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Chapter 1

Introduction

Some claim that it is impossible for humans to not communicate. One could also 
claim that by communicating, we do not only convey information but also evaluate 
our surroundings. We evaluate the weather, we compliment somebody on a new 
haircut or some new clothes, we might say something nice about our neighbors 
or a movie we just saw. We state our opinion, evaluate what we see, and – in doing 
so – position ourselves in relation to our partners in communication.

By evaluating, we can do many things and the linguistic investigation of how we 
actually do this is a thriving area of research. The main functions usually attributed 
to evaluations are

1.	 to express the speaker’s or writer’s opinion, and in doing so to reflect the value 
system of that person and their community;

2.	 to construct and maintain relations between the speaker or writer and hearer 
or reader;

3.	 to organize discourse. (Thompson/Hunston 2000: 6)

These functions are also claimed to be essential for the act of complimenting: com-
pliments mirror cultural values and beliefs (cf., e.g., Manes 1983), they help to 
establish and construct as well as maintain relationships between speakers (cf., e.g., 
Wolfson 1988), and speakers utter them to organize discourse (cf., e.g., Wolfson/
Manes 1980). Even though some assign the relationship maintenance and solidarity 
affirmation as unique to compliments, others assign this function also to general 
assessments which are also said to reflect cultural values and may also organize 
discourse (cf., e.g., Goodwin/Goodwin 1987 and 1992a). Thus, compliments and 
positive assessments – being evaluative in their nature – share many similar features 
and the question may arise how these utterance types might be distinguished.

Compliments and compliment responses obviously have invoked great interest 
and induced a vast amount of publications in the past four decades. Along with 
Knapp/Hopper/Bell (1984), many linguists seem to consider a compliment to be 
“a speech act worthy of study because it is ubiquitous, valued, and problematic” 
(1984: 12). Thus, questions addressed in compliment research are, for example, 
concerned with the frequency of how often compliments are paid and received, 
usually entailing a comparison either in terms of gender (cf., e.g., Herbert 1990; 
Rees-Miller 2011) or cultural differences (cf., e.g., Chen 1993; Cheng, D. 2011). The 
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2	 Compliments and Positive Assessments

“problematic” aspect Knapp/Hopper/Bell (1984) mention can be connected to the 
question of how to react appropriately to a compliment (cf., e.g., Pomerantz 1978; 
Golato 2002). Speakers are aware of the problematic aspect that an ‘inappropriate’ or 
unexpected response may lead to miscommunication or, as pragmaticists call it, to 
pragmatic failure (cf., e.g., Holmes/Brown 1987: 523; Nelson/Al-Batal/Echols 1996; 
Padilla Cruz 2014). While compliment research seems to become less thriving in 
English varieties, aspects of learning and teaching compliments in the foreign lan-
guage classroom flourish in various international English teaching contexts (cf., e.g., 
Boroujeni/Domakani/Sheykhi 2016; Khaneshan/Bonyadi 2016; Sucuoğlu/Bahçelerli 
2015; Shasavari/Alimohammadi/Eslami Rasekh 2014).

Considering the numerous studies on compliments and compliment responses, 
one may intuitively expect to also find studies referring to the interdependence of 
these paired utterances and possibly a paradigm or framework which may be used 
to analyze the two turns in combination (see Keisanen/Kärkkäinen 2014 for a study 
on the sequential order). Yet, these two apparently connected turns, which are often 
considered to be an adjacency pair, are mostly studied and analyzed separately. Even 
in the rare cases where both turns are addressed in one study, the turns are usually 
described individually without an elaboration on the connection between them in 
the speech event (cf., e.g., Herbert 1989; Golato 2005, 2011). The reason for this 
approach of separate analysis may lie in the two different perspectives and research 
traditions regarding these turns: while compliments are mainly studied in the so-
ciolinguistic tradition established by Manes/Wolfson (1981), the categorization of 
the responses follows the tradition of conversation analysis as shaped by the work 
of Pomerantz (1978; see also Chapter 2 below). In both research traditions, com-
pliments are often named alongside assessments and they are not easily separated 
from each other (see Chapter 2.1).

Even though the boundaries between compliments and positive assessments 
seem fuzzy, interlocutors will have to be able to identify the function of these ut-
terances in a conversation to react accordingly and prevent miscommunication. 
As Golato (2005, 2011) states, the function of the compliment has a bearing on the 
response given (cf. Golato 2005: 185–186 and 2011: 374). How do the interlocutors 
decide whether or not to perceive an utterance as a compliment or as any other 
positive evaluation? Possibly, linguistic cues such as the choice of words, reference 
terms, or syntax may help conversationalists to code and decode the function of 
the utterance (cf., e.g., Schegloff 2007: 62; see also Couper-Kuhlen 2014: 635). Can 
this identification of the utterance be detected in the way conversational partners 
respond to an evaluative utterance?

For the current study, I hypothesize that interlocutors perceive functional dif-
ferences in such evaluative utterances and that they will react differently to what 
they perceive as a (general) assessment or a (personal) compliment. I argue that this 
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	 Chapter 1.  Introduction	 3

difference in perception can be detected in the way the compliment or assessment 
is worded by the speaker, especially in respect to the reference terms that are used, 
and through the Response Strategies chosen by the respondent. Thus, a perceivable 
difference between compliments and positive assessments can be assumed. For 
this, I adapt the idea of various action chains in assessing sequences as claimed by 
Pomerantz (1984) which have been neglected by most of the compliment response 
researchers (but see Mustapha 2011 for a recent uptake). Keisanen/Kärkkäinen 
(2014) also include Pomerantz’ action chains and in their sequential analysis even 
work with the compliment formulae of Manes/Wolfson and the assessment formula 
of Goodwin/Goodwin (1987) (see Chapter 2.1) but focus in their study more on 
bodily gestures than the exact wording as an influence on the sequential order of 
compliments and their responses.

To test my claims and to find answers to my research questions (see 
Chapter 2.3.2), Positive Remarks need to be categorized along with the turns that 
follow in a conversation. The term Positive Remark, abbreviated with PosR, serves 
as an umbrella term for compliments and positive assessments in the present study.

The following Chapter 2 provides a research overview with Chapter 2.1 dis-
playing research on compliments and the difficulties of distinguishing these from 
positive assessments. In Chapter 2.2, the Response Strategies discussed in compli-
ment response research are presented. The formulae Manes/Wolfson (1981) deter-
mined for compliments as well as the Response Strategies that are well established 
in compliment research (from Pomerantz 1975 onwards) are then combined into 
a working model (cf. Chapter 2.3, Figure 2.1). This model will serve as a basis for 
the analysis of the distinction of positive assessment and compliment sequences.

Chapter 3 deals with methodological issues and starts out with a brief overview 
of methods that have been employed in researching compliments, assessments, 
and responses (cf. Chapter 3.1.1) to then provide a rationale for working with 
conversational data from a corpus in the present study. A short overview of corpus 
usage in pragmatics in general (see Chapter 3.1.2) leads to the account of the cor-
pus chosen for the present study, the Santa Barbara Corpus of Spoken American 
English, in Chapter 3.2. After a presentation of general information on the corpus 
in Chapter 3.2.1, Chapter 3.2.2 displays the conversations selected from the corpus.

An account of how the Positive Remarks and their following turns are coded 
in the conversational data is given in Chapter 4, where the Positive Remarks and 
Response Strategies are discussed as single turns (in Chapters 4.1 and 4.2 respec-
tively). How the turn structure of the ‘Positive Remark-Response Strategy sequence’ 
is coded is presented in Chapter 4.3, while Chapter 4.4 refers to some additional 
codings that are of a subordinate nature.

Some general results are presented in Chapter 5 where an overview is given 
of the totals of the Positive Remarks (in 5.1) and the Response Strategies (in 5.2). 
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4	 Compliments and Positive Assessments

General numbers of the interaction and sequencing of the Positive Remarks with 
the Response Strategies are provided in Chapter 5.3.

Chapter 6 is structured according to the distinction of the three largest super-
categories of Positive Remarks established and found in the data. The subchapters 
display the subcategories of the Positive Remarks, the sequence organization, as 
well as the Response Strategies used in these categories. The findings for the sub-
categories are applied in the working model as established in Chapter 2.3. In the 
discussion in Chapter 7, attention is drawn to the main findings which are discussed 
in more detail. Chapter 8 summarizes the results of the present study and addresses 
the ways in which they may have positive effects on future studies.

With the analysis of the Positive Remark sequences, it may not be possible to 
“predict what forms language users will choose” (Kohnen 2000: 183) in future con-
versations, but analyzing the forms in terms of function and sequence might lead 
to new insights on compliments and positive assessments. These findings may also 
be used as a basis for new (quantitative) research and might enable the formulation 
of advanced search strings for corpus searches.
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Chapter 2

Research on compliments,  
positive assessments, and their responses

The phenomenon of studying compliments and compliment responses has undoubt-
edly been one of the most intriguing topics in synchronic linguistics in the last three 
decades.� (Farghal/Al-Khatib 2001: 1486)

Various different branches have grown in what could be subsumed under the label 
‘compliment research’. 1 Many researchers have been very productive and fruitful in 
their pursuit over the last 30 years and numerous new studies are being published 
year after year. Thus, even the sheer number of publications renders a complete ac-
count on compliment research impossible (cf. Alfonzetti 2013). The current chapter 
can merely provide an overview with a further focus on the most prominent fields 
in research that have an immediate influence on the present study.

As mentioned in the introduction, there are two major traditions that influence 
the work on compliments, positive assessments, and their responses. The biggest 
influence on researching compliments stems from the sociolinguistic area and 
the early studies by Manes and Wolfson (cf., e.g., Wolfson/Manes 1980; Manes/
Wolfson 1981; Manes 1983; Wolfson 1981a, 1983, 1984). Positive assessments have 
been studied along with other assessments mainly in the tradition of conversation 
analysis (CA) (cf., e.g., Auer/Uhmann 1982; Auer 1984; Goodwin/Goodwin 1987, 
1992a). This CA tradition is also the main influence of studies concerning responses 
to assessments as well as to compliments (considered to be a type of positive as-
sessment), as can be seen in Pomerantz’ seminal papers (1975, 1978, and 1984).

Compliments and positive assessments are the first part of the sequence 
of interest in the present study. These two types of utterance are combined un-
der the term Positive Remark which will serve as a cover term (PosR, see also 
Chapter 2.1.3). 2 Concerning compliments and Response Strategies, Manes/Wolfson 

1.	 In the present study, the wording ‘compliment research’ is used as a cover term for research on 
compliments and compliment responses as well as research on positive assessments and responses 
(such as, e.g., Adamzik 1984), unless stated otherwise.

2.	 The cover terms used for various utterances such as compliments and positive assessments 
and various responses (the Response Strategies) are written with initial capital letter to emphasize 
their specific status as super-categories.
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6	 Compliments and Positive Assessments

(1981) and Pomerantz (1978) are most influential in compliment and compliment 
response research and may be considered pioneers in this field. The foundation of 
compliment research was established by looking at how American English speakers 
handled the everyday situation of complimenting and responding to compliments, 
which has been used as a blueprint for several varieties of English and other lan-
guages. Researchers often compare two speaker groups that either vary according 
to their gender or their native languages or varieties. A large number of the studies 
that compare the realizations in different languages are especially concerned with 
the processes of learning and teaching a language as well as the culture connected 
with it, which has been a prominent aspect from the very beginnings (cf. Wolfson 
1981b). Thus, learners shall be enabled to compliment and respond to compliments 
appropriately to cultural norms (on appropriateness and pragmatic norms, see, e.g., 
Sickinger/Schneider 2014) to lessen the risk of pragmatic failure that may stem from 
pragmatic transfer. 3 While most compliment research studies have a synchronic 
perspective, the diachronic perspective and the exploration of compliments in ear-
lier times has gained momentum with the establishment of Historical Pragmatics 
as a research field (cf. Jucker/Taavitsainen 2007; Jucker et al. 2008; Taavitsainen/
Jucker 2008; see also Archer 2010 and for a diachronic perspective on German 
compliments Beetz 1981; 1990 and 1999). 4

Most of the previous studies analyze either compliment/positive assessment 
or response in isolation. Some claim to be investigating both turns – as adjacency 
pair – and sequences of compliment and response. Yet, these studies usually analyze 
and interpret the turns in separate chapters and do not elaborate on the connective 
criteria (see Chapter 2.3). Following this tradition, research on these turns will be 
presented in separate chapters at first to then focus on their connection.

3.	 For the concepts of pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic failure in the language learning 
context, cf. Holmes/Brown (1987). This pragmatic transfer means that learners take rules from 
their own native language to the target language. For an account of this concept, cf., e.g., Kasper 
(1992).

4.	 Table B.2 in the appendix gives an additional overview of studies and their respective main 
topic/language besides those discussed and mentioned here. A good overview of the various 
studies in compliment research can also be found in Chen (2010) and Alfonzetti (2013).
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2.1	 Compliment or positive assessment?

In the compliment research that follows the tradition of Manes/Wolfson (1981), 
compliments are widely recognized as speech acts. Some researchers claim that 
compliments are expressives, others say compliments belong to representatives, 
which is also a classification found for assessments (cf. Adamzik 1984: 240). 5 The 
boundaries between compliments and assessments are, as those of other speech 
acts, rather fuzzy (cf., e.g., Archer 2010; see also Jucker/Taavitsainen 2000 on the 
concept of pragmatic space and the fuzziness of boundaries of speech acts). Some 
researchers approach the question of a clearer definition of compliments and 
neighboring speech acts by a meticulous account of the dictionary meaning of the 
terms which are used in the semantic vicinity of compliments (cf., e.g., Duttlinger 
1999). Yet, a distinction between the concepts of (sociolinguistic or pragmatic) 
compliment and (conversation analytic) assessment, and whether or not they are 
separable, is usually neglected in research. In the following subchapters, a closer 
look is taken at the presentation of compliments (Chapter 2.1.1) and assessments 
(Chapter 2.1.2) along with a working definition for both (Chapter 2.1.3).

2.1.1  Recognizing the form, or: Spotting a compliment when you hear one

No one might have expected that the 686 compliment utterances collected by Manes/
Wolfson’s (1981) students would become the basis of a seminal study, a milestone 
in compliment research. Instead of finding the expected creativity in compliment-
ing utterances, Manes/Wolfson discovered recurring compliment formulae: nine 
syntactico-semantic patterns that were used for complimenting by American English 
native speakers of that time (cf. Manes/Wolfson 1981). Analyzing the utterances, 
only a rather small syntactic and semantic inventory for the realization of compli-
ments was detected. Table 2.1 below shows the formulae and examples as defined 
by Manes/Wolfson along with the percentages of their findings and those of a later 
study by Rose (2001) that coded compliments along Manes/Wolfson’s design.

5.	 Some researchers, as Ruhi (2006), distinguish two possible classifications of compliments: 
(a) as representatives, since compliments “express the speaker’s belief in a proposition” or (b) as 
expressives when a speaker simply reacts to a situation by uttering a compliment (2006: 47). For 
a discussion on these points of view cf., e.g., Werthwein (2009: 41–42) and Alfonzetti (2013: 555–
556) for an account of various perspectives in pragmatics.
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8	 Compliments and Positive Assessments

Table 2.1  Compliment formulae (Manes/Wolfson 1981: 120–123; results by Rose 2001)

Pattern Examples & results Manes/Wolfson (1981) Rose (2001)

1 NP is/looks (really) adj Your hair looks nice or That shirt is so nice 53.6% 50.7%
2 I (really) like/love NP I love your hair or I really like those shoes 16.1%   6.6%
3 pro is (really) (a) adj NP That [sic] a nice piece of work or This was 

really a great meal
14.9% 14%

4 You V (a) (really) adj NP You did a good job   3.3%   2.5%
5 You V (NP) (really) adv You really handled that situation well   2.7%   1%
6 You have (a) (really) adj NP You have such beautiful hair   2.4%   3.2%
7 What (a) adj NP! What a lovely baby you have! or What a 

great idea!
  1.6%   1.2%

8 adj NP! Nice game!   1.6%   4.4%
9 Isn’t NP adj! Isn’t your ring beautiful! or Isn’t it pretty!   1.0%   0.2%

miscellaneous [no special form]   2.8%   3.9%

Even though 85 percent of all collected utterances are encompassed in three pat-
terns (patterns 1–3), Manes/Wolfson claim that a speaker does not realize compli-
ments to be of a formulaic nature. They claim that a “consideration of the role of 
compliments in interactions shows that both the existence of a formula and its lack 
of recognition are, in fact, functional” (cf. Manes/Wolfson 1981: 115) and that “the 
recognition of this function […] allows us to understand why it is that speakers 
seem to prefer conventional patterns in compliments” (Manes/Wolfson 1981: 124). 
The major function attributed to the compliment in conversation is to create or 
reinforce a feeling of solidarity between the speakers and if a misunderstanding of 
the function were to occur, “the raison d’être of the compliment may be vitiated. The 
use of a formula helps to avoid this potential difficulty” (Manes/Wolfson 1981: 124).

Whereas Manes/Wolfson do find only 2.8% of the utterances not fitting any 
formula, Rose (2001) finds a respectable 16.2% of these utterances to be put into 
an “other” or “miscellaneous” category. Roughly two decades after Manes/Wolfson 
study, Rose’ study analyzes compliments in American movies from the 1970s to the 
1990s, cf. Rose (2001: 321–322). His data thus bridges the time between Manes/
Wolfson’s study (data collected in 1977–1978) and the data found in the SBCSAE 
for the present study (data recorded in the early 1990s). 6 In his study, Rose aims 
to test whether compliments in movies depict those found with the ethnographic 
method by Manes/Wolfson’s students. And indeed, the numbers are remarkably 
similar for most of the formulae but for formula 2 (“I like/love..”) and for the “mis-
cellaneous” category. These differences may be attributes of the differing data col-
lection methods where non-formulaic compliments might have a specific purpose 

6.	 For an inclusion of and comparsion with results from the present study, see Tables 5.1 and 
7.1 below.
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(e.g., for comic effect) in movies. The otherwise very similar numbers in the formula 
usage might either be a sign of a very ‘realistic’ portrayal of American conversations 
or a sign of a very widespread cultural stereotype.

Studies like Rose (2001) among many others show that although Manes/
Wolfson can be accused of taking “a strong ‘folklinguistic’ view of compliments, re-
lying on naive native-speaker intuition” (Jucker et al. 2008: 276; cf. Manes/Wolfson 
1981: 116, 127) the compliment formulae seem to be frequently used across vari-
eties of English. The approach has been adapted in similar methods to collect data 
‘in the field’ as for example by Herbert (1990), Holmes (1988), and Rees-Miller 
(2011). A point of criticism remains in the bias of the compliment collectors who 
might have probably only noticed the most obvious compliments and had to write 
down what they remembered after hearing it, which bears possible sources of in-
accurate memory (cf., e.g., Jucker 2009 or Rees-Miller 2011).

A first approach to a more detailed description of the compliment formulae can 
be seen in the work of Herbert (1990). In his study, Herbert analyzes the compliment 
behavior of men and women. 7 He takes a closer look at how they formulate com-
pliments and in what way they respond to a given compliment. However, like many 
other researchers, he does not make a connection between the compliment and its 
respective response (as, in contrast, is done in the present study, see Chapters 2.3, 5.3, 
and 6). Herbert takes the Manes/Wolfson (1981) formulae as a basis for his study to 
which he adds the angle of “personal focus”, “that is, whether the compliment subject 
is expressed with a surface 1st, 2nd, or 3rd (i.e., impersonal) person focus” (Herbert 
1990: 203). The pattern most often used, “NP is/looks (really) adj” (syntax pattern 
1, as defined by Manes/Wolfson, see Table 2.1), though, “masks the distinction be-
tween 2nd and 3rd person focus in that both ‘That coat is really great’ and ‘You’re 
really gorgeous today!’ exemplify this pattern” (Herbert 1990: 204). These varying 
realizations of syntax pattern 1 may raise doubts concerning the usefulness of the 
patterns since these are rather different realizations that fall under the same pattern. 
The importance of a more fine-grained distinction of the formula wording may also 
be suspected due to the frequency of occurrences: A recent compliment study based 
on corpus data by Keisanen/Kärkkäinen (2014) shows that evaluations are either 
directly addressed at the person being complimented or that the determiner that is 
used very frequently (Keisanen/Kärkkäinen 2014: 653). Even though a distinction 
in meaning of these reference terms seems self-evident, they fall into the large syn-
tax pattern 1 by Manes/Wolfson. Thus, it is not surprising when Jucker et al. state 

7.	 Gender is, as mentioned above, one of the macro-social variables often considered in the con-
text of compliment events. In the present study, however, it is not discussed further. The present 
study takes everyday conversations between speakers in close relations as data base where the 
gender aspect may be neglected due to the close social distance where gender arguably does not 
have such an impact on language usage (cf., e.g., Lindemann 1990; Schütte 2001).
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that while “[t]he formulaic nature of compliments is taken for granted […], a more 
precise description of the formulae and their historical development […] remains 
to be done” (Jucker et al. 2008: 274; see also Chapters 4.1.2 and 6 below). Keisanen/
Kärkkäinen even go as far as claiming that with “[you] + [are] + [(highly) positive 
adj/NP]” (2014: 653), there is one compliment formula instead of nine.

Along with the ubiquitous formulae, Holmes’ definition seems to give “accurate 
guidelines for the recognition of compliments” (Jucker et al. 2008: 276) throughout 
research:

A compliment is a speech act which explicitly or implicitly attributes credit to some-
one other than the speaker, usually the person addressed, for some ‘good’ (posses-
sion, characteristic, skill, etc.) which is positively valued by the speaker and the 
hearer.� (Holmes 1986: 485)

Taking a closer look at the wording, the application of this definition is rather diffi-
cult since concepts as “some ‘good’ ” are not clear-cut. These ‘goods’ must be valued 
positively by all interlocutors and must be linked with the complimentee (cf., e.g., 
also Holmes/Brown 1987: 530). Some researchers see in this link, as well as in the 
words “usually the person addressed”, the necessity that the compliment “must re-
fer to the addressee, not to a third party not present at the exchange” (Rees-Miller 
2011: 2675; see also Jucker 2009: 1612 or the findings in Keisanen/Kärkkäinen 2014). 
Others place the emphasis on the expression “usually” and discuss whether a positive 
utterance about people close to the conversational partner, such as their children, 
can also be seen and understood as a compliment (see, e.g., Roberts 1998). While 
many researchers share the concept of compliments being used to create solidarity 
by attributing credit to someone, some also see difficulties on the other hand in that 
“compliments can create distance between people” (Knapp/Hopper/Bell 1984: 13) 
since “the act of judgment is often associated with persons of unequal status” (ibid.).

The acknowledged ‘good’ of compliments mentioned in Holmes’ definition 
might be found in the most frequently identified compliment topics. In American 
English, compliments are usually given on appearance such as clothes and hair (cf., 
e.g., Manes 1983: 98) or on what Manes describes as “the quality of something pro-
duced through the addressee’s skill or effort: a well-done job, a skillfully-played 
game, a good meal” (Manes 1983: 101; see also Chapter 4.4.3 below). No matter 
which topic it is, it seems that the addressee/complimentee must have done some-
thing they worked (hard) for or changed their appearance to make their efforts ‘wor-
thy’ of a compliment (cf. also Wolfson 1983: 90; Holmes/Brown 1987: 530). 8 Some 

8.	 Some studies go into more detail concerning topics of compliments. Examples of this are, 
e.g., Knapp/Hopper/Bell, who distinguish performance, attire, appearance, personality/whole 
person, possession, helping/service (1984: 19–20) or look at which response is delivered with a 
specific topic, as Sims does for the topics possession and performance (Sims 1984: 110).
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say that compliments as such can be seen as “supportive rituals” (cf., e.g., Pomerantz 
1975: 139) or as ritualized assessment of objects that belong to the conversational 
partner (Adamzik 1984: 269) and as such rather be gestures of polite and friendly 
behavior than of a positive evaluation of the object itself (Adamzik 1984: 269–270).

Compliments are sometimes described in the literature as “bivalent or pluriva-
lent speech acts, expressing more than one illocutionary or pragmatic force” 
(Holmes/Brown 1987: 531; cf. also Thomas 1986) and “often accompany or even re-
place other speech act formulas, such as apologies, thanks, and greetings” (Holmes/
Brown 1987: 532; cf. also Wolfson 1983). Alongside the term compliment, the term 
‘assessment’ is also frequently used in research, sometimes as equivalent and syn-
onym, other times as a hyperonym to describe various positive evaluations with 
compliments and sometimes as triggering a different action chain than compli-
ments (see Chapter 2.3). In most cases, a distinctive definition of compliment and 
positive assessment is not given. The concept and definition of assessments as found 
in the research literature needs to be discussed in the next subchapter.

2.1.2  Positive assessments

In uttering a (positive) assessment, conversational partners can show alignment in a 
conversation (cf., e.g., Goodwin/Goodwin 1987: 27; Snyder Ohta 1999: 1498) or, as 
Pomerantz puts it, they are “products of participation; with an assessment, a speaker 
claims knowledge of that which he or she is assessing” (Pomerantz 1984: 57). 
Assessments are, much like compliments, uttered in an interaction and involve the 
expressed evaluation of some entity, event or state (cf. Goodwin/Goodwin 1987 
and 1992a; see also Strauss 1995). Some claim compliments to be specific types of 
positive assessments made on things or skills “for which the coparticipant can take 
credit” (Golato: 2011: 361). In general, a speaker emphasizes positive or negative 
traits and values of a specific community (cf., e.g., Hunston 2004: 137 on context 
and value assumptions in evaluations) and form their system of values by assessing 
something (cf., e.g., Taavitsainen/Jucker 2008: 197; Zillig 1982: 71).

Zillig claims that a positive utterance of opinion (“meinungsäusserung (pos)”, 
see 1982: 170ff) carries various characteristic traits and, thus, closely resembles the 
term ‘positive assessments’ as it is used in the present study. It is usually uttered in a 
non-institutional situation and shows that the speaker classifies an object according 
to its value and that the speaker usually does not intend to utter a strong opinion 
by this but can rather alter their assessment towards the hearer’s opinion (cf. Zillig 
1982: 170). There are, thus, also aspects that sound similar to the compliment de-
scription (viz. being the mirror of cultural values, non-institutional interaction, etc.).
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A further similarity between compliment and assessment can be found in the 
assessment formula:

	 [it] + [copula] + [adverbial intensifier] + [assessment term] 
� (Goodwin/Goodwin 1987: 22)

Goodwin/Goodwin state that the typical assessment follows this formula and that 
the “assessment term” can be anything with the respective value (i.e., an adjective or 
a noun phrase, see 1987: 22). Thus, even though we find that evaluative “meaning 
can be made implicitly and allusively as well as by using a vast and open-ended set 
of lexical items” (Hunston 2004: 186), 9 a formula for assessments is given in the 
literature that bears great resemblance to Manes/Wolfson’s (1981) patterns 1 and 
3 (“NP is/looks (really) great” and “pro is (really) (a) adj NP”, see Table 2.1). The 
only difference is the explicit use of the impersonal it in the assessment form and 
the more open and variable form in the compliment patterns.

This aspect of a ‘non-personal’ evaluation does not seem to be the distinguish-
ing feature between (positive) assessments and compliments, though. Among the 
various types of assessments defined in the literature, there are also those labeled 
a ‘partner assessment’, as for example in Adamzik (1984: 252), who distinguishes 
between three major types of assessments:

1.	 the object of the assessment is the speaker (self assessment),
2.	 the object of the assessment is the hearer (partner assessment) or their charac-

teristic traits, their actions, possessions, etc.,
3.	 the assessment concerns a third person or a thing, process, etc., for which neither 

speaker nor hearer bear responsibilities or have a closer relationship to.

The ‘partner assessment’ Adamzik describes sounds very similar to an utterance 
that can be considered to bear features of a compliment. For her, though, the com-
pliment bears the distinctive feature of being a ‘ritualized’ utterance as compared 
to other ‘non-ritual partner assessments’. This distinction is a very difficult and 
discussable one, especially if the form of the compliment is supposed to stand for 
the ‘ritualized’ feature of the compliment – while a very similar form can be found 
for positive assessments and, indeed, also non-ritualized compliments that are in-
direct and do not subscribe to any formula found. It is not surprising then, that 
interactants had difficulties in categorizing an utterance as either compliment or 
non-ritualized partner-assessment (see above and Adamzik 1984: 270).

9.	 The study of evaluations can be seen as the overarching field in research since positive as-
sessments and compliments, as well as other Positive Remarks, give an evaluation of something 
or someone, where compliments “have been described as social moves that live in the landscape 
of evaluation” (Taavitsainen/Jucker 2008: 197).
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Yet, if the compliment formulae proposed by Manes/Wolfson (1981) had the 
function to distinguish compliments from other speech acts, one should be able 
to tell, by the supposedly ritualized syntactico-semantic form used, whether or 
not a compliment has been uttered and be able to react appropriately to avoid 
pragmatic failure. And, as quoted above, if the ‘raison d’être’ of a compliment is 
that it is understood as such, the overlap of positive assessments and compliments 
must either be of no further importance for a conversation – and by this making a 
distinction in the function and illocution of compliments and positive assessments 
negligible – or it must be possible to distinguish the functions and decide for an 
appropriate response.

Considering the definition of assessments discussed so far, it seems a reason-
able conclusion that positive assessments are very similar to compliments. With 
both types of utterance, a speaker can evaluate something known to them and 
their conversational partner and express their positive thoughts and feelings about 
something. It is not surprising to read that in “CA terminology, a compliment can 
be described as a positive assessment of affairs, of an object, or of an action” (Huth 
2006: 2028). In general, distinguishing various similar speech acts is not easily done 
(cf., e.g., Jucker/Taavitsainen 2000 and Jucker et al. 2008: 276). Yet, assuming that 
English “does not bear pure synonyms” (Bousfield 2010), a distinction between 
compliment and assessment can be expected since “[p]aying appropriate compli-
ments and identifying them accurately is an aspect of communicative competence” 
(Holmes/Brown 1987: 523).

In the present study, I claim that a differentiation between the two types of 
Positive Remarks is possible (for a similar approach regarding directive-commissive 
actions see Couper-Kuhlen 2014). Both types of utterances influence the behavior 
between the interlocutors in a certain way due to a differing illocution. Participants 
in a conversation thus need to be able to recognize the function of utterances to 
choose an appropriate reaction. Besides the importance of context and intonation, 
I assume that there is a possibility to also distinguish various functions in Positive 
Remarks, at least roughly, by linguistic cues or to group the remarks concerning 
their function by looking at the responses given.

The next chapter sheds light on the two utterance types in a direct comparison 
and tries to draw tentative (fuzzy) boundaries for the present study.
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2.1.3  Compliments and assessments: Same but different?

[…] any taxonomy that deals with the real world is likely to come up with borderline 
cases […].� (Searle 1976: 8–9)

As Searle (1976) clearly states in his seminal paper on illocutionary acts: whenever we 
deal with language that is used in everyday contexts and does not solely stem from the 
thoughts of a linguist or philosopher, we cannot determine clear distinctions between 
overlapping concepts. What we can and should try, though, is to consider how – at 
least theoretically – such overlapping cases could be distinguished, what the possible 
points of differentiation are alongside those that overlap. As mentioned in previous 
chapters, Manes/Wolfson claim that the compliment can be distinguished from other 
utterances by its form. Another attempt to achieve a distinction of utterances can be 
made by considering the felicity conditions for the umbrella term Positive Remarks 
(PosR) along with the possible subtypes of compliments (comp), and positive assess-
ments (posA). A summary of what is gathered for these conditions from research is 
displayed in Table 2.2 below. 10 The conditions for compliments (and some of those 
for the Positive Remarks) are taken from Jucker (2009: 1619–1620).

Table 2.2  Felicity conditions for Positive Remarks, compliments and positive assessments

Conditions

Preparatory 
condition

PosR positive evaluation, predication P is desirable to Speaker 
(S) and Hearer (H); possible use of syntactico-semantic 
formulae

comp S and H know each other and are on the same level of power; 
H is beneficiary; comp may count as ritualized; possible use 
of syntactico-semantic formulae

posA the relationship between S and H is not important; 
beneficiary may be absent or non-human; does usually not 
count as ritualized; possible use of syntactico-semantic 
formulae

Sincerity condition PosR S believes P to be positive
Propositional 
content condition

PosR mutual background knowledge and same value system

comp P is connected to H; H has put effort into P
Essential condition PosR counts as an expression of S’s positive evaluation of P; to 

show solidarity
comp to make H feel good about themself

10.	 There are, of course, many more positive evaluations that could be subsumed under PosR 
and be further distinguished, such as praise, flattery, etc., see Zillig’s (1982: 174) attempt to come 
up with distinguishing features for several types of positive evaluations.
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It is obvious that compliments and positive assessments share a bundle of features 
in their felicity conditions that can be brought together under the umbrella term 
of Positive Remarks. 11 For some, as for example the sincerity condition that the 
speaker must believe the predication to be positive, no further distinction between 
the compliment and positive assessment utterances is assumed. Distinctions are 
often made along the lines of the interlocutors’ relationship (in the preparatory 
condition) and the speakers’ intention of the utterance (essential condition), which 
would mean for compliments – according to what has been stated in research so 
far – that the speaker wants to make the hearer “feel good” (cf. Herbert 1986: 80). 
Some of these criteria are very difficult to operationalize for a differentiation of 
compliment and assessment, especially in light of the growing corpus linguistic 
approach. Thus, the possible use of syntactico-semantic formulae ascribed to com-
pliments as well as to positive assessments in the preparatory condition serves as 
a means to focus on the specific type of evaluative utterance that is investigated in 
the present study. Both utterance types seem to share common features here, while 
the claim of compliment distinction through form can be found in research. The 
present study focuses on these formulae to analyze in how far positive assessments 
and compliments indeed overlap or contrast, with a special interest in the sequential 
organization of these Positive Remarks and whether or not their form influences 
the choice of specific Response Strategies from an array of possible utterances.

Even though these felicity conditions show that a differentiation between posi-
tive assessment and compliment must be an approximation, speakers need to know 
how to handle such fuzzy categories in language use to avoid possible pragmatic 
failure and communication breakdown. Couper-Kuhlen (2014) argues in a similar 
approach to directive-commissive acts that

the linguistic format of an initiating turn in conversation provides what are often 
distinctive cues to the social action it is implementing. The conversational evidence 
examined here thus suggests that linguistic forms can be thought of as social ac-
tion formats (Fox 2007), recurrent and sedimented ways of accomplishing specific 
social actions in talk-in-interaction.� (Couper-Kuhlen 2014: 624)

These distinctive cues may be found in the syntactico-semantic patterns which 
must lead the analysis of this study to a more refined level of formulae design (see 
Chapter 4.1.2). Whether or not specific responses can be mapped with the forms to 

11.	 Wherever PosR for Positive Remarks is noted in this table, it means that the explained condi-
tion is valid for any Positive Remark, be it compliment, positive assessment or any other Positive 
Remark that is not considered further in the present study. Whenever there is a further specific 
entry in the explanation of the conditions for compliment (comp) or positive assessment (posA), 
it shows the possible (theoretical) point of distinction of this specific speech act.
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reveal differences in the interpretation of the utterances is one of the central aims 
of the present study. The set of Response Strategies discussed in research so far that 
speakers can draw from to respond appropriately are discussed in the following 
chapter.

2.2	 How to respond to Positive Remarks

The claim that a compliment has been paid depends, in every case, on an examina-
tion of the indexical circumstances of the utterance and of the responses displayed in 
subsequent utterances.� (Boyle 2000: 35)

As Boyle (2000) states, responses to an evaluative utterance are crucial to under-
stand how the interlocutors comprehend the Positive Remark, whether it is un-
derstood as a compliment or as something else. Interlocutors may wish to answer 
differently to an impersonal positive assessment, for example, on an object that is 
not affiliated with them, than to a personal compliment on, for example, an achieve-
ment or possession (cf. Valdés/Pino 1981: 54; 2008: 281; see also Chapters 5.1.3 and 
5.2.3 below). Choosing the appropriate response is important since an inappropri-
ate reaction may lead to misunderstandings or even communication breakdown.

The following subchapters will summarize research concerning compliment 
responses and present Response Strategies that are prominently discussed in 
research. 12

2.2.1  Pomerantz (1978, 1984) on second assessments

Pomerantz’ work on second assessments (cf., e.g., Pomerantz 1975, 1978, and 
1984) can be considered to have a lasting influence on the field of compliment 
response research. Most researchers who investigate compliment responses build 
their categorization on the Response Strategies she suggested to follow positive 
assessments. In many studies on compliment responses, the Response Strategies 
are analyzed solely as responses to compliments while positive assessments are not 
considered to be part of the original framework. The analysis of the use of Response 
Strategies and their frequencies is usually accounted for without considering its 
connection to the preceding utterance. This is rather surprising, since Pomerantz 

12.	 Some more recent studies also discuss embodied action responses to compliments, such as 
“avoiding or breaking mutual gaze […] with the compliment producer” (Keisanen/Kärkkäinen 
2014: 667; for embodiement see also Golato 2011). Such responses cannot be considered for the 
present study since the analyzed conversations are not distributed with video material.
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herself discusses distinctions in considering which response strategy could follow 
which type of assessing utterance according to their conversational function. She 
claims that there are two different ‘action chains’ that comprise either utterances 
with a complimentary function and their response or those with a rather general 
positive assessment and their respective response. In such an action chain, a second 
pair part (i.e. the response) “is not a should but a may for [the] recipient, that is, an 
option among several specifiable options” (Pomerantz 1978: 110). This choice in 
retrospect defines the (perceived) communicative function of the first pair part in 
the conversational context.

A possible sequence in the action chains is described by Pomerantz as follows: 
a compliment (as a supportive action) will often be followed by either acceptance 
or rejection, whereas an assessment will evoke an agreement or disagreement (cf. 
Pomerantz 1978; also Downes 1998: 285–287). 13 In the tradition of conversation 
analysis, Pomerantz claims that the action chains follow the rules of preference 
organization. Thus, a preferred-action turn shape has

a design that maximizes the occurrences of the actions being performed with them, 
utilizes minimization of gap between its initiation and prior turn’s completion, 
and contains components that are explicitly stated instances of the action being 
performed.� (Pomerantz 1984: 64)

This leads to the conclusion that action chains should be recognizable and that 
conversationalists should be able to distinguish the various forms and functions (cf., 
e.g., Aijmer/Stenström 2004: 4; Arundale 2006: 196; Boyle 2000: 35). In the case of 
uttering a preferred second part, the conversation should go on smoothly without 
any noticeable gaps. If a speaker utters a dispreferred response, a delay may occur in 
the conversation which may even lead to a communication breakdown (Pomerantz 
1984: 64; also cf., e.g., Schegloff 2007; Sidnell 2009). Hence, it is vital for a successful 
conversation that the speaker knows which response strategy is used appropriately.

According to folk notion, thank you or thanks is considered to be the appro-
priate response to any compliment in American English (cf., e.g., Aijmer 1996: 70; 
Herbert 1990: 207; Hinkel 1996: 58; Tran 2007a: 170; Wolfson 1989: 229) and 
children and learners are taught to use it when receiving a “verbal gift” (cf., e.g., 
Herbert/Straight 1989: 38). Yet, as shown in research, thanking is not the most fre-
quently used strategy for responding to compliments and other Positive Remarks. 
The addressee’s main concern is, according to Pomerantz, to find the appropriate 
balance between agreeing with what has been said and avoiding self-praise at the 

13.	 This is a basic summary of Pomerantz’ action chains. For a more detailed account cf. 
Chapter 2.3.1 on sequences as well as Chapter 2.3.2 on the hypothetical working model in 
Figure 2.1, based on Pomerantz and others.
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same time (cf. Pomerantz 1975: 112, 1984; also Herbert 1989: 23). Thus, “most 
compliment responses lie somewhere in between (not at the polar extremes of) 
acceptances and agreements on the one hand and rejections and disagreements 
on the other” (Pomerantz 1978: 81). Pomerantz’ original Response Strategies (as 
discussed in Pomerantz 1978: 82–106) are displayed in Table 2.3. 14

Table 2.3  Response categories following Pomerantz (1978)

Category Strategy Example

Acceptance appreciation e.g., Thank you.
agreement e.g., I thought it was quite nice.

Rejection disagreement or 
qualification

Do you really think so? It’s just a rag my 
sister gave me.

Solution types:
Praise Downgrades scaled-down agreements: (FPP) That’s fantastic. (SPP) Isn’t that good.

disagreements: No, it’s not really important.
Referent Shift reassignment: (FPP) You’re a good rower, Honey. (SPP) 

These are very easy to row.
return: Yeah you soun’ real good too.

Pomerantz’ study had a large influence on research on compliment responses and 
her categories have been adopted widely as strategies of compliment responses 
(see Subchapter 2.2.2) even though some of these strategies were initially said to 
describe responses to non-complimentary positive assessments. 15 It needs to be 
borne in mind that Pomerantz’ initial distinction on which response strategy is 
likely to follow which type of assessment keeps the focus solely on the second pair 
part and does not actually include a detailed analysis of the first pair part in a se-
quencing model. This approach is basically maintained throughout research, where 
many authors claim to be looking at the sequence of complimenting but in fact give 
separate analyses of compliments and compliment responses (cf., e.g., Herbert 1990 
or Golato 2005). Many of these studies do not display any numbers of the response 
type usage and distribution. This goes back to the CA tradition of Pomerantz’, yet, 
it would be interesting to see at least tentative quantitative descriptions and ten-
dencies to confirm or discard the preference structure (cf., e.g., Sims 1984: 12; see 

14.	 The examples are taken from Pomerantz (1978: 82–106). The abbreviation FPP stands for 
First Pair Part, which is the initial utterance in an adjacency pair, and SPP for Second Pair Part, 
which is the responsive part of an adjacency pair. These abbreviations are added for reasons of 
clarity in the examples.

15.	 Yet, in her 1978 study, Pomerantz herself speaks in general terms about these strategies to be 
used as responses to compliments and neglects her former distinction of action chains.
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also Table 2.6 below) and whether there are possibly “maximize[d] occurrences” 
(Pomerantz 1984: 64) to be accounted for in frequencies of usage.

2.2.2  Responses in research

The language most often focused on in researching compliments as well as com-
pliment responses is American English. The speakers’ dilemma of finding the ap-
propriate response to a compliment, though, is of course not restricted to this 
language. It rather seems a universal challenge for the speakers while different sets 
of preferred Response Strategies in various languages may even cause cross-cultural 
problems (cf., e.g., Tran 2007b: 16/22).

Many studies refer to Pomerantz’ strategies and apply or adapt them to a large 
variety of languages. 16 The studies concerning compliment responses share numer-
ous common features. Some of the classifications of the Response Strategies are 
used throughout research and across languages, often referring to the tripartite dis-
tinction of accepting, rejecting or deflection, and a ‘solution’, or “evasion/self-praise 
avoidance” (cf. Spencer-Oatey/Ng/Dong 2000: 99; also Holmes 1986: 492), for cir-
cumventing these strategies. This adaptation could bear a chance of comparability 
of various studies and findings. Yet, the similar names of the categories do not 
guarantee that each researcher understands the very same type of response by it 
(cf, e.g., Alfonzetti 2013: 560–564 for an account of various Response Strategies). 
To illustrate these discrepancies in the classifications, some sample numbers from 
various studies are shown. Selected as representatives for adapting Pomerantz’ strat-
egies are Herbert (1989), who chose a similar naturalistic approach as Pomerantz, as 
well as Chen (1993) and Schneider (1999). The latter studies derive from Pomerantz 
in their approach by collecting language data with DCTs. Yet, since Chen and 
Schneider (partially) use the same DCT situations, their data and categories are 
well suited for a comparison in categorizing responses.

To list and exemplify numbers of compliment responses in American English, 
one can start with the possibly most industrious researcher in American compli-
ment responses in the 1980s and 1990s (cf., e.g., Herbert 1986, 1989). Not only 
did Herbert analyze American English but also investigated cross-cultural differ-
ences between American English and other languages (cf., e.g., Herbert/Straight 
1989; Herbert 1991 and 1997). He collected “more than a thousand samples of 

16.	 Studies referring to Pomerantz’ strategies, often via the adaptation of Herbert (e.g., 1989) or 
Holmes (e.g., 1986), are, among others, Al Falasi (2007); Baba (1999); Billmeyer (1990); Cedar 
(2006); Chen (1993); Chen/Yang (2010); Chung-Hye (1992); Gajaseni (1994); Golato (2005); 
Lorenzo-Dus (2001); Mustapha (2011); Nelson/Al-Batal/Echols (1996); Rose (2001); Schneider/
Schneider (2000); Tang/Zhang (2009); Yuan (2002).
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compliment responses from American college students in a three years period proj-
ect” (Al Falasi 2007: 32). In his study from 1989, Herbert presents some percentages 
of Response Strategies used in American English:

Table 2.4  Herbert’s (1989) distribution of compliment Response Strategies

Supercategory Percentage

A Agreement 65%
B Nonagreement 32%
C Request information   3%

The result seems obvious: almost two thirds of all possible responses towards a com-
pliment are agreements to these compliments in American English whereas about 
one third of responses can be counted as nonagreements. This finding of such a 
high agreement rate towards compliments seems to contradict the hypothesis stated 
by Pomerantz (1978) that a complimentee needs to avoid self-praise. Yet, one may 
claim that the utterance realizations of this supercategory have to be considered, 
not only the summarizing superstrategies. To ‘agree’ with a compliment means in 
Herbert’s definition that a speaker may also return the compliment or comment on 
the history of the complimented item (cf. Table B.3 in the appendix). Such Response 
Strategies supposedly do not foster the impression of praising oneself as might be 
implied by saying that someone ‘agrees’ to a compliment.

If we turn to the results presented by Chen (1993) and Schneider (1999) in 
Table 2.5, a number of differences to Herbert’s results are shown.

Table 2.5  Distribution of the Response Strategies used by Americans  
(Chen 1993 and Schneider 1999)

Supercategory Chen (1993) Schneider (1999)

Accepting 40% 36%
Rejecting 13% 19%
Deflecting 29% 23%
Returning 18% 17%
Mocking –   5%

The naming of the supercategories and the numbers for ‘accepting’ (a category 
roughly similar to Herbert’s ‘agreeing’) differ from those in Herbert’s study. The 
results of Chen (1993) and Schneider (1999) seem to portray Pomerantz’ idea: ac-
cording to Chen’s and Schneider’s classification, around 36 to 40% of the Response 
Strategies in American English can be categorized as ‘accepting’ compliments. 
Looking at the numbers of Chen and Schneider, their categories and results seem 
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rather similar and the categories – at first glance – may suggest that a comparison is 
possible. Yet, when we look at the different set up of the supercategories (i.e., which 
Response Strategies are combined to make up a supercategory, cf. Table B.3 in the 
appendix), we see that even in this seemingly similar coding, differences occur 
which leave the results comparable only to a certain degree.

