsider to an insider as a family member.
And the two exclamatory sentences “How good is it!” and “Don’t you think so!”
(Line 5) manifest a strong emotional involvement.

These linguistic devices can be regarded as proactive remedial strategies to fa-
cilitate the creation of CG of affiliation and alignment for negotiating a satisfactory
solution to the problem in question. Faced with the call taker’s seemingly over-
whelming emotive involvement and support, in particular, her offering of personal
phone number and help for private issues, and reference and foot manipulation, the
customer at last accepts the suggested solution. In this case, the call taker may not
sound very professional. However, it is not uncommon in Chinese culture where
interpersonal relationships or guanxi always count in business, and it is established
at a personal, not an organizational level on many occasions.

4.2.2  MPEs as indicators of balancing dis/affiliation and non/aligning stance
The call taker does not always affiliate and align with complainants. Sometimes, the
call taker would keep his/her distance, characterized by such responses as taking a
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neutral, non-affective stance, a strategic or token display of sympathy and affection,
and repeats of the suggestions given, with explicit invitations to accept them. In
the following case, it seems that the customer’s purpose in questioning company
regulations is not to gain economic compensation, but to vent dissatisfaction or
frustration. The call taker avoids criticizing the customer and is very patient in re-
peating and explaining the relevant regulations and suggestions, although she takes
a non-aligning stance, as reflected by the use of MPEs to support the construction
of CG to balance dis/affiliation and non/alignment.

Extract 5. (The call taker takes a non-aligning stance to persuade the customer to follow
regulations.)

CT: 21t g2 b, 1o i 2 ARSI R T T 53 70138, s it JAmeR 77, 5t
PSRRI T T o LR AR M2 I8 R R R IR T o NIRRT, bie, ARAIRZ ATRER, 5
TERR T T — =, SR, WAL Y, (R RN UL Y, B DL TR AT
SSEILES o8

CM: RIS, WA TGRS A, ARG IR, ..

CT: &, BRI AU YT REATH AL EDRHRIIE, Bl 2 — 5, LN, FTRER
AEWY-H Pt ik, AT DA IR AR R R D, A AT, BOE R IR E B N R =7
B KDy, A RHLRTREMATI G, Heamid, s AL KT, AR5 R T —=, +
oy =, ERRARA TR, (HR B Y LT RETE A, A FTRE LR CEMTER ML, FrL
SRR, BRI, G TRARIRE I A R T2

CM: B2 IRAT AL CHIIR TRIZ [T o 2 W, ARATT AL KRN AP EE Y, BN s b 15 AT X
il

CT: NRERAFTI, 2t RO A, IR T, U2 B, ATUERR AT 2 KN ) 5EAe, YRR 2
IR I TR48, AHERR R A IR TRIBRE B A2 BRI NN ], P20 SR o p ] DU R
DR EEL LA, FREREPEE, 127709+ 0 $h TR B MR — M7, RIEMTZE
NV, BAVRALEAR A B T B EMIERESR A T, AT, R A, XXAA, XXATESE
MYIZEAT], EE R UARIAT 9 R, SRR BA TZE AR, XXWTH E WA RHE
LB, BURRE, BRI A AT N M ARIRUL, RV AT L, (2NN [ 2 ER
KHT, NI NN RTLUEERET o R SCHILUS R T T, SRR EA THUR B B 4 —
B, RGO LUR T E AR BRIER T,

CM: FRUAFRS .. RIEZIANTBGARN BEXEICIR, 8E A IR 1A — D S BRI R OR, IIERT 2
WA IRE R BOEE R D EAET IR

CT: @e@@ X, Ky H S EH, FAEIFH STRNERIR S 1, BT USSR L, 2 BIR,
FRFWLIAI BTS2, BARGIRBRY, S ATRERHR RTINS NN (A4, HIRGHE DR
Hi— /NN, A RSE BN 2246, $RENLE . AT LUR B B SR TE A~ 2 A X
LT o
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—

CT: at least 40 minutes ahead of the taking-off time, that is to say, it is impossible to check in in less than 40

2 minutes. That is to say, if you are late, you cannot really catch the flight. All airlines have the same regulations.
3 AsItold you just now, that is, if you have not met this before, that is because the plane has not arrived on time,
4 that is to say, the plane cannot take off on time. But your flight was on time, so the check-in counter was closed
5 according to the schedule.

6 CM: So I think that we were here at the check-in counter, if you say that...

7 CT: Please rest assured. I understand what you mean. If our plane is late next time, you don’t have to come early,
8 for example, the check-in may not end earlier. We can help you. But such kind of situation is rare, so I suggest
9 you follow the regulations, because some plane may arrive here from other places, for example, the plane may fly
10 four or five different places, it may be 10 or 20 minutes late. This is possible. But other plane may be landing here,
11 and it is ready to take off. Considering these situations, I suggest that you should come on time.

12 CM: But your flight’s taking-off time is fixed. Yes, your flights taking-off time is fixed, and then I think I have
13 time.

14 CT:But this is not what you think, Ma’am. As to the time arrangement, it must follow regulations. That is to say,
15  howlong in advance the plane should stop check-in and close the cabin, when you should finish the check-in and
16  boarding. Not what you think, you think you can finish it within 40 minutes, but you also have to go through
17 security. Let me tell you, 40 minutes before the take-off time is a regulation of the entire airport, not one airline,
18  weare operating according to the regulations. As you said, XX Airline, XX Airline, etc., all airlines have to follow
19 theregulations, not only our airline. Other airlines cannot break it either. As what you said, you think you can, but
20  atthattime the system is closed, no one can operate on it. Just like what you do when you withdraw money from
21 bank. When the system is shut down, nobody can operate on the system.

22 CM:Sol... anyway, as to some situations, such as delays or others, you have not offered a reasonable solution, I
23 still feel as a passenger, still felt not good.

24  CT: @@@ Yes, this is your personal issues, I think, as I have told you the reason, as I just told you, as to this case,
25  Isuggest you arrive at the airport early. Although as you said, it is impossible to come to the airport two

26  hoursahead of the take-off time, but you need to go there at least one hour in advance, because you have to wait in
27 line to go through security, and find your departure gate. So try to leave plenty of time, and then you would not

28  meet this situation.

This extract illustrates the delicacy and difficulty that the call taker is faced with
when suggestions offered are recurrently dismissed by the customer. On the one
hand, the call taker makes efforts to maintain her institutional voice to repeat sug-
gestions; on the other hand, she shows her understanding and responds with ade-
quate display of affiliation.

Four message glosses “that is to say” (Lines 1, 2 and 4) and “that is” (Line 2),
and the evidential “as I told you just now” (Line 3) indicate the call taker’s in-
tentions to construct CG of knowledge in terms of check-in time at the airport.
However, the customer would not accept the explanations. The call taker then
employs the commentary “I understand what you mean” (Line 7) and the mes-
sage gloss “for example” (Line 8) to activate her affiliation and alignment with
the customer, she repeats that the customer should better follow the regulations.
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Several speech-action descriptions “I suggest” (Lines 8, 11, and 25) are intended
to communicate a non-affiliative and non-aligning stance taking. This becomes
more explicit and definite when the customer refuses the suggestion once again.
The negative commentary “But this is not what you think” (Line 14) strongly dis-
plays her negative evaluation of the customer’s idea in which affiliation is actually
missing at this stage of communication. And then, several evidentials “that is to
say” (Line 14), “as you said” (Line 18), and “as what you said” (Line 19) and the
speech-action description “Let me tell you” (Line 16) jointly manifest the intentions
to expand justifications of her evaluation.