Despite these differences in naming categories or in grouping the various 
Response Strategies, there seems to be a broad agreement on many of the response 
categories such as ‘acceptance’, ‘disagreeing’, ‘returning compliment’ and the like. 
Yet, even here lie some difficulties in the ambiguity of some responses since

[i]t can be seen that a single response can serve more than one function, presenting 
a challenge to traditional approaches which classify compliment responses into 
categories with clear boundaries.� (Sharifian 2008: 65)

Consequently, it is obvious that there is no clear and definite solution for categoriz-
ing responses to compliments. Pomerantz’ categories make up the most prominent 
classification system, but even in those studies that refer to it, there is no fixed 
pattern for the classification or categorization of compliment responses. Some re-
searchers come up with their own additions such as the response strategy ‘joking’, 
which can be found in Chen’s (1993) and Schneider’s (1999) but not, for example, 
in Herbert’s (1989) classification (cf. Table B.3 in the appendix). With this cate-
gory, a phenomenon is accounted for that Lorenzo-Dus also observes in her British 
and Spanish data where compliments are “at times responded to in a humorous 
key” (2001: 116). Lorenzo-Dus claims the function of this response strategy as 
two-fold. If a compliment is “perceived as sincere token […] of appreciation”, a 
jocular response can “minimise imposition on the complimentee by reducing the 
self-praise element of accepting a [compliment]. They can, hence, contribute to 
create/reinforce a sense of ingroupness” (2001: 116). Whereas, when compliments 
are understood to be teasing behavior, “humorous responses to [compliments] 
serve to put up a good defence against their perceived criticism” (2001, 116). Thus, 
an appropriate response depends on how the utterance function is understood as 
well as on the relationship of the speakers and their relationship negotiation.

With terms such as in-group membership, Brown/Levinson’s (1987) polite-
ness theory is of course close at hand (cf. also Lorenzo-Dus 2001: 116), which is 
also displayed in some other response research literature as well, as for example in 
Baba (1999). She bases her categorization on the concept of politeness and of pos-
sible face-threatening potential in superstrategies that she labels, following Brown/
Levinson’s (1987) FTA strategies, as “Positive Politeness […], Negative Politeness 
[…], Off-Record […], and Do-Not-Do-FTA […]” (Baba 1999: 61). The Response 
Strategies Baba places under these categories then look familiar again: just as in 
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other studies, ‘accepting’, ‘agreeing’, ‘disagreement’ and the like are listed here (cf. 
Baba 1999: 61–73). 17

Thus, defining Response Strategies seems to lead researchers mainly to similar 
sounding Response Strategies such as ‘accepting’ or ‘agreeing’ – it is just not easy 
to assign these categories to actual responses due to the inherent “fuzziness of 
some responses as well as their ambiguity [which] make it impossible to give [a] 
fair clear-cut pattern of frequency counts” (Lewandowska-Tomasczyk 1989: 92). 18 
Hence, a continuum might be best suited for analyzing Response Strategies that 
have no clear boundaries. Tran (e.g., 2006a, 2007a, 2008) pays tribute to this thought 
and advocates two Compliment Response Continua.

No matter if seen as a continuum, as part of an action chain or in other ways, 
despite the differences and similarities, obscurities and ambiguities in studies on 
compliment responses, complimentees need to react, since they perceive

the need to acknowledge the compliment using various forms of acceptance and/
or agreement and to discount the substance of the compliment if an unqualified 
acceptance/agreement seems to violate sanctions against too much self-praise.
� (Knapp/Hopper/Bell 1984: 28)

An analysis of this acknowledgment by the respondent of the compliment itself is 
surely missing in most studies and only touched upon on a surface level, if at all. A 
connection between the two utterances, which the speakers obviously have to make 
in a conversation, is usually not discussed. The few studies that make an exception 
to this observation are discussed below.

2.3	 Sequencing the turns

Traditional speech act theory has looked at isolated, single turns (Austin 1975; Searle 
1969) which also had its influence on many speech act studies. Yet, developments in 
pragmatics and neighboring linguistic disciplines have shown a rise in the interest 

17.	 The concept of politeness is closely connected to the entire area of compliment and compliment 
response research. The present study does not engage in a discussion about politeness matters in 
the Positive Remark sequences but refers the interested reader for matters of politeness theories and 
their development to, e.g., Eelen (2001); Fraser (1990); Leech (2014); Locher/Watts (2005); Watts 
(2003). For a discussion concerning politeness and especially face in compliment research, cf., e.g., 
Arundale (2006); Cedar (2006); Chen (1993); Farghal/Al-Khatib (2001); He (2012); Henderson 
(1995); Holmes (1988); Mulo Farenkia (2014); Ruhi (2006); Sifianou (2001); Yu (2003).

18.	 Lewandowska-Tomasczyk (1989) approaches the problem of categorizing responses in a dif-
ferent way: she assigns figures of speech, such as hyperbole and the like, to the responses. It seems 
that her attempts went largely unnoticed in compliment response research.
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of taking reactions, and thus the perlocutionary effect of a speech act, into account 
to interpret the meaning of a previous utterance with the unfolding following utter-
ances (cf., e.g., Rühlemann/Aijmer 2015: 2, as well as Mueller Dobs/Garcés-Conejos 
Blitvich 2013: 126 who present a model for possible responses to impolite utter-
ances). A more global approach is taken on the utterances and the connection with 
the surrounding discourse playing a larger role than before (cf, e.g., Félix-Brasdefer 
2014). Fetzer (2013) for example sees discourse “as a dynamic concept” that

requires the explicit accommodation of speech act theory, speech acts and their 
felicity conditions as well as their embeddedness in linguistic context, consider-
ing both prior and succeeding contexts […]. This is because the sequencing of 
discourse makes manifest the perlocutionary effects of speech acts.
� (Fetzer 2013: 702)

The idea of a ‘speech act sequence’ already exists for some time (see van Dijk 1979) 
to “account for the coherence and function of speech act sequences in conversation” 
(Félix-Brasdefer 2014: 323). Such an interactional and sequential part “may consti-
tute a minimal two-turn sequence of speech acts by two speakers or a sequence of 
speech acts that are connected across the interaction” (Félix-Brasdefer 2014: 327). 
Thus, aiming at analyzing possible differences in the function of Positive Remarks 
(e.g., compliments and positive assessments) it is indeed more interesting to analyze 
speech acts “in a larger perspective with regard to their responses” (Aijmer 1996: 35; 
cf. also Du Bois 2007 on evaluative stance in conversation). Especially with such a 
possibly “problematic, uncertain, ambiguous or even […] intentionally indetermi-
nate” illocutionary force as that of compliments (Alfonzetti 2013: 559), the function 
is negotiated in conversation by the addressee “whose uptake, as displayed by his/
her reaction, is essential to decide whether a compliment has actually taken place 
in conversation” (Alfonzetti 2013: 559).

The possible perspectives to study compliments and responses as a conversa-
tional sequence are manifold. There is a “range of sociocultural factors which are 
likely to influence the way a speaker responds to a compliment” (Farghal/Al-Khatib 
2001: 1490) along the notions of face and face-threat which need to be accounted 
for in the speech community of complimenter and respondent. The notions of 
face and politeness in compliment research are especially important when analyz-
ing cross-cultural language contact or communication behavior of speakers from 
various differing social groups or a diverging power relationship. Since all of the 
conversations from the Santa Barbara Corpus that are taken for analysis in the 
present study are conversations of family and friends, a sociocultural ‘in-group’, the 
concepts of politeness and face-threats have a less important status for the current 
analysis than in cross-cultural encounters and can thus be neglected. Yet, no mat-
ter which macro- or micro-social perspective may dominate in conversations, the 
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hearer must be able to recognize “the meaning and force of a speech act” and con-
struct an “intersubjective reality” (Fetzer 2013: 702). This may be done by “contex-
tualization cues” (Félix-Brasdefer 2014: 336–337) such as prosody and non-verbal 
signals or by linguistic cues. Copestake/Terkourafi (2010: 126) claim that “the use 
of a formula in a given context guides the hearer to a particular interpretation” 
and even helps “disambiguating intentions”. This should lead the addressee then 
to choosing a specific response strategy since next actions are structured “by the 
action performed with the initial assessment” (Pomerantz 1984: 64). The formulae 
proposed by Manes/Wolfson (1981) may provide a starting point for an analysis 
in terms of a form-to-function approach of a recognizable first pair part and the 
following second pair part.

Thus, after introducing research on compliments, assessments, and responses 
in Chapters 2.1 and 2.2, this chapter discusses the aim of combining both sin-
gle turns into a (mainly two-turn) sequence on the grounds of previous research 
(Chapter 2.3.1) to culminate in a proposal for a working model for the present study 
(in Chapter 2.3.2) where the Positive Remark is identified with one of the formulae 
(as in Manes/Wolfson 1981) and responses could be “identified simply as anything 
that follows an identifiable compliment” (Herbert/Straight 1989: 38) or in this case, 
anything that follows a Positive Remark.

2.3.1  From single utterance to conversation

[…] describing complimenting behavior, one has to look not only at the compliment 
itself, but also at the way in which the compliment is received.
� (Wieland 1995: 805)

An analysis of both turns – compliment or positive assessment along with the 
respective response – should not be an insurmountable task. Some researchers 
claim to be investigating the entire ‘speech event’ which is seen as an interactional 
unit incorporating various sequences and their consequences in discourse (cf., e.g., 
Lewandowska-Tomasczyk 1989: 78). This has supposedly

been the subject of some careful sociolinguistic investigation [in American English]. 
This speech event has the structure of an adjacency pair operation (Schegloff/Sacks 
1973: 296) or action chain event (Pomerantz 1978: 109–110). That is, the compli-
ment event is a two-unit turn in which Utterance 1 and Utterance 2 are linked by 
both temporal and relevancy conditions.� (Herbert 1990: 201)

Thus, the connection, or link, between the two utterances is undisputed and condi-
tional relevance is one “key concept in the analysis of paired action in sequences” 
(Huth 2006: 2028). This concept
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describes participants’ tacit structural knowledge that enables them to meet any 
given social action in the form of an utterance with a subsequent action that is 
relevant in that particular sequential and situational environment (Atkinson and 
Heritage, 1986[sic! 1984]).� (Huth 2006: 2028)

The “tacit structural knowledge” and respective conversational behavior is assumed, 
and utterances are “obviously linked in crucial ways” (Herbert 1990: 202). Since 
compliment sequences are seen as adjacency pairs, the

compliment sequence may thus be described as a minimal sequence in which the 
compliment itself constitutes the first pair part (FPP) and the compliment-response 
constitutes the second pair part (SPP).� (Huth 2006: 2028)

In an adjacency pair, a response to an utterance is influenced by its preceding first 
pair part and “compliments occur in harmony with compliment responses and 
should be studied as a pair part sequence” (Sims 1984: 163). There are only a few 
studies that actually analyze the form of the compliment formulae connected to the 
response given (cf. above). In her study from 1999, Baba claims that “[n]o previous 
study has investigated the correlation between the intensity of a compliment and 
the choice” of compliment response (Baba 1999: 20). 19

As mentioned in Chapter 2.2.1, Pomerantz (1978, 1984) distinguishes between 
two types of action chains according to the function of the utterances as positive 
assessment or compliment. In the first action chain, she discusses the status of 
compliments as “supportive actions” where “a recipient may perform an acceptance 
or rejection of ” the supportive action (Pomerantz 1978: 82) since this action chain 
is in general “organized as having acceptances/rejections as relevant next actions” 
(Pomerantz 1978: 82). In the second type of action chain, Pomerantz claims that 
if the first pair part is “the production of a complimentary assertion […], a next 
speaker may perform an agreement or disagreement with it” (Pomerantz 1978: 82). 
Compliments then supposedly have “the status of assessments, and as such, they 
engender recipients’ agreements and disagreements” (Pomerantz 1978: 82).

The differentiation of these two action chains is generally not acknowledged in 
studies on compliment responses, yet, as mentioned before, only few attempts to 
differentiate the two action chains and their respective responses can be found (see, 
e.g., in Mustapha 2011), as well as in a theoretical and summarizing overview in 
Downes (cf. 1998: 286) and in a few empirical studies as, for example, by Farghal/

19.	 With ‘intensity’, Baba refers to the directness of a compliment, the use of adjectives, intensi-
fiers, interjections, and dislocations (cf. Baba 1999: 21). She claims to analyze the connection of 
the intensity of compliments and the responses chosen, yet a clear account and display of such 
analysis is not found in her study.
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Al-Khatib (2001) who claim that there are “different classes of reply” (2001: 1487) 
that are employed in specific sequences according to the preceding utterance (cf. 
Downes 1998: 286; Farghal/Al-Khatib 2001: 1487).

Yet, an elaborate model of how the conversational function of a first pair part 
may influence the second pair part exists as early as 1984 in Adamzik’s assessment 
study (cf. Adamzik 1984), but has rarely if ever been taken into account in compli-
ment response research. 20 Adamzik bases her model on what she considers to be a 
‘compliment’ as a first part, and not, as in other CA studies, a positive assessment. 
Following the tradition of Pomerantz, Adamzik distinguishes two possible ways 
how the compliment as an initial utterance can influence the response. In case the 
utterance refers to the compliment illocution (i.e. Pomerantz’ “supportive action” 
and her first action chain), the addressee can either ‘accept’, ‘qualify the illocution’ 
or ‘reject’ the compliment (cf., e.g., Herbert 1990; see also Chapter 2.2.2 above and 
Table B.3). In Adamzik’s model, the possibilities of either ‘accepting’ or ‘rejecting’ 
the compliment are similar to Pomerantz’ first action chain. The third strategy of a 
‘qualification of the illocution’ could be assigned to Pomerantz’ solution types (cf. 
Table 2.3). Pomerantz’ second action chain is paralleled in Adamzik’s model in the 
complimentary utterance that refers to the proposition and thus becomes more of 
a “value judgment” or, in Pomerantz’ words, resembles rather an assessment than a 
compliment (cf. Pomerantz 1978). Again, there are three possible ways to respond 
to this and a respondent may either ‘agree’, ‘pose a counter assessment’ (either by 
returning a compliment or by a new assessment), or ‘disagree’ (which can be done 
by downgrading the value of the complimented object, or by playing down one’s 
own achievement).

At first glance, this model seems to be rather elaborate and may serve as a 
good starting point to analyze compliments and assessments with their respective 
Response Strategies. Yet, at a second look, familiar problems emerge: the two types 
of utterance, or the possible functions of complimenting and assessing, are not sepa-
rated in the first part. Not only is a separation difficult because of the fuzzy concepts 
of speech acts in general (cf., e.g., Jucker/Taavitsainen 2000) but in this case, the dis-
tinction of the functions seems to be the task that needs to be performed solely by 
the addressee and as if the speaker’s intention could not be transported within the 
first part. Some claim that the initial speaker may prefer a certain degree of ambigu-
ity and leave the decision about the function of the utterance to the conversational 

20.	 The aforementioned Downes (1998) and Farghal/Al-Khatib (2001) as well as Mustapha (2011, 
cf. especially page 1342) also make such a distinction concerning first and second pair part. In 
most studies, though, all Response Strategies mentioned by Pomerantz are transferred 1:1 to be 
compliment responses without taking into account the likeliness of occurrence according to the 
function of the Positive Remark.
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partner so that both conversationalists can negotiate and co-construct the function 
of the utterance (cf., e.g., Adamzik 1984; Arundale 2006; Huth 2006). How, then, 
does the addressee even start to distinguish the functions of utterances and decide 
which response strategy to use? A possible way to do so linguistically may be found 
in the speaker’s utterance or how an addressee is praised (cf. Kanouse/Gumpert/
Canavan-Gumpert 1981). As Pomerantz states,

[m]embers of compliment response classes, then, are selected in part relative to the 
directness with which the recipients are praised. The more indirectly recipients are 
credited, that is, with compliments locating referents which are isolable as external 
to recipients, the more likely agreements are to occur.� (Pomerantz 1978: 97)

Thus, if a person is addressed with an assessing remark about something that has 
no direct connection with the addressee or other conversational partners present, 
agreements are likely to occur as a response. These ‘unattached’ positive evaluations 
may be perceived as “seemingly timeless” (Knapp/Hopper/Bell 1984: 19) and are 
not heard as sincere compliments (cf. ibid.).

Sims (1984 and 1989) is one of the few researchers who tries to find out about the 
connection of compliments and responses for American English. She considers var-
ious aspects that might influence the choice of response strategy such as status and 
gender of the speakers as well as the level of directness of the syntactico-semantic 
formulae by Manes/Wolfson (1981), see Table 2.6 below.

Table 2.6  Connection of compliment formulae and response distribution (Sims 1984: 99)

Compliment syntax formula Agreement Pass Total

NP is V (intensifier) adj NP   1 (1.7%)   4 (4.7%)     5 (3.4%)
That linking V (intensifier) adj NP 29 (49.2%) 31 (36%)   60 (41.1%)
Interjection (is V) (intensifier) adj 17 (28.8%) 32 (37.2%)   49 (33.6%)
(Interjection) adj   7 (11.9%) 11 (12.8%)   18 (12.3%)
other   5 (8.5%)   9 (10.5%)   14 (9.6%)
Total 59 (100%) 87 (100%) 146 (100%)

Instead of nine different formulae, though, Sims only finds examples for four for-
mulae in her data. Manes/Wolfson’s (1981) syntax patterns 4 (“You V (a) (really) 
adj NP”) and 6 (“You have (a) (really) adj NP”; cf. Table 2.1), for example, are 
combined in Sims’ first formula with no further differentiation. Manes/Wolfson’s 
formula 5, in which the adv carries the positive semantic load (cf. Table 2.1), is not 
found in Sims’ data. Sims introduced a new separate formula for utterances such 
as That is a very nice haircut which can be found in second place in Table 2.6. This 
formula, which can be subsumed in pattern 3 of Manes/Wolfson’s set (cf. Table 2.1), 
is most often met with an agreement. Following Pomerantz, such a response could 
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be seen as a sign for perceiving an utterance as close to (general) assessments and 
maybe further away from being heard as a compliment than others.

The numbers given represent the numbers of responses identified by Sims with 
a total of 146 responses. The percentages concern the distribution of the response 
types to the respective formula in the ‘agreement’ and ‘pass’ columns (cf. Sims 
1984: 88–99 and also 1989: 178) and the distribution of responses to the respective 
compliment formula in the ‘total’ column.

According to these numbers, speakers of American English are more likely 
to use a formula such as represented by “That linking V (intensifier) adj NP” (in 
60 out of 146 times, i.e., 41.1%) which would be realized as something like That 
is really a nice sweater. ‘Agreement’ is most likely uttered as a next turn after this 
formula while the other formulae do not seem to evoke any specific reaction by 
the addressee, but most complimentees seem to ‘pass’. ‘Agreement’, in Sims’ coding, 
refers to a second assessment uttered by the respondent while ‘pass’ entails either 
the addressee ignoring what was said or any other utterance that did not fit into 
‘agreement’, ‘acceptance’ (similar to ‘thanking’), or ‘rejection’ (covering ‘nonaccep-
tance’ and ‘disagreement’) (cf. Sims 1984: 57–58). 21 The Response Strategies are 
obviously very superficially coded. Other Response Strategies that are often found 
in research are not accounted for in her study but her focus lies at the link between 
compliment form and response strategy.

Another connection Sims analyzes is that between the topic of compliments 
and the Response Strategies (see Table 2.7). Sims (1984) only shows the relation of 
the most frequent topics (‘performance’ and ‘possession’) and the most frequent 
response functions (‘agreement’ and ‘pass’) found in her data.

Table 2.7  Frequency of compliment topic and compliment response function  
(Sims 1984: 110)

Compliment topic Agreement Pass Total

Performance 49 (79%) 57 (64.8%) 106 (70.7%)
Possession 13 (21%) 31 (35.2%)   44 (29.2%)

This coding and analysis is rather basic but what is interesting is that to the topic 
area of ‘performance’, which also ranks high among the results in the present study, 
a second assessment by the addressee is often used as a response. Referring to 
Pomerantz, this would mean that compliments on ‘performance’ might be under-
stood more like positive assessments, which rather take agreeing as a preferred 

21.	 Sims does not display numbers for ‘acceptance’ and ‘rejection’ in her study, only for the two 
most frequently used Response Strategies ‘agreement’ and ‘pass’.
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second pair part – unlike compliments, which should not be followed by agree-
ments to keep the self-praise effect low. Of all the agreements that were given in 
Sims’ study to what she terms performance and possession compliments, almost 
80% were given to performance compliments. 22

More recent studies that also analyze the connections of topics and Response 
Strategies are Tang/Zhang (2009) for Australian English and Chinese; Wang (2002) 
for Taiwanese college students, and Cheng, D. (2011) where Response Strategies by 
American English native speakers and Chinese learners of English are compared. 
Cheng, D. looks at the Response Strategies to compliments in the topic area of 
‘work/ability’, ‘appearance/clothing’, ‘possessions’, and ‘personality’. In her study, 
compliments on possessions triggered ‘appreciation’ and ‘agreement’ strategies as 
responses from American speakers (Cheng, D. 2011: 2209). When facing compli-
ments on ‘performance’ (named ‘ability/work’ in Cheng’s study), Cheng’s American 
informants most often use a ‘qualifying’ and ‘appreciation’ strategy to respond to 
the compliment (Cheng, D. 2011: 2208). Thus, Cheng’s American English native 
speakers more often ‘agree’ with a possession compliment and do not as often 
opt out of the response in performance compliments as Sims’ informants do, but 
more often ‘qualify’ the compliment in their response or ‘appreciate’ what has been 
said. A direct comparison of results from such studies is of course difficult, since 
the Response Strategies are usually not much more than interpretations of the 
researcher.

2.3.2  Combining the turns in a working model

Many researchers understand compliments as well as positive assessments as a 
possibility to show or negotiate solidarity in a conversation (cf. Chapter 2.1.3) 
and consider the formulaic nature of compliments to be the feature for addressees 
to easily recognize its specific function (cf. above and, e.g., Al Falasi 2007: 31 or 
Herbert 1997: 487). Despite this claim of being easily recognizable, “utterances 
can be indeterminate and their status as compliments may be negotiable and [the 
utterance function] may even be left deliberately open by the speaker” (Jucker 
2009: 1617; cf. above). An addressee nevertheless has to choose a response to keep 
the conversation going (cf., e.g., Huth 2006: 2026; Valdés/Pino 1981: 54). Hence,

22.	 Arguably, the table created by Sims and reproduced here is somewhat irritating. Instead of 
adding the totals of Response Strategies used in performance compliments, she adds all instances 
of agreements and passes and analyzes where more of these Response Strategies are used. Still, 
even though this display might have its flaws, it is very interesting to see some possible connec-
tions between topic and Response Strategy.
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all participants involved need to be able to anticipate, interpret, and in joint orien-
tation produce relevant next turns underlying a specific sequential arrangement. If 
two speakers orient to different sequential organizations, speakers are out of synch 
and interactional trouble may ensue.� (Huth 2006: 2038)

I claim that this anticipating, interpreting and orienting is, at least partly, made 
possible by linguistic cues in the Positive Remarks which lead people to choose 
their responsive strategy. 23 Thus, along the lines of the action chains propagated 
by Pomerantz (1978; cf. Chapter 2.2.1) and the model presented by Adamzik 
(1984: 278), a working model is designed for the present study which combines 
Manes/Wolfson’s (1981) formulae with a set of possible Response Strategies emerg-
ing from the tradition of Pomerantz’ studies.

Positive Remark



Response Strategies

preferred dispreferred

appreciation rejection

request to refrainthanking

agreeing

referent shift qualification of the illocution

diasagreeing

downgrading

reassignment

upgrading

returning compliment



 

What a

Isn't



 is

doubting

compliment

positive assessment

denigrating compliment

reinterpretation as a 
different speech act

informative comment / 
comment history

opting out / ignoring / 
changing topic

Figure 2.1  Working model: The combination of compliment formulae (based on Manes/
Wolfson) and Response Strategies (based on Pomerantz and others)

23.	 See also Couper-Kuhlen (2014: 635) who sees the “action ascription [to be] partially depen-
dent on linguistic form” and “[p]articipants to deploy specific linguistic forms to frame their […] 
actions as one type or another and recipients rely on these same linguistic forms in ‘recognizing’ 
their interlocutors’ actions and responding accordingly.” (Couper-Kuhlen 2014: 635).
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Taking the formulae and strategies as a starting point, it needs to be clear that 
neither the formulae nor the Response Strategies are seen as entities with clear-cut 
boundaries but rather need to be understood as continua, i.e. the boundaries be-
tween compliments and positive assessments on the side of the Positive Remarks is 
permeable and a response strategy may overlap with others as well. These aspects 
are visualized in Figure 2.1 where the abbreviations on the left-hand side represent 
the Positive Remark, following the formulae from Manes/Wolfson. An explanation 
of these abbreviations is provided in Table 2.8 and the text below. 24

Table 2.8  Positive Remark abbreviations in the working model

Abbreviation Formula (Manes/Wolfson) Example

you You V (a) (really) adj NP (SP4) You did a good job
You V (NP) (really) adv (SP5) You really handled that situation well
You have (a) (really) adj NP (SP6) You have such beautiful hair

love I (really) like/love NP (SP2) I love your hair
adj NP adj NP! (SP8) Nice game!
What a What (a) adj NP! (SP7) What a great idea!
Isn’t Isn’t NP adj! (SP9) Isn’t it pretty!
look NP is/looks (really) adj (SP1) That shirt is so nice
pro is pro is (really) (a) adj NP (SP3) This was really a great meal

The arrangement of the formulae is supposed to reflect their assumed likeliness to 
be heard as a compliment (at the upper end) or as an assessment (at the lower end). 
The terms ‘compliment’ and ‘positive assessment’ are displayed in a smaller font 
size in the figure to symbolize that these are approximations on a possible contin-
uum, not two exactly defined poles on a scale. There is no strict ranking among the 
formulae, which are arranged in a linear fashion to visually express a hypothetical 
ranking. For now they are to be seen as an accumulation of formulae that are possi-
bly either heard as compliments or positive assessments. The directness of address-
ing the hearer is the essential factor for the hypothetical order in this preliminary 
model. 25 Closest to a compliment interpretation are, thus, the forms represented by 
you which encompasses in this model Manes/Wolfson’s (1981) formulae

24.	 For more information on abbreviations used in this study, see also Table A.1 in the appendix.

25.	 Cf. above and Pomerantz (1975: 130 and 1978: 97). See also the notion of explicit personal 
compliments by Jucker (2009: 1612–1613) and the discussion about the personal focus in Herbert 
(1990: 203–205).
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–– 4: “You V (a) (really) adj NP”: e.g., You did a good job,
–– 5: “You V (NP) (really) adv”: e.g., You really handled that situation well, and
–– 6: “You have (a) (really) adj NP”: e.g., You have such beautiful hair.

love represents the second formula (“I (really) like/love NP”: e.g., I love your hair or 
I really like those shoes) that also shows a rather direct involvement of the speaker 
in addressing the positive traits or valued possessions of the hearer. Formulae that 
are rather non-personal are placed at the other end of the continuum, and thus 
closer to an interpretation as a positive assessment, such as ‘pro is’ (“pro is (re-
ally) (a) adj NP”: e.g., This was really a great meal, pattern 3), “look” (“NP is/looks 
(really) adj”: e.g., That shirt is so nice, pattern 1), and ‘Isn’t’ (“Isn’t NP adj!”: e.g., 
Isn’t it pretty!, pattern 9). These formulae are placed on the ‘assessment’ end of the 
continuum since such utterances “containing reference formulations consisting of 
other-than-you terms, for example, ‘it,’ ‘that,’ ‘she,’ ‘he’ ” (Pomerantz 1978: 97), are 
usually followed by a (scaled-down) agreement and thus resemble assessments of 
the second action chain (see above and Pomerantz 1975: 129).

The remaining formulae by Manes/Wolfson (1981) are placed in the middle 
as rather ambiguous forms with adj NP (“adj NP!”: e.g., Nice game!, pattern 8) 
and ‘What a’ (“What (a) adj NP!”: e.g., What a great idea!, pattern 7), leaving the 
interlocutors more space for interpretation as to whether the addressee was compli-
mented or something was assessed. If we take Jucker’s (2009, see above) claim into 
consideration that most people might want their Positive Remark to be ambiguous 
as to its complimenting function, these formulae should occur quite frequently 
or, turning to the right-hand side of the model where the Response Strategies are 
presented, the strategies in this area, viz. ‘opting out’, ‘informative comment’, ‘re-
assignment’, or ‘reinterpretation’ should be found frequently as a response to these 
ambiguous utterances.

Approaching the compliemnt formula in such a way, it seems possible to find a 
ranking according to the ‘directness of addressing the recipient’ within the formulae 
of Manes/Wolfson. However, a closer look at the possible realizations of the patterns 
reveals their shortcomings (see Chapter 4.1.2 below). Among other things, they 
obviously lack a more thorough differentiation according to the pronouns used, if 
we consider that “[e]xplicit personal compliments are the prototypical compliments 
that say something positive about the addressee” (Jucker 2009: 1612). 26 These ex-
plicit personal compliments entail utterances such as Your hair looks nice or You 

26.	 Such a distinction is obviously lacking in Manes/Wolfson when they state: “another typical 
feature of compliments [is the] use of certain deictic elements such as second person pronoun 
and demonstratives” (Manes/Wolfson 1981: 119) which suggests that they do not differentiate 
between an utterance as Your sweater is nice and That sweater is nice.
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are great. Both of these utterances would belong to pattern 1 (“NP is/looks (really) 
adj”) where utterances such as This book is wonderful would also be placed with that 
pattern. This shows that working on and with these formulae is a very important 
(starting) point for research on Positive Remarks since

–– researchers claim in various studies that compliments are of formulaic nature 
and that these formulae are a distinctive feature of the compliment from other, 
very similar, utterances,

–– these formulae are as of today not provided with enough detail for reasonable 
corpus searches,

–– which makes them again very difficult to distinguish from other positively 
evaluating utterances which would then negate the distinctive feature of a com-
pliment formula.

Considering that Positive Remarks are uttered in conversations and that people need 
to find a fitting way of reacting to them, the Response Strategies of course also play a 
role in determining the negotiation and interpretation of meaning. The right hand 
side of the working model provides space for the Response Strategies and is roughly 
divided into five spaces. One of them consists of the aforementioned responses to 
ambiguous Positive Remarks and is placed at the center of the response field. On 
the left-hand side of it, the preferred Response Strategies are placed according to 
whether or not they are likely to be the preferred response to a complimentary 
utterance (upper end = ‘appreciation’) or an assessment (lower end = ‘agreeing’). 
On the right-hand side of the response field, the dispreferred Response Strategies 
can be found according to their use following a compliment or an assessment: ‘re-
jection’, ‘request to refrain’ etc. can be found as a dispreferred response to a Positive 
Remark with a compliment function (upper right corner) whereas the dispreferred 
strategy to respond to a positive assessment function can be found in the strategy 
‘disagreeing’ (lower right corner). Of course, as Pomerantz puts it, these responses 
are “an option among several specifiable options” (Pomerantz 1978: 110). The ar-
rangement of the Response Strategies in the working model illustrates the notion 
of the closeness of the strategies’ function. These Response Strategies could be 
seen as forming ‘regions’ in a continuum (on continua in Response Strategies and 
regions cf., e.g., Chen/Yang 2010). Either of the strategies from any such ‘region’ 
might be chosen in response to any Positive Remark with a respective combination 
of formula and response strategy being considered to be more likely to occur in a 
smoothly running conversation.

Considering the above-mentioned hypotheses about the interconnectedness of 
the form of the Positive Remark, its function, and the Response Strategy chosen, 
the following questions arise:
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–– Are there linguistic cues in Positive Remarks that indicate (functional) differ-
ences between a positive assessment and a compliment that possibly guide the 
interlocutors in their interpretation? Can such cues be found within the Manes/
Wolfson (1981) compliment formulae which are used by many researchers?

–– Is there a specific set of Response Strategies that is assigned to particular eval-
uative utterance forms? Is there a choice for an interlocutor from a range of 
response possibilities that are more or less preferred with a specific (first pair 
part) form? And can the distinction of Response Strategies according to their 
preceding utterance then help in (re)defining the speech event and assigning a 
compliment or assessment function to it?

–– These two questions can be brought together in the question: Can a difference 
be observed in Positive Remark sequences that can be linked to the form of the 
Positive Remark and indicate a compliment/positive assessment distinction?

A new design and a more detailed account of the compliment form is necessary for 
the task at hand: analyzing whether or not there is a connection between the form 
of the Positive Remark – with the assumed recognition of the compliment – and the 
chosen response strategy. For this, the working model is developed (see Figure 2.1) 
which serves as a hypothetical basis in the attempt to analyze the sequence of 
Positive Remarks in American English. Being a hypothetical working model, it has, 
of course, its shortcomings which might be criticized: it does not take into account 
(a) the exact location of the Positive Remark in discourse, (b) other conversational 
forms than dyadic conversations, 27 and (c) it does not reflect the possible “range of 
sociocultural factors which are likely to influence the way a speaker responds to a 
compliment” (Farghal/Al-Khatib 2001: 1490). Yet, this combination of the formulae 
and the Response Strategies in a working model is a theoretical construct of previ-
ous research which may serve as a basis for the first sequential analysis of naturally 
occurring data of American English Positive Remark speech events and might help 
to find out whether or not the linguistic “design of the turn embodying the first pair 
part” (Schegloff 2007: 62) influences the choice of the response strategy.

27.	 Thus, in this model, the problems of multi-party conversations is not inherently addressed, 
cf. Chapter 4.3.1.
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Chapter 3

Methodology
The data base

All methods of research have associated problems which need to be addressed and are 
also limited in terms of what they can and can not [sic!] achieve.� (Baker 2006: 7)

This chapter briefly describes and summarizes the methodological development 
in compliment and compliment response research, as the focus of this study lies 
in differentiating compliments from other positive assessments by considering the 
respective responses given in interaction. It will provide a brief overview of the data 
used so far (Chapter 3.1.1) with the main focus on the use of corpora as a data base 
for speech act studies (Chapter 3.1.2). Why this is also the suitable data base for 
the present study will be discussed in Chapter 3.2. After this general discussion, 
the Santa Barbara Corpus of Spoken American English (SBCSAE), which is used 
in the present study, will be presented in Chapter 3.2.1 and the choice of conver-
sations which form the sub-corpus used in the present study will be described 
in Chapter 3.2.2. Chapter 4 then gives an account on how the Positive Remark 
sequences are gathered from the corpus used in the present study.

3.1	 Collecting assessments, compliments, and their responses

The ideal research method for the investigation of speech acts, and in particular for 
the investigation of compliments, does not exist.� (Jucker 2009: 1633)

Jucker’s (2009) statement points to the diversity of methods and instruments applied 
in researching speech acts, especially in the area of compliments (and compliment 
responses), as well as to the discussion accompanying the respective approaches. 
Different methods and instruments were used over time, each of them showing 
“the researcher different facets of the topic at hand” (Golato 2002: 548). 1 Today, 
researching speech acts to a growing extent means looking at language as it is used 
by speakers, surpassing examples from the early days of speech act theory which 
were fabricated by the researchers themselves – also referred to as the “armchair 
method” (cf., e.g., Jucker 2009) – to now mirroring actual conversations.

1.	 Detailed accounts of the methods used in compliment research are given by, e.g., Golato 
(2002, 2003); Jucker (2009); Tran (2006b).

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/10/2023 6:03 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



36	 Compliments and Positive Assessments

3.1.1  From field notes to corpus search

A large variety of instruments for data gathering can be found in compliment and 
compliment response research. Next to exploring the speech acts with the help 
of observational field-notes (e.g., Manes/Wolfson 1981; Herbert/Straight 1989; 
Holmes 1986; Rees-Miller 2011; Ruhi 2006), questionnaires (e.g., Chen 1993; Chen/
Yang 2010; Golato 2003), role-plays (e.g., Tran 2006a, 2006b; Ylänne-McEwen 
1993), naturally occurring conversational (e.g., Golato 2002, 2005) or elicited con-
versational data (e.g., Sims 1989), sociolinguistic interviews (Werthwein 2009), 
fictional data (e.g., Rose 2001; Schneider 2011; Taavitsainen/Jucker 2008), large 
scale corpora (e.g., Jucker et al. 2008; Taavitsainen/Jucker 2008), or social network 
(Facebook) data (Maíz-Arévalo/Garcia-Gómez 2013; Placencia/Lower 2013) have 
been chosen as data base for investigations.

In some pragmatics studies, singular methods such as a Discourse Completion 
Tasks (DCT) have either “been praised as the only useful method or criticized as 
being completely unsuitable” (Jucker 2009: 1611) even though today “[i]t is generally 
accepted that methods need to be chosen so that they optimally answer the research 
questions” (Kasper 2008: 280). Not everything a researcher wants to find out can be 
investigated with any instrument. Kasper/Dahl (1991: 217) present a continuum of a 
variety of research methods and the fields of interest in linguistic research they are usu-
ally applied in. In their model, two major fields of interest in linguistics are arranged 
around the terms “perception/comprehension” on the one side and “production” on 
the other where they position data collection procedures according to their usefulness 
to gather the respective kind of data. The largest amount of control by the researcher 
can be applied with elicited data which gradually decreases to where the observational 
data is located and “where no deliberate constraints are imposed on the informants, 
although there may be unintentional observer effects” (Kasper/Dahl 1991: 217).

The continua of elicited and observational data in Kasper/Dahl’s figure can be 
partly aligned with the notions of different types of methods used in pragmatics 
research: namely with the ‘field’ and the ‘laboratory’ methods (cf. Clark/Bangerter 
2004: 25; see also Jucker 2009: 1615). The ‘observational’ data corresponds to the 
notion of ‘field’ research, which would include not only the ethnographic method, 
also called ‘notebook method’ by Jucker (2009), but also searching corpora as au-
thentic discourse (cf., e.g., Jucker 2009). Kasper/Dahl’s ‘elicited’ data can be associ-
ated with what Jucker calls the ‘laboratory’ method (cf. Jucker 2009). A third type 
of data elicitation that is mentioned in pragmatics research is that of the ‘armchair’ 
method which can be described as a philosophical, introspective approach as con-
ducted by, e.g., Austin (1975). This introspective and intuitive way of collecting data 
is not displayed in Kasper/Dahl’s figure since it does not generate language data as 
such but rather a researcher’s intuitions about it.
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A large spectrum of methods can be found in compliment and compliment 
response research (cf., e.g., Jucker/Taavitsainen 2014), while assessments are mainly 
investigated in the field of conversation analysis along with their focus on naturally 
occurring data (conversations) from Pomerantz (1975) to the more recent field of 
evaluation research, which is also widely carried out with corpora, viz. naturally 
occurring data (cf., e.g., Du Bois 2007; Hunston 2011). In compliment and com-
pliment response research, we can find a preference of specific instruments for 
each turn with field notes being particularly often used in compliment and ques-
tionnaires in compliment response research. The advantage of a questionnaire lies 
mainly in a highly controllable and thus comparable way of collecting data which 
is especially valuable in cross-cultural or interlanguage pragmatics (cf., e.g., Jucker 
et al. 2008: 274; Kasper 2008: 279) as is the case in numerous studies on compliment 
responses (cf., e.g., Chen 1993; Schneider 1999). Collecting compliments in the so-
ciolinguistic tradition of ethnographic field notes may be favored up to this day with 
the argument that compliments occur rather frequently in everyday situations in a 
formulaic way and are thus supposedly easily recognized. Yet, this way of gathering 
data may bear a strong influence of the researcher and their mnemonic abilities on 
the data they actually collect (cf., e.g., Golato 2005; Jucker 2009). When this method 
is used, researchers often collect large amounts of data with the help of student 
researchers taking part in linguistics courses (cf. Rees-Miller 2011), which could 
also imply some caveats in the reliability of collected samples since the researcher 
cannot fully control the data collection.

The development of methods used in compliment research mirrors the progress 
in method use across pragmatics where “the analysis of authentic data […] has been 
gaining ground, and new genres and media as habitats for pragmatic phenomena 
have entered the literature” (Kasper 2008: 279) along with corpus-based investiga-
tions in pragmatics (cf., e.g., the introductory student pragmatics book with a focus 
on corpus use by O’Keeffe/Adolphs/Clancy 2011, edited volumes on corpora and 
pragmatics by Romero-Trillo for 2013, 2014, 2015 and 2016, as well as Taavitsainen/
Jucker/Tuominen’s 2014 edited volume on diachronic corpus pragmatics and 
Aijmer/Rühlemann 2015 on corpus pragmatics, see also Chapter 3.1.2 below). One 
can consider this trend in using authentic corpus data to be a movement in all areas 
of linguistics to “concern itself not with idealized constructs but with the reality of 
language as people actually experience it” (Widdowson 2000: 4–5). Using corpora 
of spontaneous spoken language, researchers analyze production data in observing 
naturally occurring conversations where the spoken form is fixed in transcription 
and not accidentally tainted by the observer as it may happen in field notes. Jucker 
deems transcribed conversational data ideal for pragmaticists since it “is untam-
pered by the researcher, and it is language that was used in real communicative 
situations” (Jucker 2009: 1624).
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Yet, next to the positive effects and advantages of using naturally occurring data, 
there are also disadvantages since the advantage of lesser influence of the researcher 
on their data bears the disadvantage of having no influence on the production con-
text of specific speech acts (Yuan 2001: 275). This may mean that “the sample of the 
speech act under investigation is likely to be relatively small” (Wieland 1995: 797) 
or the speech act may even not occur at all, especially in specific genres of authentic 
discourse (cf., e.g., Kasper 2000 and 2008; see also Pulaczewska 2013, a study on 
directives that contrasts elicited and spontaneous language data.) This cannot be 
remedied by sheer masses of language data but makes it important for the researcher 
to choose a discourse genre that fits the research question and ensures, as far as 
possible, occurrences of the speech act under investigation (see Chapter 3.2). This 
can be done by either selecting specific corpora or several texts from a corpus that 
are chosen in terms of several extralinguistic variables that are known to influence 
speech act production.

The present study wants to investigate the differences in sequences of Positive 
Remarks. More specifically, it wants to analyze the positive assessing utterances that 
fit into the formulae by Manes/Wolfson (1981) in connection with the Response 
Strategies employed to respond to them in a conversational context. There are vari-
ous possibilities to gather conversational language production data for the analysis 
of a sequence. An open role-play, for example, could provide data in a turn-taking 
fashion and would empower the researcher to control certain aspects of context 
while keeping the conversation as real as possible (cf., e.g., Tran 2006b). Yet, the 
researcher might influence the outcome because of the situational cues provided 
to the informants and the setup of the situations. Of course, objectivity cannot 
be guaranteed with any data due to the personal perspective of mostly individual 
researchers and their own view on the world (cf., e.g., Baker 2006: 10), but using a 
corpus could “at least […] place a number of restrictions on our cognitive biases” 
(Baker 2006: 12). The main question driving a linguist then must be about the ‘right 
kind of corpus’ for doing research.

3.1.2  Speech acts and sequences in corpora

[T]he time has come to consider new options for retrieving material for pragmatic 
research tasks.� (Jucker et al. 2008: 293)

Many consider the increasing usage of corpora in linguistics a “corpus revolution” 
(cf., e.g., Mukherjee 2009: 26; Rühlemann 2007: 1), which can partly be attributed 
to the progress in computer technologies, “where any PC user can, with relative 
ease, exploit corpora running into millions of words” (McEnery 2003: 452; cf. also 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/10/2023 6:03 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



	 Chapter 3.  Methodology	 39

Jucker et al. 2008: 293; Mukherjee 2009: 14–20; Partington 2004: 13). 2 Even though 
“early Corpus Linguistics did not envisage the use of corpora for studying dis-
course” (Partington 2004: 11), corpora can be said to have left the ‘inner circle’ of 
syntax and lexicon, where they were used in computerized form already since the 
late 1940s (cf. McEnery 2003: 452), and by now “proved to be excellent testing beds 
for sociolinguistic theories and discourse models” (Mair/Hundt 2000: 1).

In terms of Kasper/Dahl (1991), a corpus can be considered ‘authentic dis-
course’ since a corpus (in the traditional sense of corpus linguistics) usually is 
“a collection of naturally occurring language data” (McEnery 2003: 449) that is 
not specifically created for a single research purpose and is thus seen as a record 
“of ‘real’ text in […] co-text and context” (Rühlemann 2007: 15; cf. also Beeching 
2006: 52). Some researchers question the context a corpus can provide since the 
“multidimensional reality of the discourse situation is lost in its representation as 
text” (Adolphs/Knight/Carter 2011: 307). Therefore, some claim the context infor-
mation of corpora to be too scarce for pragmatics and discourse analysis (cf., e.g., 
Hunston 2002: 22–23; Partington 2004: 11; Rühlemann 2011: 629). Other research-
ers, though, see the advantage of using naturally occurring corpus texts – especially 
when compared to ‘armchair linguistics’ – and plead to “rather than adopting a neg-
ative perspective and speaking of ‘semi-decontextualized’ language we might decide 
to take a positive perspective and speak of corpora as semi-contextualized language” 
(Rühlemann 2007: 15, emphasis in original). Basing research on corpora rather 
than on intuition also “frequently forces the analyst to take account of facts, and 
to become aware of problems which [otherwise] may be conveniently overlooked” 
(Holmes 1984: 364). Findings drawn from a corpus then can, as Rühlemann puts 
it, “usefully complement, or even replace, the invented and often completely de-
contextualized examples that have formed the basis of much pragmatic enquiry” 
(Rühlemann 2011: 630). Many researchers agree, though, that “simply employing a 
corpus in one’s research does not necessarily make it a study in Corpus Linguistics” 
(Partington 2004: 12). In many studies in pragmatics or discourse analysis, one 
could rather say that the “corpus assists but does not drive” the method (Hunston 
2002: 34) and that a ‘qualitative-textlinguistic method’ (cf. Mair 1991) is being ad-
opted in such cases.