When it seems hopeless for her to change the solution, the customer changes
the subject, talking about delays or other problems. The ongoing complaining
about company regulations on check-in time triggers new complaints. The call
taker’s nonverbal response, i.e. laughter, and the commentary “this is your personal
issues” (Line 24) are intended to resist further development of new complaints.
This commentary is a verbally explicit negative assessment and a strong display
of non-aligning stance and disaffiliation involvement. So together with laughter,
it can disengage from the complaint in question, and thus contributes to topic
termination. After that, the call taker returns back to the old subject, and repeats
her suggestion. The speech-action descriptions “I think” (Line 24) and “T suggest”
(Line 25) and the evidentials “as I have told you the reason” (Line 24), “as I just told
you” (Line 24), and “as you said” (Line 25) work together to activate the previous
talk and previously mentioned information as well as the institutional stance the
call taker is taking. The activated information and knowledge facilitate the con-
struction of CG of non-aligning and disaffiliative stance with the customer.

In this extract, MPEs function as contradictory strategies to facilitate the con-
struction of CG of non-alignment and disaffiliation with the customer so as to
defend the company regulations.

5. Discussion

Based on the authentic data, we investigate the role of MPEs in CG constructions
to facilitate complaint settlement in institutional telephone interactions, which is
lacking in the extant literature. Despite their pervasiveness in daily and institutional
discourse, the functional analysis of MPEs from the SCA has been overlooked in the
research on metapragmatics, and complaints and complaint responses. The present
article is a modest attempt to redress this omission based on a small sample of five
extracts of institutional telephone interactions. In particular, in the context of re-
sponding to complaints in institutional telephone interactions, this article explores
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the functions of MPEs to construct CG of knowledge in the first three cases, and CG
of a balanced dis/affiliation and non/alignment in the last two cases. The findings
are briefly summed up in Table 2.

Table 2. Functions of MPEs in CG construction

Case Types of complaints Functions of MPEs
1 poor attitude indicating intentions to give accounts and
explanations to create CG of knowledge
2 difficulty in obtaining required indicating intentions to confirm and check
information information to create CG of knowledge
3 unsatisfactory compensation indicating intentions to negotiate adequate
offering for a cancelled flight compensation to create CG of knowledge
4 a long flight delay indicating intentions to offer repair and show
concern to create CG of affiliation and alignment
5 questioning regulations indicating intentions to defend institutional
interests to create CG of disaffiliation and
nonalignment

Five major types of MPEs are recurrent in the data. The frequency of each type used
in the five cases is shown in Table 3.

Table 3. Type and frequency of MPEs in complaint responses

Type of MPEs Frequency Example

speech-action descriptions 23 I will tell you more about it; I suggest you do this

message glosses 15 for example; what I meant is

evidentials 14 according to our regulations; what you said earlier

commentaries 10 this does not sound like a good idea; this is my
personal thought

perspective displayers 3 from my point of view; if I were you

As indicated in the above table, the most frequent one is speech-action descriptions
(23 times). Their use indicates the speaker’s intentions to reflect on the ongoing
speech actions, which can enhance the effectiveness and efficiency of CG con-
struction. This is because these expressions manifest the illocutionary forces or
points of the ongoing speech actions and thus activate, create, and communicate
desires, plans, and requests to guide or shape the construction of CG in complaint
settlement.

The second is message glosses (15 times). They indicate intentions to explain,
exemplify, or reformulate information or knowledge. In response to complaints,
their use can activate and create the necessity for more detailed illustration, ex-
pansion, and elaboration, so they can help to construct CG by improving the
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effectiveness of negotiations and problem resolutions. Next come evidentials (14
times), which indicate intentions to describe sources of information. In response to
complaints, they activate and seek relevant contextual information, mainly mutual
experiences, previously mentioned information, and company regulations. Their
use can build CG for adequate understanding by regulating information reliability
and acceptance.

The fourth one is commentaries (10 times), which describe personal judgments
and evaluations, so they can facilitate CG construction by activating and creating
preferences and expectations in responding to complaints. The least frequently
used one is perspective displayers (3 times). They describe the speaker’s angle, po-
sitioning, and stance-taking in response to complaints. These expressions activate
and highlight specific perspective taking or foot shifting, which can help construct
CG to guide the understanding and acceptance of explanations and solutions in
complaint responses.

Apart from linguistic devices, the analysis also reveals that the call taker some-
times deploys non-verbal language, such as laughter, as a means of modulating and
mitigating disagreement or non-alignment upon responding to complaints. As Holt
(2012: 430) points out, laughter as a response can discourage further development
of the topic in progress while maintaining social solidarity. This article shows that
the combination of MPEs and non-verbal laughter has a similar function.

Out of the five cases, four responses belong to “not-at-fault denials” (cf. Dersley
& Wootton 2000), in which the call taker aligns with the customers and accepts
the accusations to a certain extent. She only denies the accusation in the last case.
Nevertheless, she makes efforts to respond to all cases patiently. The data analysis
shows that, faced with different types of complaints, the call taker employs MPEs
to construct CG to address the issues differently. For complaints in which the cus-
tomers have suffered concrete economic losses, for example, a cancelled flight (e.g.
case 3), it is crucial for the customers to know the relevant company and industry
regulations and business practices. Then MPEs, mainly speech-action descriptions,
message glosses, and evidentials are used to build CG of knowledge in order to
understand the situations and solutions available. Her goal is to minimize finan-
cial losses for the company while making the customer feel satisfied. As to other
complaints that the customers have suffered non-economic losses with concrete
evidence, for example, the attendant’s poor attitude (e.g. case 1) and along delay of
an international flight (e.g. case 4), the call taker makes attempts to construct CG
of knowledge for a better understanding of the actual situation and to construct
CG of affiliation and alignment for close interpersonal relationships, which can
soften the dissatisfaction and grievance, as reflected in the use of speech-action
descriptions, message glosses, evidentials, and commentaries. As to other types
of complaints with non-economic loss and no adequate evidence (e.g. case 2), the
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call taker explicitly manifests intentions to seek relevant information to construct
CG of knowledge, as reflected in the frequent use of speech-action descriptions,
message glosses, and evidentials. In those cases in which the customers do not have
good reasons to complain (e.g. case 5), the call taker shows a non-aligning and
disaffiliative stance, as reflected in the use of negative commentaries and explicit
perspective displayers. One thing that needs to be pointed out is that a display of a
certain amount of affiliation and alignment can close the distance between the call
taker and customers, and can therefore help to prevent complaints from expanding.
Even if the call taker thinks that the customer has no good reason to complain, she
also, to a certain extent, displays alignment and affiliation. Generally, responding to
complaints comprises a delicate balancing of stance in which contrasting positions
can be managed strategically.

6. Conclusion

This study contributes to existing research in two ways. First, previous research (see
Silverstein 1993, Verschueren 1999, Caffi 2007, Hiibler & Bublitz 2007, Penz 2007,
Liu & Ran 2016) has revealed that metapragmatics is associated with specific func-
tions such as managing, stipulating, framing, monitoring, interfering, anchoring,
resolving, and manipulation. In the framework of the SCA, this article focuses on
another new function of metapragmatic awareness indicators: CG construction.
Second, prior studies have provided valuable insights into factors affecting com-
plaining activity (e.g. Fan, Mattilab & Zhao 2015), types, strategies, and manage-
ment of complaints and complaint responses (e.g. Dersley & Wootton 2000, Holt
2012, Filip 2013), and recipients’ attitude towards complaints (e.g. Garin-Muiloz
etal. 2016). We extend this knowledge by providing an understanding of the func-
tions of MPEs in constructing CG in handling institutional complaints. To do so,
we build a link between successful complaint handling and the SCA, which can help
to reveal the functioning process of CG construction in complaint responses. For
future research, a large sample should be included in the analysis, and the functions
of different types of MPEs in constructing CG, as well as their distinct manners of
activating, seeking, and creating contextual factors to build and develop CG deserve
some exploration.
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