2.	 The discussion is still going on in linguistics “whether corpus linguistics is a methodology 
or a theory of language” (Baker 2010: 6) or even “a collection of methods” (Baker 2010: 19). The 
present study considers the Santa Barbara Corpus as a data base (see Chapter 3.2) and thus sees 
the corpus as means to an end and does not claim to be ‘a corpus linguistic study’ in the strict 
sense.
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The largest impact and innovation of corpus use is, in fact, seen in discourse 
and conversation analysis (cf., e.g., Biber/Connor/Upton 2007; Mair/Hundt 2000: 2; 
Rühlemann 2007: 1). In pragmatics, the trend to make use of corpora was detected 
as early as 1995 by Monaghan (1995, 63). Yet, corpora and pragmatics or discourse 
studies did not have “a great deal to do with each other” (Baker 2006: 1) and “only 
a handful of pragmaticists […] have applied corpora as a tool of analysis” (Jucker/
Schreier/Hundt 2009: 5) for several more years (cf., e.g., Jucker/Taavitsainen 
2014 for an overview of methods of corpus based studies in pragmatics as well 
as Andersen 2011 and Rühlemann/Aijmer 2015). This has changed drastically in 
recent years (see this chapter below for literature). The use of corpora for speech 
act analysis becomes ever more frequent and is no longer a rare exotic event as 
many published journal articles, studies, and edited volumes of the past few years 
prove (cf., e.g., Jautz 2013; Garcia McAllister 2015; Keel 2015; Romero-Trillo 2014; 
Tsuchiya/Handford 2014 to name but a few, see also Chapter 3.1.1). Yet, even 
though corpora are considered by many as the ‘data base of the hour’ for pragmat-
ics research for some time now, Cermák sought to lower the expectations of corpus 
use already in the early days of this development:

It should, however, be made quite clear that, despite being now the very best in-
formation resource available, corpora must not be offered as a cure-all. There will 
always be other resources to be tapped whenever complex information is needed. 
It is not true that one can find everything in corpora only.� (Cermák 2002: 270)

While corpus-linguistic methods originally “rely on processing large quantities 
of authentic data using statistical methods” (Jucker et al. 2008: 274), they influ-
ence pragmatic analysis in shifting its emphasis “to frequently occurring linguistic 
features and made comparisons with earlier assumptions of frequently occurring 
patterns possible” (Jucker et al. 2008: 274). To draw conclusions regarding linguistic 
features, not only a certain size of a corpus is demanded by many researches but 
some also claim that

[t]he term corpus should properly only be applied to a well-organized collection 
of data, collected within the boundaries of a sampling frame designed to allow the 
exploration of a certain linguistic feature (or sets of features) via the data collected.
� (McEnery 2003: 449)

Such a corpus design is especially important for “the quantitative-statistical method” 
as opposed to “the qualitative-textlinguistic method” (Mair 1991: 67). While in 
early corpus studies, quantitative analysis was the main goal and key to analyzing 
the language system, an analysis in terms of discourse or pragmatics will need to 
take the context into account and the “functional (qualitative) interpretation is […] 
an essential step” (Biber 1988: 4; also Baker 2006: 2; or Vaughan/Clancy 2013: 57). 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/10/2023 6:03 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



	 Chapter 3.  Methodology	 41

Quantitative and qualitative approaches cannot be treated as strictly separable. Just 
as some instances of quantitative text analysis is needed in qualitative approaches,

quantitative methods are not irrelevant to discourse studies, in the sense that re-
curring instances of a phenomenon are noted, the explication of a single instance 
normally implies that a pattern has been identified, and the explanation would hold 
true for other similar instances.� (Hunston 2007: 28)

Yet, studies in the area of pragmatics as well as “research in the area of discourse will 
never be wholly quantitative. In fact, the numbers themselves are derived from close 
examination of many or all of the specific instances of the targeted phenomenon” 
(Hunston 2007: 28). For such studies, as for the present one, using a corpus can 
be described by the term ‘corpus-based’ (as opposed to ‘corpus-driven’) which was 
coined by Tognini-Bonelli (2001). 3 In her definition, “the term corpus-based is used 
to refer to a methodology that avails itself of the corpus mainly to expound, test, or 
exemplify theories and descriptions” (Tognini-Bonelli 2001: 65). The “commitment 
to the data as a whole is not ultimately very strict or systematic” (Tognini-Bonelli 
2001: 81) and frequencies or the absence of certain patterns, “although noted, may 
not be determining in the formulation of a theoretical statement about the system” 
(Tognini-Bonelli 2001: 81). In corpus-driven studies, on the other hand, “the corpus 
itself is the data and the patterns in it are noted as a way of expressing regularities 
(and exceptions) in language” (cf. Baker 2006: 16). This distinction is considered 
to be useful and is, in fact, widely used in pragmatics these days (cf., e.g., Baker 
2006: 16; Huang 2012: 18). Up to this day, many studies in pragmatics that use cor-
pora are considered to be corpus-based studies or, by some, ‘corpus-assisted’ studies 
(Partington 2004: 19). Some researchers discuss, though, whether the distinction 
between corpus-based and corpus-driven is too strict (cf., e.g., Baker 2010: 8) and 
argue to rather place these two terms and concepts as endpoints on a descriptive 
continuum (cf., e.g., McEnery/Xiao/Tono 2006: 8).

Corpus-based pragmatics studies often take as a starting point “a fixed form 
that can easily be retrieved from a large corpus” (Jucker/Schreier/Hundt 2009: 4), 
whether this means discourse particles (cf., e.g., Aijmer 2002; Andersen 2001; 
Stenström/Andersen/Hasund 2002) or “a speech function that is generally re-
alized in a small number of variant patterns” (Jucker/Schreier/Hundt 2009: 4). 
Researching speech acts, either their function or their form can be focused on 
(for the caveats and challenges of the form-to-function approach, see below). The 

3.	 The terms ‘text-driven’ and ‘text-based’, that are also often found in research, are used in a 
similar way and are mainly differentiated by basing research on “the manual (and more ‘qualita-
tive’) analysis of small-scale text corpora [i.e. text-based] rather than on automated quantitative 
large-scale corpus analyses [i.e. text-driven]” (Bednarek 2011: 538).
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first can be called a function-to-form mapping and the second a form-to-function 
mapping (cf., e.g., Barron/Schneider 2009; Kohnen 2002; Schneider/Barron 2008). 4 
This can either mean a search for (i) IFIDs (Illocutionary Force Indicating Devices) 
(Jucker/Taavitsainen 2014: 258), or for (ii) typical elements or patterns, which is 
only relatively precise but very labor intensive (Jucker/Taavitsainen 2014: 259), or 
(iii) a metacommunicative approach in searching for expressions such as ‘compli-
ment’ (Jucker/Taavitsainen 2014: 260). Most pragmaticists traditionally approach 
speech acts in the function-to-form way, since they are considered as, “by and large, 
functional entities” (Jucker/Taavitsainen 2014: 257), and are not considered to be 
“very obvious candidates for corpus-based investigations” (Jucker/Taavitsainen 
2014: 257). Compliments are considered to be “even less obvious candidates for 
corpus-based investigations because they do not rely on regular illocutionary force 
indicating devices and because their status is often uncertain” (Jucker/Taavitsainen 
2014: 257–258). Yet, the form-to-function mapping is preferred when using (large) 
corpora “since corpora are not (yet) tagged for [functional aspects of] speech acts” 
(Jautz 2008: 147). Yet, “a range of functions may be associated with one form” (Vine 
2000: 373) and this form of an utterance may have several meanings in various con-
texts. These context-dependent “speech functions do not lend themselves to easy 
searches in large computerized corpora […], since they have to be identified in a 
one-by-one fashion by the analyst” (Jucker/Schreier/Hundt 2009: 4). This makes a 
corpus-based study of speech acts – especially of conversational implicature (see 
Rühlemann 2011: 630) – in large corpora rather difficult and explains why some 
pragmaticists advocate for the usage of smaller copora, like the one used in the 
present study, and a more thorough knowledge of the context by the researcher (cf. 
Vaughan/Clancy 2013; Jucker/Taavitsainen 2014).

Since “the relationship between form and function in speech acts is hardly fixed, 
and different manifestations are unpredictable” (Kohnen 2009: 21), Kohnen argues 
that the researcher will either have to employ “illustrative eclecticism”, i.e. collecting 
“typical illustrative realisations” (Kohnen 2009: 21; see also Kohnen 2015), or will 
have to decide for “structural eclecticism” which means that the researcher starts 
“with a selection of typical patterns which are traced by way of a corpus-based 
analysis” (Kohnen 2009: 21). A further problem Kohnen discusses is that not all 
manifestations of a specific speech act can be discovered in a corpus search since 

4.	 An incomplete list of speech acts researched in corpus-based studies so far include apologies 
(cf., e.g., Aijmer 1996; Deutschmann 2003), directives (cf., e.g., Flöck 2011a; Flöck/Geluykens 
2015; Garcia McAllister 2015; Kohnen 2000, 2004, 2008; Pulaczewska 2013; Vine 2000, 2004), 
requests (cf., e.g., Aijmer 1996; Wichmann 2004), thanking (cf., e.g., Aijmer 1996; Jautz 2008, 
2009, 2013), promises (cf., e.g., Valkonen 2008), suggestions (cf., e.g., Flöck 2009), and compli-
ments (cf. Jucker et al. 2008 and Taavitsainen/Jucker 2011).
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some indirect realizations may be impossible to detect for the researcher due to the 
lack of information on the conversationalists’ co-text. “[T]here is always a residue of 
‘hidden manifestations’ ” (Kohnen 2009: 21) and the picture gained of a speech act 
by analyzing corpus data remains fragmentary. As the third major problem, Kohnen 
names the risk “of mixing genres and registers in the analysis” (Kohnen 2009: 21) 
since these can have a large contextual effect on the language used (see also below, 
Chapter 3.2.2). Thus, not only the nature of the speech acts (the non-definite cor-
relation between form and function) may make it difficult to draw conclusions from 
corpus data but also the nature of the corpus itself is of importance. This especially 
holds true considering the importance of context and co-text in pragmatics since 
“[i]nevitably, the composition of the corpus influences the findings which may be 
made” (Beeching 2006: 49).

Generally speaking, by turning to a corpus for language data the researcher 
can start “(hopefully) from a position whereby the data itself has not been selected 
in order to confirm existing conscious (or subconscious) biases” (Baker 2006: 12). 
Some may feel that, to avoid any bias, the “best information comes from direct 
data” (Cermák 2002: 279) that should be preferred over, e.g., a speech act annotated 
corpus at any time. With a corpus “devoid of any annotation” (Cermák 2002: 279), 
the researcher may avoid having to stick to ‘outdated’ theories and views on annota-
tion (cf. Cermák 2002: 272) since “no reliable and general techniques for handling” 
(Cermák 2002: 280) larger stretches of talk, as for example would be needed for 
pragmatics and speech act investigations, are available as of yet (but see Weisser 2015 
on automatic speech act annotations in task-oriented conversations). Even though 
some claim that “[c]orpora increase in value depending on the annotation layers 
provided” (Guirao et al. 2006: 106), the major problem remains that “there is no uni-
versal tag-set” (Cermák 2002: 271) and the researcher will have to closely analyze the 
corpus data, even in an annotated corpus, to draw their own conclusions. This would 
be necessary in determining the functions of grammatical forms or lexical entities, 
but even more so when the researcher aims at finding out about illocutionary forces 
of utterances that can only become clearer by looking at the context.

No matter which approach is chosen, it needs to be borne in mind, also for the 
present study, that even a corpus analysis cannot show how language is ‘really’ used 
and cannot help to formulate universally valid ‘generalizations’ but the researcher’s 
attempts to draw data “from a corpus are in fact extrapolations” (Hunston 2002: 23). 
Hunston further argues that

[a] statement about evidence in a corpus is a statement about that corpus, not 
about the language or register of which the corpus is a sample. Thus conclusions 
about language drawn from a corpus have to be treated as deductions, not as facts.
� (Hunston 2002: 23)
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Even if findings cannot be easily generalized, the naturalness of language data is 
nevertheless seen as an advantage of corpus studies as compared to empirical stud-
ies based on elicited data. Language data is usually considered more natural the 
less control the researcher has over it. With decreasing control on the language 
production, though, language becomes more erratic and elliptical, which makes it 
difficult for the researcher to find suitable search strings and language patterns for 
an automated corpus search (cf., e.g., Jucker et al. 2008; Hunston 2011). Analyzing 
speech acts with corpus data, the researcher faces even more obstacles. Form-to-
function mapping concerning speech acts always poses a difficult task since “illo-
cutionary force […] often cannot be unambiguously determined” (Kasper/Dahl 
1991: 229; see also above). Thus, it is not surprising that no (spoken) corpus exists 
which is tagged in terms of illocutionary acts or forces. 5 Even though software and 
computer technologies have advanced tremendously in the last few years, it still 
holds true that there are some things that “only the analyst, and not the machine, 
can finally decide” (Partington 2004: 16) and assigning illocutionary force surely 
still is one of these. As Kohnen (2000) states:

Tagging a corpus in terms of speech acts would be an extremely demanding if not 
impossible task, since the tagging would entail careful consideration of all available 
contextual factors for all texts.� (Kohnen 2000: 178)

With the focus on speech acts and a corpus as data base, researchers need to de-
fine how to search for the specific utterances. Neither illocution nor perlocution 
of speech acts can easily be searched for with search strings in language data (see 
Jucker et al. 2008: 273) due to a “fundamental difficulty” (Kohnen 2000: 183) of 
mapping form and function (see above). Jucker et al. claim that speech acts “can 
only be found in larger corpora if they appear regularly with standard illocutionary 
force indicating devices (IFIDs) or in largely routinized forms” (2008: 273). This 
leads the researcher to focus on “the patterns representing the most typical and 
common manifestations of a speech act” (Kohnen 2000: 183) and not to aim at 

5.	 There are recent trends of tagging spoken corpora in terms of speech act annotation, cf. 
Kirk et al. (2007) and Kallen/Kirk (2008) with the special component of ICE Ireland which 
is called SPICE-Ireland corpus (which stands for “Systems of Pragmatic Annotation in the 
Spoken Component of ICE-Ireland”, see also http://www.johnmkirk.co.uk/cgi-bin/generic? 
instanceID=11, last accessed November 20th, 2017. In the SPICE corpus, utterances are tagged 
according to Searle’s (1976) speech act categories (see Garcia McAllister 2015 on a possibly 
necessary reclassification of the speech acts for conversational data). Pragmatic tagging has to 
be mostly done manually. Automatic tagging of spoken language, especially of speech acts, is 
still at its beginnings and poses many difficulties (cf., e.g., Weisser 2015). Advances are made 
in human-machine interaction, especially in an environment with predetermined goals as in 
telephone flight reservations, cf., e.g., Georgila et al. (2009).
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covering “all the possible manifestations of that speech act” (Kohnen 2000: 183) 
when using a corpus as a data base. Thus, Jucker et al. (2008) also start out with 
their corpus search for compliments with the formulae from Manes/Wolfson 
(1981). Jucker et al. take the British National Corpus (BNC), which is annotated 
and part-of-speech tagged, as a data base. With it, a researcher can look for spe-
cific forms and combinations of forms such as a noun phrase (_NN*) followed by 
specific verbs and verb forms, various intensifiers and predicative adjectives (_AJ0) 
with a search string as they formulated in their search string for a corpus search of 
Manes/Wolfson’s pattern 1 (see Jucker et al. 2008: 279):

	 _NN* (is|’re|are|were|look*|seem*)(really|very|such|so)_AJ0

Such search strings of course overgeneralize the findings. Not only positive eval-
uative adjectives, but also any other predicative adjective will be found with such 
a search string. Thus, Jucker et al. emphasize the importance of the additional 
qualitative approach their study takes. They claim that a closer look at the context 
is needed since “seemingly very positive evaluations can be far removed from com-
pliments” (Jucker et al. 2008: 282).

In the present study, a form-to-function approach is chosen with the focus 
on possible distinctions between the form of various positive evaluative remarks 
in their sequential use (i.e., the responses uttered). Hence, it seems reasonable 
to also take the patterns from Manes/Wolfson (1981) as a starting point, which 
are similar to the pattern found for positive assessments (see Chapter 2.1.2) and 
proceed in a text-based qualitative approach (see also Chapter 3.1). In the texts 
from the Santa Barbara Corpus of Spoken American English, which are used in 
this study, the search has to rely on the qualitative text analysis, i.e. close reading 
by the researcher (for a similar approach for identifying speech acts according to 
Searle’s classification, see Garcia McAllister 2015), due to its make up and the aim 
of the present study.

3.2	 The data base that suits the purpose

For the present study, a corpus-based qualitative analysis of authentic conversation 
is the best choice, since it reduces the researcher’s bias in the data collection proce-
dure and mirrors, even in a small sample, possible constructions in the sequence 
of utterances in the form of the compliment formulae and a respective Response 
Strategy, while it also provides the chance to go into the details of the respective 
context. This leaves one question that needs to be answered: Which corpus mate-
rial is available for a study on Positive Remark sequences in conversational data of 
American English?
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A suitable corpus is not as easily found as it might be the case for a written genre 
study. Even though spoken data is available in corpora, time- and money-consuming 
aspects of transcribing have led to a “relative paucity of spoken material” (Beeching 
2006: 49; cf. also Partington 2004: 11) compared to the vast amounts of written texts 
that can relatively easy be put together as corpora. Thus, working with spoken ma-
terial often implicates to work with a somewhat smaller corpus than when working 
with written data.

The first look towards a potential data base turns to the American National 
Corpus (ANC) which is set out to be a parallel corpus to the British National 
Corpus (BNC) (cf., e.g., Reppen/Ide 2004). The spoken part will amount to 10% of 
the targeted 100 million words in the ANC (Reppen/Ide 2004: 107). In the current 
second release, the spoken part is made up of four parts and contains a total number 
of 3,863,592 words. 6 In this collection, the Charlotte Narrative and Conversation 
Collection (CNCC), consisting of face-to-face conversation, could at first glance 
fit the research aim of the present study, seemingly offering a collection of conver-
sational data. Yet, at a closer look, the conversations available are mostly elicited 
interviews or interview-like “narratives of personal experience or opinion” (Davis/
Russell-Pinson 2007: 146). 7

Another corpus of spoken American English is the Corpus of Spoken Professional 
American English (CSPA, see http://www.athel.com/corpdes.html, last accessed 
November 20th, 2017). As the name suggests, this spoken data is collected in 
non-private, professional settings. The CSPA is made up of two subcorpora, one “con-
sists mainly of academic discussions” while the other “contains transcripts of White 
House press conferences, which are almost exclusively question-and-answer sessions” 
(see http://www.athel.com/corpdes.html, last accessed November 20th, 2017).

Neither of these spoken corpora would, in all likelihood, provide the needed 
conversational genre to find Positive Remarks that could also entail compliments 
since these conversations do not comprise face-to-face conversation that could 
be labeled as ‘everyday conversation between friends/family’ (see Chapter 3.2.2), 

6.	 This spoken part is a collection of four (sub-)corpora that also have been used individ-
ually in corpus studies: Two corpora consist of telephone conversations (“callhome”, “switch-
board”), one contains academic discourse (MICASE – Michigan Corpus of Academic English, see 
https://quod.lib.umich.edu/cgi/c/corpus/corpus?page=home;c=micase;cc=micase/, last accessed 
November 20th, 2017) and face-to-face conversations (“charlotte”, CNNC – Charlotte Narrative 
and Conversation Collection, see http://nsv.uncc.edu/nsv/narratives, last accessed November 
20th, 2017). The content and number of files and words can be found on the pages of the ANC 
at http://www.anc.org/SecondRelease/contents.html, last accessed November 20th, 2017.

7.	 See http://nsv.uncc.edu/nsv/narratives, accessed last November 20th, 2017, where some ex-
tracts of the transcripts as well as information on the speaker can be browsed by the name of the 
interviewee. Some parts of the audio files can be listened to on the webpage as well.
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which is needed for the present study. Since it is the aim of this study to investigate 
the sequence of a Positive Remark and its response, a conversational genre with at 
least two speakers in an everyday setting needs to be chosen. A reasonably suitable 
corpus candidate could also have been the Longman Spoken American Corpus (cf. 
http://www.pearsonlongman.com/dictionaries/corpus/spoken-american.html, last 
accessed November 20th, 2017; see also Grimm 2008). This collection of conversa-
tions sounds suitable for the purpose of the present study as well, yet due to aspects 
of easy access at the time of carrying out the present study, the final choice fell on 
the Santa Barbara Corpus of Spoken American English which is the only corpus 
resource easily available that suits the demands of the present study.

3.2.1  General information on the SBCSAE

The Santa Barbara Corpus of Spoken American English (SBCSAE) was collected 
by and compiled through the University of California in Santa Barbara (see http://
www.linguistics.ucsb.edu/research/santa-barbara-corpus, last accessed November 
20th, 2017). User-friendliness was one of the goals in transcribing the SBCSAE 
(Chafe 1995: 55). The transcripts entail mark-up only up to a certain extent and still 
remain readable for researchers: the intonation units correspond with the lines in 
the transcription, brackets mark overlapping speech, “=” marks lengthening and 
so forth. 8 In the present study, many examples taken from the corpus will be given 
without many of these annotations for an even simpler and quicker understanding 
of the example. Only the intonation units, i.e. their correspondence with the lines 
in the corpus, will be given in each sample in the present study as well.

The publication of the first part of this corpus in 2000 (Du Bois et al. 2000) was 
“long awaited” (Mair 2003: 343) by the linguistic community. The 60 texts collected 
in the United States in the late 1980s and in the 1990s (cf. Kaufmann 2002: 1311) 
were published in four parts (Du Bois et al. 2000, 2003; Du Bois/Englebretson 
2004, 2005) containing transcripts and audiofiles. 9 With the word count of about 
290,000 words, it is a “small but diverse body of spoken American English data”, 
where it seems “superfluous to even talk about representativeness” (Kaufmann 
2002: 1310) of American English in this corpus. In a more recent article on the 

8.	 For a more detailed account on the mark-up, cf., e.g., Chafe (1995) and for a critical obser-
vation on its inconsistencies see Kaufmann (2002).

9.	 The transcripts and audiofiles are freely available for download today at http://www.linguis-
tics.ucsb.edu/research/santa-barbara-corpus, last accessed November 20th, 2017. Further avail-
able is an XML-marked-up version of the transcripts at the Talkbank website, cf. https://talkbank.
org/, last accessed November 20th, 2017.
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corpus, Englebretson (2007) relativizes the word count and says that the four parts 
make up ca. 249,000 words:

The figure of 249,000 words for the four volumes of the SBCSAE was arrived at 
after excluding non-word tokens such as speaker labels, pauses, and non-vocal 
noises such as table thumps; this figure also excludes non-lexical vocal noises such 
as laughter, coughing, and throat-clearing. This word-count is thus an accurate 
reflection of the number of spoken words (including truncated words and so-called 
filled pauses) in the SBCSAE to date.� (Englebretson 2007: 22)

In general, corpora have become larger and larger over the years so that, even as 
early as in the 1990s, when “the term corpus is used in modern linguistics it usually 
designates a fairly large body of text that is available in machine-readable form” 
(McEnery/Wilson 1996: 21). Some researchers only start using the term ‘corpus’ 
once a collection of texts comprises a few billion words – and deem it only then 
worthwhile to work with (see above, Chapter 3.1.2). Even though for some the 
“question of corpus size can be a contentious one” (Hunston 2002: 26), size can be 
considered a minor issue concerning speech act realizations in conversations (see 
also Garcia McAllister 2015). Of course, a corpus is needed that contains the speech 
acts in question at all but this is more a question of conversational genre than a 
matter of size for a successful pragmatic – and especially speech act – analysis (see 
Chapter 3.1.2 and Kohnen 2009: 21). Hunston (2007: 28) claims that “even when 
the amount of data collected is relatively small”, corpora as data bases work out as 
long as “statements of the type ‘this is a demonstrably typical occurrence’ are worth 
making”. Generalizations of this typical occurrence then must be handled carefully 
and with the respective genre of the data base in mind (cf. Jucker 2009).

Using a relatively small corpus sample will most probably provide only a few 
samples of the speech act. An analysis of these is of course “open to the charge 
that the data are narrow and unrepresentative” (Stubbs 2001: 167; cf., also, Carter/
McCarthy 1995: 143 and Chapter 3.1.2 above) while a large number of examples can 
cause difficulties as well since “it is impossible to study the specific context of each 
one, and the analysis seems superficial” (Stubbs 2001: 167). Some researchers even 
consider that “[t]he primary benefit of small corpora to the study of pragmatics is 
a fundamental one: they can enable the researcher to access authentic, naturally 
occurring language and to maintain a close connection between language and 
context” (Vaughan/Clancy 2013: 57; see also Jucker/Taavitsainen 2014 and Garcia 
McAllister 2015). Hence, a small corpus size is not only feasible concerning gram-
matical features (cf., e.g., Carter/McCarthy 1995: 143; Mair 1991: 72), but also for 
speech acts such as compliments since Holmes (1986) found highly reliable patterns 
in collected data of various sizes which leads her to conclude that “patterns of com-
plimenting behaviour in particular contexts or social groups can be investigated 
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using smaller samples” (Holmes 1986: 505). Thus, even a few samples found in a 
small corpus might mirror complimenting behavior in that text type. Of course, 
these “findings are unlikely to be representative of all language use […]. But as long 
as we bear this in mind, there is no reason why we shouldn’t use corpus techniques 
on smaller texts” (Baker 2010: 7).

Thus, even though the SBCSAE is too small to speak of statistical represen-
tativeness concerning the use of American English, it “represents a wide variety 
of people of different regional origins, ages, occupations, genders, and ethnic and 
social backgrounds” (http://www.linguistics.ucsb.edu/research/santa-barbara-cor-
pus, last accessed November 20th, 2017) in the conversations taped all across the 
United States. A bundle of information is provided for each speaker (e.g., gender, 
age, dialect region (original and current), level and years of education, occupation, 
and ethnicity) and thus “includes most of the crucial social factors needed for soci-
olinguistic research” (Kaufmann 2002: 1311). 10 This makes it “an excellent resource 
for case studies or qualitative research” (Kaufmann 2002: 1311) while of course a 
small corpus such as the SBCSAE “cannot be the basis of sweeping generalizations 
about the spoken language” (Carter/McCarthy 1995: 143). Yet, results from such 
studies using smaller corpora “can be used as the basis of further research” (Carter/
McCarthy 1995: 143). No matter how large or small, for the respective genres in a 
corpus, this text collection “essentially tells us what language is like, and the main 
argument in favour of using a corpus is that it is a more reliable guide to language 
use than native speaker intuition is” (Hunston 2002: 20) and thus it can make re-
sults more objective and research replicable (cf., e.g., Aijmer/Stenström 2004: 4). 11

The SBCSAE has been mentioned in many studies concerning spoken American 
English, some studies have actually been carried out so far with it as a data base. 
Most studies are concerned with aspects of lexicality or grammar in interaction. 
Du Bois (2007) also investigates evaluations uttered in the SBCSAE while he does 
not take positive evaluations as specific speech acts into account. Other research 
working with the SBCSAE in terms of speech act analysis includes Flöck’s research 
on directives (cf., e.g., Flöck 2009, 2011a, 2011b, 2016).

10.	 The meta data for the conversations is also freely available on the webpage of the Department 
of Linguistics at Santa Barbara on http://www.linguistics.ucsb.edu/research/santa-barbara-corpus, 
accessed November 20th, 2017.

11.	 For a discussion of the reliability of sociolinguistic studies based on large corpora, see 
Brezina/Meyerhoff (2014).

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/10/2023 6:03 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use

http://www.linguistics.ucsb.edu/research/santa-barbara-corpus
http://www.linguistics.ucsb.edu/research/santa-barbara-corpus
http://www.linguistics.ucsb.edu/research/santa-barbara-corpus


50	 Compliments and Positive Assessments

3.2.2  Choice of scenes from the SBCSAE

In the collection of texts, the SBCSAE is designed in line with the spoken part 
of ICE, the International Corpus of English (see http://ice-corpora.net/ice/, last 
accessed November 20th, 2017). It “provides the main source of data for the spon-
taneous spoken portions of the American component” of the ICE America project 
(see http://www.linguistics.ucsb.edu/research/santa-barbara-corpus, last accessed 
November 20th, 2017) and as such needs to follow certain guidelines to ensure a 
comparability of the various corpora. Each ICE team compiles “a corpus of one 
million words of their own national or regional variety of English, of which 600,000 
words are taken from spoken sources” (Nelson 1995: 220). Of the typical 300 texts 
for the spoken part of the ICE, there are 60 texts published in the SBCSAE and 
available as transcripts and audio files (see Chapter 3.2.1). 12 Next to what can be 
termed ‘private conversation’, the SBCSAE also entails sermons, classroom talk, 
presentations and the like. Not all of these conversational types are suitable to find 
and analyze compliment and positive assessment sequences since, for example, in 
classroom conversation or sermons, too little to no turn-taking, let alone interac-
tion between friends and family members, is observable.

The texts differ in terms of conversational partners (numbers and relationship 
towards each other) as well as in the domain (from private to public settings) and 
type (from monologic sermons to lively polylogues). Most of these texts comprise 
Positive Remarks of some kind but not all of them show Positive Remark sequences 
with responses. For a comparison of the expected, assumingly differing, Positive 
Remark sequences, it is essential to analyze the utterances in a comparable con-
versational surrounding in a number of texts. This specific choice in conversa-
tional type that is analyzed in the present study should avoid differences in Positive 
Remark sequences that rather belong to a specific text genre than to the form of the 
Positive Remark or differing conversationalists’ relationships. Thus, even though 
‘conversation’ is sometimes seen as an ‘archetypical’ term, it is “by no means a uni-
fied register” (Rühlemann 2007: 9) and

one can view types of conversation as forming a continuum with mundane talk 
at one end and carefully pre-planned interviewing or some other strictly role and 
status dependent form of institutional interaction on the other end.
� (Hakulinen 2009: 55)

The most suitable conversations for the present study in the SBCSAE are those 
that fit the description of everyday-conversation. This type of conversation is best 
suited since the occurrences of utterances fitting the compliment and positive 

12.	 For a rough outline of the ICE design and the description of the text types, cf. http://
ice-corpora.net/ice/design.htm, last accessed November 20th, 2017.
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assessment formulae by wording and semantics plus the opportunities for responses 
are more numerous in these conversations than in other conversation types from 
the SBCSAE which, in the process of choosing the suitable conversations for the 
present study, were also looked at briefly. The chosen conversations offer the larg-
est chance of responses to occur while the relationship of the conversationalists is 
comparable in these various texts.

To count as everyday-conversation, the conversations need to be mundane, 
interactive, and locally managed by the conversational partners (cf., e.g., Nofsinger 
1991; Schütte 2001). They occur in a non-official manner, and are produced spon-
taneously in a private sphere where social roles and differences between the con-
versational partners play a minor role (cf., e.g., Lindemann 1990; Schütte 2001). 
Yet, not all of the conversations in the SBCSAE showing these features can be 
used for researching compliment and positive assessment sequences since some 
conversations stand out in terms of the relationship between the speakers. The 
power differences may not play a major part in everyday-conversation but there 
is a difference in the (positively) assessing behavior between intimates in a dialog 
on the one hand and the communicative behavior of a larger group of family and 
friends on the other. Not only the number of conversationalists may influence the 
behavior but also their relationship since, according to Wolfson’s ‘bulge theory’, a 
heightened amount of compliments can be expected when the conversational part-
ners are neither intimates nor strangers (Wolfson 1988). 13 This leaves conversations 
in the SBCSAE that have only two speakers, who are mainly couples in an intimate 
relationship, as a less favorable choice. In the conversations with more than two 
people, the relationship between the speakers is more complex and the intimacy 
of a possibly present couple is not as defining for the situation which makes these 
conversations more interesting for the present purpose.

In the SBCSAE, a number of conversations of a domestic or family-and-friends 
domain that have more than two speakers are of specific interest for the present 
study. A total of 21 texts are chosen which amount to a word count of approximately 
97,000 words and a recorded conversation time of about 8 hours. The 21 texts are 
listed in Table 3.1, providing the text ID, title, and brief account of the setting. The 
text identification numbers consist of the abbreviation sbc for Santa Barbara Corpus 
and a number. These are the same ID tags and titles as assigned to the corpus texts 
in the published four parts of the corpus. A description of the conversations (which 
is taken – in slightly altered form – from the webpage of the Santa Barbara Corpus, 
see http://www.linguistics.ucsb.edu/research/santa-barbara-corpus, last accessed 
November 20th, 2017) can be found in the appendix (see Appendix B).

13.	 For a discussion of the “specific form of attentiveness expected of friends” in conversations, 
see, e.g., Traverso (2009: 2387).
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Table 3.1  Conversations chosen from the Santa Barbara Corpus of spoken American 
English

ID Name Setting

SBC001 Actual Blacksmithing three women have a conversation, large monologue 
parts

SBC002 Lambada lively after-dinner conversation of four friends
SBC003 Conceptual Pesticides conversation during dinner preparations of three 

friends
SBC004 Raging Bureaucracy family conversation with six participants
SBC011 This Retirement Bit lively conversation among three retired women
SBC013 Appease the Monster family conversation at a birthday party, five 

participants
SBC015 Deadly Diseases three friends have a conversation about various topics
SBC019 Doesn’t Work in this 

Household
family and friends conversation among three adults 
and two teenagers

SBC031 Tastes Very Special family conversation at a restaurant (sisters, mother, 
and waitress)

SBC032 Handshakes All Around mainly three participants at a neighborhood ‘bloc 
party’

SBC033 Guilt lively family argument/discussion among eight 
participants

SBC035 Hold my Breath lively family conversation among five family members
SBC036 Judgmental on People conversation among three adults, family and friends
SBC037 Very Good Tamales conversation during dinner preparations among 

threee to four family members
SBC042 Stay out of It family argument among family members with a 

friend present
SBC048 Mickey Mouse Watch conversation during Christmas morning 

gift-exchange among four family members
SBC049 Noise Pollution conversation at a family birthday party with ten 

speakers, all related
SBC050 Just Wanna Hang conversation among four university roommates
SBC051 New Yorkers Anonymous dinner table conversation among four friends
SBC052 Oh You Need a Breadbox phone conversation at Christmas with three 

participants
SBC059 You Baked conversation at Christmas eve among four related 

adults

In all these conversations at least three or more conversational partners interact 
on everyday topics. The number of interactants and the style of their conversation 
may change during the course of the conversation, but there is always at least one 
bystander who can be seen as “copresent audience” (cf., e.g., Schütte 2001: 1489; 
Goffman 1979) and who can turn into a further interactant. The complications or 
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aspects that have to be borne in mind with this constellation of speakers will be 
discussed in the chapters on coding (see Chapter 4.3) and the presentation of the 
data (see Chapters 5 and 6).

In a textual analysis such as in the present study, the corpus is rather used as a 
collection of conversations, in a way “that would be just as appropriate using paper 
and pencil as using a computer” (Hunston 2002: 34). Yet, such a textual approach 
is not only “unavoidable when items with a clear discourse function […] are being 
studied” (2002: 34; see also Holmes 1986: 498) but also when illocutionary force 
needs to be assigned. Thus, qualitative content analysis of corpus texts is an ac-
ceptable way to work with corpus data but “it may overlook some specific details” 
(Wilson/Moudraia 2006: 211) for several reasons. First and foremost, the researcher 
may overlook some utterances that do not fit the description of their search string 
since it is not automatically searched for. 14 Also, the analyst as an ‘eavesdropper’ 
does not have full access to the shared context of the conversation (cf. Rühlemann 
2007: 14; Goffman 1979). The analysis thus “remains an act of interpretation” which 
“defines itself within this framework as an empirical, methodical and controlled 
approach to the analysis of texts within their context of communication and without 
precise quantification” (Wilson/Moudraia 2006: 211; see also Chapter 3.1).

The text analysis of the present study was conducted with the help of the qual-
itative text analysis tool MaxQDA (Kuckartz/Belous 2007). 15 The selected (un-
tagged) text files from the SBCSAE were loaded into this program. In MaxQDA, the 
categories were created by me and the respective stretches of talk in the conversa-
tion were coded, i.e., the Positive Remarks (PosR) that fit the Manes/Wolfson (1981) 
formulae and the successive utterances, along with other categories as described in 
Chapter 4. The group of such sequences found with this manual text-based search 
in the present study entails compliments as well as positively assessing remarks 
that would usually not be considered a compliment. This entire group is referred 
to as Positive Remarks (PosR) and combines all positively assessing remarks of the 
conversations with the only premise that they need to fit Manes/Wolfson’s (1981) 
formulae, no matter which positively assessing illocution can be assigned to them.

14.	 The pitfalls and drawbacks of a search string to run an automatic search for compliments in 
a corpus can be found in Jucker et al. (2008), see also Chapter 3.1.2.

15.	 The version worked with in the present study was MaxQDA 2007. The software program is 
being updated and revised regularly. Information on the program and developers, cf. http://www.
maxqda.de/, last accessed November 20th, 2017.
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Chapter 4

The coding of the Positive Remark sequences

Theories change and so do views on annotation, but data remains and as a sort of 
historical record of its time, the data should remain untouchable […].
� (Cermák 2002: 272)

The research findings for compliments, (positive) assessments, as well as Response 
Strategies as presented in Chapter 2 have to be adapted to the data used in the pres-
ent study. In coding the data from the SBCSAE, a bottom-up-approach was chosen 
with a close analysis of the texts and the coding of Positive Remarks was carried 
out according to their form and their immediate context. Facing the spontaneous 
everyday conversations and their structure, appropriate codings and categories to 
analyze these sequences are needed also in terms of the utterance’s – especially the 
responses’ – place in the conversation. 1

The start of the coding endeavor was, as mentioned before, to manually, in a 
bottom-up approach, search for positive evaluations in the conversations that fit the 
syntactico-semantic formulae described by Manes/Wolfson (1981) and thus also the 
assessment formula (Goodwin/Goodwin 1987: 22, see Chapter 2.1.2 above). These 
utterances in combination with the utterances following them in the conversation 
constitute the Positive Remark sequences in focus. By taking the form of the Positive 
Remarks as a starting point to define the speech acts in focus, thus drawing conclu-
sions from the form in terms of the function of the speech act, a form-to-function 
approach is taken in this study (cf. Chapter 3.1.2). The focus of such approaches lies 
on formal structures used in an utterance and the analysis on such a formal level 
is “aimed at determining the communicative functions these forms may have in 
discourse” (Schneider/Barron 2008: 20). In the present chapter, an inventory of the 
coding and categories that have been employed on the sequences of Positive Remarks 
in the chosen SBCSAE texts is presented. The results and numbers of occurrences 
of the introduced categories will be shown in Chapters 5 and 6.

There are also other possible ways to investigate a pragmatic phenomenon and 
the formal level is only one of several. Table 4.1 shows various levels of pragmatic 
analysis as introduced by Schneider/Barron (2008: 19–21; see also O’Keeffe/Adolphs/
Clancy 2011: 111).

1.	 It is impossible to guarantee reliability of the coding since no other person coded or rated 
the data but me. The often mentioned inter-rater reliability that is aspired in empirical research 
could not be aimed at in the present study, due to its original nature as a dissertation thesis.
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Table 4.1  Levels of pragmatic analysis (Schneider/Barron 2008: 19–21)

Level Description

Formal focus on forms such as, e.g., hedges, discourse markers and the like
Actional focus on realization and modification of speech acts
Interactional focus on sequential patterns such as adjacency pairs
Topic focus on how conversational topics, e.g. in small talk, are selected
Organisational focus on turn-taking phenomena such as pauses, overlaps, and 

backchannels

These five levels of pragmatic analysis cannot be seen as distinct approaches. Again, 
as in so many fields of pragmatics, the boundaries need to be seen as permeable. 
While the focus of the current study is on Positive Remarks that are chosen due to 
their form, they will be analyzed in connection with the turn uttered in response. 
Thus, this study also refers to the interactional level of pragmatic analysis, where 
Schneider/Barron (2008) see

the focus of analysis […] on sequential patterns. Questions answered on this level 
include, for instance, how speech acts combine into such larger units of discourse 
as, e.g., adjacency pairs, interchanges, interactional exchanges or phases (e.g. con-
versational openings and closings).� (Schneider/Barron 2008: 20)

Since it is claimed for this study that there is a connection between the function of 
Positive Remarks, their linguistic form, and their organization in a sequence with 
the responses given, the close connection between the levels of pragmatic analysis 
needs to be kept in mind: the connection of the Positive Remarks and their follow-
ing turns, i.e., the nature of such adjacency pairs and the preference organization, is 
analyzed on the interactional level; the distinction of Positive Remarks from other 
utterances in the conversations is approached via their form and could be assigned 
to the formal level; while the function of the speech acts is part of the actional level 
(cf. Schneider/Barron 2008: 20).

The Positive Remarks focused on in the present study are determined by their 
form which can take on many functions: they can be compliments, general positive 
assessments, ambiguous utterances, may mainly structure discourse, and even more 
(see Chapters 1 and 2). The present study is interested in the possible functions 
the Positive Remarks can take and approaches this task from the form-to-function 
level by first narrowing down the form to be considered for analysis, to then take 
the interactional level into account.

In the following subchapters, I will first describe how the Positive Remark 
patterns are established for the present study according to previous research on 
compliments and assessments (Chapter 4.1), then turn to the description of the 
Response Strategies coded in the data (Chapter 4.2), to – last but not least – an 
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aspect as of yet disregarded in the research literature: the interactional structure of 
the Positive Remarks (Chapter 4.3). In the last chapter, some further codings that 
are not or only partially analyzed in the present study (but that were coded in the 
SBCSAE sub-corpus) are briefly introduced (Chapter 4.4).

4.1	 Coding Positive Remarks

Using a (spoken) corpus for a speech act study confronts the researcher with vari-
ous problems (cf. also Chapter 3.1.2). Some may claim that finding all fine nuances 
of (positive) evaluations and aiming at an exhaustive analysis of complimenting 
and assessing utterances in a conversational corpus may well be an impossible 
task. Evaluative utterances, such as compliments, can be “made implicitly and 
allusively” (Hunston 2004: 186) and much depends on the speakers’ “assumptions 
about value” (Hunston 2004: 137). Such shared background knowledge cannot 
be fully grasped by an ‘eavesdropping’ researcher and the conversational context 
becomes vital for deciding how an utterance was meant by speakers (cf. Jucker 
et al. 2008: 281; Zillig 1982: 129).

For the present study, a manual search and qualitative approach was necessary 
to gather relevant sequences in the conversations. The manual search was also 
favored since spontaneous speech is highly elliptical and “flexible in word order” 
(Guirao et al. 2006: 106). This flexible nature made an automatic word search in 
a non-annotated corpus as the SBCSAE very difficult if not impossible (see also 
Chapter 3.2.2). Analyzing clues and determining the function of utterances needed 
to be a restricted and selective procedure from the start (cf., e.g., Hunston 2004: 186; 
Vine 2000: 373). Thus, with an interest in sequences of Positive Remarks, one should 
concentrate on the most typical and known manifestations of these speech acts. 
In this case, utterances formed like the compliment formulae by Manes/Wolfson 
(1981) seem suitable for the purpose (see Figure 2.1 and Chapter 2.1.3).

Concerning the difficulties of the form and function mapping of speech acts in 
corpus data, it is a reasonable way to start the search for compliments by looking 
for any and all Positive Remarks formed like one of the nine formulae of Manes/
Wolfson (1981). Thus, the researcher has a limited set of syntactico-semantic for-
mulae to start out with: specific forms to tag and categorize utterances in the texts 
that have to be positively assessing remarks. Yet, after a first attempt at keeping the 
comparability of my results to those of Manes/Wolfson as high as possible (see 
Chapter 5.1 and Table 5.1), a different approach to the formulae was needed in 
the present study. This reformulation of the compliment formulae from Manes/
Wolfson (1981) to the categories of the Positive Remarks in the present study will 
be displayed in the following subchapter.
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4.1.1  Reference in Positive Remarks

To analyze Positive Remark sequences, it is important to have a closer look at 
terms of address and reference in the Positive Remarks since Response Strategies 
“are selected in part relative to the directness with which the recipients are cred-
ited and praised” (Pomerantz 1975: 130). The “use of the name personalizes the 
compliment” (Rees-Miller 2011: 2685) even more. Such utterances may fall under 
what Jucker (2009) calls “explicit personal compliments” which “are the prototypical 
compliments that say something positive about the addressee” (Jucker 2009: 1612). 
A similar thought is observed in Herbert (1990; see also Chapter 2.1.1) who takes 
the ‘personal focus’ of an utterance into account, “that is, whether the compliment 
subject is expressed with a surface 1st, 2nd, or 3rd (i.e., impersonal) person focus” 
(Herbert 1990: 203). Jucker states that “compliment research is almost exclusively 
restricted to this type” of explicit personal compliments (Jucker 2009: 1612–1613). 
Along with the address terms, other forms of references to what is being evaluated 
positively need to be distinguished. For this, the codings in Table 4.2 were used in 
the present study. It is rather difficult in some Positive Remark sequences to deter-
mine exactly what is being referred to in the utterance. Some groups of referants, 
e.g., ‘thing/object’, ‘abstract notion’ or ‘general statement’ may overlap. These cate-
gories are used here in full awareness of their fuzziness and the fuzziness of spoken 
everyday interaction and are not supposed to represent a philosophical truth. 2

Table 4.2  Coding of references in the PosR sequence

Addressee Example

Immediate interlocutor (you/name) You look pretty proud of yourself, Wendy!
Conversation participant/passive bystander Isn’t he a clothes freak.
Self-assessing/self-centered I’m glad I took it.
Absent person The movie with that really hot tap dancer
Possessive pronoun Your shirt and beads are most becoming.
Agent avoider/neutral agents And … so, anyway … interesting book.
Thing/object This looks yummy.
Abstract notion It’s really interesting to do stuff like that
General statement Rubber Maid makes the best spatulas.
General ‘you’ You can only be good […] at one instrument.

2.	 There are also overlaps of the category names for these references used in the Positive Remarks 
with the names of topic areas defined for the whole sequences, see Table 4.16. These overlaps are 
tolerated since they are not in the immediate focus of the present study.
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Also, in some instances it is difficult to decide whether an ‘abstract notion’ or the 
speaker themself is the focus of the utterance, as for example in the following:

	 (1)	 SBC001; 617.98 619.50 3

		  LYNNE:  it was just really interesting to me,

In this short sample, Lynne mentions a class she visited in college that she thought 
was really interesting. She basically states something positive about the class, but 
also about herself since this shows that she is eager to learn something. The focus 
could be placed in equal parts on “it” (referring to the course) as well as on “to 
me”. 4 Thus, gray areas and overlaps need to remain in the coding of the data. In 
other cases, where the speakers talk about themselves, such utterances are often 
used while telling a story and giving the listener an impression of the emotions 
and attitudes of the speaker. This kind of utterance, although fitting the formulae 
by Manes/Wolfson (1981), is most probably not considered by the interactants to 
bear a complimentary function.

Reference and attitude towards the ‘closeness’ of something can be expressed 
via the use of specific determiners and articles. By using these, not only a definite 
or indefinite reference is made towards an object or person (cf. Carter/McCarthy 
2006: § 187), but a speaker also positions themself and their conversational part-
ner in their (shared) conversational world. The use of the definite article the, for 
example, may be “a way of saying ‘You know which x I am referring to’ ” (Carter/
McCarthy 2006: § 196a). Using the indefinite article may then be a way to signal 
distance or uncertainty in a conversation, leaving an object without further specific 
reference. Article use is tagged in the Positive Remarks in the present study, and 
the reference via determiners such as that and this is taken into account as a dis-
tinguishing feature in the surface structure of the subcategories (cf. Chapters 6.1.1, 
6.2.1, and 6.3.1).

Considering that compliments, as one form of PosR, function as social bonds, 
a common and shared ground in the conversation can be hypothesized whereas 
rather general positive assessments may favor indefinite articles and less emphasis 
on the shared ground or knowledge.

3.	 Examples taken from the SBCSAE are largely given in a simplified version of the transcription 
of the corpus with the same ID as the texts have in the SBCSAE (see also Chapter 3.2.1). The time 
marker of the beginning of each intonation unit is provided for the interested reader to find the 
respective utterance in the corpus.

4.	 The prosody and pronunciation of this utterance does not point in a clear direction.
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4.1.2 � From Manes/Wolfson’s formulae to a new grammatical  
descriptive approach

To consider the terms of address and directness in a systematic way throughout the 
Positive Remark forms found in the corpus, a rearrangement of Manes/Wolfson’s 
(1981) formulae according to the actual realizations found in the data seemed the 
appropriate choice. For this rearrangement, the ‘core’ of the PosR is the most im-
portant part for the new arrangements of the utterances. This ‘core’ carries the 
positive semantic load all positively evaluating utterances need (cf. Manes/Wolfson 
1981: 116). In this chapter, the rearrangement of the formulae is displayed and the 
outcome, the new set of supercategories for the Positive Remarks, is introduced.

4.1.2.1  Rearranging the attributive adjective patterns
While coding the spoken data for the present study, the most problematic formal 
categories of Manes/Wolfson’s (1981) patterns are those where the positive eval-
uative meaning is carried by an attributive adjective and noun, syntax patterns 
3, 4, 6, and 8 (see Table 2.1). These are the syntax patterns (SP) presented in the 
following Table 4.3.

Table 4.3  Syntax patterns 3, 4, 6, and 8 (Manes/Wolfson 1981)

Core of positive semantic load

SP3 pro is (int) (a) adj NP
SP4 You V (a) (really) adj NP
SP6 You have (a) (really) adj NP
SP8 – adj NP!

The syntax patterns SP4 and SP6 are very similar and the only distinction is sup-
posed to be found in the verb used. Considering the small amount of realizations 
of these two formulae types in the present data (see Table 5.1), the question may 
arise why these two formulae cannot be merged into one or, on the other hand, why 
they should not be split up into more formulae considering a larger verb variety. 
A merged formula of both could be described as “You V (a) (really) adj NP” and 
encompass all verbs. Going one step further, one could substitute the pronoun you 
by a general pronoun – which would mean that SP3 (“pro is (int) (a) adj NP”) 
should be subsumed under this formula as well. A combined formula like this could 
of course only be seen as a supercategory with a variety of realizations if finding out 
more about a possible differentiation of functions according to linguistic cues is he 
goal. Among these realizations, one could be an elliptical form that could look like 
SP8 and exist of only the attributive adjective and its noun phrase (see Table 4.4).
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Table 4.4  Combination of syntax patterns 3, 4, 6, and 8 into a supercategory

Core of positive semantic load

SP3 pro is (int) (a) adj NP
SP4 You V (a) (really) adj NP
SP6 You have (a) (really) adj NP
SP8 adj NP!
combined (pro) (V) (a) (really) adj NP!

Hence, the patterns SP3, SP4, SP6 and SP8 are very similar to each other and can be 
combined under a supercategory with a focus on the positive evaluation given in a 
combination of an attributive adjective + noun. 5 One more SP carries the positive 
load in such a combination: SP7 with “What (a) adj NP!” This formula may also be 
arranged along with the other attributive adjective + noun forms (see Table 4.6). 
Thus, Manes/Wolfson’s (1981) formulae may be rearranged into supercategories 
but are, at the same time, analyzed in more detail by paying attention to the actual 
realization and references (see Chapter 6). With rearrangements of this kind, the 
aim is to gain a clearer picture and more reliable analysis of the usage of linguistic 
forms in Positive Remarks.

4.1.2.2  Rearranging the predicative adjective patterns
The need for a more detailed approach in coding can be seen when looking at the 
utterances that can all be subsumed under what Manes/Wolfson (1981) consider 
to be the most widely used syntax pattern (SP1: “NP be/look (int) adj”). 6 SP1 and 
SP9 also entail an adjective, just as patterns 3, 4, 6, and 8 (see Tables 4.3 and 4.4) 
to carry the positive semantic load, yet in this case, it is a predicative adjective (see 
Table 4.5). Both patterns, SP1 and SP9, are similar to each other and could also be 
brought together in a supercategory:

Table 4.5  Syntax patterns 1 and 9 with their positive semantic core

Core of positive semantic load

SP1 NP is/looks (really) adj
SP9 Isn’t NP adj

5.	 A similar observation has been made by Jucker: “Note that Manes and Wolfson’s pattern 4 
and 6 had to be merged because they are overlapping patterns that proved to be difficult to dis-
tinguish systematically” (2009: 1623). Placencia/Lower also find similarities and variations for 
the formulae 1, 3, and 8 (2013: 631–632).

6.	 In compliment research, some critique concerning this first syntax pattern and its realizations 
can be found (cf., e.g., Jucker et al. 2008: 279–280 and Herbert 1990: 204).
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The pattern SP1 is hypothetically placed on the stretch of the continuum of Positive 
Remarks (PosR) that leans more towards the positive assessments (the formula ab-
breviated with ‘look’ in Figure 2.1). The possible realizations of the SP1 from the 
SBCSAE listed below, though, seem to be rather diverse in their possible functions.

	 (2)	 SBC003; 971.45 973.59
		  MARILYN:  That looks good

	 (3)	 SBC032; 1213.703 1214.547
		  TOM_3:  he’s smart

	 (4)	 SBC052; 1167.174 1168.227
		  CINDY:  your looks are fine

	 (5)	 SBC050; 439.783 441.157
		  KELLY:  those cups are so great

	 (6)	 SBC004;19.97 21.02
		  CAROLYN:  stuff is so good

	 (7)	 SBC031; 182.015 185.667
		  SHERRY:  looks good

An utterance such as “he’s smart” in Example 3 is most probably perceived differ-
ently from “your looks are fine” in Example 4. A difference, probably even a large 
one, is to be seen in the realization of the subject noun phrase. This leads to the 
conclusion that SP1 as such is most probably designed too broadly to distinguish 
(functional) realizations based on linguistic cues. These must be accounted for by 
a rearrangement of the formulae (see Subchapter 6.1).

4.1.2.3  From formula to supercategory
The other formulae from Manes/Wolfson (1981) cannot be rearranged or grouped 
together since they are quite specific: SP2 is the only formula where the positive 
meaning is mainly carried by a verb (e.g., “I love your sweater”) whereas in SP5 the 
positive meaning is expressed by the use of an adverb (e.g., “You handled this really 
well”). Thus, in the otherwise new arrangement in Table 4.6, the two categories 
established for the present study, _verb_eval (utterances where an evaluative verb 
carries the positive meaning) and _adv_, correspond with the respective syntax 
patterns established by Manes/Wolfson. 7 All supercategories are then arranged ac-
cording to the basic evaluative elements (their positive semantic ‘core’) in Manes/
Wolfson’s formulae:

7.	 The annotation of the supercategories with the low dash is chosen to differentiate the super-
categories from syntactical constituents.
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–– The basic form of the new supercategory 1 (see Table 4.5) revolves around a 
(predicative) adjective (_adj_),

–– supercategory 2 (see Table 4.4) revolves around a noun phrase (_noun_) that may 
carry the positive semantic load, often together with an (attributive) adjective, 8

–– in supercategory 3 the positive semantic load is mainly carried by an evaluative 
verb (_verb_eval),

–– while in supercategory 4 an adverb (_adv_) gives the positive semantic clue.

Table 4.6  Rearrangement of the syntax patterns into four supercategories

Superstrategy _adj_ _noun_ _verb_eval _adv_

Core pred. adj attr. adj + noun verb adverb
Syntax patterns SP1, 9 SP3, 4, 6, 7, 8 SP2 SP5
New formulae
_adj_ pron/(det) noun verb (int) adj
_noun_ pron/(det) noun verb (int) (det) adj noun
_verb_eval pron verb_eval pron/(det) noun
_adv_ pron/(det) noun verb (int) adv

In Table 4.6, the rearranged and generalized formulae for these superstrategies are 
provided. In these formulae, pron stands for any pronoun. The dash (‘/’) is used as 
an ‘either/or’ marker. Thus in the supercategory _adj_ (see Table 4.6), either a pro-
noun or a noun phrase can be at the beginning of the utterance. Parentheses mark 
optionality, thus the determiner (det) may be used, but is not necessarily present 
in the realization, as is the intensifier (int). det stands for any determiner, int for 
any intensifier, and the rest of the abbreviations are self-evident and in accordance 
with common grammatical standards.

With these broad patterns, functional differences of varying Positive Remark 
forms may not generally be accounted for at this point, yet, it remains to be seen 
whether the type of the positive semantic load may have an influence on the per-
ceived function of the utterance in conversations. This is one aspect of the questions 
concerning how linguistic cues in Positive Remarks influence the sequence and yet, 
a more detailed analysis of positively evaluating utterances and their realizations is 
needed. As Adolphs says

8.	 One could argue that this supercategory could ‘belong’ to the _adj_ category since the pos-
itive semantic load is carried by the adjective in the noun phrase most of the time. Yet, I argue 
that a possible distinction from the predicative adjectives needs to be taken into account since it 
is the whole noun phrase, not only the adjective, that carries the positive semantic load.
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[w]hen studying corpus data, the close relationship between linguistic form and 
utterance function becomes very obvious to the point where even very minor varia-
tions in form can be linked to a particular variable in the function of the utterance.
� (Adolphs 2008: 2)

Thus, variations of pronoun or article use have been taken into account for each 
superstrategy. I developed syntactically based codings for each of these possible 
realizations in MaxQDA and assigned the utterances to their respective super-
category in a subcategory which is structured according to the references used. A 
detailed account of the distribution of these groups, subgroups, and realizations is 
given in Chapters 5 and 6.

With the analysis of the rearranged formulae, the aim is to be able to find out 
whether or not specific linguistic cues induce specific functional content and may 
influence the whole PosR sequence. If this proves to be the case, the new subcate-
gories could serve as a blueprint for refined search strings which could be admin-
istered more easily for bigger corpora to find compliments or positive assessments.

4.1.3  Further codings in the Positive Remarks

Speech acts may be modified internally by using specific lexical or syntactical 
traits. 9 With these modifications, the speaker can change the illocutionary force 
(cf., e.g., Holmes 1984) and may even increase or decrease the level of politeness. 
Many features of internal modification could be interesting for researching Positive 
Remarks, such as an analysis of the verbal phrase in terms of verb and tense cho-
sen, of the usage of downgraders and intensifiers, of determiners such as this or 
that, definite and indefinite article, address terms and references established in the 
Positive Remarks. In the present study, determiners and reference in the Positive 
Remark sequence will be focused on (see also the forming and analysis of the 
subcategories in Chapters 6.1.1, 6.2.1, and 6.3.1) while other internal modification 
features will be mentioned briefly in passing, such as intensifiers.

4.1.3.1  Intensifiers and downgraders
Intensifiers are a typical modifying feature found in compliments (Manes/Wolfson 
1981: 118–119). As Jucker et al. (2008: 279) state, there are probably as many com-
pliments with intensifiers as without this modification. This feature is only touched 
upon briefly in the present study since the focus lies mainly on how address and 
reference influence the perceived function of a Positive Remark. Many intensifiers 

9.	 Internal modification is the modification that takes place in the syntactical unit of what has 
been termed a ‘head act’, i.e., the act that constitutes the minimal unit of the speech act as such 
(cf. Blum-Kulka/House/Kasper 1989).
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are used in the SBCSAE data, with really and real being among the most frequent 
ones in the Positive Remarks. Most intensifiers are adverbs, but there are also dif-
ferent degrees of comparison or verbs such as love or admire instead of the weaker 
like that are used for intensification. 10

Some more intensifiers are used very rarely as, for example, fucking. It is used in 
only one instance in this sub-corpus even though it is commonly said to be used in 
everyday language and conversations. 11 These intensifiers may not occur that often 
in the data due to the fact that the conversations are taped or because the mixed age 
groups do not foster such expressions. A glimpse of the effect that taping can have 
on conversationalists can be found in the Jamaican component of the ICE corpora 
(Mair et al. 2009) where one speaker utters the following: 12

	 (8)	 ice Jamaica S1A-003; 102:1:B
		  Speaker B:	 It is a bloody condescension ..
								�        excuse me if I was not taped I would have said it’s a fucking 

condescension

This attitude to using what is perceived taboo language is most likely not limited to 
Jamaican English. Even though informants get used to being taped and sometimes 
forget the microphones, the (non-)use of swear words or expletives, even if used 
as intensifiers, might still be influenced largely by the taping situation in which 
speakers try to refrain from uttering ‘bad language’.

4.1.3.2  Quotes and irony
Another coding of the Positive Remarks to be mentioned only in passing is the 
coding of their function as a ‘quote’ or as being ironic. This coding is addressed 
here since there are some instances of sample Positive Remarks further below that 
display such a quote or ironic remark. These functions are not investigated system-
atically in the present study. The main group of these ‘quoted’ utterances is made up 
of instances where the Positive Remark, and sometimes a responsive turn as well, 
are part of a story the speaker tells. Jucker (2009) also mentions these “embedded or 
reported compliments [which] may be fairly frequent, but […] do not seem to have 
been treated systematically in the relevant research literature” (Jucker 2009: 1613). 
An example of such a reported compliment in the SBCSAE is:

10.	 For the numbers of intensifier usage in the texts, see Table B.4 in the appendix.

11.	 A few linguistic research papers focus on this and similar expressions, such as, e.g., Geurts 
(2007); Hoeksema/Napoli (2008); McEnery/Xiao (2004); Murphy (2009); Thelwall (2008). 
Hoeksema/Napoli (2008) put strong emphasis on the use of taboo terms as intensifiers.

12.	 This quote is edited for easier reading and typical ICE markup is left out. The two dots sym-
bolize a short pause.
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	 (9)	 SBC011;SBC011; 106.38 110.73
		  DORIS:  … He said I loved your hum- humor,

In this sample, Doris talks about something that happened to her with her friends 
and mentions a man who uttered some positive character traits he liked about her. 
Yet, this kind of repeating another person’s words, this ‘constructed dialogue’ (cf., 
e.g., Tannen 1989; Trester 2009), is not the only kind of ‘quote’ in the conversa-
tions. Next to the direct speech quotation, the reported speech and demonstra-
tion of what happened, the ‘inner speech’ of a person, their thoughts, can also be 
added to the category of ‘quoted’ utterances as well as general statements about the 
world (cf., e.g., De Vries 2008: 61; cf. also Keizer 2009; Macaulay 1987; Sams 2007; 
Vandelanotte/Davidse 2009) as, for instance, in the next example:

	 (10)	 SBC035; 194.437–197.415
		  PATTY:		 you feel like,
							      hey I like this place,
							      I think I could belong,

When speakers use such utterances as a means of enriching their story, they do so 
for “rhetorical purposes, and it follows that the form […] is important” (De Vries 
2008: 45). Yet, the representation of the exact form which the original speaker in 
the original conversation uttered cannot be ensured due to either “limited memory 
capacity or laziness” (De Vries 2008: 47) or maybe some changes to make the nar-
rative more vivid. What these utterances may display – in the same way as general 
statements in the form of a Positive Remark or the verbalization of thoughts do – is 
a prototypical form of a Positive Remark how the speaker thinks they ‘should be’. 
This is what makes these utterances interesting to the present study and worth 
tagging, even though they do not represent the immediate use of language in a 
conversation and remain a relatively small group.

The other function of a PosR tagged while working with the data is that of 
‘irony’. It is very difficult to detect irony as a researcher and ‘eavesdropper’ to a sit-
uation. Yet, some utterances in the conversations are clearly not meant in the way 
their form would imply, as for example in the following short sequence where John, 
Lucy’s father, spilled something on his shirt and his daughter makes a comment:

	 (11)	 SBC049; 28.98–32.1597
		  LUCY:		 … No –
						      Oh,
						      that was good Dad.
		  JOHN:		 At least it’s not a seagull.

Irony as a feature is tagged 20 times in the corpus and is not analyzed in all its detail 
in the present study. Since the approach is a form-to-function mapping to find out 
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about the functions of utterances formed as a Positive Remark, these utterances 
need to be taken into account as well and can be seen as friendly banter, still con-
veying a positive attitude towards the addressee.

4.2	 Sets of Response Strategies

The form of the Positive Remarks alone is not enough to distinguish their con-
versational function. To see how it is taken up or negotiated by the addressee(s) 
in the unfolding conversation, the turns following the PosR need to be taken into 
account. Differences between various utterances will be influenced, even defined, 
“through their illocutionary force or […] through their perlocutionary effect” 
(Jucker et al. 2008: 273). Thus, the utterance of a PosR itself is as important as the 
reaction (i.e., the perlocutionary effect) it evokes to distinguish various types and 
functions of PosRs.

As described in Chapter 2.3.2, with the help of the newly designed model (cf. 
Figure 2.1 above) and a close text analysis of the formulae in spoken conversation, 
this study aims at finding out whether or not linguistic cues can be detected that 
lead the hearer to make inferences about how the utterances are to be understood 
in a conversation, i.e., whether they are heard as a compliment or a positive assess-
ment. This difference in interpreting the utterance then, arguably, leads to the use 
of a specific Response Strategy.

Thus, in line with Figure 2.1, the sequence focused on in this study is a com-
bination of a Positive Remark (PosR), which may – broadly described – be either 
a compliment (comp), a positive assessment (posA), or an ambiguous (amb) ut-
terance which is followed by, for example, a next turn by another speaker (see 
Chapter 2.1.3). 13 If a next turn follows by another speaker, this person tends to 
react to the Positive Remark (PosR) and may choose from different sets of Response 
Strategies (ReS): from a set of those more suited or preferred to respond to a com-
pliment (set_comp), a positive assessment (set_posA), or an ambiguous utterance 
(set_amb) which loosely include the respective Response Strategies in Figure 2.1 
(see also Table 4.8 on a preliminary grouping of Response Strategies). The follow-
ing Table 4.7 gives a brief overview on how these sequences can be summarized 
theoretically (see also Tables 4.8, 4.10, and 4.11 for further information on the 
Response Strategies).

13.	 As overarching categories of the first and following turns, PosR and ReS are written with 
capital letters whereas the possible interpretative categories of compliment, positive assessment, 
and ambiguous utterances are presented using mainly small letters.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/10/2023 6:03 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



68	 Compliments and Positive Assessments

Table 4.7  Formulaic overview of sequence organization

First turn Following turn: from a set of responses

PosR (comp) – compliment ReS (set_comp) – most likely to occur with compliments
PosR (posA) – positive assessment ReS (set_posA) – most likely to occur with positive assessments
PosR (amb) – ambiguous ReS (set_amb) – most likely to occur with ambiguous utterances

The sequence of a Positive Remark followed by the expected responsive turn will 
help the conversation to go smoothly and without an increased danger of misun-
derstanding or communicative breakdown (cf. Chapter 2.3). The formulaic PosR 
expressions are of course not prescriptive and cannot display any sharp boundaries 
of specific first pair parts. As with basically all speech acts, we have to consider 
the fuzzy boundaries of possible illocutionary areas here as well for the whole 
sequence and its response strategy should be understood as a continuum with 
no strict boundaries between the various strategies (cf. also Chapter 2.3.2 and 
Chapter 4.2.1 below).

The preliminary model represents a dyadic conversation which combines the 
PosRs and the ReS as found in previous research and that the addressee of the 
PosR would probably use in answering. Since all chosen conversations from the 
SBCSAE consist of more than two speakers, the addressee of a Positive Remark 
and the person responding to it may be different conversation participants. For this 
aspect, research on polylogues and roles of conversationalists has to be considered 
as well (see Chapter 4.3) after giving a more detailed account of the strategies used 
for responding.

4.2.1  The strategies in the SBCSAE data

As mentioned in Chapter 2.2, many studies on compliment responses follow 
Pomerantz’ (1978, 1984) analyses. In the seemingly large catalog of possible 
Response Strategies, one often encounters the claim that there “is virtual unanimity 
among speakers of English that the prescriptively ‘correct’ response to a compli-
ment is thank you” (Herbert 1990: 207). Yet, even with this single form, a variety of 
functions can be covered by the speaker. It may be used to accept a compliment but 
it may also be used simply as a marker of politeness, for example, in a case where 
disagreement or downgrading is uttered, thank you is “considered a marker of po-
liteness, since no other genuine intention was expressed verbally by the speaker” 
(Cedar 2006: 12; gives “Thank you, I still need a lot of improvement” as an exam-
ple). It seems more difficult to find a specific formal structure for the utterances 
when speaking about compliment responses or responses to assessments than it is 
the case with the Positive Remarks. Thus, the focus in research on responses so far 
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lies mainly not on the form but their function whilst the strategy names usually bear 
great resemblance to an interpretation of these functions. An automatic search of a 
corpus such as the SBCSAE for the function of an utterance is of course impossible 
and the Response Strategies are manually coded along with the Positive Remarks 
for the present study.

According to the model presented in Figure 2.1, a number of different strategies 
can be bundled into groups of Response Strategies that are most likely to occur in 
a functional setting of a PosR and theoretically form sequences as suggested in 
Table 4.7. The boundaries of these response sets cannot be considered as repre-
senting strict demarcation lines because “the fuzziness of some responses as well as 
their ambiguity” (Lewandowska-Tomasczyk 1989: 91) rather demand a ‘continuum 
solution’ as mentioned above (see Chapter 2.2.2). The grouping of the strategies in 
sets according to the PosR must then be a generalized and rough one, according 
to Figure 2.1, as a start for the analysis and discussion of how these utterances 
are combined and connected with PosR. This grouping is presented in Table 4.8 
(see also Table 4.10 and 4.11 for the groupings of the preferred and dispreferred 
Response Strategies). What is important to point out here is that there is no one-to-
one relationship between a specific type of first pair part and one specific response 
that can or should be given. As Schegloff states:

In the vast majority of sequence types, there are not only alternative responses 
which a first pair part makes relevant and a recipient of a first pair part may employ; 
there are alternative types of responses, and these embody different alignments 
toward the project undertaken in the first pair part.
� (Schegloff 2007: 58; emphasis in original)

Table 4.8  Preliminary grouping of Response Strategies according to the function  
of the Positive Remark

Response set (ReS) Response Strategies (preferred and dispreferred)

ReS (set_comp) appreciation (e.g., thanking) and rejection (e.g., request to refrain), 
referent shift, qualification of the illocution, returning compliment and 
downgrading

ReS (set_posA) reassigning, doubting, agreeing (upgrading), disagreeing
ReS (set_amb) opting out/ignoring/changing topic, informative comment/comment 

history, reinterpretation as a different speech act

Thus, aligning or disaligning oneself with the speaker of the PosR can be done by 
choosing from a large array of Response Strategies. Even though there are many of 
these strategies mentioned in the literature (cf. Chapter 2.2) that sound interpre-
tative and where the difference of various responsive utterances is sometimes not 
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quite obvious to the reader, the coding of the Response Strategies in the present 
study was conducted as similarly as possible to these earlier studies to be able to 
make statements on behalf of the proposed action chains. The risk of overlapping 
Response Strategies is kept at a minimum by grouping similar strategies together 
in larger sets of Response Strategies. The groups and list of strategies are displayed 
in Table 4.9 (see also Table B.5 in the appendix).

Table 4.9  Response Strategies in Positive Remark sequences

Response strategy Substrategy

appreciation thanking; accepting & aligning; gustatory sounds (e.g., mmh); ‘other 
than thanking’

referent shift returning compliment; reassignment
rejection request to refrain; other than request to refrain (e.g., no)
qualification downgrading; doubting; upgrading
reinterpretation apologizing; offering (i.e., request interpretation); no offering or 

rejecting (request interpretation); offer interpretation; thanking 
interpretation (thanks minimizers follow); offering; advising; 
encouraging

opting out by referring to earlier or parallel topic; opting out by continuing; 
opting out by new question or topic

explaining comment history of item or comment on item; comment history 
of (absent) person; (general) comment on situation; asking for 
clarification or explanation or question; question minimal

agreement agreement minimal; mutual knowledge; affirmative
disagreement assessment as overrated or denial
Laughter laughter is the only response
Unclear no response strategy can be assigned

This table presents the response superstrategies in the left-hand column and their 
associated substrategies in the right-hand column. These substrategies were tagged 
manually in the data and their realizations bundled under the superstrategies.

4.2.2  Suggested preference structure in Positive Remark sequences

As it turns out, the compliment function has an impact on the compliment response. 
Put differently, depending on the function of the compliment, the compliment is re-
sponded to in different ways.� (Golato 2011: 374)

The structuring of the PosR utterance and their responses in the conversations used 
for the present study is rather complex since more than two speakers are involved 
in each conversation (cf., e.g., Kerbrat-Orecchioni 2004: 6; see also Chapter 4.3.1). 
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Adjacency pairs in their original meaning of first pair part immediately followed by 
its second pair part are rarely to be found in such conversations. Longer sequences 
unfold where the researcher is “faced with the intricate issue of identifying an 
order in a structure that is apparently always ‘evolving’ ” and “one almost never 
finds a smoothly developed sequence” (Traverso 2009: 2386). To find out about 
the preference organization in the Positive Remark sequences in the SBCSAE, the 
model for combining the different strands of research concerning compliments 
and compliment responses or responses to second assessments (cf. Chapter 2.3.2) 
should be recollected.

These second assessments have usually been coded according to what the 
speaker (i.e., the ‘complimentee’) wants to say or do, as, e.g., ‘thanking’, ‘giving 
history’, ‘explaining’, etc. Thus, adapting these findings from previous research, the 
coding of the following turns after a Positive Remark is done by assigning these 
functions to their next/following turns. Tables 4.10 and 4.11 aim at listing these 
categories and grouping them according to preference structure with the respective 
function of the PosR (see also Chapter 2.3).

Table 4.10  Groupings of Response Strategies: preferred strategies

Grouping Strategy Coding

comp_pref appreciation thanking
gustatory sounds
accepting
other than thanking

amb_pref referent shift returning the compliment (also: comp_pref)
reassignment (also: posA_pref)

opting out topic shift (reference to earlier or parallel topic; new 
topic)/continuing

explaining history of item
history of person

posA_pref qualification upgrading (also: comp_dispref)
agreement mutual knowledge

second/follow-up PosR (?)
response repetition (?)
affirmative
laughter (?)
joking (?)

It has to be borne in mind that these tables represent the groupings of the strategy 
with the preceding PosR group according to previous research and hypotheses 
formed on their findings. As can be seen in Table 4.10 (see also Figure 2.1), there are 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/10/2023 6:03 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



72	 Compliments and Positive Assessments

some codings that serve as a preferred (or dispreferred) response strategy to various 
Positive Remark functions. In these cases, this overlap is indicated in Tables 4.10 
and 4.11 by adding this overlapping area in brackets in the ‘coding’ column (see 
above: “also: comp_pref ”). There are also some codings of strategies that are placed 
with categories where the group membership is yet debatable (cf., e.g., ‘laughter’ 
and ‘joking’) which is indicated with a question mark (?). These groupings might 
be adapted if empirical findings present a different picture. 14

Next to strategies that might be used as preferred next turn in one case and 
as a dispreferred turn in another, there are also utterances that cannot be taken at 
face value. For example, not all ‘thanking’ expressions following a Positive Remark 
are indeed thanking for a compliment simply because it seems to be the preferred 
response strategy applied. In the conversations, the utterances following a PosR 
were coded along the lines of these strategies, as, e.g., in this extract:

	 (12)	 SBC015; 656.945–659.955
		  LENORE:		 (H) it’s good for your anemia.
		  KEN:					    Thank you.
		  LENORE:		 take uh one of those a day on an empty stomach,

In this case, the PosR “it’s good for your anemia” is uttered at the same moment 
where Lenore hands some vitamin pills over to Ken who thanks her for giving him 
the pills and maybe for the advice. A PosR like this would usually not be understood 
as a compliment and the appreciation of receiving an actual gift is expressed by 
thanking here. Thus, the sequence looks as if there were a Positive Remark followed 
by a token of appreciation and could (on the surface) mean that a compliment and 
a responsive thanking are uttered which obviously is not the case. This also shows 
the reason for preferring the text analytic, qualitative approach in coding the data 
as opposed to a possibly automatic one with a tagged text.

The same caution and preliminary state as in Table 4.10 has to be assumed for 
Table 4.11. Here, the probably dispreferred strategies of the following turns with 
their preceding utterances and functions are displayed. With these tables, a listing of 
the applied response strategy codes and an approximate grouping according to pref-
erence structure is given. Yet, as mentioned above, a ‘smoothly developed sequence’ 
is rarely found in the data due to the multiple participants and many next turns are 
not uttered by an addressee of the Positive Remark (see also Chapter 4.3.1).

14.	 As shown above in Chapter 2.2, there are various perspectives of coding categories for the 
Response Strategies. Baba, for example, considers ‘topic change’, ‘gap’, ‘laughter’ and ‘continuing 
story’ all as realizations of the strategy ‘opting out’ (cf. Baba 1999: 73). In the present study, these 
are considered to be on slightly different layers in the coding system to find out whether or not 
they have a varying influence on the PosR sequence.
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Table 4.11  Groupings of Response Strategies: dispreferred strategies

Grouping Strategy Coding

comp_dispref rejection request to refrain
other

qualification downgrading
upgrading (also: posA_pref)

amb_dispref reinterpretation request interpretation: offering
request interpretation: no offering
request interpretation (?): advising and 
encouraging
offer interpretation (thanking or rejecting)
thanking interpretation (thanks minimizers 
follow)
asking for clarification (?)
minimal question (?)

posA_dispref disagreement disagreement marker
assessment as overrated/denial

qualification doubting

As Schegloff (2007) notes concerning preference structure, “[t]he normative weight 
of the asymmetry of preferred and dispreferred responses is properly borne by 
both (or all) participants, and not just the recipient of the first pair part” (Schegloff 
2007: 70). Thus, in a conversation with more than two people, the preference struc-
tures could still remain valid. Still, there might be a difference concerning who 
utters the Response Strategies. Determining who is speaking after a Positive Remark 
is the focus of the next chapter.

4.3	 Turn structures of PosR sequences

Whereas in compliment response research, a dyadic conversation usually serves as 
base for categorizing the Response Strategies, the focus of the present study lies on 
multi-party conversations where more than two speakers are present at the taping 
of the conversation for most of the time. 15 Analyzing conversations in a CA tradi-
tion, turn-taking is considered the ‘simplest systematics’ that “is applicable to all 
conversations, no matter how many participants are involved” (Kerbrat-Orecchioni 

15.	 Golato (2005) also adapts the – traditionally dyadic – Response Strategies in her study on 
compliment responses. Her data is based partly on multi-party conversations but this is not 
further discussed in her study.
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2004: 2; see also, e.g., Sacks/Schegloff/Jefferson 1974; Schegloff 1995). The basic 
exchange structure of any conversation, thus, is claimed to be “that of a dilogue with 
listeners” (Grosjean 2004: 33; see also Kerbrat-Orecchioni 2004: 2).

Others see a large difference between conversations with two or more people 
present and “the ways in which turn allocation works” (Hakulinen 2009: 57). Some 
even consider an “inherent complexity and flexibility of polylogues” (Lorenzo-Dus/
Garcés-Conejos Blitvich/Bou-Franch 2011: 2578) which makes this conversation 
type highly interesting. Yet, not too many linguistic studies have been published 
on this topic (see Lorenzo-Dus/Garcés-Conejos Blitvich/Bou-Franch 2011: 2578) 
until, in recent years, this conversational type seems to gain more attention in 
linguistics as not only a special issue of the Journal of Pragmatics on this topic in 
2004 shows but also articles considering multi-party conversation in institutional 
settings (Mondada 2013), in student groups (Björkmann 2014 with a focus on the 
English as a Lingua Franca situation and Mueller Dobs/Garcés-Conejos Blitvich 
2013 taking instances of impoliteness into account), and in CMC settings such as 
comments on YouTube (cf., e.g., Lorenzo-Dus/Garcés-Conejos Blitvich/Bou-Franch 
2011 and Bou-Franch/Garcés-Conejos Blitvich 2014) to name but a few.

What all these polylogues share as common features, no matter whether on- or 
offline, is that “when compared with dyadic interaction […] [a polylogue] is complex, 
flexible, unstable, and unpredictable” (Bou-Franch/Lorenzo-Dus/Garcés-Conejos 
Blitvich 2012: 503, cf. also Kerbrat-Orecchioni 2004) – which brings about a number 
of challenges in categorizing conversations.

4.3.1  Challenges of multi-party discourse

Whereas in a dyad, “speaker and recipient [are] incessantly taking turns, with the re-
cipient always being the addressee as well” (Hakulinen 2009: 57–58), in a multi-party 
conversation “[w]ith three speakers or more, the issue of who is to speak next is per-
petually relevant. A speaker may self-select, steal the turn or be appointed by the cur-
rent speaker as the addressee” (Hakulinen 2009: 58). Of course, in these multi-party 
settings, dyadic conversations also occur, where two speakers are (mainly) leading 
the conversation. As Kerbrat-Orecchioni (2004: 7; cf. also Grosjean 2004: 41) states 
that phases of, e.g., “ ‘genuine’ trilogue (in which all three members are actively 
engaged)” may

alternate with phases which seem rather dilogal in character, involving two active 
speakers and a third participant who can adopt various attitudes and show ex-
tremely variable involvement in the interaction in progress.
� (Kerbrat-Orecchioni 2004: 7)
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Even if the main interactants for each utterance remain the speaker and their ad-
dressee (cf., e.g., Branigan et al. 2007: 164), within a polylogue, the “common dy-
adic model of speaker-hearer specifies sometimes too many, sometimes too few, 
sometimes the wrong participants” (Kerbrat-Orecchioni 2004: 2; cf. also Hymes 
1974: 54). The people present at the conversation need to pay attention to “who 
among all recipients copresent is/are being addressed in the current utterance(s)” 
(Holmes, Dick 1984: 311), especially since a speaker may “ ‘speak to’ the others 
without knowing which of them he is addressing” (Clark/Carlson 1982: 338). Thus, 
the form of a conversation (whether dialogue or trilogue) along with the conversa-
tional role of the people present may change quickly. Participants in a multi-party 
conversation move along “a continuum between involvement and uninvolvement” 
(Grosjean 2004: 29; see also Goodwin 1981) where they can take on a multitude of 
different roles and relations that some consider, “to this day, mostly unexplored” 
(Mueller Dobs/Garcés-Conejos Blitvich 2013: 112) while several frameworks 
and terms can be found in the research literature (cf., e.g., Clark/Schaefer 1992; 
Goffman 1981; Goodwin 1981; Grosjean 2004; Sacks/Schegloff/Jefferson 1974; cf., 
e.g., Clark/Carlson 1982 for an account of conversational roles concerning speech 
act theory in multi-party conversation; in Mueller Dobs/Garcés-Conejos Blitvich 
2013, an account of participant typologies for im-/ politeness can be found; with 
Bou-Franch/Lorenzo-Dus/Garcés-Conejos Blitvich 2012 focusing on the discus-
sion of the classification for the CMC context).

The present study does not aim at a thorough overview in this area, but focuses 
on the different role of addressee and non-addressee in next turns after Positive 
Remarks. The role of non-addressees can, for example, be described as

–– a ‘side-participant’, “who is recognized as part of the conversation but is not 
addressed by the speaker at that point” (Branigan et al. 2007: 164, cf. also Clark/
Carlson 1982; Goffman 1979),

–– a ‘bystander’, who belongs to “listeners whose presence is recognized but who 
are not part of the conversation” (Branigan et al. 2007: 166),

–– or an ‘eavesdropper’, who has “access to what is being said but whose presence 
is not recognized” (Branigan et al. 2007: 166), or who indeed is not present.

These last two are usually seen as ‘overhearers’ and distinguished from partici-
pants, which are the speakers, addressees, and side-participants (cf. Branigan et al. 
2007: 166; for a view where all individuals are participants, see, e.g., Bou-Franch/
Lorenzo-Dus/Garcés-Conejos Blitvich 2012: 504–505). Participants “are involved in 
a joint activity and consider themselves members of an ensemble” and, thus, “have a 
responsibility for the orderly accumulation of the discourse record” (Branigan et al. 
2007: 166; see also Clark/Carlson 1982: 334 on the “Principle of Responsibility”). 
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These roles may change in an instant in spontaneous everyday conversation where 
“fluctuations in address” (Kerbrat-Orecchioni 2004: 4) can be observed.

How can this observation be applied and adapted to an analysis of sequences 
of Positive Remarks in multi-party conversations that also refers back to speech 
act tradition? Traditional speech act theory (Austin 1975; Searle 1969) sees the 
illocutionary act as being “directed at addressees” (Clark/Carlson 1982: 332) who 
then respond to this illocution, e.g., a compliment, in a way that is deemed appro-
priate and fitting the purpose. In a conversational event where we have more than 
two people present and the chance of a quickly changing role in the interaction, 
people who are not addressed and were seen as mere participants can step up and 
speak in lieu of the addressee. A strategy used in such a responsive turn may differ 
from one that the original addressee would have chosen, possibly due to a distance 
between speaker and the former participant who is now interactant (cf. Clark/
Carlson 1982; Branigan et al. 2007). These instances thus need to be distinguished 
in the present study from those where the addressee is responding to a PosR. To 
do so, a structural coding level concerning the role of the speaker who utters a turn 
after a Positive Remark is established for the present data. A distinction needs to 
be made whether an addressee or a non-addressee is responding to the PosR in 
the conversations taken from the SBCSAE. The distinction is made in a binary 
way here. In some instances of the spontaneous talk, it was rather difficult to even 
draw such a distinction. It can be assumed that the status of being addressed or 
not may range on a continuum as well, since a person may also feel to be partly 
addressed if, for example, the spouse or kids are being addressed (see also various 
views on this in Chapter 4.4.3). This ‘additional’ or ‘reflected’ address is not taken 
into account here as an extra category since this would open a whole new research 
area. If a person’s spouse or kids are addressed, they are also the addressees them-
selves since they may feel that “rather than speaking as individual persons, [they] 
may talk as a member of a social group (such as a couple)” (Nutler/Wilkinson 
2013: 37). The responses may occur immediately following the PosR or in a more 
remote position (see Table 4.12). Next to the possibilities of responses from an 
addressee or a non-addressee, the speaker who uttered the PosR may also choose 
to go on speaking, not leaving a chance for a next turn by a different speaker for 
a while which is usually a multi-unit turn termed ‘extended talk’ (cf. Goodwin 
1986: 206–207). For a possible solution in coding the data in the present study, see 
Table 4.12 in Chapter 4.3.2 below.
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4.3.2  The structure of following turns in Positive Remark sequences

As already mentioned in Chapter 4.3.1, in a conversation with more than two inter-
actants the speaker who utters a next turn following a Positive Remark needs to be 
accounted for. Intuitively, when speaking of positive assessments or especially compli-
ments, one expects a response by the addressee of the utterance. In transcriptions of 
multi-party conversations, this (a response as well as the addressee) is not always de-
tectable. Schegloff ’s view might help in such conversations in going beyond the strict 
speaker-addressee connection, claiming that a conversation “should be understood as 
a joint project of both parties to arrive at a sequence – an adjacency pair – whose parts 
are contiguous and in agreement, or in a preferred relationship” (Schegloff 2007: 70).

Transferring these ‘two parties’ into a multi-party talk environment and assign-
ing them roughly to the speaker and the responder (who can be either addressee 
or non-addressee), the aforementioned Response Strategies (see Table 4.8) should 
be usable in terms of preference structure when a next turn follows the Positive 
Remark (see also the above-mentioned group identity of a speaker as in Nutler/
Wilkinson 2013: 37). The preference structure can possibly remain a valid frame 
since all participants probably want the conversation to go smoothly even though it 
needs to be considered that addressee and non-addressee might have different goals 
in mind for the conversation. To ensure that such a possible influence of difference 
in conversational goal is not neglected, the turn structure of who speaks next in 
the Positive Remark sequences is very important and the turns are tagged with that 
information in the present data as shown in Table 4.12. 16

Table 4.12  Structural categories of turns following a Positive Remark

Category Explanation

tusp a turn that is continued by the same speaker of the PosR, usually for a longer period 
of time (often in narratives in the conversation)

TUOTH next/following turn is uttered by another speaker, who may be either a 
non-addressee (i.e., a participant contributing in lieu of the addressee) or the 
addressee (i.e., the intended addressee of the PosR takes the floor)

RERE remote response is a response clearly referring to the PosR but not immediately after 
a PosR which can be uttered by either non-addressee or addressee.

difficult This category has been established for instances of talk that entail (extensive) overlap 
and makes it thus difficult if not impossible for the researcher to detect a specific order 
in the response sequence. Many times, these utterances contain parts that were not 
transcribed in the corpus since they are very difficult to understand. It is also possible 
that due to missing contextual clues in the transcript, the researcher cannot decide the 
speaker role for specific turns. These would also be coded as ‘difficult’.

16.	 Further possible turn types for a polylogue can be found, e.g. for YouTube polylogues, 
in Bou-Franch/Lorenzo-Dus/Garcés-Conejos Blitvich (2012: 505) as well as for face-to-face 
im-/ politeness situations in Mueller Dobs/Garcés-Conejos Blitvich (2013: 126).
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These structural categories are assigned to any conversational utterance following 
an identified PosR. If the speaker of the Positive Remark continues their turn after 
their own Positive Remark, this is labeled as ‘tusp’, which stands for the continued 
‘turn by the same speaker’. When a new turn follows after the Positive Remark, 
this is named TUOTH, which stands for ‘turn by other speaker’. This is written 
in capital letters whenever it entails the next turns by the addressee as well as the 
non-addressee. The focus of the present study will lie on these turns that follow a 
Positive Remark as a next turn.

If there is a ‘remote response’ to a Positive Remark in the conversation, it is 
tagged as RERE (also showing capital letters whenever addressee and non-addressee 
responses are assigned). This category – as well as the last one which is labeled with 
‘difficult’ – is not analyzed in detail in the present study. The occurrence of stretches 
of overlapping talk that need to be coded as ‘difficult’ does not surprise when taking 
Goodwin/Goodwin’s observation into account:

Indeed it appears that constraints which elsewhere exert quite powerful influence 
on the sequential organization of talk, for example an orientation to one but only 
one party speaking at a time, can be relaxed for assessments. It would thus appear 
that, in a number of different ways, the activity of assessing something provides 
participants with resources for performing concurrent operations on talk that has 
not yet come to completion.� (Goodwin/Goodwin 1987: 26)

Thus, it should be rather common for assessments to evoke overlaps and parallel 
conversations which may also be a reason for a delayed, i.e. ‘remote’, response to 
a PosR. These response types need to be coded in the present data as well (see 
Chapter 4.4.1) and two examples should illustrate these rare responses where ‘re-
mote’ is a rather complex concept which is not defined in terms of a specific time 
that passed between the Positive Remark and the response. For example, the re-
sponse by Lea in the following sample is coded as ‘remote’:

	 (13)	 SBC048; 271.463–281.044
		  JUDY:	 .. These’ll be good.
					     … Oh these are grea = t Mo = m.
					     … Let me look at the,
		  LEA:		  … Well I thought black ones,
					     you know,
					     it’d give you a more,
					     a .. chance to wear em.

Judy utters two Positive Remarks that can both be coded as _adj_ strategies to 
evaluate a Christmas present (a pair of black jeans) she received from her mother. 
This kind of Positive Remark can have the function of thanking her mother but 
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also complimenting her on the skill to pick the right present. Yet, Lea, the mother, 
at first does not react (the dots here mean that some time passes without anyone 
speaking). Only after the second Positive Remark that has been uttered by Judy 
(“Oh these are great Mom”; which would count as ‘tusp’ after the first PosR since 
Judy keeps on speaking) and even a next start at saying something (“Let me look 
at the”), Lea reacts and starts with an explanation of what she did and thought to 
buy this present.

In another example of a ‘remote response’, a couple (Bernard and Sean) and 
two friends (Alice and Fran) have dinner together. This sample is a bit less clearly 
structured compared to Example (13) since there are no pauses, but many overlaps, 
which are transcribed in the SBCSAE with square brackets and – where necessary – 
numbers indicating the chronological order. In the following example, the four 
friends are gathering around the table and just about to start dinner, prepared and 
cooked by Sean. They are still talking about various things when Alice utters her 
first Positive Remark on the food.

	 (14)	 SBC051; 1100.607–1110.418
		  ALICE:				    Sean this is [grea = t].
		  FRAN:					�    [Well it’s a good day] for people to [2be indoors lis2]tening to the 

[3radio3].
		  BERNARD:	 [2Buffalo 2] –
		  SEAN:					    [3Is that3] where Linda’s from?
		  FRAN:					    … (H) [4Linda’s from Cor4]ning.
		  BERNARD:	 [4Or is she up farther4].
								        .. [5Up farther5].
		  FRAN:					    [5which is = 5] uh not too far away.
									         But it’s [6in the s-6] –
		  BERNARD:	 [6(THROAT)6]
		  FRAN:					    in the same [7general a7][8rea8].
		  SEAN:					    [7Mm7].
									         8.. came8 9out good9.

Alice, in the first line of this excerpt, compliments Sean on the meal he prepared. 
This utterance entails all ingredients for a compliment on cooking skills: it is a 
positive evaluation of the food and even addresses the person ‘responsible’ by his 
name. Fran, Bernard, and also Sean are still talking about something else. Some 
time passes before Sean, in the last two lines of this excerpt, reacts to what has been 
said about the meal he prepared. And it does not sound like a typical thank you but 
more like an agreement on the good taste of the food.

These examples clearly show that in a polylogal conversation the adjacent na-
ture of a Positive Remark and its response need to be understood in a way that also 
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encompasses utterances that do not follow the Positive Remark immediately but 
may be delayed in time. These responses still need to be considered in the present 
study since they also show a specific approach towards the behavior that is deemed 
appropriate in responding to a PosR.

4.4	 Additional coding of the Positive Remarks

Next to the necessary codings of the Positive Remark, the Response Strategies and 
the turn organization, there are some further codings that need to be taken into 
account in the data of the present study. These codings and features of Positive 
Remarks and their sequences deliver additional information and perspectives on 
the sequence in focus. Some of these codings addressed here will be touched in 
passing in the analyses of the Positive Remark sequences while others form the basis 
of describing the Positive Remarks worked with in the present study.

4.4.1  Features of the organizational level

Working with spontaneous conversations, many turn-taking phenomena are en-
countered, as, e.g., overlaps, interruptions and interjections, backchanneling or 
pauses. These phenomena are used by the participants to organize their conversa-
tion. These turn-taking phenomena can be subsumed under the organizational level 
(Schneider/Barron 2008: 21). For an analysis of the sequences of Positive Remarks, 
categories for overlaps and parallel conversations, interjections and listener re-
sponses exist in the present study. When looking at sequences of Positive Remarks, 
it may be helpful to also include codings for these organizational features since there 
may be differences in the preference organization of various types of PosRs which 
show an effect on the organizational structure of the sequence while the current 
study does not aim at an exhaustive analysis of these phenomena.

4.4.1.1  Overlaps and parallel conversations
Two features concerning the overall structure of the sequences in conversations 
stood out while coding the data: overlapping talk and parallel conversations. These 
features needed to be taken into account since they most likely influence the way 
of how a PosR is registered by the participants in a conversation and how (and 
when) they may react to it. To code these instances is thus also of importance for 
the researcher to be able to grasp the conversational meaning.
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Table 4.13  Overlap and parallel conversation coding

Overlap coded when two or more speakers speak at the same time about the 
same topic

Parallel conversation two or more conversational strands happen at the same time; these 
conversations have little or no topical connection with each other

Even though parallel conversation and overlapping might seem similar at first (in 
both situations more than one person is speaking at the same time), there are 
interesting differences and nuances as Table 4.13 briefly introduces. Parallel con-
versations are usually instances in spontaneous everyday talk in which several 
individuals – all participants in one conversational event – interact in different 
side-conversations with differing topics. These stretches of talk are full of overlap-
ping talk that is directed usually at specific hearers, singled out from the rest of the 
conversational participants that are present.

Whereas at least four people are needed to perform parallel conversations in 
such a conversational situation, overlapping and simultaneous talk can already 
occur when two people are engaged in a conversation. Overlapping is “a particular 
type of participation in the talk of the moment” (Goodwin 1986: 211) and happens 
in a conversation at moments where more than one person speaks at the same 
time while usually sticking to the overall topic of the conversational stretch, as in 
Example (15) (see also Example 14 above):

	 (15)	 SBC002; 235.68–245.49
		  JAMIE:			   the [world’s worst] speakers.
		  MILES:			   [Where is the other one].
		  HAROLD:	 These are the [2shittiest2] .. speakers on earth.
		  JAMIE:			   [2Over here2].
		  PETE:				    [2XXX2]
		  JAMIE:			   … [3besides the ones in the kitchen3].
		  HAROLD:	 [3And these are an improvement over my3] [4@last @ones4].
		  MILES:			   [4I thought that was the4] real thi = ng.
		  HAROLD:	 … You think we have like a [5jazz5] [6band next6] [7door7]?
		  MILES:			   [5In fact I5] [6was getting ready6] [7to say7],
		  PETE:				    [6@@@6]

The friends in this conversation seem to be speaking all at the same time and some 
parts, as Pete’s utterance in line 5, cannot be understood (represented by ‘X’). Still, 
the situation seems very friendly and relaxed as can be seen by the laughter in the 
last line of the extract (symbolized by ‘@’).
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In formal turn-taking, where the ‘single floor’ (i.e., only one person is speaking 
at a time) is common (cf., e.g., DeCapua/Berkowitz/Boxer 2006: 395), overlapping 
is “sometimes viewed as an intrusion into the talk of the speaker being overlapped, 
i.e. an ‘interruption’ ” (Goodwin 1986: 211). Yet, overlaps and simultaneous talk 
can also be seen as

cooperative mechanisms that serve to emphasize the shared meanings, the shared 
history, the background knowledge, and degree of intimacy shared by the inter-
locutors, and to strengthen their bonds of friendship.
� (DeCapua/Berkowitz/Boxer 2006: 395)

In their study, DeCapua/Berkowitz/Boxer (2006) focus on female conversations. The 
“collaborative floor” (DeCapua/Berkowitz/Boxer 2006: 395) they advocate for the 
non-formal situation is probably transferable to any conversational situation where 
support is given and common ground is shared. DeCapua/Berkowitz/Boxer also 
claim that “the greater the intimacy among the interlocutors, the more overlaps func-
tion to maintain and reinforce already established personal relations” (2006: 395).

Thus it can be argued that in talk among family and friends (where attributes as 
giving support and sharing common ground can be applied as well) and even more 
so with sequences of Positive Remarks where rapport is built and support is given, a 
lot of overlapping talk can be expected. Overlaps can then be a sign of enhancing the 
supportive function of Positive Remarks (cf. also Goodwin/Goodwin 1987) since

positioning of these comments during the talk, rather than after it, seems to en-
hance rather than detract from the activity being done. What results is a particular 
type of participation in the talk of the moment, this participation being constructed 
in part through its occurrence while [the other speaker’s] talk is still in progress.
� (Goodwin 1986: 211)

4.4.1.2  Interjections and listener responses
Alongside overlaps, interjections are also often mentioned when naturally occur-
ring language is analyzed. Both phenomena can be seen as an intrusion on the 
speaker’s floor. Interjections are usually short interruptions in a stretch of talk that 
can be uttered by any conversational participant. In the conversations analyzed for 
the present study, interjections which usually do not claim the floor are a kind of 
‘listener response’ with which conversational partners can signal active listening 
and “express solidarity and commonality with each other” (DeCapua/Berkowitz/
Boxer 2006: 407). 17 Such tokens of support can either have the form of “non-word 

17.	 In another definition of interjections, they are considered as “exclamatory words or ex-
pressive vocalizations used to express emotional reactions such as surprise, shock, delight” 
(Carter/McCarthy 2006: “Glossary”, p. 908) by which alignment and sympathy can be expressed. 
Interjections can also be seen as a specific group of pragmatic markers (cf., e.g., Norrick 2009).
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vocalizations” (cf., e.g., O’Keeffe/Adolphs 2008) such as uh huh or mm hm – which 
at times are also categorized as ‘continuers’ (cf., e.g., Goodwin 1986: 208) – or the 
form of Positive Remarks. The present study does not aim at providing a detailed 
account of interjections but concentrates mainly on the instances where a PosR is 
used as such an interjection with a supporting function in a responsive turn as in 
the example below:

	 (16)	 SBC015; 1254.910–1260.045
		  JOANNE:		 and she goes,
								        so that the fish’ll go to heaven.
		  KEN:					    < vox Aw = ,
								        < X was[n’t X > that sweet vox >].
		  JOANNE:		 [(H) And then],
								        .. from that point- –
								        and then she cried,

In lines 3–4, Ken utters a Positive Remark while Joanne keeps on telling her story 
about a little girl she teaches at school. Their utterances overlap and it is obvious 
that Ken does not strive to claim the floor here but rather to support Joanne in her 
story. In such a case, “assessments display an analysis of the particulars of what 
is being talked about” (Goodwin 1986: 210). Table 4.14 lists the various types of 
listener responses according to O’Keeffe/Adolphs (2008) which are also used for 
coding in the SBCSAE data.

Table 4.14  Types of listener responses (O’Keeffe/Adolphs 2008: 74–80)

Minimal responses
Non-word vocalisation utterances such as mhm or umhum
Short utterances group of short responsive utterances such as yeah or okay

Non-minimal responses
Pragmatic markers mostly adverbs or adjectives such as good, really great, absolutely
Phrases/minimal clauses phrases provided by O’Keeffe/Adolphs (2008): you’re not serious, 

Is that so?, by all means, fair enough, that’s true, not at all; 
accordingly, listener responses of the form such as That’s right or 
That’s okay

Especially the categories of the non-minimal responses are of interest in the present 
study since many have the form of a Positive Remark. Thus, it may be interesting 
to find out whether utterances in the form of that’s good and that’s right are mainly 
restricted to the function of listener responses or whether a speaker can also use 
these forms to positively assess initially or even to compliment someone (see also 
Chapter 6.1.1).
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Many of these instances are turns with which the speaker reacts (in a responsive 
manner) to something another speaker says. This positioning in a sequence is inter-
esting concerning compliments. Compliments, being one possible type of PosR, are 
usually considered to be an initial utterance, the first pair part of an adjacency pair 
(cf., e.g., Pomerantz 1978) which is also displayed in the working model. It could 
be hypothesized that utterances of PosRs which are used as an interjection and/or 
are responsive are not considered a compliment.

4.4.2  Syntactical structure and sentence type

A very basic and general distinction of utterances concerns the sentence types 
which are usually labeled as ‘declaratives’, ‘interrogatives’, ‘imperatives’ and ‘ex-
clamatives’. These basic distinctions are also coded in the present data since dif-
ferent communicative purposes and uses are typically assigned to these sentence 
types (cf., e.g., Carter/McCarthy 2006). Thus, they might have an effect on the 
function of the Positive Remark and its following turns. Table 4.15 gives a summary 
of labels, forms, and functions of these sentence types (based on Carter/McCarthy 
2006: § 273 and Greenbaum/Nelson 2009: 105–107).

Table 4.15  Sentence types and functions

Label Form Function/communicative use

Declaratives subject + verb + X conveying information as statements
Interrogatives auxiliary/modal verb + subject + verb + X requesting information
Imperatives verb + X requesting action by the addressee
Exclamatives what/how + subject + verb + X expressing strong feeling

The declarative structure is most often used in PosR sequences and examples of it 
can be found in abundance in the conversations of the present data base. Two such 
samples are the following:

	 (17)	 SBC001; 260.22 261.37
		  LYNNE:  (H) this is really funny.

	 (18)	 SBC002; 203.01 204.41
		  JAMIE:  and they look really goo = d .. in them.

The other structures are less frequent and less straightforward than these (see also 
the distribution of sentence types in Chapter 5, Figures 5.1 and 5.4). The interrog-
ative structure might seem awkward for an application to PosR sequences at a first 
glance but it needs to be borne in mind that not only Positive Remarks but also the 
next turns are coded and that some formal interrogatives with the auxilliary in a 
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pre-subject position are among the syntax patterns of the PosRs. Typical examples 
of an interrogative structure of a PosR are:

	 (19)	 SBC003; 453.38 454.28
		  ROY:  .. Isn’t that great.

	 (20)	 SBC003; 931.41 932.41
		  MARILYN:  Well aren’t you neat.

Several subtypes of interrogatives are mentioned in the research literature (cf., e.g., 
Greenbaum/Nelson 2009: 105). A specific interest in these sentence types concern-
ing Positive Remark sequences could lie in rhetorical and the declarative questions. 
Rhetorical questions do not demand a reply, thus, they may be interesting in the 
context of Positive Remarks since a speaker could possibly express a positive eval-
uation whilst signaling at the same time to the hearer that no response is needed. 
Declarative questions seem interesting since they are mainly signaled by a rising 
intonation in speech while the form is that of a declarative sentence. Some claim that 
with the intonation change, the function changes from conveying information to an 
interrogative force (cf., e.g., Greenbaum/Nelson 2009). It could be interesting to hear 
a Positive Remark uttered with such an intonation to see which force dominates. Yet, 
both specific question types are very rare in the present data. Of the 140 utterances 
that are coded as ‘interrogatives’, only one rhetorical question was found and only 17 
instances of declarative questions. All of these utterances are placed in the sequences 
following a Positive Remark or as an echoing repetition of an earlier Positive Remark.

Imperatives and exclamatives are also only rarely found in the PosR sequences. 
Imperatives usually serve as attention getters right before a person utters a PosR, 
as for example in:

	 (21)	 SBC033; 0.000–4.427
		  LAURA:		 … Look at this.
							       Isn’t this pretty?

	 (22)	 SBC051; 488.956 490.177
		  FRAN:  Look at these beautiful homes.

Thus, these sentence structures are rarely found in utterances that are coded as a 
PosR. They rather serve as an external modification to it or as something said in the 
unfolding sequence. Exclamatives mirror Manes/Wolfson’s (1981) syntax pattern 
number 7, “What (a) adj NP!” (cf., e.g., Table 2.1 and 5.1). Only very few instances 
of this syntactic structure were found in the present data (cf. Chapter 5.1.2). Next to 
the typical syntactic structures of the utterances, elliptical, with the speaker of the 
PosR leaving out parts of a sentence, and interrupted utterances, where the speakers 
were interrupted by other conversational partners, were also distinguished in the 
coding (see also Chapter 5.1.2 and Figure 5.1).
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4.4.3  The topic level: What do they talk about?

On a further surface level, the topic of the conversation, and in this case especially 
the topic of the Positive Remarks, is a matter of interest. There has been specific 
interest in topics in complimenting especially concerning gender (cf., e.g., Roberts 
1998; Rees-Miller 2011) or cultural differences (cf., e.g., Lewandowska-Tomasczyk 
1989). In discussing topics, the focus usually rests on the single utterance while 
not considering the context to a wider extent since, even though compliments 
are often seen to be “directly related to the subject of the conversation” (Wolfson/
Manes 1980: 396), they do not need to have any “particular relevance to the topic 
under discussion” (Wolfson/Manes 1980: 396). While compliment topic and con-
versational topic can be autonomous from each other (i.e., the topic of the overall 
discussion might be about building a house, the compliment might be on the good 
meal that is served during the conversation), it seems that some researchers claim 
specific topics to be characteristic of a compliment and that this distinguishes it 
from other forms of positive evaluation. Herbert proposes that

[i]t is perhaps better to distinguish between compliments and other statements of 
admiration/praise (of which compliments form a subclass) by restricting compli-
ments to situations in which the topic of admiration bears directly on the addressee 
or on a quality of person(s) more or less closely related to the addressee […].
� (Herbert 1997: 488)

This “more or less closely related to the addressee” captures the whole dilemma of 
compliment research and the problematic ‘topic issue’ by trying to draw a bound-
ary between the functions of compliments and assessments on a degree of ‘re-
latedness’ to the addressee (cf. also Chapter 2.1). A lot of work has been done to 
define what the typical topics of compliments supposedly are. Simply referring 
“to something which is positively valued by the participants and attributed to the 
addressee” (Holmes 1986: 496) is not distinct enough for a coding scheme since 
this could entail “an infinite range of possible topics” (Holmes 1986: 496). Many 
studies name ‘appearance’, ‘performance’, or ‘possession’ as topics, some studies list 
even more and seemingly more fine-grained topics such as ‘attire’ or ‘helping/ser-
vice’ (cf. Knapp/Hopper/Bell 1984). 18 Others, such as Baba (1999), also distinguish 
between “external topics” that “refer to the attributes that are detachable from the 
compliment recipients themselves, such as clothes or possessions” and on the other 

18.	 It needs to be borne in mind that some definitions of what may fall under the category of 
a topic can differ. In Knapp/Hopper/Bell (1984), for example, ‘possession’ also entails positive 
evaluations of people affiliated to the complimentee while in other studies such a category is 
restricted only to inanimate objects (cf. Rees-Miller 2011).
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hand “internal topics”, which are supposed to “refer to traits, such as ability and per-
sonality, that are intrinsic” (Baba 1999: 29). In this whole discussion about topics, 
a rudimentary distinction of “four basic categories: appearance, performance, pos-
sessions, and personality” (Rees-Miller 2011: 2675; cf. also Holmes 1988: 455) may 
go without a doubt. Yet, how are utterances assigned to these categories? Are there 
any clear signs that show distinctively which topic an utterance should belong to?

Taking categories into account that describe rather vague entities such as the 
topic of a conversational stretch, interpretative coding cannot be ruled out. For the 
present study, major ‘topic-categories’ as described above were borne in mind while 
coding the data in a bottom-up approach, i.e., while reading through the Positive 
Remarks and deciding whether or not the utterance and its surrounding sequence 
fit these topic categories or whether a different and new category had to be estab-
lished. The establishing of new categories was taken into consideration since the 
categories described above were all topics established in compliment research, yet, 
in this study, not only compliments but also other Positive Remarks are analyzed.

Stretches of talk are broadly coded according to such basic topics as ‘appear-
ance’, ‘ability/performance’, ‘possession’, ‘personality/friendliness’, and completed 
by the categories ‘food’ (for details on food evaluations, see also Wiggins 2001), 
‘abstract’ (with subgroups of ‘abstract + personality’, ‘idea/thought’ and ‘place’), 
‘thing’, ‘discourse’ (for Positive Remarks that are rather used to organize discourse 
than to make a genuine positive evaluation; with subgroups such as ‘own story’, 
‘other’s story/listener response’), and, as the last resort, ‘misc’ for ‘miscellaneous’, 
where those instances are subsumed that cannot be assigned to any of the other 
topics for various reasons. 19 Table 4.16 gives an overview of the categories, a brief 
description and the names of the subcategories.

The category ‘discourse’ with its subcategories refers to utterances where the 
speaker uses a Positive Remark to make their own story more lively and colorful 
(‘own story’) or to give feedback on the other speaker’s story (‘listener response’) 
with utterances such as, for example, “… and this was interesting …”. Of course, this 
category is not a typical ‘topic’ as the others. Yet, it seemed necessary to establish 
this category since there were utterances that could not be categorized differently 
since they simply do not have a specific topic but rather fulfill a discoursive function.

Only one topic category is assigned to each Positive Remark. Some of the subcat-
egories are rather similar to each other. There is, for example, a subcategory ‘appear-
ance + possession’ as well as ‘possession + appearance’. If one of these is assigned to 
an utterance, the first item is more focused on in the PosR – while this, of course, 

19.	 These reasons may be parallel conversation or that the Positive Remark is uttered at the 
beginning of the conversational extract provided in the corpus without further indication what 
the participants were speaking about.
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remains an individual interpretation. It is difficult to present some short samples 
for the topic categories at this point since some are highly context-dependent and 
in some cases whole stretches of talk are coded as belonging to a certain topic. 
Nonetheless, a few short samples are provided for the topic categories in Table 4.16 
to illustrate the basic coding concept. More details on the numbers and distribu-
tions of the topics are displayed in Chapter 5.1, e.g. in Table 5.4.

Table 4.16  Topic categories and samples

Topic Description and sample Subcategories

Appearance looks of a person; health and condition, appearance + possession
e.g. she’s in shape like you can’t believe. appearance + ability

Ability / the ability to do/perform sth. willingly, performance + food
Performance e.g. cooking: Hey toffee isn’t bad to performance + possession

make.
(no biological attributes) performance + personality

Possession if sth. positively evaluated clearly possession + performance
belongs to someone and speaker and possession + gift
hearer know this, You must have good stereo. possession + appearance

Personality a character trait that is evaluated positively, 
You’re too nice.

personality + performance

Food any positive evaluation on sth. to eat, This is a 
big fucking fish.

food + performance

Abstract positive comments such as Eight abstract + personality
o’clock would be fine. idea/thought/plans

place
Thing object sth. people speak about that does not belong to 

a present addressee, I have a fun present.
–

Discourse PosR that does not reflect/entail a topic but 
rather serves discourse

other’s story/listener 
response

functions, e.g., Right. or That’s not bad. own story
Misc assigned to PosR that were either –

(a) at the beginning of the conversational 
extract and the reader/researcher does not 
know about the previous topic/talk
(b) in parallel conversation with many people 
speaking at the same time about different topics
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Chapter 5

General overview of Positive Remark sequences

One should never forget that one of the prominent features of the natural language is 
its imprecise and often vague character.� (Cermák 2002: 272)

Chapter 5 presents findings in a top-down approach, starting with general infor-
mation on the three major parts of the results, viz. the Positive Remarks as an 
overall category (see Chapter 5.1), the Response Strategies (see Chapter 5.2), and an 
overview of the interactional turn organization in the sequences (see Chapter 5.3). 
Each of these subchapters provides an overview of the codings for the respective 
sequence part of sentence types and topics. A more detailed account of the struc-
ture and the sequencing in the supercategories of the Positive Remarks themselves, 
_adj_ (positive semantic core of Positive Remarks: predicative adjectives), _noun_ 
(positive semantic core: noun phrases), and _verb_eval (positive semantic core: 
evaluative verbs), will be given in Chapter 6. 1

Even though numbers, percentages and statistical test results are provided 
(where applicable) in the results chapters, the qualitative nature of the coding ap-
proach and the data is constitutive for the analysis of the findings. Comparing 
the percentages of occurrences of words, phrases, or strategies and testing their 
significance serves as a means to be able to draw tentative conclusions regarding 
the linguistic cues which may induce the utterance function. With the numbers 
presented here, I do not claim to satisfy every need for a quantitative study since I 
can only interpret my findings as tendencies in the corpus of American multi-party 
conversations used for the present study (see Chapter 3.2.2), not as generalizable 
assumptions on how American English speakers use Positive Remarks. 2

1.	 The other supercategories, _adv_ and _spx_, are not considered in further detail due to their 
small number of occurrences, see Table 5.3.

2.	 See (Baker 2006: 18) as well as Jucker (2009: 1625) on the difficulty of statistical conclusions, 
even with the results gathered in Jucker et al. (2008) with the much larger BNC.
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5.1	 A general overview of all Positive Remarks in the data

In a first approach of coding the data, the coded Positive Remark utterances are 
matching the formulae of Manes/Wolfson’s (1981) as closely as possible, and 
Table 5.1 shows preliminary results of this endeavor in comparison to other stud-
ies investigating American English (see also Chapter 2.1.1). Table 5.1 displays the 
patterns already shown above in Table 2.1, with the formulae and the respective 
percentages that Manes/Wolfson’s (1981) and later Rose (2001) published. In the 
column ‘present study’, the percentages of formulae found in the SBCSAE for the 
present study are displayed.

Table 5.1  Comparison of the percentages for AmE compliments

Syntax pattern (SP) Manes/Wolfson Rose Present study

1 NP is/looks (really) adj 53.6% 50.7% 59%
2 I (really) like/love NP 16.1%   6.6% 11.8%
3 pro is (really) (a) adj NP 14.9% 14% 15.4%
4 You V (a) (really) adj NP   3.3%   2.5%   2.5%
5 You V (NP) (really) adv   2.7%   1%   1.8%
6 You have (a) (really) adj NP   2.4%   3.2%   1.1%
7 What (a) adj NP!   1.6%   1.2%   0.3%
8 adj NP!   1.6%   4.4%   2.3%
9 Isn’t NP adj!   1.0%   0.2%   1.9%

misc   2.8% 16.2%   3.9%

The percentages derive from a total amount of 686 utterances in Manes/Wolfson’s 
study (cf. 1981: 115), 408 in Rose’ study (cf. 2001: 314) and 965 Positive Remarks for 
the present study. 3 Despite the different methods of the studies – the ethnographic 
‘notebook-method’ by Manes/Wolfson, movies as a data base with Rose, and spon-
taneous everyday conversation from the SBCSAE for the present study – some 
of the results seem surprisingly similar (cf., e.g., the percentages of SP3, around 
14–15%, and SP4, between 2.5–3.3%) except for the group of miscellaneous com-
pliments which cannot be put into any of the formulae. The differences in these 
numbers may stem from the diverging data sources and the respective coding ap-
proach taken. Indirect compliments that are not covered by the syntactic patterns 

3.	 The total for the present study is a preliminary finding. After the reformulation of the syntax 
patterns in the course of analyzing the data, Manes/Wolfson’s (1981) formulae were dropped 
for the present study and the PosRs found in the sub-corpus after this change are not rated for 
their exact convergence with Manes/Wolfson’s patterns anymore but see Table 7.1 below for a 
comparison with the results from Manes/Wolfson (1981) and Rose (2001) along the lines of the 
rearranged categories. Diverging numbers for the toal in PosRs in the present study result from 
this development.
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are probably easier to find in a movie script (see Rose 2001), where they may add 
humor, than in the present study (see also Chapter 2.1.1). For the present study, the 
formulae are the starting point to look for Positive Remarks in the conversations 
and this ‘miscellaneous’ number must, in consequence, be rather low since only 
those ‘non-formulaic’ Positive Remarks were coded that were found in a longer 
sequence of formulaic utterances. Since some of these utterances should not go 
unattended, there is also a category for them, named _spx_ (a ‘non-formulaic’ 
syntax pattern with no definite positive semantic core).

The most interesting part about these numbers and their similarities is that 
for the present study all positively assessing utterances having the form of one of 
these formulae are counted, no matter whether they could be considered to have 
a compliment illocution or not. Taking this into account, it is rather surprising 
that the gap between the results of these three data sets is not larger. The higher 
percentages of SP1 and SP9 in the present study could be an indication of these 
forms encompassing more non-compliment utterances (thus possibly functioning 
as positive assessments or other Positive Remarks) than other formulae.

Manes/Wolfson’s (1981) formulae are abandoned in the further analysis of this 
study since they cannot provide enough information on the reference terms used 
in the Positive Remarks. Since these reference terms are considered to be possible 
linguistic cues for an interpretation of the utterance function and sequence struc-
ture, the rearrangement of the formulae as shown in Chapter 4.1.2 was carried 
out. In the present chapter, the numbers and distribution of the supercategories as 
displayed in Chapter 4.1 are presented. Table 5.2 gives an overview of the general 
syntax pattern of each supercategory.

Table 5.2  Syntax patterns of the four supercategories

Supercategory Syntax pattern

_adj_ pron/(det) noun verb (int) adj
_noun_ pron/(det) noun verb (int) (det) adj noun
_verb_eval pron verb_eval pron/(det) noun
_adv_ pron/(det) noun verb (int) adv
(_spx_) –

The realization patterns displayed in this table encompass all possible realizations of 
Positive Remarks in the respective supercategory while only _spx_ does, of course, 
not have a specific realization pattern. The more fine-grained details of these su-
percategories can be found in the respective chapters in Chapter 6. The following 
subchapters give an overview of the Positive Remarks supercategories in terms of 
their overall usage and numbers (Chapter 5.1.1), the sentence types of the PosR 
(Chapter 5.1.2), and the topics in the PosR (Chapter 5.1.3).
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5.1.1  The distribution of the Positive Remarks

A total of 1,179 utterances are coded in the present data as instances of Positive 
Remarks. 4 Table 5.3 gives an overview of the total number and percentages of the 
Positive Remarks in their respective supercategories. The table displays the clear 
dominance of the _adj_ supercategory. Of all the Positive Remarks found in the 
conversational data, 70% are positive evaluative remarks with a predicative adjective 
carrying the positive semantic load and can thus be subsumed in this supercategory. 
The supercategory _adj_ consists of the Manes/Wolfson (1981) formulae 1 and 9 
(cf. Table 4.5, as well as Tables 2.1 and 5.1) as well as any other positive evaluation 
uttered with a predicative adjective.

Table 5.3  Total numbers of PosR supercategories

PosR supercategory Abbreviation N %

pron/(det) noun verb (int) adj _adj_   827   70%
pron/(det) noun verb (int) (det) (adj) noun _noun_   217   18%
pron verb_eval pron/(det) noun _verb_eval   104     9%
pron/(det) noun verb (int) adv _adv_     13     1%
others _spx_     18     2%
Total _all_ 1179 100%

The large number of utterances in this group is hardly surprising since previous 
studies that work with Manes/Wolfson’s (1981) syntax patterns have found their 
SP1 – which bears great resemblance to the _adj_ category in the present study – to 
be the most frequently used pattern. Jucker et al. (2008), for example, note that the 
“results for pattern 1 were overwhelming” (2008: 277) in their corpus search. Yet, 
this does not mean that these are in fact all compliments. Indeed, only few com-
pliments might remain after a close context analysis (cf. Jucker et al. 2008: 281; see 
also Chapter 2.1 for the discussion of the assessment formula). Some of the _adj_ 
realizations (see Chapter 6.1.1.2 and Table 6.4 below) share the same structure as 
the ‘assessment-formula’ (see Chapter 2.1) which also depicts realizations of Manes/
Wolfson’s (1981)SP3 which is gathered under _noun_ in the present study (cf. 
Table 6.12). These kinds of utterances could thus be used as a compliment, accord-
ing to Manes/Wolfson (1981), or as a positive assessment, according to Goodwin/
Goodwin (1987).

4.	 This total deviates from the aforementioned 965 utterances since the coding of the texts was 
still in progress wheen the coding patterns were being changed.
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The second largest group, with only about 18% of all PosR utterances, is the _
noun_ category. This category entails utterances that express the positive evaluation 
either by a positively evaluating noun or a noun phrase consisting of an attributive 
adjective and noun. With only 9%, the category of utterances that use an evaluative 
verb (_verb_eval) such as like or love comes third in terms of frequency. To a large 
extent, this category is parallel to the like/love formula of Manes/Wolfson (1981; 
see also Tables 2.1 and 5.2). In the lay opinion, this seems to be the prototypical 
compliment form for American English speakers (cf. also Mittmann 2004: 299). 
Yet, with only 9% in the total of the Positive Remarks, it does not occur too often in 
the conversations of the SBCSAE. Even fewer utterances occur where the positive 
semantic meaning is carried by an adverb: only 13 utterances in total, which make 
up about 1%, were formed that way, such as in

	 (23)	 SBC015; 798.225 799.135
		  JOANNE:  He’s doing real well.

There are also a few utterances that cannot be subsumed under any of the supercat-
egories. Such utterances, grouped under _spx_, were only coded when they were 
found in the text analysis of the PosR sequences, but they were not searched for 
explicitly. Examples of such Positive Remarks that do not fit any of the formulae 
are the following extracts:

	 (24)	 SBC031; 1164.854-1167.467
		  BETH:		 .. <vox Beth,
						      .. nothing ever flaps you vox >.

or

	 (25)	 SBC032; 1141.017 1142.680
		  TOM_2:  She’s really got her head screwed on right.

In Example (24), Beth quotes something her husband told her: she supposedly 
always keeps calm and nothing can throw her off course, no matter how much 
work she has with their kids, which surely is meant in a positively evaluating way. 
While in Example (25), Tom_2 (there are three men named Tom in the SBC032 
conversation distinguished through numbering) talks about the granddaughter of 
Tom_1, and about how she will make her way through college and learn a lot there 
(everyone in the conversation seems to know the girl and think highly of her). This 
can surely also be interpreted as a non-formulaic positive evaluation of the girl.

These could be interesting samples for compliments that do not fit into Manes/
Wolfson’s (1981) forms and may serve as examples for indirect compliments while 
this group of utterances is not in the focus of attention. Since these Positive Remarks 
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did raise attention in the coding process, though, and since Manes/Wolfson (1981) 
also had a category for miscellaneous cases (see Table 2.1), these utterances are 
counted in the total of Positive Remarks. However, in the further analysis, the cat-
egories _adj_, _noun_, and _verb_eval will be focused on. The other two groups, 
_adv_ and _spx_, will only be taken into consideration when referring to the total 
of the 1,179 PosR utterances in the sub-corpus.

5.1.2  Positive Remarks and sentence types

To gain insight into the nature of the Positive Remarks (_adj_, _noun_, and _verb_
eval), the surface structure is analyzed not only in terms of the syntactic pattern 
used but also concerning the sentence type. In this subchapter, general numbers for 
the different sentence types coded in the Positive Remarks are provided.

If we take the communicative use into account that is ascribed to different 
sentence types (see Chapter 4.4.2) we could expect a number of exclamatives used 
in PosR utterances with which the speakers could express their feelings towards 
something (see Greenbaum/Nelson 2009: 105). It is claimed that with an exclama-
tive a speaker may “indicate the extent to which [s/he] is impressed by something” 
(Greenbaum/Nelson 2009: 108). Thus, this could be a typical syntactic form of a 
PosRs. Another sentence type that is supposedly “emotionally tainted” (Mittmann 
2004: 293) is the interrogative with the structure “Isn’t that [ + adjective]” that 
American speakers (supposedly) use to show how extraordinary the mentioned 
item is (see Mittmann 2004: 293).

Figure 5.1 shows how the Positive Remarks are coded according to their sen-
tence types and displays the distribution in percentages (for the raw numbers, see 
also Table B.6 in the appendix). Each bar in the bar chart shows the amount of the 
respective utterance or sentence types in the supercategory and the total of them in 
the three main supercategories in focus of the present study. 5 The utterance types 
that supposedly mirror emotional involvement of the speakers, exclamatives and 
interrogatives, are used only rarely in the supercategories. The clear majority of the 
utterances coded in all supercategories have the form of declarative sentences. Even 
though positive evaluations and PosR may contain emotional aspects, the language 
used in the Positive Remark sequences appears rather unemotional, judging from 
the syntactic appearance (on sentence type and function, see also Table 4.15 and 
Chapter 4.4.2).

5.	 In full awareness of the different concepts of ‘utterances’ and ‘sentences’ and ongoing debates 
in research about their definitions, these two terms are used nearly synonymously in the present 
study.
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Figure 5.1  The distribution of utterance/sentence types in the main PosR supercategories

It almost seems as if the expressions of strong feelings through syntax were not very 
common among American English speakers, or at least not with these sentence 
types in the Positive Remarks. There are hardly any other sentence types used be-
sides the declarative. It is interesting that there are even more interrogatives than 
exclamatives used. Among the other sentence forms used, the strong dominance of 
elliptical _adj_ use and the very rare _verb_eval use of this form attract attention. 
This can be expected since a predicative adjective alone can more easily carry out 
a positive evaluation than a verb on its own.

The sentence types used across the supercategories offer a picture of similarities 
and no large differences besides a few diverging percentages in the ‘declaratives’ and 
the ‘elliptical’ utterances in the distribution. Thus, a more detailed account of these 
sentence types is neglected in the closer analysis of super- and subcategories of the 
PosR in Chapter 6, while a brief overview of the distribution in the responses/next 
turns of the PosR sequences will be provided in Chapter 5.2.2.

5.1.3  Topics in Positive Remarks

Another aspect this overview addresses is that of the Positive Remarks’ topics. As 
mentioned in Chapter 4.4.3, the topic has been a point of interest in compliment 
research. There are differences and divergences in research on how to categorize 
compliments according to specific topics, but there is agreement on “four basic cate-
gories: appearance, performance, possessions, and personality, with a fifth category 
of ‘other’ ” (Rees-Miller 2011: 2675; cf. also Holmes 1988: 455; see Chapter 4.4.3 
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above). As already mentioned, the Positive Remarks in the SBCSAE texts do not 
only show these typical compliment topics, which leads to establishing further cate-
gories for the present study to code all possible Positive Remark utterances, not only 
compliments. Some of these newly established ‘topic’ categories need to overlap 
with the functional level of such an utterance namely when they were mainly used 
to organize discourse (and are thus labeled as ‘discourse’ in Table 5.4 below) and 
could not be assigned to any of the other topic categories. Since ‘discourse’ is rather 
something attributed to a non-complimentary Positive Remark, such a category will 
not be found in compliment research. Table 5.4 gives a first overview of the distri-
bution of all topics in the overall Positive Remark sequences in all conversations 
of the sub-corpus along with the numbers and percentages of the single utterances 
accounted for in the major Positive Remark supercategories (_adj_, _noun_, and 
_verb_eval). Thus, while the numbers in the first two columns of Table 5.4 are the 
overall numbers for the entire Positive Remark sequences in the conversations, the 
next two columns in the table narrow down on the distribution of the topics in the 
three main supercategories (the single utterances counted) of the Positive Remarks, 
viz. _adj_, _noun_, and _verb_eval.

Table 5.4  Topics of the Positive Remark supercategories in the present data (overall 
sequences and individual utterances)

Topic Overall sequence Individual utterance

N % N %

Appearance   31     5%     64     6%
Performance 104   18%   219   19%
Possession   60   10%   138   12%
Personality   43     7%     81     7%
Food   65   11%   163   14%
Abstract 110   19%   110   20%
Thing   22     4%     39     3%
Discourse 147   25%   206   18%
misc     8     1%     12     1%
Total 590 100% 1148 100%

The three largest categories in the overall sequence numbers (see Table 4.16) are 
‘performance’ with about 18%, ‘abstract’ with 19%, and ‘discourse’ with even 25%. 
Judging from the distribution of these topic categories and the typical topics of 
compliments, this leaves the first impression that probably many Positive Remark 
sequences are non-compliments. The numbers for the individual PosR utterances 
differ only slightly. Yet, we can see that ‘abstract’ is the largest topic category with 
20% counting the respective PosR utterances, followed closely by ‘performance’ 
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with 19% and ‘discourse’ with about 18% in the PosR topic codings not playing the 
same outstanding role as in the overall sequence coding.

Previous findings rank compliments on a specific ‘ability’ or ‘performance’ of 
the addressee as frequently used in American compliment data (cf., e.g., Manes 
1983; Wolfson 1983). At first glance, this seems to be confirmed by the present data 
and suggests the use of many compliments within the Positive Remarks since 18% 
of the sequences and 19% of the individual utterances are coded as evaluating the 
performance of another person positively. Those utterances that may determine 
what a person owns and does (‘performance’ and ‘possession’) are – along with 
comments about food – among the largest topic categories of the PosRs. From the 
other typical compliment topics (‘appearance’, ‘possessions’, and ‘personality’) those 
remarks that are connected closely to a person (‘appearance’ and ‘personality’) are 
least frequent in the present study while they are usually considered to be among the 
most frequently used topics in complimenting (cf., e.g., Barnlund/Araki 1985: 12). 
Especially ‘appearance’, which ranges very low in the present data with only 6% in 
total of the individual utterances in the main supercategories, is seen by many as 
one of the most frequent topics in (American) compliment data (cf., e.g., Manes 
1983; Wolfson 1983; Holmes/Brown 1987). Its low frequency in the present data 
may have several reasons: (i) it might be assumed that the conversations analyzed 
do not comprise many compliments but rather other Positive Remarks; (ii) these 
topic areas might be of low frequency due to a higher rank of imposition in such 
an utterance, “because [such ‘internal topics’] reflect on the addressee as a person” 
(Baba 1999: 29); (iii) or maybe there are not many compliments made on these top-
ics in the conversations of the present sub-corpus due to the setting of conversations 
among family and friends; 6 (iv) or the less frequent use may also be explained by 
a cultural development. 7

To determine the reason for the topic distribution, further studies would be 
needed as, for example, a perception study to find out about the higher rank of 
imposition (as in (ii) above). To find out whether it is the type of conversation that 
influences the topics (as mentioned in (iii) above) a comparison with similar con-
versations from another domain would be required. The cultural development (as 
in (iv)) could also be investigated with perceptional studies or further diachronic 

6.	 The mixed age of the family members may also play a role. Cordella/Large/Pardo (1995) 
found a general trend in their sample sized data that “recipients younger than 30 years [tend] 
to receive compliments concerning appearance while recipients older than 30 are more likely to 
receive compliments related to skills” (1995: 245). The factor ‘age’, however, is not considered in 
the present study.

7.	 About two decades lie between the data collected by Manes/Wolfson (1981) and the SBCSAE 
recordings.
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studies like that of Taavitsainen/Jucker (2008) with a more recent diachronic data 
sample of the last few decades. In the present study, however, only (i) will be fol-
lowed further by taking other Positive Remarks into account. For this, and for 
finding out in how far form and topic might be connected, the topic categories are 
connected with the supercategories in Figure 5.2.

_ADJ_

6 19 11 5 14 16 3 24

5 18 15 12 13 29 5 2

3 20 10 11 16 31 5 2

6 19 12 7 14 20 3 18

_NOUN_
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Figure 5.2  The topics of the Positive Remarks: an overview

In this figure, the row ‘total’ comprises the values of the three supercategories and 
shows the average distribution of the topics with these PosR forms. A chi-square 
test for the interdependence of the PosR form and the topic category has shown 
that the connection between them is significant (χ2 (Df 14) = 29.88 p < 0.005). 
Of course, carrying out this chi-square test is debatable since the amount of data 
is relatively small. 8 Yet, it is interesting to see that there seems to be a connection 
between the evaluative core of a Positive Remark and its topic. In the following, 
some of the topics will be displayed and briefly presented with examples from the 
conversations. Not all topics will be discussed but those that seem the most prom-
inent and interesting: the topics labeled as ‘discourse’, ‘abstract’, and ‘performance’.

8.	 The chi-square values to determine whether or not the numbers reveal statistical significance 
were taken from the table at http://people.richland.edu/james/lecture/m170/tbl-chi.html that was 
last accessed November 20th, 2017. Only in the anonymous review for this book, I learnt about 
a possibly better suiting method, the Generalized Linear Mixed Models (GLMM) and want to 
thank the reviewer for this advice. Nonetheless, not having the mathematical expertise and not 
being able to reach experts in this field in due time for this manuscript, the χ2 and Fisher exact 
test have to suffice in this present study for a first hint at possible statistical significance.
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5.1.3.1  Discourse
It can be seen that almost all forms categorized as ‘discourse’ can be found in the 
_adj_ supercategory (for more details on this supercategory, see Chapter 6.1). Of 
the topic categories in the supercategory _adj_, 24% are assigned to ‘discourse’. A 
short illustration of this is the following Example (26):

	 (26)	 SBC001; 258.67-265.18
		  LYNNE:		 (H) Well as a matter of fact,
							       (H) this is really funny.
							       You know,
							       there isn’t .. really .. any girl farriers .. around anywhere.
							       (italics added by me)

Lynne places the PosR in this example (“this is really funny”) in her own story to 
attract the listener’s, Doris’, attention to what Lynne thinks is a special and curious 
part of her story. Thus, this topic category of ‘discourse’ comprises utterances that 
fit the formulae as established by Manes/Wolfson (1981) and fulfill the function of 
organizing either the speaker’s own story (as in this example) or of responding to 
what someone else says (as a kind of listener response; cf., e.g., Gardner 2001, 2007; 
McCarthy 2002; O’Keeffe/Adolphs 2008; Xudong 2009) as in the following example:

	 (27)	 SBC003; 1356.46-1359.26
		  MARILYN:		 I probably look like … total hell,
		  PETE:					     .. Right.
		  MARILYN:		 and she goes,
									         (italics added by me)

Pete here does not agree that Marilyn looks “like total hell” but signals his attention 
to her story with this utterance (see and Chapter 4.4.1). Utterances such as this 
“right” have been coded as a Positive Remark as well since they reflect an elliptical 
form of a Positive Remark such as “this is/you are right” (see Chapter 4.4.2).

5.1.3.2  Abstract
The largest topic category of _noun_ as well as _verb_eval is the category ‘abstract’ 
to which the supercategory _verb_eval is assigned in 31% and _noun_ in 29% of 
their utterances while _adj_ in comparison only holds 16% in this topic category. 
An example of this topic in the _verb_eval category is the following:

	 (28)	 SBC002; 865.91 869.93
		  JAMIE:  … I like this song.

Jamie just says something about a song that plays on the stereo in the background. 
It is not clear to the researcher as an eavesdropper whether or not someone present 
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in the conversation chose this music on purpose (and thus this could be a Positive 
Remark about their taste in music). The other participants in the conversation do 
not take up her utterance but follow their own topic of Lambada lessons at a dance 
club. Thus, “this song” remains an abstract entity that cannot be assigned to any-
body in this conversation.

An example of this topic category in the _noun_ supercategory is this utterance:

	 (29)	 SBC032; 762.830 763.910
		  TOM_2:  and we had a nice conversation,

A conversation took place prior to this utterance and remains an abstract entity 
that is described by this Positive Remark. Tom_2 evaluates this conversation that 
happened in an important phase of his life and he now tells others about this event 
and positions himself and this experience by evaluating it positively.

5.1.3.3  Performance
It is interesting that all three supercategories share their second largest topic group: 
“performance”, with 19% in the _adj_, 18% in _noun_, and 20% in the _verb_eval 
supercategory. Below are examples of the realizations of these topic categories in 
all three supercategories:

	 (30)	 SBC037; 660.854-662.975
		  JULIA:		 … Yeah.
						      … That’s good.

This is an example of the _adj_ category. Julia, the mother, answers her son Shane’s 
question whether or not he did form the tamales they are preparing for dinner, 
correctly. She evaluates his performance as “good”.

The next conversational bit serves as an example of the _noun_ category:

	 (31)	 SBC019; 353.385 357.162
		  FRANK:  … They did a pretty nice job.

Frank evaluates the achievement and performance of the symphony orchestra in 
his hometown by using the noun phrase “a pretty nice job”.

An example of positively evaluating a performance in the _verb_eval category is:

	 (32)	 SBC031; 601.698 604.153
		  BETH:  I loved the little bit about .. the potty training.

Beth here evaluates not only something she was told by another person (about how 
quickly the other person’s kid was “potty trained”, i.e. could go to the toilet and 
not need a diaper anymore) but also evaluates the performance of the kid (and the 
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proud mother’s story) with her words. This last example also illustrates that there 
are of course instances where more than one topic area could be assigned to one 
PosR. The categorizing of the topics remains an interpretative act, where usually 
the topic that seems most prominent in the utterance – also according to the in-
formation gathered from the context – is chosen.

5.2	 The Response Strategies

This subchapter displays general findings of the Response Strategies in the sub-corpus 
of the Santa Barbara Corpus used in the present study. After presenting the overall 
numbers for the Response Strategies, sentence type and topic are looked at as two 
surface features of the responses.

5.2.1  The distribution of the Response Strategies

If the formulae from Manes/Wolfson (1981) were indeed representing (only) 
compliments and the action chain for complimentary functions of an utterance 
was combined as suggested by Pomerantz (1978; see Chapter 2.2.1, Tables 4.10 
and 4.11), the Response Strategies found in the Positive Remark sequences should 
be appreciation, referent shift, maybe also rejection, qualification and 
reinterpretation (for the preference structure in the PosR sequences, see also 
Chapter 4.2.2). There are more kinds of Response Strategies found in the Positive 
Remark sequences in the present data, though, with those actually expected as com-
pliment responses to be of lesser quantity. Figure 5.3 shows the distribution of the 
Response Strategies used in the Positive Remarks _adj_, _noun_, and _verb_eval. 9

Most of the Positive Remark sequences show one or more Response Strategy 
that is realized in the utterances following the PosR. 10 Only in those instances for 
which there is no next turn by another speaker following a PosR, there is of course 
no Response Strategy tagged: in such instances the speaker who utters the PosR 
carries on speaking and no Response Strategy can be coded (see Chapters 4.3 and 
5.3). The largest group of Response Strategies in the three main Positive Remark 

9.	 The numbers and percentages of the superstrategies that are displayed in the figure can be 
found in more detail in Table B.7 in the appendix. For details on Response Strategies and their 
grouping into the main strategy groups, see Table 4.9 above and Table B.5 in the appendix.

10.	 There may be more strategies used when more people respond at more or less the same time 
to a specific Positive Remark.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/10/2023 6:03 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



102	 Compliments and Positive Assessments

sequences in focus here is the strategy of opting out with 36% which is followed 
in second place by agreement with 23%. These two strategies are expected to be 
often used with Positive Remarks that are either ambiguous in their conversational 
function or that are positive assessments (see Chapter 4.2.2, Tables 4.10 and 4.11 
and the working model in Figure 2.1). Along with explaining on third place with 
14%, the strategies of the ambiguous and the positive assessment area in the model 
(see Figure 2.1) are, overall, the largest ones in the present data whereas the strat-
egies assigned to a compliment action chain are very rarely used.
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Figure 5.3  The distribution of the Response Strategies

Thus, the main part of the responses belong to a strategy that at first looks like 
a ‘non-response’: the opting out strategy. This group is made up of three sub-
strategies (see Tables 4.9, 7.4, and B.5 in the appendix), namely opting out by (i) 
referring to an earlier topic, or by (ii) continuing with what the one who opts out 
was talking about before (this mostly happens when the Positive Remark is used 
like an interjection or listener response by the other speaker), or by (iii) posing a 
new question and thus changing the topic.

The largest group in these subgroups is ‘opting out by continuing’. This may 
take various forms in different Positive Remark sequences, such as in overlapping 
or simultaneous talk, as the following example shows:

	 (33)	 SBC050; 951.875-954.761
		  DANA:		  [4Like butter =4 ],
		  KELLY:		  and the4] [5must5][6ard,
		  NANCY:	 [5Right5].
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		  DANA:		  [5and5] [6mayonnai = se,
		  KELLY:		  and that stuff that goes in the fridge,
							       (italics added by me)

In this example, Nancy utters her “right” at the same time as Kelly and Dana speak. Her 
Positive Remark goes unnoticed and is a form of listener response (cf. Chapter 4.4.1.2 
and 6.1.1) and both, Dana as well as Kelly, simply go on with what they were talking 
about before. This kind of Positive Remark utterance has been taken into account 
even though it is surely no compliment and may even not be considered a positive 
assessment by some. Yet, to find out about different functions and contexts of similar 
forms, these short positive utterances should also be taken into account for means of 
comparison (see also 4.1), since a compliment or positive assessment could of course 
be uttered in this elliptical way (cf., e.g., Rees-Miller 2011).

Not only this short form (“right”) can be used as a listener response while the 
other speaker continues their talk, as can be seen in the next example:

	 (34)	 SBC002; 170.59-174.12
		  JAMIE:	 … You did.
						      You made me get the,
		  PETE:		  Mhm,
		  JAMIE:	 um,
		  PETE:		  that’s right.
		  JAMIE:	 the green < X scarf X >.
						      (italics added by me)

Here, Pete only utters “that’s right” in an affirmative way. He verifies Jamie’s story 
about their shared shopping experience and Jamie goes on by finishing her story. 
Thus, in the present data, people often seem to utter a Positive Remark without even 
expecting a response to it. This seems to be the case since they do not repeat their 
Positive Remark or claim their conversational ground but just let the conversation 
take its turns (see also Chapter 6).

As mentioned above, next to opting out, the strategies agreement and 
explaining can be found quite frequently in the data. These are also Response 
Strategies usually not considered to be the preferred second pair part to a com-
pliment (cf. 4.2.2). The speakers in the SBCSAE conversations either agree with 
a Positive Remark by uttering a minimal agreement such as yeah or right, or by 
uttering a token of mutual knowledge, as the next two examples show: 11

11.	 These utterances were only coded as ‘agreement’ if they were uttered after a Positive Remark. 
The utterance right would then be coded also as an elliptical Positive Remark of the _adj_ super-
category and thus be coded on several layers of its various conversational use.
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	 (35)	 SBC003; 1435.17-1436.12
		  MARILYN:		 That would be good.
		  PETE:					     .. Yeah.
									         (italics added by me)

While this extract shows the minimal agreement by using “yeah”, Lenore in the next 
example shows mutual knowledge and agreement by saying “I know”:

	 (36)	 SBC015; 212.730-219.475
		  JOANNE:		 (H) it’s just this bl- beautiful,
								        beautiful,
								        blue water,
								        … What.
		  LENORE:		 . I know.
								        (italics added by me)

The subgroup of ‘affirmatives’ is the largest in the agreement strategy (see Table B.5 
in the appendix). With this, the respondent strengthens the positive evaluation that 
has been uttered before by the other speaker as in the next example:

	 (37)	 SBC050; 319.994-326.799
		  DANA:	 … Isn’t it good bread?
		  KELLY:	 … Mm.
		  DANA:	 (SNIFF)
		  KELLY:	 Yeah it is.
						      … It’s thick.
						      .. Thick.
						      … It’s not as light?

Thus, the positive evaluation of Dana about the bread her sister made is affirmed 
by Kelly who agrees that it is good since it is “thick” and “not as light”.

Among the least often used Response Strategies is the strategy of apprecia-
tion which entails as a substrategy ‘thanking’. This is supposed to be the preferred 
response strategy in American English for compliments (cf., e.g., Chen 1993). Yet, 
only three out of the 40 instances of appreciation include the words thank you. 
May this already be a sign that compliments rarely occur in the data? Or is this 
form in fact not the preferred strategy for responding to compliments? Or does it 
take forms that are not at first sight understood as ‘thanking’? Other expressions 
besides thank you are also counted among the appreciation substrategies, as the 
following example:
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	 (38)	 SBC033; 369.775-371.864
		  BILL:			 you’re quite right Jennifer.
		  JENN:		 @@ (H)
						     «pound Ker + chunk pound».

With this “Kerchunk”, Jennifer imitates the sound of a slot machine or a cash reg-
ister, a sign in American colloquial language that the person has ‘won’ something, 
e.g., was right in what they said before. By this, she appreciates what Bill just said 
about her. She might have understood the utterance thus as a compliment and 
reacted with appreciation to it.

No matter what these Positive Remarks function as in the conversations – whether 
they are used as compliments, positive assessments, or other evaluative remarks – the 
small amount of appreciation strategies used might also have to do with the con-
versational data and the people (family and friends) involved in these conversations. 
Differences in response behavior are sometimes found according to the status differ-
ence of the speakers. Pomerantz states that “[a]ppreciations are prevalent as seconds 
to compliments when the parties are asymmetrically related to the referent being 
complimented” (Pomerantz 1975: 121). In support of this, Lewandowska-Tomasczyk 
can be quoted, who found that in conversations among peers with equal social status, 
not appreciation but rather acceptance, upgrading, and agreement were often used 
as a response to compliments (cf. Lewandowska-Tomasczyk 1989: 93). Thus, as men-
tioned before, the social status and relationship of the speakers may bear an effect 
on which Response Strategy an addressee chooses. In the present study, there are no 
strict hierarchies among the speakers and ‘acceptance’, ‘upgrading’, and ‘agreement’ 
can be well expected also for responding to compliments then.

The numbers as they are presented above in Figure 5.3 cannot support too many 
claims on the influence of Response Strategies on identifying the illocutionary force 
of the initial utterance, since the actual connection is not made yet between the 
Positive Remark and the Response Strategy type. Also, in these numbers, the re-
sponses do not only display immediate response turns to the Positive Remarks. A 
closer look at this follows in the presentation of the results of the Positive Remarks 
and the unfolding sequences in Chapter 6 below.

5.2.2  Response Strategies and sentence type

Figure 5.4 displays the sentence types of the responses to the respective superstrat-
egy of the Positive Remarks as well as the overall percentages of sentence types in 
the responses. It shows that the form of a declarative sentence is not only promi-
nent in the Positive Remarks but also in most of the responses. Nearly half of all 
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responses uttered in the Positive Remark sequence are constructed this way. A few 
interrogative, imperative, and interrupted realizations make up about 20% in total. 
The remaining roughly 30% of following turns are elliptical or short utterances 
such as mhm or aha.

Declarative

Interrogative

Imperative

Exclamative

Elliptical

Interrupted

Mhm etc.

49

49
47

54

7
8

6
8

3
4

1
3

17
17
17

14

9
9
9
9

14
14

17
14

_ADJ_resp

_NOUN_resp

TOTAL_resp

_VERB_resp

(%)
0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50 55

Figure 5.4  The distribution of sentence types in all responses

The rather large frequency of short utterances in a following turn in a Positive Remark 
sequence might be explainable by the multi-party conversations: when someone ut-
ters a Positive Remark, quite often several conversational partners seem to join in 
at the same time. This happens especially in sequences where overlaps of several 
speakers occur, as in the following Example (39) where some of the mark-up of the 
original text is kept to illustrate the overlapping:

	 (39)	 SBC048; 394.180-402.524
	 1	 LEA:		  [Oh],
					     yeah it fits [2good2].
		  TIM:		 [2O2][3kay3].
		  DAN:		 [3X3].
	 5	 LEA:		  It fits really good.
		  TIM:		 … Good.
	 ->	 JUDY:	 … [< X Little or X >] –
		  LEA:		  [Look good in] it,
					     too.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/10/2023 6:03 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



	 Chapter 5.  General overview of Positive Remark sequences	 107

	 10	 JUDY:	 [Oh = yeah = ][2 = .
		  LEA:		  [@ < HI Doesn’t he look] [2good in it HI > 2]?
		  TIM:		 [2Yeah = 2].
		  JUDY:	 .. @2]@[3@3]
		  TIM:		 [3Yeah3][4 = 4].

In this example, all the short utterances like yeah, okay, oh yeah and the laughter 
belong to the category ‘mhm etc.’ as a special kind of ‘sentence type’ that could 
not be put in one of the other categories in the current study. They are similar to 
the elliptical category, yet it seemed worthwhile to code them in a different way 
due to their function as listener responses. The “Little or…” in line 7 by Judy is a 
good example of the ‘interrupted/incomplete’ category. The category ‘interrupted/
incomplete’ can be distinguished from the elliptical forms rather easily. While the 
speaker may perform their entire utterance as an elliptical remark, the interrupted 
or incomplete utterance is lacking some vital part. This happens either due to the 
speakers themselves (similar to a false start) or by other speakers who interrupt 
them while they are speaking. The even distribution across all responses in the 
sequences is remarkable (see Figure 5.4). No matter in which Positive Remark se-
quence, about 9% of the following turns are ‘interrupted’ by others or the speaker 
themselves leave it ‘incomplete’.

This distribution could lead to the claim that the conversational partners do 
not pay too much attention to what another person says or does after the Positive 
Remark. The interruptions and obviously the awareness of speakers to be able to just 
pose very short utterances might suggest a rather uncooperative nature of the con-
versations, just as the overlapping itself does. Yet, as discussed in Chapter 4.4.1.1, 
overlaps in conversations between close friends or family might also display the 
cooperation and closeness it might negate in conversations between status unequals 
and strangers. It is suggested to be a feature that belongs closely to the conversa-
tional genre looked at in the present study (cf., e.g., DeCapua/Berkowitz/Boxer 
2006) but would need further investigations with a larger data base of everyday 
conversations with varied speaker constellations. Whether or not this is a sign 
of aligning and closeness, the use of many elliptical, short, and interrupted turns 
in the unfolding Positive Remark sequence does show that speakers often do not 
elaborate on their utterances.

The categories that entail ‘interrupted’ utterances and those that are subsumed 
under ‘mhm etc.’ as short listener responses are both used more often in turns 
following Positive Remarks than in the such utterances themselves. The difference 
of the sentence type structure of the PosR compared with that of their following 
turns is displayed in Figure 5.5.

In this figure, we can see that
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–– ‘interrupted’ utterances also occur in Positive Remarks but they more often occur 
in responsive turns,

–– the group of ‘mhm etc.’ does not occur in the Positive Remarks at all,
–– interrogative utterances are used less often in Positive Remarks, more often in 

the turns following the PosRs,
–– the occurrence of elliptical utterances differs strongly in the Positive Remarks 

of the _adj_ supercategory and the _verb_eval supercategory,
–– ellipsis is an overall feature in all kinds of utterances of these conversations.
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Figure 5.5  The distribution of sentence types in all supercategories and their following 
responses

It is not possible to detect a distributional feature of the sentence types in the 
Positive Remark sequences that would obviously be connected specifically to one 
of the supercategories (_adj_, _noun_, or _verb_eval). Overall, the use of Positive 
Remarks in the present data seems to be preferred in a rather neutral stance, with-
out any emotional expression through sentence types such as exclamatives.

5.2.3  Topic and Response Strategies

Even though topics of compliments as well as strategies used to respond to com-
pliments are areas often discussed and analyzed in research, their combination or 
their connection has been analyzed only rarely (see Chapter 2.3.1). The results from 
Sims (1984 and 1989) as well as Cheng (2011) suggest that ‘agreeing’ to specific 
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compliment topics is rather frequent. Yet, even though the Response Strategy 
‘agreement’ is found in the data of the present study as well, it might contain ut-
terances not coded as such in other studies since many researchers seem to have 
more or less slight deviations in their codings (see also Chapter 2.2.2 above; for the 
description of the Response Strategies as used in the present study, see Table 4.9). 
Realizations might be grouped differently in various studies, as can be seen in the 
category that Sims named ‘pass’: in the present study, this category has realizations 
in two different categories, namely opting out as well as the strategy unclear. 
Not only the differences in groupings poses a difficulty for comparison, but one also 
needs to keep in mind that “it is possible for a response to perform more than one 
action” at the same time (Mustapha 2011: 1339). Yet, most often it is the interpreta-
tive decision of the researcher which of the possibly overlapping functions is most 
important for the Response Strategy in focus. Of course, this is rather interpretative 
work and needs to be taken as such – also in the present study. The decision in this 
study to code each responsive turn with only one topic and one Response Strategy 
(displayed in Figure 5.6) also made it possible to use the chi-square test to find out 
whether or not these connections are purely by chance. With χ2 (Df 80) = 219.15 p 
< 0.005, the statistical testing suggests a high significance of the connection between 
the topic and the Response Strategy used, even though it needs to be borne in mind 
that with a degree of freedom of 80, chi-square testing becomes unreliable. 12

Similar to Sims’ findings as presented in Table 2.7 above (see Chapter 2.3.1), it 
can be seen that in the present data, in cases where the Response Strategy agree-
ment is used, it is used more often in sequences where the topic of the Positive 
Remark refers to a ‘performance’ than to a PosR with the topic ‘possession’, as is 
the same for the opting out strategy. It is also interesting to see that nearly all 
Response Strategies are used for almost any topic (only the topic areas ‘misc’ and 
‘personality’ are not included in some Response Strategies) but for referent shift 
and rejection, which are only used for the topics ‘performance’, ‘possession’, and 
‘abstract’ (plus ‘food’ for rejection). It needs to be borne in mind, of course, that 
the topics are not evenly distributed in all conversations and some numbers and re-
lations that are depicted in this description of the results might occur because of this 
differing distribution (for the numbers of Response Strategies in the various topic 
areas, see Table B.8 in the appendix). The distribution of the Response Strategies 
in the respective topic areas can also be seen in Figure 5.6 where the perspective of 
the correlation is changed. This figure shows which kinds of Response Strategies 
are used in the different topics.

12.	 Thanking my anonymous reviewer for this information.
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Figure 5.6  The distribution of the Response Strategies in the topic areas

This figure does not have values from 0–1% marked on the bars. The distribution of 
Response Strategies and topics shows some interesting relationships as for example 
with conversational stretches marked as belonging to the ‘discourse’ category, opt-
ing out is by far the most frequent Response Strategy employed. In the following 
list, some interesting distributions are briefly addressed:

–– appreciation as a strategy is most often used in topic areas coded as referring 
to ‘food’ or ‘possession’,

–– agreement is rather evenly distributed in the topic areas ‘appearance’, ‘perfor-
mance’, ‘possession’, ‘personality’, ‘food’, and ‘abstract’,

–– laughter is used in all topic sequences but least of all in the ones coded with 
‘possession’,

–– explaining occurs most often with topic areas that touch upon ‘possession’, 
‘food’, and ‘thing’ and are a bit rarer in ‘personality’ and ‘abstract’,

–– disagreement occurs most often in the topic areas ‘personality’ and ‘thing’, 
least in ‘performance’ and not at all in ‘food’.

Thus, taking the numbers into account, it can be claimed that Response Strategies 
which usually are connected as preferred second pair part to positive assessments 
(i.e., agreement) or as preferred second for ambiguous utterances (i.e., opting 
out and explaining) are used more often in the present data than those that are 
suggested to be preferred second pair parts for compliments (which are, e.g., ap-
preciation or even rejection; see also Chapter 4.2.2). This observation might lead 
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to a tentative conclusion that there are more positive assessments or other Positive 
Remarks than compliments in the present data. Yet, it needs again to be borne in 
mind that these numbers display the entire occurrences of all utterances following 
a Positive Remark. There is – at this point – no information in these numbers yet 
as of who utters which kind of response. Thus, non-addressees might utter many 
‘agreeing’ next turns while maybe addressees do not choose this strategy. The dif-
ferentiation of who utters which strategy is discussed in Chapters 6.1.3, 6.2.3, and 
6.3.3 for the respective super- and their subcategories.

5.3	 Interaction and sequencing

This chapter will outline the basic and fundamental results concerning the conversa-
tional organization of the Positive Remark sequences. In the first Subchapter 5.3.1, 
this will be shown by a display of the connection between the supercategories of 
the Positive Remarks and the Response Strategies used (see Figure 5.7). In the 
second Subchapter (5.3.2), the distribution of the responsive turn categories (such 
as TUOTH for ‘turn by other speaker’ or tusp for ‘turn by same speaker’, see 
Chapter 4.3.2 and Table 4.12 or for abbreviations Table A.1 in the appendix) is 
presented. In the third Subchapter (5.3.3) then, the focus will turn to the specific 
responsive turn categories in focus: the turns that follow a Positive Remark which 
are uttered by other speakers. These will be displayed in terms of their connection 
to Response Strategy and Positive Remark (see Figures 5.9, 5.11, and 5.12).
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5.3.1  Response Strategies and their use in the Positive Remark sequences

Whereas the previous chapter on Response Strategies (see Chapter 5.2.3) shows 
the connection of strategies to the topics of the Positive Remarks, the present 
chapter will show the connection between the Response Strategy used with the 
Positive Remarks’ supercategories _adj_, _noun_, and _verb_eval as depicted in 
Figure 5.7. To represent a value of each strategy used within all three PosRs, the bar 
‘total’ is also given for all responses provided of the respective strategy.

The strategy that is used most often in the data, no matter which Positive 
Remark defines the sequence, is opting out. It might be closely connected to the 
make-up of the conversations, being multi-party conversations. By opting out, the 
conversations are carried on and those Positive Remarks which possibly function 
as listener responses have no need to be reacted to. Only the _verb_eval sequences 
are slightly less ‘opted out of ’ than _adj_ and _noun_. Even though some of these 
differences seem remarkable, the chi-square test to find out about whether or not 
the correlation of the supercategories and the Response Strategies was significant 
turned out negative (χ2 (Df 20) = 30.68 p > 0.05).

There are slight differences in the distribution of the other Response Strategies 
in the Positive Remark sequences:

–– laughter is most often used in the responses in _verb_eval sequences (which 
might hint at an emotional interaction),

–– agreement and explaining are used more often in _verb_eval and _noun_ 
sequences,

–– disagreement is rarely used, but if it is used, then most often in _noun_ and 
least of all in _verb_eval sequences (which might hint at its favored usage in 
more neutral and less emotional contexts),

–– appreciation is also very rarely used but in cases of usage, it is mostly found 
in the _adj_ sequences.

These findings suggest claims about the Positive Remark sequences found in the 
present data:

–– considering appreciation ‘the typical response’ to a compliment, a ‘typical 
compliment’ would most probably be found in the _adj_ category,

–– considering agreement a ‘typical response’ to positive assessments, _verb_
eval and _noun_ could entail the most positive assessments,

–– considering that opting out and explaining might be ‘typical Response 
Strategies’ for Positive Remarks that leave their function – whether or not they 
are meant as a compliment – open to discussion and conversational negotia-
tion, it could be argued that most Positive Remarks are, throughout the cate-
gories, of an ambiguous nature.
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The working model of the interactional connection as presented in Figure 2.1 is used 
to display the distribution of the Response Strategies in connection with the supercat-
egories _noun_, _verb_eval, and _adj_ in Figure 5.8. In this figure, the superstrate-
gies of the Response Strategies are displayed in capital letters while the substrategies 
are written in small letters. A ‘Q’ in front of such a substrategy means that it belongs 
to qualification and a ‘RS’ that it belongs to referent shift. The placement of 
laughter as a response strategy is preliminary at this stage of result display.

The figure shows the overall Response Strategies as they are tagged in the 
Positive Remark sequences and the approximate placement of the supercategories 
_adj_, _noun_, and _verb_eval on the ‘compliment-positive assessment contin-
uum’. The percentages of Response Strategies occurring with a specific Positive 
Remark is depicted right above the Response Strategy’s name along with an ab-
breviation for each PosR utterance (such as A for _adj_ etc.). Response Strategies 
that are not (or only rarely) used are presented in a lighter shade of gray to enhance 
readability of the figure.

Positive Remark response strategies / following sequence

preferred dispreferred

rejection

request to refrain

qualification of the illocution
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Positive Assessment

 _adj_ total (A)
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Figure 5.8  The distribution of the Response Strategies as used in all turns following  
the Positive Remarks
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The placing of the PosR categories is done in relation to the Response Strategies 
used with them. Thus, the category _adj_ is placed a bit more towards the ‘com-
pliment’ side of the continuum since it shows the largest use of appreciation 
and the least of agreement compared to the _noun_ and _verb_eval categories. 
_verb_eval, on the other hand, is placed nearest to the positive assessment side 
of the continuum since this category shows the largest use of agreement and 
explaining in the Response Strategies.

The numbers displayed here do not show, however, who utters these responses. 
Thus, the frequent use of opting out in all three supercategories might also in-
dicate that non-addressees continue the conversation and that addressees mostly 
appreciate what has been said. It is, hence, interesting to know who utters which 
kind of response or next turn after a Positive Remark. For this, the turn sequence 
needs to be taken into account which is done in the following chapters.

5.3.2  Structure of turns following a Positive Remark

Adapting a dyadic sequence model (see Figure 2.1) to a multi-party conversation con-
text bears its challenges. Not only the person that might be addressed with a Positive 
Remark may respond to what has been said, but also other participants. To be able to 
distinguish the different participants in a conversation and what they say, the turns in 
the sequences of the SBCSAE conversations have also been coded according to who 
is uttering the turn that follows the Positive Remark (see also Chapter 4.3 for this). 
Here, ‘tusp’ stands for a continuing of the turn by the same speaker after the Positive 
Remark, TUOTH for a next ‘turn by other speaker’, RERE for a ‘remote response’ (i.e. 
one that is not the very next turn in the PosR sequence but follows later in the con-
versation and still refers to the Positive Remark), and ‘difficult’ for response sequences 
that usually show overlap and are difficult to distinguish in terms of who is speaking. 13 
For both TUOTH as well as RERE, there is a further distinction to be made: they can 
be uttered by an addressee of the Positive Remark or by a non-addressee.

All turns following a PosR were coded in terms of Response Strategies since any-
thing that is said can always be seen as “a response to what has been said before and 
has an effect on what comes afterwards” (Aijmer/Stenström 2004: 4). In Table 5.5, the 
focus is solely on the sequence structure and the distribution of the various following 
turns according to the Positive Remark with all supercategories at one glance. 14

13.	 As described in see Chapter 4.3.2, capital letters are used to indicate that addressee responses 
as well as those by non-addressees were considered and counted, see also Table 4.12.

14.	 As mentioned before, the focus in this study is mainly on the _adj_, _noun_, and _verb_eval 
categories. Yet, to give an impression of the turn distribution, the categories _adv_ and _spx_ 
are also displayed in this table.
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Table 5.5  PosR categories and distribution of their responsive turn categories

PosR Total tusp tuoth_ rere_ difficult

non-add add non-add add

_adj_   827 235 (28%) 145 (18%) 260 (31%) 1 (0%)   7 (1%) 179 (22%)
_noun_   217   65 (30%)   35 (16%)   49 (23%) 2 (1%)   3 (1%)   63 (29%)
_verb_ 
eval

  104   30 (29%)   19 (18%)   32 (31%) 0   0   23 (22%)

_adv_     13     3 (23%)     2 (15%)     5 (39%) 0   0     3 (23%)
_spx_     18     3 (17%)     8 (44%)     5 (28%) 0   0     2 (11%)
total 1179 336 (28%) 209 (18%) 351 (30%) 3 (0%) 10 (1%) 270 (23%)

As can be seen in this table, the remote response (RERE) is used very rarely. Only 
13 times, an utterance could be identified as a remote response to a PosR. If a 
RERE is given, in seven out of ten times the addressee responds in a remote turn 
in an _adj_ sequence (for an explanation and a sample of this ‘remote’ category, 
see Chapter 4.3.2). Looking over the 13 sequences where these RERE responses are 
given in the conversations, it can be said that in most Positive Remarks that precede 
this response, the addressee is referred to explicitly, either by their name or the 
address pronoun you and it seems that in many of these cases the Positive Remark 
can (also) have a complimenting function – but there is no token of appreciation 
to be found in these remote responses. They can mainly be coded as explaining 
strategies. Yet, even though this sequence structure might be rather interesting for 
a case study of a smaller scale, they need to be neglected here since they only occur 
so rarely in the present data and are of no greater use for comparisons.

While there are various turn structures in the multi-party conversations ana-
lyzed in this study (see also Chapter 4.3), the focus in this study is on the instances 
in the conversations where we encounter a next ‘turn by other speaker’ following 
the PosR. Looking at Table 5.5 above, we can see that the TUOTH category is with 
48% the most frequent turn category (compared to ‘tusp’ with 28%, RERE with 
1% and ‘difficult’ with 23%). The most frequently used type of turn that follows a 
Positive Remark is the immediately following turn by the addressee (‘tuoth_add’ 
with 30%, see Table 5.5 above), closely followed by the turn uttered by the speaker 
of the Positive Remark (‘tusp’ with 28%). The next turns after a Positive Remark 
where somebody else but the addressee speaks amount to 18% (‘tuoth_non-add’).

The following subchapters will first provide an overview of all TUOTH instances 
(Chapter 5.3.3) to then give a more detailed account of the tuoth_non-addressee 
(Chapter 5.3.3.1) and the tuoth_addressee turns (Chapter 5.3.3.2).
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5.3.3  Response Strategies used in specific turns in relation to the supercategories

The focus of the analysis is, as mentioned before, the connection of a specifically 
formed Positive Remark and the Response Strategies it may trigger. As discussed 
in the previous chapter, there are many instances in the multi-party conversations 
where we do not encounter a typical dyadic sequence between speaker and ad-
dressee but also instances where the speaker continues after their own PosR (‘tusp’) 
or where many other participants start speaking so that it becomes difficult to rec-
ognize who is contributing to the conversation (‘difficult’). The TUOTH utterances 
are of course the most interesting ones for the present study since in these instances 
another speaker promptly reacts to the Positive Remark that was uttered and one of 
the Response Strategies can be assigned to these reactions. This is the interaction 
that comes closest to the ideas presented in the working model (see Figure 2.1). 
Figure 5.9 displays the overall distribution of Response Strategies in TUOTH turns 
in the three main supercategories.

The different amount of usage of the opting out Response Strategy catches the 
eye in the oevrall distribution of all turn types in the supercategories (see Figure 5.7). 
With over 40% of all Response Strategies used in _adj_, it is most prominently used 
in this Positive Remark category, while it is used only in 31% of the responses to the 
_noun_ PosR and 27% are coded this way in the _verb_eval category.

The use of the strategy agreement is also prominently attributable to a specific 
supercategory, namely to the _noun_ category. With 30% in the Response Strategies of 
the _noun_ sequences compared to slightly over 20% with the _verb_eval and about 
17% use in the _adj_ sequences, this strategy of agreement is closely connected to 
the _noun_ sequences. The strategies explaining and qualification are used more 
often with the _verb_eval sequences than with the other two. Thus, this closer look 
at the turn structure in the sequence and how the utterance types of TUOTH (a ‘turn 
by other speaker’) are connected to the Response Strategies already reveals a picture 
different from the overview of the general distribution of the Response Strategies used 
in total with the PosR supercategories (see Figure 5.7). If these Response Strategies 
that are used in the next turns by different speakers after the Positive Remark are put 
into the model – as presented in Figure 2.1 and as already done in Figure 5.8 – a clear 
tendency in the use of Response Strategies can be observed (see Figure 5.10).

It is interesting to see that, by limiting the focus on the use of Response Strategies 
in only the TUOTH turns, a slight change in the arrangement of the supercatego-
ries in the ‘compliment-positive assessment continuum’ takes place: with the focus 
on the TUOTH turns, the _noun_ category can be settled closest to the positive 
assessment side while the _verb_eval can be placed closer to the ambiguous center 
of the ‘compliment-positive assessment continuum’ (compared to Figure 5.8 where 
all next turns following a PosR are accounted for).
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Figure 5.9  Response Strategies used in the tuoth (‘next turn by other speaker’): an overview
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Figure 5.10  General overview of the Response Strategies used in TUOTH turns
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Yet, despite the clear preference of specific Response Strategies, these numbers 
cannot lead to a final definition of the PosR function since at this stage, it is not 
revealed who, addressee or non-addressee, is uttering the next turn. What is clear, 
though, is that some strategies are not used at all (even those placed in the ‘preferred’, 
i.e., left-hand side of the response field in the model). Yet, the status of ‘preferred next 
part’ can be confirmed for the strategies opting out, explaining, and agreement. 
If one were to draw any tentative conclusions from the distribution as shown in the 
model, one could either assume that there are almost no Positive Remarks with 
compliment function in the data (since the Response Strategies claimed to follow 
compliments are rarely used), or that the action chains as Pomerantz suggested them 
do not work in (multi-party) conversations between friends since they may respond 
differently than Pomerantz (cf., e.g., 1978) claimed for the action chains (see also 
Lewandowska-Tomasczyk 1989: 93 as mentioned above).

Yet, before drawing any conclusions, the sequences have to be focused on even 
more closely. For this, the next two figures below (5.11 and 5.12) display the use of 
Response Strategies according to the use by non-addressees and by addressees. The 
first, Figure 5.11, displays the use of the different Response Strategies in the next 
turns as uttered by the non-addressee.
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Figure 5.11  Response Strategies used in the tuoth_non-addressee
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5.3.3.1  Response Strategies used in tuoth_non-addressee turns
There are some remarkable differences in Figure 5.11 compared to the use of Response 
Strategies of the entire TUOTH (‘turn by other speaker’) group (see Figure 5.9).

The most salient difference to be seen is the difference in the use of opting 
out. Whereas in the whole TUOTH group, this strategy is the one most frequently 
used in the _adj_ supercategory, in the turns uttered by a next speaker who is not 
the addressee of the Positive Remark, opting out is the Response Strategy that 
is used by far most often in the _verb_eval supercategory while the next turns by 
non-addressees in the _adj_ supercategory is not as frequently marked as opting 
out. Indeed, in the _adj_ category, it is least frequently used compared to the values 
of _noun_ and _verb_eval. Table 5.6 reveals the numbers and substrategies for 
the Response Strategy opting out that lie behind these bars (see Table 4.9 above 
and Table B.5 in the appendix).

Table 5.6  Substrategies of opting out in the tuoth_non-addressee turns

Supercategory Reference to earlier Continuing New topic Total tuoth_non-add

_adj_ 20 (12%) 14 (9%) 18 (11%) 165 (100%)
_noun_   6 (16%)   2 (5%)   6 (16%)   38 (100%)
_verb_eval   3 (15%) 3 (15%)   2 (10%)   20 (100%)

Table 5.6 displays the absolute number of all next turns of somebody else who is 
not the addressee (‘tuoth_non-add’) in the ‘total’ column. These are the 100% of 
the amount of ‘tuoth_non-add’ turns for each of the supercategories.

It can be seen that small numbers in the _noun_ and the _verb_eval categories 
skew the percentages since there are not that many ‘tuoth_non-addressee’ turns in 
these supercategories in the first place. These values then have to be judged carefully 
and no far-reaching conclusion about the distribution of Response Strategies in the 
‘tuoth_non-addressee’ turns can be made, just tendencies can be described here. 
The ‘reference to an earlier topic’ or the change to a ‘new topic’ seem favored over 
just continuing after a Positive Remark with what was just said.

An example for a non-addressee uttering a next turn after a Positive Remark 
and referring to an earlier topic can be seen in the next extract:

	 (40)	 SBC004; 33.85-41.78
		  CAROLYN:	 Actu[ally,
		  SHARON:		  [um],
		  CAROLYN:	 that’s not] a bad black and white.
									         … [2all honesty2].
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		  SHARON:		  [2(H)2] Is < L2 remanar L2 >  … a verb,
									         or did I just imaginate –
									         .. imagine it –
									         … that –

Sharon is practicing her Spanish also before Carolyn utters the Positive Remark 
about the ‘black and white’. She probably talks about a picture that is present at the 
location of the conversation. It cannot be said with absolute certainty what she is 
referring to with her remark. However, it seems that she is not addressing Sharon, 
who just goes on about her business as before.

The tentativeness about conclusions concerning the Response Strategies is not 
limited to the opting out strategy, though, but needs to be borne in mind for the 
other strategies as well. Thus, the observation that agreement seems to be rather 
evenly distributed in all Positive Remark sequences and that it is used rather of-
ten can also only be seen as a tendency that non-addressees possibly respond to 
a Positive Remark with agreement, probably to show alignment with the other 
speakers in the conversation.

5.3.3.2  Response Strategies used in tuoth_addressee turns
The group of utterances that are next turns after a Positive Remark which are uttered 
by the addressee (tuoth_add) is slightly bigger than that of non-addressees. The 
distribution of the Response Strategies used is shown in Figure 5.12.
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Figure 5.12  Response Strategies used in the tuoth_addressee

In this bar chart, the most prominently used Response Strategy is opting out in 
the _adj_ supercategory. It is used far more often than any other Response Strategy. 
In comparison to the distribution in the substrategies of tuoth_non-addressee, the 
numbers and percentages of the tuoth_addressee turns are displayed in Table 5.7.
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Table 5.7  Substrategies of opting out in the tuoth_addressee turns

Supercategory Reference to earlier Continuing New topic Total tuoth_add

_adj_ 11 (4%) 111 (40%) 11 (4%) 276 (100%)
_noun_   4 (8%)     8 (16%)   2 (4%)   51 (100%)
_verb_eval   0 (-)     4 (11%)   2 (5%)   36 (100%)

Of all the opting out responses used, the ‘continuing’ substrategy is used most 
often. This is usually the tag for instances where a listener response, often in the 
form of an elliptical _adj_ Positive Remark, is uttered in the talk sequence of an-
other person, see Example (41) below:

	 (41)	 SBC031; 737.606-745.570
		  BETH:			  Because y- –
							       .. (H) The human bod- .. backbone,
		  SHERRY:	 … [Oh].
		  BETH:			  [not the] body,
							       but the [2back2]bone,
		  SHERRY:	 [2Right2].
		  BETH:			  [3is no3]t built,
		  SHERRY:	 [3Right3].
		  BETH:			  … for .. an animal … to walk on two feet,
							       (italics added by me)

Here, Beth talks about the ability of animals and humans to walk. While she is 
talking, Sherry shows her interest and attentiveness in uttering the elliptical Positive 
Remark “right” that can count as a listener response in this case. Sherry addresses 
Beth with her utterance in so far as she signals ‘I am listening to you and I agree 
with you’. Thus, Beth’s following turns are coded as those of an addressee. Since 
she goes on talking as if nothing happened, her Response Strategy here is coded 
as ‘continuing’.

A second interesting observation is the vast majority of agreement use of 
addressees responding to a form of the _noun_ supercategory. Almost 40% (which 
are only 19 utterances in the corpus, though) of the next turns by addressees of a 
Positive Remark in this category is met with an agreement. In terms of the pref-
erence structure and the action chains as introduced by Pomerantz (e.g. 1978), 
this could suggest that many utterances summed up under the _noun_ category 
could be positive assessments rather than compliments (see further figures in the 
Appendix B).

The following subchapter will briefly summarize the first tantative findings 
from this general overview in Chapter 5.
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5.4	 Summary of general findings

As stated in the research questions in Chapter 2.3.2, this study aims at finding lin-
guistic cues in Positive Remarks that might influence the sequencing and possibly 
their function. The preceding chapter took an initial and very general approach to 
this goal. Some of the major first findings are briefly summarized here:

–– General overview of Positive Remarks (see Chapter 5.1): The compliment 
formulae by Manes/Wolfson (1981), as at first adapted for the coding of the 
Positive Remarks in the present study, is unlikely to be usable to analyze further 
insight into possible differentiation from compliments and the assessment form 
by Goodwin/Goodwin (1987). All PosR coded reveal a similar distribution in 
their forms as results in previous studies by Manes/Wolfson (1981) and Rose 
(2001) (see Table 5.1). This leads to a new arrangement of the fomrulae for 
further analyses in the present study.

–– Sentence type (see Chapters 5.1.2 and 5.2.2): Declaratives are mainly used in 
Positive Remarks as well as in the Response Strategies. Exclamatives and inter-
rogatives, which may count as marking speaker ‘involvement’ and ‘emotion’, are 
only rarely used. The _adj_ supercategory is the one that shows most elliptical 
utterances while _verb_eval shows least which can both be explained by how 
the positive semantic meaning is conveyed with these categories.

–– Response Strategies (see Chapters 5.2.1 and 5.3.1): The Response Strategies typ-
ically acclaimed to be the preferred strategies for compliment responding (viz., 
appreciation, referent shift qualification and reinterpretation, see Chapter 4.2.2) 
are only found in twelve percent of all responses (see Figure 5.3) while those 
that are supoosedly preferred for ambiguous or assessing utterances (viz., opt-
ing out and agreement), are used in almost two thirds of all responses. This 
may lead to the assumption that either not too many compliments are paid and 
responded to or that the Response Strategies are chosen in light of the social 
variables in the context (see discussion in Chapter 5.2.1. Following the thought 
that appreciation could be the typical response strategy for compliments, the 
Positive Remark category of _adj_ could entail the largest amount of utterances 
with compliment function. _noun_ and _verb_eval, on the other hand, are 
more often combined with agreement which could indicate a more frequent 
use of these forms as positive assessments. Furthermore could the combina-
tion of _verb_eval with the response of laughter indicate a higher degree of 
involvement and emotion in these sequences.

–– Topic (see Chapters 5.1.3 and 5.2.3): Those topics that count as ‘the typical 
compliment topics’ (viz., appearance and personality) are least frequently coded 
in the present data.This might, again, be either a sign of few compliments or 
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the conversational social set up (see Chapter 5.1.3). appreciation as a re-
sponse strategy is mostly used in sequences with the topics food and posses-
sion while agreement is rather evenly distributed throughout all topics (see 
Chapter 5.2.3). There is no information at this stage who uses these responses to 
the Positive Remarks which might be of importance. Looking at the _verb_eval 
category for example, one can see that it seems to be following the sequencing 
for typical positive assessments in general (see Chapter 5.3.1) but when looking 
at the tuoth_addressee turns, relatively more qualifying and explaining strat-
egies are used. Statistical testing of the connection between topic and PosR 
category and Response Strategies seem to show significance. There might be 
more potential for further analysis with more data since the numbers in the 
present study are too small to actually make statistically profound claims.

–– Sequence (see Chapter 5.3): Almost half of all PosR are followed by a ‘turn 
by other speaker’ (TUOTH), the other half mainly concsits of either ‘turn by 
same speaker’ (tusp) or ‘difficult’ (which may be attributed to the multi-party 
conversations). The tendency can be observed that most TUOTH responses 
are placed in what is suggested to be the preferred response area for positive 
assessments or ambiguous utterances.

Following this general overview of the PosR sequences, Chapter 6 will focus on each 
supercategory (_adj_, _noun_, _verb_eval), its actual wording and the Response 
Strategies used (in tuoth_non-addressee as well as tuoth_addressee turns), to pos-
sibly find connections between the forms of references used in the utterances and 
their respective function.
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Chapter 6

Positive Remark sequences
Focus on three supercategories

[…] because there is no one-to-one correlation between form and function, counting 
forms is not the same as counting functions. On the other hand, there are relations 
between form and function, and the relations become closer the more specific the form 
is taken to be […].� (Hunston 2007: 36)

To analyze whether or not linguistic cues show how interlocutors may understand 
an utterance, the supercategories as presented in Table 5.3 need to be further an-
alyzed in more detail to find out about their possible connection with a specific 
function (see Hunston 2007: 36, as quoted above). This is aimed at in the present 
study by analyzing the realizations of the Positive Remarks in as much detail as 
possible and as form-oriented as necessary to still have comparable groups of the 
supercategories _adj_, _noun_, and _verb_eval with form-oriented subcatego-
ries. These subcategories of the Positive Remarks are numbered from 1 to 5 (with 
slight deviations in _verb_eval, see Chapter 6.3), referring to similar referents in 
the respoective categories. A summary of the main distinctive characteristics of 
the referents in these subcategories (e.g., _A1_, _V3_, etc.) and what they have in 
common is given in Table 6.1.

Table 6.1  General description of reference in subcategories

Subcategory Linguistic reference to assessed item/person

Subcategory 1 use of personal pronouns (I, you, we, he, she, they)
Subcategory 2 use of determiners as noun phrase head realization (this, that, those, these) 

and non-personal pronouns (it)
Subcategory 3 reference expressed by noun phrases including determiner and noun in a 

noun phrase (e.g., this book, the picture, etc.)
Subcategory 4 elliptical utterances
Subcategory 5 alternative realizations that cannot be subsumed under the other 

subcategories

Each of the supercategories in focus will be analyzed in terms of these subcatego-
ries. The display of the results in the following subchapters and their analysis is 
structured according to the three major supercategories of the Positive Remarks, 
viz. _adj_ (Chapter 6.1), _noun_ (Chapter 6.2), and _verb_eval (Chapter 6.3). 
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The chapters are organized in a parallel way: in a first part, the PosR will be ana-
lyzed according to their form with a focus on the actual realizations of the Positive 
Remarks and the subgroups they form. In the second section, the interaction and 
sequence of Positive Remarks and Response Strategies will be shown, which is 
combined in a third section with a focus on the ‘turn by other speaker’ (TUOTH) 
that follows a Positive Remark. This Positive Remark and the Response Strategy 
of a ‘turn by other speaker’ are then combined and applied to the working model. 
A summary Chapter (6.4) provides some statistics on the connection and possible 
interdependence of the Positive Remark categories and the Response Strategies.

6.1	 The _adj_ category

The _adj_ supercategory encompasses all Positive Remarks in which a predicative 
adjective carries the positive semantic load. It is by far the largest group of Positive 
Remarks in the data set. As shown in Table 5.3, with 827 instances, this group is the 
largest of the PosR and makes up about 70% of all PosR detected in the data. They 
are mostly formulated as declarative sentences (see Figure 5.5)

6.1.1  _adj_ subcategories

The syntax of the _adj_ supercategory is defined as “pron/(det) noun verb (int) 
adj” as displayed in the first row in Tables 5.3 above and 6.2 below. By this gener-
alized formula, all subcategories with a predicative adjective as positive semantic 
core are mapped. Table 6.2 shows these possible subcategories with their frequency 
of occurrence.

Table 6.2  Numbers and examples of _adj_ realizations

Form N %

_adj_ pron/(det) noun verb (int) adj 827 100%
_A1_ Personal pron verb (int) adj 133   16%
_A2_ pron/det_head verb (int) adj 360   44%
_A3_ (det) noun verb (int) adj   45     5%
_A4_ elliptical_adj 257   31%
_A5_ alternatives_adj   32     4%

As mentioned before, this _adj_ supercategory is based on a combination of some 
of the Manes/Wolfson (1981) formulae (see Chapter 4), namely all those where 
the positive evaluation is carried by a predicative adjective. The subcategories 
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are established for the present study through close text work on the corpus (see 
Chapter 4.1.2) to summarize and generalize the actual realizations in the texts. This 
grouping and summarizing also provides the possibility to compare the subgroups 
of each of the supercategories, since the subcategories of all supercategories are 
grouped according to the realization of the reference of the person/item which is 
evaluated (see Table 6.1 above). Thus, for example, _A1_ (“Personal pron verb 
(int) adj”) as well as _N1_ (“Personal pron verb (int) (det) (adj) noun”, see 
Chapter 6.2) and _V1_ (“Personal pron verb_eval pron”, see Chapter 6.3) may 
contain utterances with either I, you, he, she or they as the referent of the utterance 
(see Table 6.3).

The hierarchy of the subcategories (from _A1_ to _A5_) in Table 6.2 is sup-
posed to roughly resemble the assumed involvement the speaker shows by choos-
ing either a personal pronoun (i.e., _A1_: highest involvement) or, as in _A4_, an 
utterance with no pronoun used, usually just using the adjective and sometimes an 
intensifier and thus showing least speaker involvement. ‘Involvement’ here refers 
to the term as used by Biber/Finegan (1989) who define text types referring to, 
amongst other features, the degree of involvement. They claim that “conversation 
has been shown to be the most involved and interactive speech event in English, 
in terms of its use of such features as first and second person pronouns, contracted 
forms” and further features (Biber/Finegan 1989: 107). The use of these features 
may, hence, indicate the involvement of the speaker, which might reflect functional 
features in the utterance form. This is, at least to a certain extent, captured by 
grouping the realizations in subcategories according to the reference terms used. 
This arrangement does not work as smoothly with subcategory _A5_ since this is a 
mixed category. It has various different forms that occur singly or too rarely in the 
data to form their own subcategory and could not be placed under any other (see 
also Table 6.8). Thus, this group does represent a ‘miscellaneous’ _adj_ category, 
not necessarily the one with the realizations of least involvement.

Assuming that the use of a personal pronoun can say something about the 
involvement of the speaker, the PosR utterances of the _adj_ supercategory in 
the Santa Barbara Corpus do not seem to display extraordinary involvement. The 
subcategories _A2_ and _A4_, which seem to be of low involvement, judging by 
address reference, have the highest frequency of occurrence with 44% and 31% 
respectively, while subcategory _A1_ only makes up about 16% of all _adj_ utter-
ances. The subcategories of the _adj_ supercategory are analyzed in the following 
subsections.
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6.1.1.1  Subcategory _A1_: Personal pron verb (int) adj
A closer look at the realizations of _A1_ in Table 6.3 shows that the third person pro-
noun is used most often (with 80 utterances, i.e. 62%) in this subcategory. Thus, most 
Positive Remarks of the _adj_ category that use a personal pronoun (_A1_) refer 
to people either not present or being referred to as a bystander of the conversation.

Table 6.3  Realization patterns of subcategory _A1_

Form N %

_A1_ Personal pron verb (int) adj 133 100%
I/we verb (int) adj   24   18%
You verb (int) adj   27   20%
He/she/they verb (int) adj   80   62%

It happens rather often in the conversations that people tell something about a friend, 
neighbor or colleague and utter a PosR just like Sharon in “Raging Bureaucracy” 
(SBC004) where she says something positive about a substitute teacher:

	 (42)	 SBC004; 529.15 529.99
		  SHARON:  .. he’s real good at it.

In “Appease the Monster” (SBC013), we find an example in which Wendy talks 
about an acquaintance and her new haircut:

	 (43)	 SBC013; 219.95 221.40
		  WENDY:  She looked really good.

These kinds of utterances are more frequent than those with first or second person 
pronouns. In the strict sense of the definition attempts found in the literature, 
these PosR would usually not count as typical compliments since the person, who 
is being positively evaluated, is not present. Yet, there is always the aspect of ‘being 
connected to the person complimented’ – and being complimented via another 
person for being friends with them or knowing them. How these utterances are 
met in interaction and whether they find responsive utterances will be discussed 
below (see Chapter 6.1.3).

Interestingly, the first and second person reference occurs at an almost equal 
rate in this subcategory (18% for first and 20% for second person realizations). The 
PosR that are constructed with the first person pronoun put the speakers themselves 
into focus. The speakers describe themselves or the state they are in when they say 
something like:

	 (44)	 SBC050; 134.341–136.586
		  KELLY:	 Like I’m .. perfectly,
						      … happy up here.
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Yet, they do not only focus on themselves but, since each individual is connected 
to its surroundings, they also say something positive about their respective context, 
e.g. they make a positive assessment about the place where they live at (as in the 
preceding example) or about another person. In these latter cases, such PosR ut-
terances could be heard as a compliment as for instance in the following examples:

	 (45)	 SBC013; 682.51 683.48
		  KEVIN:  I’m impressed.

and

	 (46)	 SBC015; 804.160 805.465
		  JOANNE:  .. (H) I’m real proud of him.

The speakers refer to what they think or feel about a person or their achievement 
and by this give a positive evaluation. Since complimenting is often described with 
the function to make the addressee ‘feel good’, though, such utterances might not be 
counted as compliments due to the absence or only indirect address of the evaluated 
person. The complimentee is directly addressed with realizations of subcategory 
_A1_ by the second person pronoun you. Such utterances sound more like typical 
compliments, as in the following examples:

	 (47)	 SBC032; 1260.639 1262.033
		  TOM_3:  You’re so very kind.

where Tom_3 positively assesses a character trait of his conversational partner. A 
similar case can be found in the next example:

	 (48)	 SBC048; 983.413 987.281
		  JUDY:  … You look good in it.

Here, we find the looks of a person evaluated positively by Judy as well as in the 
next example of this realization strategy:

	 (49)	 SBC052; 579.871–580.987
		  DARLENE:		 Well,
									         you look good in blue anyway.

Considering the working model (see Figure 2.1) and the assumption that the per-
sonal involvement – and with it the degree of an utterance functioning as a com-
pliment or positive assessment – might be mirrored in the subcategories by their 
pronoun use, the realizations between the subcategories in the ‘compliment-positive 
assessment continuum’ could roughly be placed on the left-hand side of the model 
as shown in Figure 6.1 below.
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Positive Remark response strategies / following sequence

preferred dispreferred

appreciation rejection

request to refrainthanking

agreement

referent shift qualification of the illocution

disagreement

Q - downgrading

RS - reassignment

Q - upgrading

RS - returning compliment

explaining reinterpretation

opting out

Q - doubting

Compliment

Positive Assessment

denigrating compliment

laughter

you verb (int) adj

I / we verb (int)
adj

he / she / they verb
(int) adj

Figure 6.1  The realization strategies of subcategory _A1_ in the working model

According to the hypothetical model and the claims of the action chains, the you real-
izations should mainly evoke appreciation strategies such as ‘thanking’ as preferred 
responses (cf. Chapter 2.3.2 and Tables 4.8 and 4.10). Other realizations should prob-
ably bring forth Response Strategies of the intermediate area (i.e., referent shifts 
such as ‘compliment returns’, or opting out with, e.g., ‘informative comments’) since 
these PosR can be heard as compliments if they show a connection to the conversa-
tional partner – but they do not have to be understood as such. The placement of the 
substrategies on the compliment-positive assessment continuum and their realizations 
will be taken up where the realizations and the coded Response Strategies are com-
bined and discussed (see Chapter 7). In the following subchapters, the other subcate-
gories and realization strategies of the supercategory _adj_ will be further focused on.

6.1.1.2  Subcategory _A2_: pron/det_head verb (int) adj
It is assumed in the present study that a PosR with an immediate reference to the 
addressee might be more likely to have a compliment function than other Positive 
Remarks without such a reference. Yet, not all compliments need to contain the 
deictic element you and not all PosR without it are necessarily non-compliment 
Positive Remarks. As Manes/Wolfson put it,
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[t]he purpose of deixis in compliments, then, is to identify clearly the person or 
object to be complimented. The reason deictic elements are not invariably part 
of compliments is that identification may be accomplished through other means.
� (Manes/Wolfson 1981: 119)

In subcategory _A2_, there are no personal pronouns and seemingly no deictic 
forms that refer to a specific person. This subcategory combines the realizations of 
either a (non-personal) pronoun such as it or an indefinite or relative pronoun as 
well as the use of the pronominally used determiners this/these or that/those (the 
‘det_head’). These are uttered without a following noun and thus function as the 
head of the noun phrase. As can be seen in Table 6.4, the realization pattern “that/
those verb (int) adj/Ø” makes up more than half of all the utterances in this sub-
category (52%). The symbol ‘Ø’ is used here as a sign for a possible ommittance of 
the adjective. In the conversations with overlap and interruptions, not all Positive 
Remarks can be fully uttered by the speaker. Yet, some can still be recognized as 
such an attempted positive utterance since the speakers sometimes repeat what 
they wanted to say. 1

Table 6.4  Realization patterns of subcategory _A2_

Form N %

_A2_ pron/det_head verb (int) adj 360 100%
This/these verb (int) adj   30     8%
That/those verb (int) adj/Ø 185   52%
It verb (int) adj/Ø 141   39%
pron verb (int) adj     4     1%

The realizations, with this and that are grouped together with their plural forms 
these and those respectively. This is based on the system of pronominal usage of 
these reference forms by Strauss (2002: 132) that she based on Halliday (1985; see 
also Halliday/Matthiessen 2004).

If the usage of this and these signals that the evaluated item is close to speaker 
and hearer, as it has been stated in research on reference (e.g., Halliday 1985), these 
utterances could be considered to be showing involvement. By uttering something 
that can be positively attributed to the addressee such a Positive Remark could be 
a compliment. The following is an example of such an utterance, where Pete, who 
visits his friends Marilyn and Roy, utters the following about the food they all pre-
pare during the conversation:

1.	 In cases where the form could not be recognized and identified, i.e. due to too much overlap, 
but the utterance is still identifiable as a Positive Remark, it is coded as _spx_, i.e, depicting a 
form that cannot be put under any of the other supercategories.
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	 (50)	 SBC003; 1456.52–1457.61
		  PETE:		 … Oh,
						     this looks yummy.

With such an utterance, Pete may be complimenting Marilyn on the food (she is the 
person mainly and mostly involved in the food preparation). However, he could also 
just evaluate the food they all prepare together, without complimentary intention.

In the case of differentiations between this and that in terms of reference and 
display of closeness, could it be concluded then that the pronominal use of that and 
those constructs a distance between the speaker and addressee? Would this mean 
then that a Positive Remark formed with that and those will usually not be a compli-
ment but rather another positive evaluation, maybe a positive assessment, since the 
speaker does not assign the positive value directly to the addressee? Looking at the 
following example, we can see that by using that, a PosR can also have compliment 
values, viz. address the hearer and positively evaluate something connected to them:

	 (51)	 SBC059; 962.451 963.781; Cluster 059;11
		  JO:  that is good Fre=d.

It is interesting that in this example, with the that form, the speaker deemed it nec-
essary to refer to the addressee explicitly by using his name. Of course, without the 
context or the response given, it seems nearly impossible to clearly state the function 
of this utterance. However, it is possible that this utterance is a compliment from Jo 
to Fred since Jo evaluates the fudge that Fred made for Christmas, which could be 
understood as a compliment on his performance (see Chapter 6.1.3 for an analysis 
of the Positive Remark and Response Strategies connection of such utterances).

Considering the numbers in Table 6.4 above, the supposedly more remote ref-
erence form of that and the non-specific it are used more often than the ‘specific’ 
and ‘near’ this. Can it be concluded then, that the American speakers in the con-
versations show distance by using these forms? Strauss (2002) came to a different 
conclusion in her study. She develops a new approach based on interactional data 
where she leaves this proximal/distal distinction and takes into account the relation-
ships between speaker and hearer (Strauss 2002: 131). She found that in American 
English conversational data

higher frequencies of anaphoric ‘that’ and ‘it’ can function to index a kind of sol-
idarity among interlocutors, while a higher degree of anaphoric ‘this’ can serve to 
index a kind of separateness and independence from the hearer
� (Strauss 2002: 143).

She concludes that the function of the anaphoric determiners depends on the text 
type and even though they might seem to signal distance, they signal solidarity 
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and common ground in the everyday conversations. It could be argued then, that 
with such PosR, a high amount of solidarity and alignment is provided in the 
conversations.

Besides the possible function of the Positive Remarks of subcategory _A2_ as 
compliment or some other positive assessment, some of these utterances can also 
function as a listener response or even as some kind of discourse marker. O’Keeffe/
Adolphs (2008) define a listener response as a way for the speaker

to signal that she is listening and that she wants the [speaker] to continue telling 
her story, but she does not want to take over the speaking turn (or the “floor”). To 
achieve this, she uses short response tokens that keep the conversation going […].
� (O’Keeffe/Adolphs 2008: 73)

Thus, one of the essential characteristics of the listener responses can be seen in the 
fact that the person uttering such a response does not aim to take the floor with 
these utterances, as they would, for example, do with interruptions (cf. O’Keeffe/
Adolphs 2008: 74). There are various ways to express these listener responses. The 
distribution of the various forms in the chosen texts of the SBCSAE is shown in 
the following table:

Table 6.5  Forms of listener response

Form N %

Non-word 152   33%
Short utterance   79   17%
Pragmatic markers 164   36%
Phrases   63   14%
Total 458 100%

The ‘pragmatic markers’ entail utterances such as good, really great, absolutely 
whereas the ‘phrases’ are also formulated as that’s great, that’s true, etc. (cf. 
O’Keeffe/Adolphs 2008: 74). This means that about 50% (i.e., ‘pragmatic markers’ 
and ‘phrases’ combined) of the tagged listener responses occur in a form that can 
be categorized as realizations of the supercategory _adj_, namely as in subcategory 
_A2_ for the phrases and in _A4_ for the pragmatic markers (see below). These 
utterances are also coded and taken into account in the present study since they do 
not only show the reaction of the speaker towards something, but also assess what 
has been said or done before. Utterances such as that’s right or that’s fine serve as 
a sign that something is assessed as acceptable and with utterances such as that’s 
true, the ‘correctness’ of a preceding utterance can be evaluated (see also Mittmann 
2004: 301).
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6.1.1.3  Subcategory _A3_: (det) noun verb (int) adj
The determiners that, those, this, and these are also used in some realizations of the 
subcategory _A3_, this time as deictic forms in a noun phrase (see realization pattern 
“dem noun verb (int) adj” in Table 6.4).

The use of the demonstrative pronouns in the noun phrase only makes up a 
small group of nine realizations in this subgroup (see Table 6.6), though. In this 
small group, no further distinction was made between the usage of that and this 
to form realization groups of their own, thus the following examples all belong to 
this group:

Table 6.6  Realization patterns of subcategory _A3_

Form N %

_A3_ (det) noun verb (int) adj 45 100%
Ø noun verb (int) adj 19   42%
art noun verb (int) adj 10   22%
poss noun verb (int) adj   7   16%
dem noun verb (int) adj   9   20%

	 (52)	 SBC004; 17.67 18.82
		  CAROLYN:  That stuff is great.

	 (53)	 SBC013; 20.33 21.40
		  MARCI:  This stuff is good.

	 (54)	 SBC050; 439.783 441.157
		  KELLY:  Those cups are so great.

The finer differences in these utterances could be looked at in more detail in a 
study with more such utterances but for the present study, these nine utterances 
are too few to be analyzed thoroughly along these variations. It is interesting to see 
that in _A3_, the utterances referring to something or someone specific – either 
by a demonstrative plus noun or by using a possessive pronoun plus noun (“poss 
noun verb (int) adj”) – are the smallest groups in this subcategory (see Table 6.6). 
Utterances with reference to a specific person’s goods or traits in using a possessive 
pronoun are PosR such as

	 (55)	 SBC011; 375.79 378.43; Cluster 011;06
		  DORIS:  Your shirt and beads = .. are most becoming.

or

	 (56)	 SBC052; 1166.637–1168.227; Cluster 052;09
		  CINDY:		You’re li- –
							      Your looks are fine.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/10/2023 6:03 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



	 Chapter 6.  Positive Remark sequences	 135

These utterances seem to reflect a high involvement and direct address of the con-
versational partner. Yet, the numbers of the other realizations of _A3_ as shown in 
Table 6.6 suggest that with _adj_-utterances from this subcategory, speakers usually 
do not refer that clearly to a person or a thing, which rather could be interpreted as 
a lack of ‘involvement’ features. Looking at the utterances in the text, we can find 
a variety of examples such as

	 (57)	 SBC051; 88.385–90.161
		  ALICE:	 Oh,
						      mythology’s so great.

or

	 (58)	 SBC051; 855.926 857.961
		  FRAN:  … Sean is .. marvelous.

Both utterances can be seen as realizations of “Ø noun verb (int) adj”. There is 
obviously a difference in the possibility to hear these utterances as compliment or 
general Positive Remark: using the name of a person present at the conversation 
(and thus complimenting that person by talking positively about them to others) 
adds a different value than using any other noun phrase, of course. It might be 
interesting to differentiate such utterances further, with a bigger data base.

6.1.1.4  Subcategory _A4_: elliptical_adj
One of the bigger subcategories is the elliptical subgroup _A4_ where the speakers 
either use only the adjective (with or without an intensifier) or simply leave out 
the subject.

Table 6.7  Realization patterns of subcategory _A4_

Form N %

_A4_ elliptical_adj 257 100%
Ø verb (int) adj   21     8%
Ø Ø (int) adj   38   15%
Right 145   56%
Good   31   12%
Great/nice/fine   20     8%
How adj     2     1%

The decision whether or not to also code the adjectives right, good, great, fine etc. 
was not easily made. Many of these forms are used as pragmatic markers, as listener 
responses and discourse structuring items. Especially right is used as a discourse 
organizing marker many times as in the following example:
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	 (59)	 SBC002; 110.91–115.92
		  HAROLD:	 Mhm,
								        uncoordinated and .. unflexible.
		  PETE:				    … Right,
		  HAROLD:	 … Stiff.

Here, Pete acknowledges what Arnold said, possibly also to show that he paid atten-
tion. With such a short utterance, Pete is also signalling Harold that he is actually 
not trying to take the floor which can be seen in the pause marking with the dots 
in the transcript. As discussed above, instances of listener responses occur in the 
PosR sequences as response tokens, as in the following example:

	 (60)	 SBC031; 305.195–309.514
		  JAMIE:	 … Okay I’ll run get those,
						      my name’s [Jamie] like I said,
		  BETH:		 [Great].
		  JAMIE:	 you need anything you let me know.
						      O[kay]?

Beth’s listener response (“great”) in line 3 to the waitress Jamie corresponds to the 
elliptical form of the supercategory _adj_, viz. subcategory _A4_, and is also tagged 
as belonging to ‘non-minimal responses’ and ‘pragmatic markers’. Such tokens

show that the listener is receiving the message [or paying attention to the story] and 
is at the same time channelling back support for what the speaker is saying. The re-
sponse tokens can simultaneously signal boundaries in the discourse and send back 
signals of sociability. Such markers are a sign of active and cooperative listening.
� (Carter/McCarthy 2006: §110)

Single adjectives can be seen as “episodic marker” (Antaki 2002: 8) which offer 
“positive feedback to the speaker and often mark the boundaries of topics” (Carter/
McCarthy 2006: §95a; see also Carter/McCarthy 2006: §110). Yet, such short utter-
ances can indeed also be used in a complimentary way as in the following example:

	 (61)	 SBC003; 12.96–15.21
		  MARILYN:		 .. (H) Oh,
									         … fabulous.

With this single adjective utterance, Marilyn positively evaluates a decision of her 
husband’s for the meal preparation, which could be considered a compliment on 
performance (see also Rees-Miller 2011: 2685 on short forms of compliments in 
specific situations). Since some researchers also ascribe discourse functions to com-
pliments, these tokens of discourse “monitoring function” (Thompson/Hunston 
2000: 11) of course are also accounted for in the Positive Remarks. Thus, these 
pragmatic markers, as well as the aforementioned phrases (see subcategory _A2_), 
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not only function to organize discourse, but they also display a positive attitude to 
the other speakers and the entire conversation.

6.1.1.5  Subcategory _A5_: alternatives_adj
The smallest of the subcategories in the supercategory _adj_ is subcategory _A5_ 
with alternative realizations of the _adj_ form as shown in Table 6.8. These reali-
zations are grouped in this subcategory since they did not fit into any of the others. 
Since these forms are of such small numbers, it seemed most reasonable to put them 
together into this ‘alternatives’ group.

Table 6.8  Realization patterns of subcategory _A5_

Form N

_A5_ alternatives_adj 32
does/is (det noun) verb (int) adj   2
Doesn’t pron V adj   1
Aren’t you adj   1
Isn’t/Weren’t pron (int) adj   1
Isn’t dem (noun) adj 12
Alternative_syntax 15

What is probably most interesting is that the forms “Aren’t you..”, “Isn’t …” rarely 
occur in this corpus, but are distinguished by Manes/Wolfson (1981) as one of the 
nine formulae (cf., e.g., Table 2.1). Even if this form is only accounted for in 1% of 
their data as well, it seems far too rare in the present data to claim this realization 
to constitute its own subcategory.

These are the utterances and realizations of the PosR that are in focus in this 
supercategory _adj_. The following sections throw a light on the interactional or-
ganisation (which conversational partner speaks after the PosR) and take a closer 
look at the Response Strategies conversationalists use to react to these _adj_ forms 
in Chapter 6.1.2.

6.1.2  _adj_ interaction and turn organization

In this subchapter, the _adj_ sequences are in focus. While in the previous 
Chapter 6.1.1, the subcategories of the Positive Remarks have been presented as 
single turns, the following will provide the combination of the _adj_ realizations 
with the utterances following them.

As mentioned before (e.g. Chapter 4.3.1 and 5.3), the conversational data from 
the Santa Barbara Corpus that were chosen for this study contain some special 
conversational features that need to be included in the analysis. The most import-
ant interactional aspect here is that there are more than two speakers involved in 
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the conversations. This leads to instances where it is not the addressee of a Positive 
Remark who responds to the utterance but either another conversational partici-
pant takes up the turn and reacts to the PosR or the speakers contribute in a way that 
is not decipherable in terms of speaker, addressee, or non-addressee conversational 
sequence. Such stretches of conversation are termed ‘difficult’ (see also Table 4.12 
as well as Chapters 4.3 and 4.3.2).

Table 6.9 shows the distribution of the various interactional structures of 
the _adj_ supercategory as well as the subcategories. As mentioned before (see 
Chapter 4.3.2), ‘tusp’ is the name for ‘turn is continued by same speaker’, TUOTH 
stands for a next ‘turn by other speaker’ after the PosR and RERE for a ‘remote 
response’, i.e., when somebody refers to a specific Positive Remark but does not 
do so in the adjacent/immediately following turn. The two categories TUOTH and 
RERE are looked at in this chapter as a combination of the two possible turn types, 
that of the non-addressee and the addressee. The differentiation between addressee 
and non-addressee turns for TUOTH is looked at in Chapter 6.1.3 below.

Table 6.9  Interactional structure of _adj_ and its subcategories

Formula N
%

tusp tuoth rere Difficult

_adj_ pron/(det) noun verb (int) adj 827 235 405 8 179
100% 28% 49% 1% 22%

_A1_ Personal pron verb (int) adj 133   43   64 1   25
100% 32% 48% 1% 19%

_A2_ pron/det_head verb (int) adj 360 107 162 6   85
100% 30% 44% 2% 24%

_A3_ (det) noun verb (int) adj   45   15   21 0     9
100% 33% 47% 0% 20%

_A4_ elliptical_adj 257   61 142 0   54
100% 24% 55% 0% 21%

_A5_ alternatives_adj   32     9   16 1     6
100% 29% 53% 0% 18%

In Table 6.9, the interactional structure of supercategory _adj_ is depicted in the 
first row (see also Table 5.5). The numbers given for the supercategory show the 
total of the turn structure across the subcategories _A1_ to _A5_. As can be seen, 
the category of TUOTH dominates the interactional structure with 49% in the 
_adj_ sequences. The other half is divided mainly between ‘tusp’ with 28% and the 
‘difficult’ category with 22%.

The average percentages of the various turn structures in the subcategories are 
quite similar in their distribution to the percentages of the supercategory. In all 
subcategories, the TUOTH sequences are most frequently used (ranging from 45% 
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to 55%), followed by the ‘tusp’ sequences (ranging from 24% to 33%), then ‘diffi-
cult’ (18%–24%) and RERE (0–2%). To find out whether or not the sequence turn 
structures show any significance and interdependence, a chi-square test was carried 
out for these values, yet, no statistical significance can be stated (χ2 (Df 12) = 14.32 
p > 0.10). The only subcategories that show significance between the realization and 
the turn structure are subcategories _A2_ (χ2 (Df 9) = 24.97 p < 0.005) and _A5_ 
(χ2 (Df 15) = 45.63 p < 0.005).

There are several possibilities of how a turn may continue after a Positive Remark. 
Frequently, ‘tusp’ cases such as the next example can be found in the conversations:

	 (62)	 SBC001; 586.16–589.27
		  LYNNE:		 it’s really interesting,
							       to do stuff like tha = t.
							       (H) .. But,

In such cases, the speaker utters a Positive Remark that can be said to bear mainly 
the function to organize their own story. When they give these little comments 
they direct the hearer’s attention to what is coming next or they may give a closing 
evaluation of what they have just spoken about. Yet, these ‘tusp’ turns do not only 
occur when speakers evaluate their own stories. They may also occur at instances in 
conversations where something is uttered that looks very much like a compliment:

	 (63)	 SBC051; 854.175–859.266
		  FRAN:		 sad thing for me,

				    to lose him but,
				    … Sean is .. marvelous.
				    … Looking after him.

In this instance, Fran talks about Sean, who is one of the hosts, to another guest at 
the dinner party and says how happy she has been that Sean looked after her dying 
brother. Thus, she makes a positive evaluation about a character trait and perfor-
mance of a person present at the conversation. Even though she does not direct the 
PosR directly at Sean, this could be heard as a compliment. Yet, no response follows. 
Fran even pauses a moment (which is transcribed with the dots at the beginning of 
the intonation unit) and then goes on talking since no reaction follows.

The next example is one of the ‘difficult’ structures:

	 (64)	 SBC013; 1042.70–1045.51
		  KENDRA:	 [< X That would be good X >],
		  WENDY:		  What].
								        [2You’re gonna get m = arried,
		  KEVIN:			  [2Did you notice the room got deathly silent2]?
		  WENDY:		  and you’ll have2] all [3kind of money3]?
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While other examples in the present study mainly do not show a detailed annota-
tion of the conversations to make the extracts easier to read, the mark-up is left in 
Example (64) to show the overlaps (marked by the square brackets, the numbers 
show which parts overlap) and the difficulties to work with the notions of ‘next 
turn by other speaker’ or ‘turn continues by same speaker’ in such stretches of talk. 
In this example, two people speak at the same time, Wendy and Kevin. They both 
react to something Kendra says before she utters the Positive Remark (“That would 
be good”). They both then opt out from responding to this Positive Remark by 
addressing an earlier topic. Yet, it is impossible to say who should be chosen as the 
one uttering the next turn, since they both speak at the same time. These instances 
of ‘difficult’ turn structures were also coded with the Response Strategies. It may 
well be interesting to conduct a further study to analyze in how far the Response 
Strategies in such instances overlap or differ between ‘difficult’ and TUOTH turns. 
Yet, this aspect will be left out of the present study. Figure 6.2 displays the relation 
of the Response Strategies with the subcategories in the supercategory _adj_. In 
these numbers, the ‘difficult’ stretches are included as well as the TUOTH and the 
RERE turns that use the respective Response Strategies.
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Figure 6.2  Relation of the Response Strategies with the _adj_ subcategories
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The category termed ‘total _adj_’ in this figure displays the use of the Response 
Strategies in the sequences of the supercategory in total. The other bars in the 
figure show the distribution and usage of the Response Strategies in the respective 
subcategories. Thus, we can see that subcategory _A1_ “Personal pron verb (int) 
adj” takes agreement as the most frequent Response Strategy and that opting 
out is by far the most frequently used strategy in the elliptical adjective forms (see 
also Chapters 4 and 5 above and Table B.5 in the appendix).

Since the working model and hypothesis of the present study build on the interaction 
of the speaker and the hearer/participants of the conversation, the following subchapter 
will concentrate on the structure where an identifiable addressee or non-addressee 
utters a response to a Positive Remark in a next turn (a TUOTH instance).

6.1.3 � Sequences of Positive Remarks and Response Strategies in ‘turn  
by other’ sequences in _adj_

Narrowing the scope down to Response Strategies that can be assigned to the im-
mediately following turn, the TUOTH, the distribution of the Response Strategies 
is displayed in Figure 6.3.
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In comparison to Figure 6.2, we can see some differences here:

–– over 40% of the TUOTH turns are coded as opting out (compared to about 
36% in the total of response turns in Figure 6.2) and almost 70% of the re-
sponses to the elliptical subcategory _A4_ consist of opting out strategies,

–– the strategy explaining is used as a response in _adj_TUOTH to a larger degree 
than in the total of the _adj_ responses,

–– also the strategy appreciation can be found slightly more often in the TUOTH 
responses of _A1_,

–– the unclear instances are rarer here than in the overall Response Strategies used 
in all turn structures, most probably because the ‘difficult’ response sequences 
are not accounted for in these numbers here.

How the usage of Response Strategies differs according to these differing next turns 
by others (either addressee or non-addressee) is displayed in Figures 6.4 and 6.5. 
The percentages in both Figures 6.4 and 6.5, need to be understood primarily as 
tendencies since the utterances in the respective subcategories that are coded this 
way are rather small (see appendix, Table B.13 and B.14).
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Figure 6.5  Relation of the Response Strategies with the tuoth_addressee turns in _adj_

Figure 6.4 shows the distribution of the Response Strategies as they are used by non- 
addressees in a next turn after an _adj_ Positive Remark. There are some differences 
to the overall TUOTH use in Figure 6.3 that are striking:

–– opting out is used in total in roughly 30% of the sequences in a ‘tuoth_non-add’ 
turn, whereas the overall use in TUOTH turns comes up to more than 40%,

–– agreement is used by the non-addressees slightly more often: over 20% in non- 
addressees to about 17% in overall TUOTH turns, with an outstanding use in 
substrategy _A3_,

–– explaining is used somewhat less often as a strategy by non-addressees than 
in the total of TUOTH turns.

Figure 6.5 displays the Response Strategies as used in the tuoth_addressee turns in 
the respective _adj_ subcategory.

There are some differences to the distribution of the total of TUOTH and the 
tuoth_non-addressee turns in the _adj_ categories as well:
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–– opting out is clearly the strategy most often used by addressees with an av-
erage of about 50%,

–– most of these instances of opting out are observed in the elliptical subcate-
gory (_A4_),

–– with over 30%, the strategy agreement can be found to a large amount in 
subcategory _A3_,

–– if disagreement is used by the speaker, it is used in the alternative realizations 
of the _adj_ category (_A5_),

–– if appreciation is used by the addressee, this is mostly done in the subcategory 
_A1_, where the Positive Remark is used with personal pronouns.

The Response Strategies (opting out, agreement, disagreement and appreci-
ation) are focused on with a few examples in the following.

6.1.3.1  Opting out
As can be seen, the Response Strategy opting out in _A4_, the elliptical realization 
of the _adj_ categories, is the strategy most often chosen by addressees (cf. also 
Chapter 5.3.3), but there are also other instances, where this strategy is chosen as 
in the next example of an _A2_ realization:

	 (65)	 SBC033; 278.953–286.858
		  JENN:				    I’m talking about like set-
								        .. Cleaning up after yourself.
								        Or doing things,
								        that you have clearly defined,
								        as rules in this [house,
		  LISBETH:	 [That is correct].
		  JENN:				    as you = r respon]sibility.

Jenn is talking about the rules that exist in the household and while she is speaking, 
Lisbeth utters a Positive Remark that Jenn does not pay attention to at all. She opts 
out and does not attend to it in any way in her talk, she just goes on talking. As in 
most elliptical _adj_ utterances (_A4_), a form such as this from subcategory _A2_ 
can be used as a listener response (see above, Chapter 6.1.1). If a speaker utters such 
a listener response, they signal that they are listening and that they do not want 
to claim the speaker’s floor. Thus, the previous speaker may go on speaking and 
no response is expected. The high occurrence of the tuoth_addressees of opting 
out (mostly by continuing), thus, shows a great likelihood that such utterances 
(as in _A2_ and _A4_) are heard as something like a listener response, a token of 
alignment, to which the addressee does not have to react.
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6.1.3.2  Agreement
An example of using agreement in subcategory _A3_ is the following extract:

	 (66)	 SBC015; 835.590–837.925
		  JOANNE:		 I mean the guy is great.
		  LENORE:		 I told you.
		  KEN:					    (H)
		  LENORE:		 I told you.

Joanne talks about her brother and how he became clean and sober. Everybody in this 
conversation knows the brother and, obviously, Lenore believed in Joanne’s brother 
even before Joanne herself did and agrees now with the Positive Remark “the guy is 
great” by using an affirmative that also shows mutual background knowledge (or even 
advanced background knowledge) by stating that she told Joanne her brother would 
make it. This is a good example of a third party compliment about a person who is not 
present. It is treated by Lenore in this conversational stretch as it would be expected 
as a preferred second pair part to a positive assessment, by uttering an agreement.

6.1.3.3  Disagreement
disagreement is not used that often in the conversational data. In the _adj_ su-
percategory, only seven utterances are coded as disagreement. One of them is the 
following example:

	 (67)	 SBC035; 344.687–348.885
		  PATTY:					     There’s nothing wrong with that,
		  STEPHANIE:	 (H) Well no,
										          but what they’re do- –
		  PATTY:					     that’s important.
		  STEPHANIE:	 But,
										          but m- Mom,
										          what I’m saying is,

Patty and Stephanie, mother and daughter, talk about Stephanie’s college plans 
with other members of the family. When Patty utters that “there’s nothing wrong” 
(coded as _A5_) with a moral value community, Stephanie at first seems to agree 
with her start “well no” but then disagrees in her response and gets back to where 
she wanted the conversation to go. Thus, even in this disagreeing utterance, we 
still have an initial sign of alignment with what the mother states before Stephanie 
disagrees and goes on, which could also be considered a sign of delay for a dispre-
ferred second pair part using the particle well. The aforementioned (relatively) high 
percentage of disagreement in _A5_ sequences (see Figure 6.2) might signal that 
these utterances are recognized as non-compliments. Yet, the Fisher exact test did 
not reveal a significant P-value (see also Chapter 6.4).
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6.1.3.4  Appreciation
Even though 11% of appreciation responses (see Figure 6.6) seems like quite 
a reasonable two-digit precentage, it is only a tendency of all _A1_ subcategory 
responses and indeed is only backed up by two utterances (see Table B.14 in the 
appendix), one of those can be found in the next example:

	 (68)	 SBC003; 1190.42–1191.76
		  MARILYN:		 I think they’re okay.
									         @@
		  PETE:					     Oh,
									         @fine.

In this conversation, Marilyn and Pete, who are friends, prepare a meal together 
with Marilyn’s husband Roy. In this extract, Marilyn talks about some of the food 
they have, thus she utters a positive assessment on something. Pete appreciates with 
his “oh fine” that Marilyn is declaring the food they are going to have as “okay”. 
This is a jocular situation in their conversation (as can also be seen by the laughter 
that is transcribed with the @ symbol). Yet, we can see that the Response Strategy 
appreciation is not used very often and indeed, if it is used, it is sometimes used 
as a joking response.

On the other hand, there is one of the rare occasions of a thank you (an appre-
ciation strategy) which is being used in SBC051:

	 (69)	 SBC051; 710.582–715.844
		  FRAN:		 … Sean,
						      I’m looking at all the paintings around,
						      it’s wonderful .. to see your work,
						      uh =,
		  SEAN:		 Thank you.

Fran’s Positive Remark (“it’s wonderful”) is coded as subcategory _A2_, a structure 
that is often used for listener response realizations. What we can see here, though, is 
the additional use of an address by name (Sean) and even referring directly to Sean’s 
work with the possessive pronoun “your work”. Thus, Fran makes it quite clear that 
her remark addresses Sean and is supposed to make him feel good about his work, 
his art performance and ability. Sean can appreciate this remark with a “thank you”.

It is indeed not easy to draw definite conclusions due to the rather low numbers 
of ‘turn by other’ sequences. Still, the distribution of the Response Strategies for 
the subcategories of _adj_ and their ‘tuoth_non-add’ and ‘tuoth_add’ sequence is 
presented in the working model in Figure 6.6 and significance is calculated with 
the Fisher exact test (see Chapter 6.4). On the right-hand side, the field with the 
Response Strategies only contains the superstrategies of the responses (to keep the 
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model with all the numbers added still readable). The numbers are put into the 
model in the following manner: above the Response Strategy, the ‘tuoth_non-add’ 
percentages of this strategy are placed from left to right in the order of the sub-
categories (i.e., subcategory _A1_ is the first number, the ‘tuoth_non-add’ above 
and the ‘tuoth_add’ below the strategy). The percentages are also marked with the 
abbreviated category names on the left-hand side.
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Figure 6.6  The Response Strategies as used in the _adj_ subcategories in the working model

On the left-hand side of the model, the subcategories of the _adj_ Positive Remarks 
are placed in an approximate order on the continuum, based roughly on the ma-
jority of Response Strategies they take. Thus, the more percentages the Response 
Strategies have to either top or bottom (compliment and positive assessment func-
tion) of the model, the subcategories are placed either further to the top or bottom 
of the ‘compliment-positive assessment continuum’.

As can be seen, most of the _adj_ subcategories seem to range, according to the 
Response Strategies they evoke, around the interim or ambiguous area on the contin-
uum. And as we can see from Example (68) above, appreciation is not necessarily 
a sign of a complimentary Positive Remark.
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6.2	 The _noun_ category

The second of the three supercategories of the Positive Remarks focused on in this 
study may also contain adjectives to carry a positive semantic load, similar to the 
_adj_ category. Whereas in the _adj_ supercategory it is a predicative adjective 
that carries the positive semantic load, it is the whole noun phrase that carries 
the positive semantic load in the _noun_ supercategory which may contain an 
attributive adjective that is integrated in the noun phrase. The various ways in 
which this is realized are shown below. The subchapters follow the same structure 
as introduced in Chapter 6.1.

6.2.1  _noun_ subcategories

As in the _adj_ supercategory, the _noun_ supercategory also consists of five sub-
categories (ee Table 6.1). The surface structure is basically the same as in the _adj_ 
categories, the only difference is that the realizations in this supercategory demand 
a noun phrase to be carrying the positive semantic load, viz. it mainly contains a 
positively evaluating attributive adjective and a noun. In interrupted utterances it 
might be possible of course that this noun is missing in the actual utterance but 
could still be completed in the structure due to the parts that are realized. The total 
number of utterances in the _noun_ supercategory amounts to 217 utterances 
which equals about 18% of all Positive Remarks found in the data (see Table 5.3).

The largest subcategory of _noun_ is the _N2_ category with 37%, containing 
realizations such as This is a very nice house (“pron verb (int) (det) adj noun”). 
The usage of personal pronouns in subcategory _N1_ is also rather frequent with 
31%. A comparison of the subcategories of the _adj_ and the _noun_ supercatego-
ries reveals a rather homogeneous distribution of the subcategories. Comparing the 
percentages of the _adj_ categories in Table 6.2 to those of the _noun_ categories 
in Table 6.10, we see the only larger difference in the numbers for subcategory 
_A1_ and _N1_ and _A4_ and _N4_. The subcategories _A1_ and _N1_, which 
both contain personal pronouns with which the speakers can position themselves 
and others, shows a stronger preference in the _noun_ category with 31% in _N1_ 
compared to 16% in _A1_. The elliptical realizations on the other hand show a 
comparably stronger preference in the _adj_ category with 31% in _A4_ compared 
to 18% in _N4_. As already mentioned in Chapter 5.1, the _adj_ category offers 
a better structure for elliptical realizations since the predicative adjective carries 
the entire positive semantic load and can also easily be understood as a positive 
evaluative remark when occurring on its own.
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Table 6.10  Numbers and examples of the _noun_ realizations

Form N %

_noun_ pron/(det) noun verb (int) (det) (adj) noun 217 100%
_N1_ Personal pron verb (int) (det) (adj) noun   67   31%
_N2_ pron verb (int) (det) adj noun   80   37%
_N3_ (det) noun verb (int) (det) (adj) noun   18     8%
_N4_ elliptical_noun   38   18%
_N5_ alternatives_noun   14     6%

6.2.1.1  Subcategory _N1_: Personal pron verb (int) (det) (adj) noun
The order of the subcategories in _noun_, i.e. _N1_ to _N5_, resembles a rough 
arrangement of these utterances in terms of the ‘compliment-positive assessment 
continuum’ of the working model, just as the subcategories of _adj_ do (cf. also 
Chapter 6.1.1). This means that the realizations of subcategory _N1_ can resemble 
Positive Remarks with a stronger involvement, viz. a possible compliment function, 
especially those with first and second person pronouns.

Table 6.11  Realization patterns of subcategory _N1_

Form N %

_N1_ Personal pron verb (int) (det) (adj) noun 67 100%
I/we verb (int) (art) adj noun 15   22%
I/we verb (int) (det) adj noun   7   10%
I/we verb (int) det Ø noun   2     3%
You verb (int) det adj noun   4     6%
You verb (int) det Ø noun   2     3%
He/she/they verb (int) det adj noun 34   51%
S/he/they verb (int) det Ø noun   3     5%

The division of the subcategories in _N1_ stems from the thought that there might 
be a difference in how a PosR is responded to according to the personal pronoun 
used, i.e. whether I, we, you is used or the more distant pronouns he, she, and they. 
Another aspect paid attention to was whether or not the utterance is formulated 
with or without an adjective in the noun phrase. As can be seen in Table 6.11, those 
utterances without an attributive adjective are rare. Out of the 67 _N1_ realizations 
in total, the patterns “I/we verb (int) det noun” and “You verb (int) det noun” 
each occur twice, while “S/he/they verb (int) det noun” is uttered three times. 
The noun phrase that carries the positive semantic load in _N1_ is usually formed 
with the help of an attributive adjective. This noun phrase can either be introduced 
by the indefinite or definite article as in the following Example (70):
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	 (70)	 SBC032; 762.830 763.910
		  TOM_2:  and we had a nice conversation,

Such an utterance is displayed by the realization form “I/we verb (int) (art) adj 
noun”. In coding, a difference was made between utterances as in (70) and those 
as in (71) which take a determiner such as this or that to specify the noun phrase:

	 (71)	 SBC003; 557.34 558.84
		  MARILYN:  … We read this great book.

Utterances as in Example (71) fall under the realization strategy form “I/we 
verb (int) (det) adj noun”. It was assumed that there might be a difference in 
the reactions even according to the use of these different determiners (see also 
Chapter 6.1.1), yet, in the present study no claim concerning this (possible) differ-
ence can be stated since the numbers of realizations of these utterances are very low.

In fact, not only the utterances where the speakers show their own involvement 
and position by the use of the pronoun I are very rare, but even rarer are the utter-
ances with the second person pronoun you. In only six utterances, the conversa-
tional partner is addressed with you as in the following example:

	 (72)	 SBC002; 231.54 232.88
		  MILES:  You must have good stereo.

By far the biggest number of utterances is found with a reference to another (absent) 
person by the use of he or she as in the next example: 2

	 (73)	 SBC052; 1.180 2.088
		  BRENDA:  He’s a good kid.

Thus, in 55% of all utterances where a personal pronoun is used, a person is re-
ferred to that is not present at the conversation or who is a bystander who is not 
involved in the conversation (yet). Especially in those cases where an absent person 
is positively evaluated, no compliment in the traditional sense would be expected 
since the complimentee is expected to be present (to be made ‘feel good’). Only 
in those cases where another person is strongly affiliated with the absent person 
being evaluated, a complimentary function would be expected. It seems again that 
in these conversations many positive aspects are mentioned which do not fulfil 
some of the classic compliment expectations, but may nevertheless create solidarity.

2.	 The pronoun they is often used to refer to people as well, yet some utterances show the use of 
they to refer to objects. These utterances are not displayed in a special group since these numbers 
are rather marginal.
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6.2.1.2  Subcategory _N2_: pron/det_head verb (int) (det) adj noun
Subcategory _N2_ and _A2_ also share a common feature: the use of the words 
this, that, and it as pronominal heads of the subject noun phrase in an utterance. 
This second subcategory makes up the largest one in the _noun_ supercategory 
with about 80 utterances (37%) assigned to these realization forms (see Table 6.10 
for the overview; see Table 6.12 for the subcategory).

Table 6.12  Realization patterns of subcategory _N2_

Form N %

_N2_ pron/det_head verb (int) (det) adj noun 80 100%
This/these verb (int) (det) adj noun/Ø 12   15%
That/those verb (int) (det) adj noun/Ø 27   34%
It verb (int) (det) adj noun/Ø 26   32%
It/that verb (int) (det) Ø noun 11   14%
There is a adj noun (+ complement)   4     5%

The difference between the realization pattern “That/those verb (int) (det) adj 
noun/Ø” and “It/that verb (int) (det) Ø noun” is seen in the use or absence of 
the adjective in these subcategories. Table 6.12 reveals the preferred use of that/
those and it instead of this/these at the beginning of utterances. Just as in the sub-
category _A2_, this use of that/those may be a sign of solidarity and alignment as 
mentioned by Strauss (2002; see Chapter 6.1.1 above).

We find more positive utterances in the conversations like these following 
examples:

	 (74)	 SBC033; 11.087–12.794
		  DON:	 Aw =,
					     that’s a cute garden –

or

	 (75)	 SBC019; 113.674 115.537
		  MELISSA:  That’s actually very good lettering sir.

and

	 (76)	 SBC050; 39.267–42.032
		  KELLY:	 … That is the cutest cutting board.
						      Isn’t it?

These utterances could easily be interpreted as complimentary remarks, along with 
many realizations formed with it as well, as these following examples show:
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	 (77)	 SBC013; 1104.35 1105.38
		  KENDRA:  It’s a beautiful cake,

	 (78)	 SBC048; 485.501 487.701
		  JUDY:  … Oh it’s a nice outfit.

Yet, also the instances found with this and these in the conversations can easily be 
heard as compliments, as the following example shows:

	 (79)	 SBC050; 210.427 211.714
		  DANA:  These are such awesome cups,

Some few utterances may have the noun missing due to the conversational struc-
ture. Thus, sometimes there are utterances to be found like

	 (80)	 SBC052; 994.718 995.399
		  CINDY:  that sounds like a good –

These were then also coded as one of the utterances in this subcategory since the 
noun would have most probably been mentioned if the person was not interrupted. 
All of the examples above show utterances out of their context and their ‘true’ func-
tion in the conversation can only be guessed in such an isolated state. Yet, they all 
share the possibility to be heard as a compliment.

6.2.1.3  Subcategory _N3_: (det) noun verb (int) (det) (adj) noun
Subcategory _N3_ shares the “(det) noun” in the subject position of the utterance 
with subcategory _A3_. Its realization patterns can be found in Table 6.13. In this 
table, no percentages are given, only the raw numbers, since with subcategories that 
include a total of less than 20 utterances, the percentages could be rather misleading 
in the overall picture.

Table 6.13  Realization patterns of subcategory _N3_

Form N

_N3_ (det) noun verb (int) (det) (adj) noun 18
noun verb (int) det adj noun 10
noun verb (int) (det) Ø noun   2
art noun verb (int) det adj noun   4
dem noun verb (int) det adj noun   2

Subcategory _N3_, with 18 utterances in total, is a rather small category of the 
_noun_ supercategory (see Table 6.10) which shows parallels to the corresponding 
subcategory in _adj_ (_A3_) which also is the second least realized _adj_ form.
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The nouns at the beginning of the utterances combined in the first two realiza-
tion strategies are often names, either of people or things, as in the next examples:

	 (81)	 SBC052; 561.274 562.891
		  ANDREW:  (H) Cindy got me a nice shirt,

	 (82)	 SBC013; 921.13 923.33
		  MARCI:  (H) Rubber Maid makes the best spatulas.

None of the realizations fitting this subcategory has any direct reference to a person 
present, not by addressing them by their name (the names used here in this sub-
category refer to people that are not present at the moment of the utterance in the 
SBCSAE texts) or by using any possessive pronouns with the noun phrases. This 
subcategory could be expected to be found at the positive assessment end of the 
‘compliment-positive assessment continuum’ of the working model since signs of 
immediate involvement with conversational partners are not found.

6.2.1.4  Subcategory _N4_: elliptical_noun
_N4_ is the elliptical subcategory of the _noun_ category. This subcategory is not 
as large within the supercategory _noun_ as the elliptical adjective subcategory is 
in _adj_ but larger still than the comparable elliptical verb category (see Table 6.17).

Table 6.14  Realization patterns of subcategory _N4_

Form N %

_N4_ elliptical_noun 38 100%
Ø (int) adj noun 22   58%
Ø verb (int) det adj noun   6   16%
det (int) adj noun   9   24%
art Ø noun   1     2%

The elliptical form used most often is an utterance that contains simply the noun 
phrase, usually consisting of adjective and noun, sometimes also an intensifier as 
in Example (83):

	 (83)	 SBC036; 1587.925 1588.517
		  MARIE:  Very good answer.

At other times, a determiner is also included as in Example (84)

	 (84)	 SBC051; 537.460 539.451
		  SEAN:  Oh the best speakers in the world.
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Sometimes even a verb is used in the elliptical utterance and the speaker only omits 
the subject as in Example (85):

	 (85)	 SBC032; 452.702 454.577
		  TOM_2:  Made the most brilliant move of my life.

These utterances are usually not used as a responsive turn (as many of the _A4_ 
utterances are) and do not bear the function of a listener response. By uttering a 
Positive Remark in this way, the speaker withdraws from the evaluation since they 
avoid saying something like I made the most brilliant move. On the one hand, this 
can be claimed to be largely due to the conversational situation. The conversational 
partners of course know whom the speaker is talking about. On the other hand, by 
taking themselves out of the utterance, as in something like “very good answer”, 
the speakers also make the Positive Remark sound more like a general statement. 
They could claim that it is not their own thought or feeling but that, e.g., the answer 
itself is indeed “very good”.

6.2.1.5  Subcategory _N5_: alternatives_noun
Interestingly, the subcategory of the alternative noun realizations also has some-
thing in common with the adjective subcategory _A5_. As in the alternative real-
izations of the _adj_ category, the _noun_ category also shows a form that could 
not be grouped among the other subcategories, but which was listed in Manes/
Wolfson’s (1981) formulae as a separate formula: “What (a) Noun!” (see Table 2.1).

Table 6.15  Realization patterns of subcategory _N5_

Form N

_N5_ alternatives_noun 14
What (a) adj noun   2
What a noun   3
Alternative_syntax_noun   9

The numbers of these utterances in Manes/Wolfson’s (1981) data must have been 
rather small with less than 2% of all compliments collected. Grouped with this 
realization pattern are also utterances in the present study that start not only with 
What a as displayed in Table 6.15 but also those that start with such a or quite a. In 
the present study, only three PosR have this form without an adjective (thus, where 
the noun carries the positive semantic load on its own) as in:

	 (86)	 SBC031; 1300.763 1301.391
		  SHERRY:  What a deal.
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Only two utterances are formed in this way with an adjective also carrying the 
positive semantic load of the noun phrase, such as in:

	 (87)	 SBC033; 56.510 57.721
		  DON:  Such a great statement.

It is interesting to see that there are quite a few parallels between the corresponding 
subcategories and realization of the _adj_ and _noun_ Positive Remarks. Whether 
this also applies to the types of Response Strategies given in the respective se-
quences will be discussed further below.

6.2.2  _noun_ interaction and turn organization

In this subchapter, Table 6.16 focuses on the turn organization in the _noun_ se-
quence. The table corresponds to Table 6.9 for the _adj_ category and displays the 
turn organization of the sequences in the _noun_ supercategory. The numbers for 
the turn organization in the supercategory are given in the first row, followed by a 
display of the numbers for the subcategories.

Table 6.16  Interactional structure of _noun_ and its subcategories

Formula N
%

tusp TUOTH RERE Difficult

_noun_ pron/(det) noun verb (int) (det) 217 65 84   5 63
(adj) noun 100% 30% 39% 2% 29%

_N1_ Personal pron verb (int) (det) (adj)   67 27 22   2 16
noun 100% 40% 33% 3% 24%

_N2_ pron verb (int) (det) adj noun   80 22 30   2 26
100% 27% 37% 3% 33%

_N3_ (det) noun verb (int) (det) (adj)   18   7   6   0   5
noun 100% 39% 33% 0% 28%

_N4_ elliptical_noun   38   7 19   1 11
100% 18% 50% 3% 29%

_N5_ alternatives_noun   14   2   7   0   5
100% 14% 50% 0% 36%

As can be seen in the _noun_ supercategory, in 84 out of 217 instances (i.e. in 39% 
of the sequences), another speaker, either addressee or non-addressee, utters a next 
turn after a Positve Remark. This is 10% less than for the general _adj_ category. 
The turn structures ‘difficult’ and the ‘next turn by the same speaker’ (tusp) who 
uttered the Positive Remark have slightly higher values than in the _adj_ category.
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Two of the subcategories in this Positive Remark category tend to be used 
more often in sequences where the speakers continue after a positive utterance 
themselves: subcategories _N1_ with 40% of these ‘turn by same speaker’ (tusp) 
sequences, and _N3_ where 39% of the sequences are organized in this way. In 
_N1_, many of these sequences occur with the realization strategies that have first 
person pronouns, viz. I or we, such as in the next example:

	 (88)	 SBC003; 1326.85–1333.93
		  MARILYN:		 .. And I’d had this,
									         … I’d had a particularly stupendous time.
									         Because I had to .. be a wife most of the time,

In this extract, Marilyn tells Pete, her visiting friend, about an event she went to 
with her husband Roy (who is also present at the conversation). Thus, this positive 
evaluation she brings up here is used to describe some past event, used to make the 
story more interesting and lively. The small pauses in the extract (symbolized by the 
dots) are most probably signs of suspense and her story telling. At other times, such 
pauses seem to indicate that the speaker of the Positive Remark is indeed waiting 
for the conversational partner to say something, as in the next extract:

	 (89)	 SBC052; 483.861–490.144
		  DARLENE:		 .. (H) They made the cutest gingerbread ornaments.
									         … (H) They
									         Well,
									         they uh,
									         … I guess they’re like uh,

Here, Darlene tells Andrew about what some family members did for her for 
Christmas. It seems like she was waiting for some acknowledgment by Andrew of 
what she just said since she goes on with “well” and hesitation markers such as “uh”. 
The desire for some verbal or audible feedback in this conversation possibly stems 
from its nature as a telephone conversation.

In other cases, also when the third person singular is being used in the Positive 
Remark, an utterance can be understood as a kind of ‘story enhancer’ as well, where 
no response is expected as, for example, in the next extract:

	 (90)	 SBC059; 1499.014–1502.367
		  JO:	 She was a nice lady.
			   I don’t know how she ever had Marve.
			   He’s a creep.
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After the evaluation of a lady Jo had known many years ago, she does not expect or 
wait for another person to say anything but goes on talking about this lady’s son, 
who obviously is not quite as nice as his mother in Jo’s opinion. There are similar 
situations in subcategory _N3_ which shows many ‘tusp’ instances. In some se-
quences, no next turn seems to be expected by the speaker of the Positive Remark, 
as in the next example:

	 (91)	 SBC048; 281.950–284.940
		  JUDY:		 well black is such a good color,
						     you can .. wear it with everything.

Judy received a pair of black jeans from her mother as a Christmas present just 
before this utterance. Thus, her positive evaluation of the color black can be seen 
as appreciating the pants, thanking her mother, and making a general statement 
about the color black. Thus, she does not expect any response after this positive 
evaluation.

In other cases, as the next example, a turn by the other speaker seems expected 
which is indicated by the pause before the speaker goes on with his turn:

	 (92)	 SBC052; 560.901–564.445
		  ANDREW:		 Let’s see.
									         (H) Cindy got me a nice shirt,
									         … Um,

Here, Andrew tells Darlene about a shirt his wife gave him for Christmas. He pauses, 
but since Darlene does not utter a next turn, he goes on with the hesitation marker 
“um”. Thus, sequences with a ‘tusp’-turn organization may show these ‘turns by the 
same speaker’ for different reasons. A closer inspection of these instances and what 
differentiates the Positive Remarks where the speaker obviously does not expect a 
next turn by the addressee from those where pauses may be signs of communicative 
problems is certainly worthwhile to study in a future endeavor.

Figure 6.7 shows all the Response Strategies tagged in all _noun_ Positive 
Remarks, the turns by other speakers as well as the sequences where the speaker 
cannot easily be determined (i.e., the ‘difficult’ category in turn organization). In 
the other subcategories, _N2_, _N4_, and _N5_, the next ‘turn by other speaker’ 
(TUOTH) is favored over other possible sequence organization (see Table 6.16). 
In these _noun_ subcategories, as in the _adj_ subcategories, the small numbers 
have to be considered which allow only a description of tendencies.
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Figure 6.7  Relation of the Response Strategies used in the _noun_ subcategories

Comparing this Figure 6.7 for the Response Strategies used in _noun_ remarks 
with those used in the _adj_ categories (see Figure 6.2), the most obvious difference 
is the less frequent use of opting out and the more frequent use of agreement in 
the _noun_ categories. The total of the opting out strategies used in the supercat-
egory _adj_ is close to the total in the _noun_ supercategory, yet, no subcategory 
in _noun_ has an extreme value difference as _A4_, the elliptical subcategory, has 
in _adj_.

6.2.3 � Sequences of Positive Remarks and Response Strategies in ‘turn  
by other’ sequences in _noun_

In this chapter, the focus turns to the ‘turns by other speakers’ (the TUOTH turns) 
and the Response Strategies used in them in the _noun_ sequences.

Figure 6.8 displays the Response Strategies used in the TUOTH turns in the 
_noun_ sequences, leaving out the ‘difficult’ and the ‘remote responses’ that are 
accounted for in Figure 6.7. By taking only the turns into account that can be as-
signed to a next speaker, a few differences to the overall sequence as displayed in 
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Figure 6.7 become obvious (for the numbers behind these percentages, see appen-
dix, Tables B.15 and B.16). In the TUOTH turns, the distribution of the Response 
Strategies, as compared to Figure 6.7,
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Figure 6.8  Relation of Response Strategies used in the _noun_ TUOTH turns

–– shifts towards an increased use of the strategies explaining and agreement,
–– decreases, or is not used, with qualification, disagreement, and laughter,
–– shows a slightly less frequent usage of opting out.

The next two Figures 6.9 and 6.10, show the usage of the Response Strategies in 
a next turn after the Positive Remark by the non-addressee and the addressee of 
this PosR.

Not only the amount of utterances is smaller in these ‘turn by other’ groups, 
but there are also fewer strategies used. In the tuoth_non-addressee (Figure 6.9) 
we can see that
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Figure 6.9  Relation of Response Strategies used in the _noun_non-addressee turns

–– the frequency of using opting out is higher in some subcategories (_N1_ and 
_N4_) than it is for these subcategories in the overall distribution (Figures 6.7 
and 6.8),

–– explaining by the non-addressees is done about as frequently as in the overall 
numbers for _noun_ sequences,

–– agreement is less often used by the non-addressees in the _noun_ categories, 3
–– some Response Strategies are not used by non-addressees in tuoth position at 

all: referent shift, rejection, disagreement, and laughter.

The distribution of the Response Strategies in the tuoth_addressee is displayed in 
Figure 6.10.

3.	 This differs from the numbers and distributions observed in _adj_ tuoth_non-addressee 
numbers for agreement, see Chapter 6.1.3.
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Figure 6.10  Relation of Response Strategies used in the _noun_addressee turns

It can be seen in Figure 6.10 that these strategies are used in a slightly larger num-
ber of utterances (for the numbers on which these figures are based, see appendix, 
Tables B.15 and B.16).

In the tuoth_addressee turns

–– the strategies reinterpretation and laughter are not used at all,
–– only very few instances of the strategies appreciation and qualification 

(both in _N1_), referent shift (in _N4_), and rejection (in _N2_) are used,
–– the addressees use explaining as a strategy approximately as often as 

non-addressees do and in all subcategories, the strategies that belong to opt-
ing out are used less frequently by the addressees than the non-addressees 
(and the TUOTH overall use) and do not occur in a next turn in each _noun_ 
subcategory (they are not used in _N3_ and _N5_),

–– agreement is obviously the favored Response Strategy by addressees towards 
basically any subcategory of _noun_ used.
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The next two subchapters will provide a more detailed look at agreement as the 
favored Response Strategy that is also suggested to be connected with positive 
assessments. Connected with the presumed ‘opposites’ on the continuum, viz., the 
compliment function, are appreciation responses that will also be presented in 
some more detail below (Chapter 6.2.3.2).

6.2.3.1  agreements
With these many agreements used by the addressee of a Positive Remark, one 
might suggest at first glance that many of the _noun_ remarks are understood 
as positive assessments rather than as compliments, since agreeing is considered 
to be preferred response to positive assessments (see also Chapters 2.2 and 2.3). 
There are several ways to use agreement with a Positive Remark of the _noun_ 
category as the next examples show. In the following example, the PosR belongs to 
subcategory _N2_ that includes a (jocular) address term:

	 (93)	 SBC019; 113.674–117.027
		  MELISSA:	 That’s actually very good lettering sir.
		  BRETT:			  (H) … I know.

Melissa compliments her brother on his writing/drawing task he does while the 
family sits together. Even though she also engages “sir” as a marker of ironic dis-
tance, one can surely claim she wants to compliment her brother’s performance. 
The relationship of siblings is not the typical social environment polite strategies are 
strongly adhered to, thus Brett may appropriately answer with “I know”. With this, 
he can distance himself from the compliment as well as from his performance and 
simply agree with an alleged expression of mutual knowledge. Thus, based on Brett’s 
answer, it could also be claimed that the compliment was not successful. Since the 
conversation takes another turn after this (the mother reminds Melissa that she 
should be going to bed), the following conversational sequence cannot be consid-
ered for showing signs of a successful or unsuccessful outcome of Melissa’s aim.

Usually, other Positive Remarks that are responded to with an agreement state 
something positive about another person or some objects, as the next extracts show:

	 (94)	 SBC001; 1076.99–1088.66
		  LYNNE:			  (H) = … He’s a pretty neat guy.
								        … I thought.
		  LENORE:		 … <@ Yeah,
								        he spoke Crow okay @>.

In this example, a mutual acquaintance of Lynne’s and Lenore’s is mentioned by 
Lynne. No further connection than that of a mutual acquaintance can be deduced 
from the conversation between this man and either of the women. Lenore can easily 
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agree with her own assessment of his skills in the Crow language. This Positive 
Remark and following agreement is surely not meant as a typical compliment – 
since no present conversational partner has any further affiliation with the evalu-
ated person and the beneficiary’s positive face cannot be anointed by this utterance, 
not even in a passive way via somebody else. Yet, the positive face wants of Lynne 
and Lenore are met in this agreement and with the comments they can establish 
a stronger in-group feeling and a feeling of alignment.

The same basically applies to the next example:

	 (95)	 SBC013; 1601.95–1604.00
		  KEVIN:		 She does a good job.
		  MARCI:		 … Yeah.

Kevin and Marci speak about a mutual acquaintance from church, Edna, who sows 
for people, also for Kevin and Marci. They both agree on the fact that Edna is skilled 
at what she does. Another instance of aligning and agreeing, this time on posses-
sion, can be found in the next example:

	 (96)	 SBC011; 378.43–385.12
		  ANGELA:	 .. (H) = Well you know,
								        I think they weigh about a quarter of an ounce.
								        (H) [And that’s] the right kind of beads,
		  DORIS:			   [Unhunh].
								        .. for summer.

After an earlier compliment from Doris on Angela’s beads, Angela positively eval-
uates her own beads and Doris shows agreement and alignment in finishing 
Angela’s sentence, that these are “the right kind of beads for summer”.

6.2.3.2  appreciation
It can be seen that agreement is often used in subcategories _N3_ and _N5_ which 
are both realization strategies without explicit addressee involvement, whereas 
subcategory _N1_, the realization category with explicit address (in the personal 
pronoun) is the only subcategory that shows (a small amount of) usage of appreci-
ation strategies. 4 In the rare cases where the addressee and also the beneficiary of 
the Positive Remark is directly mentioned, we can find appreciation rather than 
agreement, as in the following extract:

4.	 There are only very few realizations (19 in total for agreement and only four for aprpecia-
tion) of the tuoth_addressee turns here, so these observations must be treated carefully and can 
only be considered as hinting at a possible correlation. The reliability of cautious claims would 
need to be tested with a larger amount of data.
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	 (97)	 SBC052; 1013.872–1018.984
		  FRAN:		 Because you’re the s- –
						      you’re- you’re the slimmest,
						      and show the most cu- uh =,
		  ALICE:	 [Oh,
						      chair].
		  FRAN:		 [cushion c]left.
		  ALICE:	 .. Okay,
						      [that was] cool.

Fran and Alice are guests at their mutual friends’ place (Bernard’s and Sean’s). Fran 
gives Alice a compliment and Alice appreciates this in a way that can be understood 
as an indirect thanking, starting with the agreement marker “okay” and then evalu-
ating what Fran said as “cool”. It may also be worth noting that this sequence, that 
can be understood as a compliment sequence, is uttered by people that do not know 
each other yet but meet on equal grounds in a private setting. It could be argued 
that these two women need to still negotiate their relationship and draw on positive 
evaluations, probably also compliments, for this verbal negotiation.

Thus, even though there are only few utterances that are the base for these 
numbers, a model as in Figure 6.6 for the _adj_ substrategies is introduced for 
the _noun_ subcategories here in Figure 6.11.
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Figure 6.11  The Response Strategies as used in the _noun_ subcategories in the working 
model
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Although the underlying raw numbers of these percentages are rather small, it still 
is remarkable that most of the Response Strategies can be found in the part of the 
model that has been assigned to the area of preferred positive assessments. Only 
one subcategory, _N1_, which as realization strategy also includes the personal 
pronoun and thus a direct address, may rather be placed in the ‘compliment part’ 
of the model. Of course, the arrangement of the subcategories is only tentative and 
this is but a first approach to sorting subcategories of the _noun_ category and 
their respective Response Strategies that would need to be dis-/proven in future 
studies with a larger sample set.

6.3	 The _verb_eval category

The third supercategory in the focus of the present study is the _verb_eval cate-
gory. With 104 utterances assigned to this category, it makes up only about 9% of 
all Positive Remarks found in the conversations (see Table 5.3) and is the smallest 
of the categories analyzed here. Jucker et al. (2008), who worked with the British 
National Corpus (BNC), just as Mittmann (2004) did, found 94 matches for the 
second Manes/Wolfson (1981) pattern, out of which eleven were annotated as com-
pliments. Thus, “[c]ompared to pattern 1, which delivered far more than a hundred 
compliments, pattern 2 delivers very few” (2008: 285; see also Table 2.1). A similar 
relation exists between _verb_eval and _adj_ in the present study. Considering 
the size of the BNC, which is a 100 million word corpus, compared to the small 
extract investigated from the SBCSAE for the present study, the present numbers 
and findings can be relativized: Americans do seem to use this form quite often 
and maybe more often than speakers of other English varieties, such as the British 
in the BNC. The following subchapters will shed some light on how this is done in 
detail, with a parallel structure as Chapters 6.1 and 6.2.

6.3.1  _verb_eval subcategories

Just as the other supercategories, the _verb_eval supercategory can be divided 
into several subcategories. Table 6.17 shows the subcategory formulae and the dis-
tribution of them within the _verb_eval category. All these Positive Remarks are 
formed with an evaluative verb that carries the positive semantic load and shows 
the speaker’s appreciation for the object or person they refer to.
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Table 6.17  Numbers and examples of _verb_eval realizations

Form N %

_verb_eval pron verb_eval pron/(det) noun 104 100%
_V1_ Personal pron verb_eval pron     9     9%
_V2_ Personal pron verb_eval det_pron   28   27%
_V3_ Personal pron verb_eval (det) noun   37   35%
_V4_ elliptical_verb_eval     3     3%
_V5a_ (det) noun (int) verb_eval (det) noun/dem/pron     8     8%
_V5b_ alternatives_verbs     6     6%
_V6_ pron verb_eval (to) V_inf sth.   13   12%

Even though a comparability between the subcategories was aimed at throughout 
all the super- and subcategories, _verb_eval differs slightly from the _adj_ or the 
_noun_ categories: Instead of five, there are seven groupings in total. The focus in 
grouping the utterances lies on the object position in _verb_eval: what is it that is 
being evaluated here by the speaker themself or in lieu of another speaker (by the 
use of another personal pronoun in subject position)? Thus, the first subcategory 
also entails the reference of a (personal) pronoun, just as in _A1_ and _N1_. In 
_V2_ (“Personal pron verb_eval det_pron”), the speaker evaluates something 
that is mentioned with either this, that or the like as in _A2_ and _N2_ while _V3_ 
(“Personal pron verb_eval (det) noun”) refers to something expressed by a noun 
phrase (again as in _A3_ and _N3_). As in the other categories, subcategory 5 
covers alternative forms, with a slight divergence from the other supercategories 
since there are two groupings here: _V5a_ with the pattern “(det) noun (int) 
verb_eval (det) noun/dem/pron” and alternative realizations with no overall pat-
tern (_V5b_). Arguably, subcategory _V5a_ could be summarized among the other 
alternatives and not be shown as a subcategory of its own, yet, that there is a noun 
phrase instead of a personal pronoun in the subject slot, seemed worthy of note 
(see Subchapter 6.3.1.4). The subgroup _V6_ (“pron verb_eval (to) V_inf sth.”) is 
a special case of Positive Remarks and is also being discussed in subchapter 6.3.1.4.

6.3.1.1  Subcategory _V1_: Pronoun
In the first subcategory, the speaker positions themself or the interlocutor to an-
other person or something that is referred to by a pronoun. As already mentioned in 
Chapter 6.2.1, no percentages are given in very small groups but the actual number 
of utterances is presented.

This group is one of the smallest in the supercategory _verb_eval. The trend 
that seems to have shown already in the other supercategories, i.e. that utterances 
showing the most personal involvement are used rarely, seems to hold true for this 
subcategory _V1_ as well.
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Most of the utterances refer to some thing or another person by using the third 
person (singular or plural) pronoun as in

	 (98)	 SBC050; 214.507 215.731
		  KELLY:  … I love em though.

Table 6.18  Realization patterns of subcategory _V1_

Form N

_V1_ Personal pron verb_eval pron 9
I (int) verb_eval you 2
I (int) verb_eval him/her/them 4
I/we (int) verb_eval pron 1
You (int) verb_eval pron 2

or in

	 (99)	 SBC052; 1508.832 1509.559
		  CINDY:  I kinda liked her.

It is rather interesting that in the first example Kelly refers to some cups her (absent) 
flatmate owns while Cindy speaks of an author she likes. So even though we find 
two utterances here with an evaluative verb which are seemingly personal with 
the use of the pronoun I, both these utterances are not typical compliments but 
rather a positive assessment and a statement of Kelly’s and Cindy’s taste and the 
remarks refer to something or someone that is not related to anybody present at 
the conversation.

The two utterances that include the pronoun you do not seem to be a compli-
ment either. We have here

	 (100)	 SBC011; 111.70 112.78
		  DORIS:  … and I love you,

and

	 (101)	 SBC032; 106.672–107.989
		  TOM_2:		 I mean,
							       we just .. gotta love you,

In Doris’ case, she quotes what someone told her and in the other example, one 
of the many Toms in text SBC032 says this “we just .. gotta love you” jokingly to 
another person present at the barbecue. It is most likely that an utterance like 
this would not be understood as a compliment. Yet, it fits the form of the Positive 
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Remark and is an expression of a positive feeling towards the other person, even if 
it is mixed with friendly banter as in Tom’s example. Again, it is interesting to find 
only these two realizations as a quote and as a joking expression, neither of them 
seems to sincerely express the feelings of the speaker. This tendency also becomes 
clear in another example from _V1_:

	 (102)	 SBC032; 53.204 54.783
		  TOM_1:  I admire somebody who’s seventy.

In this small extract, yet another Tom of conversation SBC032 utters that he “ad-
mires someone who’s seventy” – which he utters after he learned that one of his 
conversational partners, Tom_2, turns seventy in the following week. Thus, Tom_1 
implicitly says that he admires Tom_2 – but uses this construction instead of just 
uttering I admire you and thus creates distance by providing a more general state-
ment. It seems that American speakers are quite cautious about their personal 
involvement in their evaluations.

6.3.1.2  Subcategory _V2_: Pronominal determiner
More frequently used are utterances that refer to something in the form of the 
pronominally used determiner this, that or the pronoun it. Just as with the usage 
of these references in the subcategories _A2_ and _N2_, the use of that and it is 
more frequent in_V2_ than the use of this, which may be a sign of the solidarity 
showing in these utterances (cf. above and Strauss 2002).

An example for the pattern used most often in realizing the _V2_ subgroup is 
Example (103):

	 (103)	 SBC042; 1082.675 1083.374
		  KITTY:  I like it.

Of the 14 instances of this realization pattern (“I (int) verb_eval it”) mentioned 
in Table 6.19, eight are formed with the relatively neutral evaluative verb like, five 
with love and one utterance seems stronger in force in using adore:

Table 6.19  Realization patterns of subcategory _V2_

Form N %

_V2_ Personal pron verb_eval det_pron 28 100%
I (int) verb_eval this/these   1     4%
I (int) verb_eval that/those   8   28%
I (int) verb_eval it 14   50%
S/he (int) verb_eval it/that   5   18%
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	 (104)	 SBC051; 1054.419 1054.987
		  FRAN:  I adore it.

By uttering this, Fran answers a question of her conversational partner Alice 
whether she likes a specific area and piece of land (they are talking about where 
they live and how Fran and her husband had been searching for the right place to 
live for a while). So again, a strongly expressed emotion is attached to something 
rather abstract, not to a person, neither directly nor indirectly.

Such strong utterances are rare in the entire subcategory _V2_ where like is 
clearly preferred. Only few utterances are formed with love, such as:

	 (105)	 SBC051; 782.517 783.295
		  ALICE:  I love that.

For this example, it is interesting to also look at the preceding turns where the 
conversation is about some of Bernard’s (one of the hosts’) sculptures. We can see 
that Alice first utters “I love this”, yet, this utterance occurs in overlap with other 
utterances. Fran, the other guest, also says that the sculptures are “wonderful” and 
Alice repeats her utterance but in a slight variation:

	 (106)	 SBC051; 781.241–783.295
		  ALICE:	 [3I love this3].
		  FRAN:	.. Y3]es,
						      They’re won[4derful4].
		  ALICE:	 [4 < X I love4] that X >.

In this case, it could be discussed whether “that” in the repeated utterance signals 
an intensification of the (unnoticed) first utterance of Alice or not and thus shows 
how that indeed represents a closer and more direct and involved reference as 
discussed above.

It should also be borne in mind that these utterances with “adore” and “love 
that” stem from the same conversation. They do not appear in the same stretch of 
talk, but still: there are four people here that all know each other – but for the two 
women. They are both friends of the hosts but seem to be meeting each other for 
the first time. A larger amount of compliments (even if not to each other but on 
the hosts) may indeed serve the function of negotiating solidarity and alignment.

6.3.1.3  Subcategory _V3_: (Determiner) Noun
The largest subgroup in the _verb_eval category is subgroup _V3_ (“Personal pron 
verb_eval (det) noun”), where the reference is made explicitly to something by 
using either the name or a noun phrase.
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Table 6.20  Realization patterns of subcategory _V3_

Form N %

_V3_ Personal pron verb_eval (det) noun 37 100%
I (int) verb_eval (det) noun 28   76%
You (int) verb_eval (det) noun   2     5%
S/he (int) verb_eval (det) noun   7   19%

The largest realization group in the subcategory here is the one involving the 
speaker by their use of the first person pronoun I. Here, the use of like and love is 
almost evenly distributed. In 13 utterances, the speakers use love while like as the 
evaluative verb is used in 15 utterances. No other evaluative verb is used here.

When using the verb love, the utterances are structured in a straightforward 
manner, without further intensifiers as in the following Examples 107 and 108:

	 (107)	 SBC050; 821.718 823.541
		  DANA:  … I love bread.

or

	 (108)	 SBC042; 291.290 292.698
		  MARLENA:  .. I .. love your jeans.

Marlena’s utterance sounds like a compliment. Yet, it cannot be analyzed in a se-
quential way since it is uttered in the recording as no part of the main conversation. 
Neither is the addressee identifiable, nor is any reaction audible to this. It stands as 
an isolated utterance with no context available to the researcher.

A direct address is used only once more in this subcategory. The other time 
it is used (as a possessive pronoun) is in a quote where Doris (Example 109) talks 
about something that happened to her:

	 (109)	 SBC011; 106.38 110.73
		  DORIS:  … He said I loved your hum- .. humor,

This is not uttered directly in the conversation that takes place but as a quote from 
Doris’ memory. We cannot judge whether it really was uttered this way or whether 
Doris just remembers it like this. Thus, again, the expression of strong emotions is 
not found many times connected with someone directly present.

In the light of this finding, it is interesting to see that the realizations with like 
often (in six times out of the 15 utterances that are formed with like) entail a form 
of intensification such as in the following examples:

	 (110)	 SBC051; 1227.722 1229.156
		  FRAN:  I liked Seattle a lot.
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	 (111)	 SBC035; 1026.254 1027.730
		  PATTY:  this is the one I really like the best.

Thus, even though expressions of very strong emotions towards a person seem 
to be avoided in the utterances, the expressions with like seem to be too weak in 
their force and speakers often use an intensifier with them. This only happens, 
though, when the speakers speak for themselves. If they speak on behalf of someone 
else who is not present (as in the realization pattern “S/he (int) verb_eval (det) 
noun”), intensifiers are not used and utterances look like the following:

	 (112)	 SBC032; 1075.111 1076.750
		  TOM_3:  But she likes her classes

There is only one exception in the present data base:

	 (113)	 SBC001; 1301.07 1303.42
		  LYNNE:  she loved horses so much,

With this utterance, Lynne explains why an acquaintance of hers could not quit rid-
ing even though she had been hospitalized many times due to a horse hair allergy. 
However, this statement about someone else is the only co-occurrence of love and 
an intensifier in this subcategory.

6.3.1.4  Subcategories _V4_, _V5a_, _V5b_, and _V6_
In this last subsection, the remaining subcategories, that only consist of few reali-
zations, are described. The first look will be on the alternative subcategory that is 
divided into _V5a_ and _V5b_ in this supercategory. Even though there are only 
very few realizations of _V5a_, it is interesting to see a tendency for the more 
frequent use of forms with those and it in object position here. An example of this 
strategy (“(det) noun (int) verb_eval that/those/it”) is:

	 (114)	 SBC015; 1230.460–1233.005
		  JOANNE:		 (H) And um,
								        … the kids loved it.

With the eight realizations in _V5a_ that are concerned with giving an account of 
what other people (might) like and the seven instances of _V3_ where this is done 
with the use of the personal pronoun in subject position (“S/he (int) verb_eval 
(det) noun”), we can see that only few instances exist in total where a speaker 
utters something positive on behalf of someone else. These utterances are mostly 
used to explain some event in the stories the speakers are telling.
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Table 6.21  Realization patterns and numbers of subcategories _V5a_ and _V5b_

Form N

_V5a_(det) noun (int) verb_eval (det) noun/dem/pron 8
noun/(Name) verb_eval noun/(Name) 1
noun (int) verb_eval det noun 1
(det) noun (int) verb_eval Ø 1
(det) noun (int) verb_eval him/her/them/you/me? 2
(det) noun (int) verb_eval that/those/it 3
_V5b_ alternatives_verbs 6

An even smaller group can be found in the elliptical subcategory (_V4_) which 
covers only three occurrences. That this is a very small amount becomes especially 
evident when comparing these 3% of all _verb_eval utterances (see Table 6.17) 
with the 31% of elliptical forms in the _adj_ (see Table 6.2) and the 18% in the 
_noun_ supercategory (see Table 6.10). This small amount probably results from 
the fact that an elliptical utterance with an evaluative verb has the need for a more 
specific context. Usually, utterances with an evaluative verb need a subject as well 
as object for listeners to understand what the speaker may refer to and evaluate. 
This is not the case with the _adj_ or _noun_ supercategories since the evaluation 
is carried by the adjective or the noun phrase that are more easily assignable.

The major difference between the set of utterances coded in the _verb_eval 
category in the present study and other studies is the inclusion of utterances such as 
“I would like to (do something)” as in subcategory _V6_. These utterances are typ-
ically seen as utterances of volition (cf. Wierzbicka 1988; De Smet/Cuyckens 2005) 
and considered to be a form usually displaying suggestions or requests. These forms 
are typically not seen as compliments. Yet, I included these utterances since they 
also show the speaker’s positive stance towards something that is talked about in the 
conversation (cf. Schegloff 2007) and this study is about analyzing the differences 
between compliments and other forms of positive assessments with the focus on 
forms as those established by Manes/Wolfson (1981). Thus, this kind of utterance 
and realization pattern is also taken into account here and its connection with the 
Response Strategies is also accounted for in the present study.

Table 6.22  Realization patterns and numbers of subcategories _V4_ and _V6_

Form N

_V4_ elliptical_verb   3
s/he/they verb_eval Ø   1
I/we verb_eval Ø   1
Ø verb_eval pron   1
_V6_pron verb_eval (to) V_inf sth. 13
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Table 6.22 lists the numbers for subcategory _V6_. With this special form of eval-
uation (cf., e.g., De Smet/Cuyckens 2005), a speaker cannot only utter a wish but 
can also position themself and express what they like and would like to do as in 
the following example:

	 (115)	 SBC003; 1035.73 1037.08
		  MARILYN:  I’d love to do gray water,

Marilyn speaks of how she would like “to do gray water” (i.e., use rain water and 
water from the dishes etc.). This clearly is no compliment and the distinction can 
be easily made. Yet, it is an utterance that shows the positive evaluation of what 
she wants to do. If she did not consider ‘doing gray water’ as positive, she would 
not wish to do this.

In using such a form of ‘evaluative verb + to infinitive’ while talking about 
somebody else, the speaker may evaluate that person or a character trait as in this 
example:

	 (116)	 SBC035; 436.452 437.657
		  PATTY:  and she loves to talk to people,

Patty says this about her daughter, who is also present at the conversation. This is 
meant as a positive evaluation of Stephanie’s (the daughter’s) skills and which job 
she should or could choose. It can be seen as some sort of indirect compliment since 
Patty does not utter this directly addressed to Stephanie but still believes this to be 
a good thing and character trait – which Stephanie can of course hear.

Thus, even if these forms “pron verb_eval (to) V_inf sth.” seem to differ and 
fulfill further functions such as suggestions or requests, they can be considered as 
Positive Remarks and in some cases even of a complimentary function.

6.3.2  _verb_eval interaction and turn organization

After displaying the _verb_eval subcategories and realizations, this chapter turns to 
the sequential organization of this supercategory. Table 6.23 shows the distribution 
of the various possible turns that follow a Positive Remark of the _verb_eval form. 
As in the respective tables for the other supercategories (for _adj_ see Table 6.9, for 
_noun_ see Table 6.16), this table entails the numbers (and in subcategories _V1_ 
to _V3_ the percentages) of the amount of turns that were either continued by the 
same speaker who uttered the Positive Remark (‘turn by same speaker’ = tusp) or 
followed by ‘turn by other speaker’ (TUOTH) and instances where it was difficult 
to decide who uttered a next turn and whether there is a next turn at all.
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Table 6.23  Interactional structure of _verb_eval and its subcategories

Formula N
%

tusp TUOTH RERE Difficult

_verb_eval pron verb_eval pron/(det) 104 30 51   0 23
noun 100% 29% 49% 0% 22%

_V1_ Personal pron verb_eval pron     9   3   4   0   2
100% 33% 45% 0% 22%

_V2_ Personal pron verb_eval 
det_pron

  28   9 17   0   2

100% 32% 61% 0%   7%
_V3_ Personal pron verb_eval (det)   37   7 16   0 14

noun 100% 19% 43% 0% 38%
_V4_ elliptical_verb_eval     3   2   0   0   1
_V5a_ (det) noun (int) verb_

eval(det) noun/dem/pron
    8   0   5   0   3

_V5b_ alternatives_verbs     6   3   3   0   0
_V6_ pron verb_eval (to) V_inf sth.   13   6   6   0   1

The _verb_eval categories show no utterance with a remote response (RERE) as-
signed as a response turn. In 29% of the cases, _verb_eval utterances are followed 
by continued talk by the same speaker who uttered the Positive Remark, whereas in 
22% of all utterances the following utterances, no definite coding of the following 
turn was possible and the stretch of talk after the PosR is coded as ‘difficult’. In the 
largest amount of _verb_eval sequences, namely in 49% of all utterances, a _verb_
eval PosR is met with a next turn by someone else than the speaker (TUOTH). With 
this distribution of the turn following the Positive Remark, the turn organization 
of the _verb_eval category is very similar to that of the _adj_ supercategory and 
somewhat similar to that of _noun_ (see Table 6.24). Overall, the distribution of 
whether other participants react to a Positive Remark or whether the speakers of 
the Positive Remark themselves continue speaking is relatively similar through 
all supercategories, leading to the assumption that also the few numbers of the 
_verb_eval sequences would not show significance in their connection.

Table 6.24  Turn organization of the supercategories

tusp TUOTH RERE Difficult

_adj_ 28% 49% 1% 22%
_noun_ 30% 39% 2% 29%
_verb_eval 29% 49% 0% 22%
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Only on the subcategorial level, some larger differences can be found, e.g. with 
_V2_ (“Personal pron verb_eval det_pron”) accumulating the largest amount of 
next turn by other speakers (with 61%) of the _verb_eval subcategories. Yet, since 
numbers in _verb_eval are rather small, the conclusions that could or could not be 
drawn from such observations (compared to the subcategories in the other Positive 
Remarks categories, for example) are not very far-reaching.

A focus is placed on the ‘otherness’ of these _verb_eval forms as opposed to the 
_adj_ and _noun_ categories, since these might also have an influence on the Response 
Strategies chosen. In their early work on the ‘semantics of praise’, Kanouse/Gumpert/
Canavan-Gumpert (1981) see this way of uttering some Positive Remark with an eval-
uative verb as “primarily affective rather than evaluative in nature” (1981: 98). They 
claim that by uttering something like “I really like the way you have decorated your 
home”, a “person who reports such a positive affective response ‘appreciates’ rather 
than ‘praises’ the other. Unlike the praiser, the appreciator does not assume the va-
lidity of standards of evaluation” (Kanouse/Gumpert/Canavan-Gumpert 1981: 114). 
Thus, what has been stated as a propositional condition for Positive Remarks, namely 
that speaker and hearer should have the same background of cultural values (see 
Table 2.2), does not need to hold true for this kind of utterance. Different usage of 
responsive categories could be expected in these sequences then as such a “statement 
suggests that [the speaker] has no superior knowledge and invites the other to join 
him in contemplating what he has seen and liked” which in the end means that these 
utterances “have different connotations and are likely to be responded to differently 
as well” (Kanouse/Gumpert/Canavan-Gumpert 1981: 114). Figure 6.12 shows in a 
comparison the overall distribution and use of Response Strategies in all three super-
categories. It can be seen that _verb_eval has an overall slightly higher percentage in 
qualification, explaining, agreement, and laughter while the sequences show 
a less frequent use of appreciation, opting out, and disagreement.

_ADJ_
4

_NOUN_

_VERB_eval

Total

Appreciation
Referent Shift
Rejection
Qualification
Reinterpretation 
Opting Out
Explaining
Agreement
Disagreement

(%)

Laughter
Unclear

6 37 13 22 7

3 3 36 16 25 5

2 7 27 20 27 11

4 5 36 14 23 7

Figure 6.12  Comparison of the Response Strategies used in all Positive Remark 
supercategories
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Whether or not these differences of the used Response Strategies can actually be 
assigned to the supercategory of the Positive Remarks cannot be concluded for sure 
due to the small numbers of occurrences. The _verb_eval category will thus mainly 
be treated as as an evaluative utterance that evokes basically the same Response 
Strategies as the other Positive Remarks. The major difference is the compara-
tively small number. Thus, as in Chapters 6.1.2 and 6.2.2, the distribution of the 
Response Strategies used in the subcategories of _verb_eval will be displayed (see 
Figure 6.13) with the reminder that these numbers and percentages have to be 
treated carefully.

(%)
0 20 40 60 80 100 120

Appreciation

Referent Shift

Rejection

Quali�cation

Reinterpretation

Opting Out

Explaining

Agreement

Disagreement

Laughter

Unclear

_V5_alterna
tives_total

_V4_(elliptical_
VERB_eval)

_V2_Personal
PRON VERB_eval
DET_pron

_V1_Personal
PRON VERB_eval
PRON

_V6_PRON
VERB_eval (TO)
V_inf sth.

Total VERB_eval

_V3_Personal
PRON VERB_eval
(DET) NOUN

Figure 6.13  Relation of the Response Strategies used with the _verb_eval subcategories

In comparison to the equivalents of this figure in the other categories (see Figures 6.2 
and 6.7), the less frequent use of differing Response Strategies catches the eye im-
mediately (also in Figure 6.12). In the overall distribution, agreement, qualifi-
cation, and explaining stand out as strategies used comparatively more often in 
this category than in others. The strategy referent shift or unclear cases did 
not appear in these sequences.
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It seems that, looking at the distribution in Figure 6.13, the first subcategory, 
_V1_, is most likely to be agreed with. It would come in handy to say now that 
such an utterance of course needs to be agreed with if it displays the affection of a 
speaker and if another speaker wants to build a relationship, they should align by 
agreeing – yet, this statement would only be based on 24 utterances in total, counting 
those that were uttered in a stretch of talk tagged as ‘difficult’ and not assigned to 
addressee or non-addressee. This data thus cannot provide too many grounds for 
solid conclusions, only for tentative and indicatory observations. These need to be 
focused further on the ‘turn by other speaker’ (TUOTH) in the following subchapter.

6.3.3 � Sequences of Positive Remarks and Response Strategies in ‘turn  
by other’ sequences in _verb_eval

This chapter shows the distribution of the Response Strategies used in the ‘turns 
by other speaker’ (TUOTH) for the category _verb_eval in the same fashion as 
in Chapters 6.1.3 for _adj_ and 6.2.3 for _noun_. Figure 6.14 shows the ditribu-
tion of all Response Strategies of the TUOTH responses for the various _verb_eval 
subcategories. The elliptical form (_V4_) is not listed in Figure 6.14 since there 
is no realization with TUOTH turns following this kind of utterance. Also _V1_ 
(“Personal pron verb_eval pron”) is left out since it only has one realization in the 
TUOTH sequences in total.

(%)
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Unclear
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PRON VERB_eval
DET_pron

Figure 6.14  Response Strategies in relation with the _verb_eval_ TUOTH turns
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In comparison with the use of the overall Response Strategies in the sequences 
(Figure 6.13) the following observations can be made:

–– agreement occurs less often in the TUOTH sequences in total since it is one 
of the most prominently used strategies to utter as a next turn of subcategory 
_V1_ (see Figure 6.13) which is left out in the TUOTH sequences due to lacking 
numbers of this combination of Positive Remark and response,

–– explaining and opting out are the two strategies that are used most often 
as a TUOTH turn (in the total of the subcategories) whereas in the overall 
numbers for the _verb_eval category, explaining only ranks on third place 
(see Figure 6.12),

–– rejection is not assigned as a strategy to any TUOTH sequence,
–– appreciation only occurs as a TUOTH turn in the subcategory _V6_ (“pron 

verb_eval (to) V_inf sth.”),
–– disagreement is only used in _V2_ (“Personal pron verb_eval det_pron”).

Turning to those utterances in a next turn that are assigned to the non-addressee, 
we can see the distribution of Response Strategies in Figure 6.15.
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Figure 6.15  Response Strategies in relation with the _verb_eval_non-add turns
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These utterances amount to a total of only 19 ‘turns by other speaker’ and the chart 
is expectably empty. Some more strategies are missing now in this figure and it can 
be observed that:

–– appreciation and reinterpretation are not assigned to any tuoth_non- 
addressee turns,

–– qualification is only used by non-addressees in subcategory _V2_ (“Personal 
pron verb_eval det_pron”),

–– all of the non-addressees that utter a next turn after a _V6_ (“pron verb_eval 
(to) V_inf sth.”) utterance opt out, i.e., they change the topic or refer to something 
else that has been said, and due to this the percentage of opting out is very high,

–– laughter and agreement are only uttered in a next turn by non-addressees 
to alternative category and _V3_ (“Personal pron verb_eval (det) noun”),

–– explaining is used very rarely by non-addressees (especially when compar-
ing this value to the value of explaining in the overall TUOTH context, see 
Figure 6.14).

It seems that non-addressees utter next turns different to these kinds of evaluations 
than addressees. The results of the addressees’ ‘turns by other speaker’ (tuoth_add) 
are displayed in Figure 6.16.
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Figure 6.16  Response Strategies in relation with the _verb_eval_add turns

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/10/2023 6:03 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



180	 Compliments and Positive Assessments

The total of all tuoth_addressee turns amounts to 33 utterances. This is indeed not 
much but still more than the 19 tuoth_non-addressee utterances. In these cases, 
explaining is the major strategy (N=10; see also table B.18 in the appendix) that is 
used by the addressees in a next turn after the _verb_eval remark as Example (117) 
shows:

	 (117)	 SBC011; 402.66 424.36
		  DORIS:			   Right.
								        .. (H) And I like –
								        I like that b- .. shirt.
		  ANGELA:	 … (H) You know what I had to do.
								        … (H)[This] –
		  DORIS:			   [What did you] –
		  ANGELA:	 … this –
								        .. (H) See where I sewed right down the middle of that.
		  DORIS:			   .. Yeah?
		  ANGELA:	 … Otherwise it would balloon out?
								        … (H) And so I s-,
								        (H) .. put it on the machine,
								        and sewed right down through the middle of it.

Doris compliments Angela on her shirt. This is one of the few times where the re-
searcher as an outsider and eavesdropper dares to say that this is a compliment of 
the classical type. Doris utters a positive evaluation about “that shirt” that Angela 
is wearing. So it is an immediate reference and attribution to Angela. According to 
Pomerantz (1978), Angela now has to deal with the constraints of either thanking or 
rejecting this compliment – while Angela actually chooses a third possibility, which 
entails explaining what made this shirt look so nice (and Angela’s explanation even 
goes beyond this short extract here).

Considering the other responses, it can be observed that:

–– explanining is the favorite Response Strategy of the _verb_eval category,
–– appreciation and laughter only occur in _V6_,
–– disagreement is only assigned to a tuoth_add in _V2_,
–– reinterpretation and opting out occur rarely and only in _V2_ and _V3_.

Even though the instances are so few, a tentative distribution of subcategories and 
Response Strategies is displayed in the working model (Figure 6.17) for the _verb_
eval subcategories as well, where the subcategories _V1_ and _V4_ are again left 
out for the above-mentioned reasons.
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Positive Remark
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Figure 6.17  The Response Strategies in the _verb_eval subcategories

Of course, these numbers, as, for example, the 100% opting out for _V6_ non- 
addressee turns, have to be seen in relation to the actual utterance numbers that are 
behind these percentages. Yet, it does reveal interesting tendencies, such as that the 
form that is usally seen as suggestion or request (the very same _V6_) is answered 
in a next turn by an addressee also with appreciation – and makes _V6_ the only 
subcategory where this Response Strategy is assigned to a next turn. The other 
next turns of the subcategories cluster around the area of interim and ambiguous 
utterances as well as on the positive assessment end.

6.4	 Summary and statistical testing of the sequences

Some comparisons of the nature of the Positive Remarks and their sequencing can 
be found in the previous chapters already. In this subchapter, some brief summa-
rized and statistical results are presented.
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Throughout the subcategories, some similarities can be observed:

–– The subcategory _s1_, for example, which possibly shows most speaker involve-
ment and is least often realized in all three categories.

–– Another similarity found in all categories is the sequence organization of who 
utters a (next) turn.

–– There seems to be a tendency in all supercategories to prefer Response Strategies 
that are rather in an ambiguous or positive assessment area in the response field.

–– Looking at the different conversational partners, there is a slight difference 
of Response Strategy chosen in all categories if the next turn is uttered by the 
addressee or the non-addressee. Thus, even though maybe all conversational 
partners are responsible for the overall outcome of a conversation, there is 
obviously a difference in what is deemed appropriate or preferred.

For a testing of the significance of these PosR and response sequences, the Fisher 
exact test (instead of the chi-square test) was carried out for the subcategories and 
the response sets (set_comp, set_amb, and set_posA, see Table 4.8), due to the small 
number of findings. Since the Fisher exact test is always calculated with a two-by-
two table, only two PosR subcategories could be calculated for the dependency of 
two response sets (i.e., _A1_ and _A2_ were for example calculated for their de-
pendency with set_comp and set_posA etc.). This was done with all subcategories 
of the three supercategories for all TUOTH turns. With the _noun_ subcategories, 
no significant values could be attested. Even though it seems nicely fitting that a 
possible connection can be observed between Response Strategy agreement with 
the less involved _noun_ Positive Remarks and appreciation with the more in-
volved ones in that supercategory, statistical testing could not reveal significance.

It looks different for the _adj_ supercategory: While for non-addressee tuoth 
significance was only found for a comparison for subcategories _A2_ and _A4_ and 
responses with the response sets for ambiguous and positive assessment responses 
(P-value 0.02), for the addressee turns some more significant P-values could be 
calculated:

–– for _A1_ compared with _A3_ in response sets compliments (set_comp) and 
assessments (set_posA) (P-value 0.08),

–– for _A1_ compared with _A4_ in response sets compliments (set_comp) and 
assessments (set_posA) (P-value 0.015), in compliment preferred and ambig-
uous (set_amb) (P-value 0.00071), compliment dispreferred and ambiguous 
(P-value 0.00012);

–– for _A2_ and _A4_ in set_comp and set_amb (P-value 0.00003), set_comp 
and set_posA (P-value 0.047), set_amb and set_posA (P-value 0.07), compli-
ment preferred and ambiguous (P-value 0.002), compliment dispreferred and 
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ambiguous (P-value 0.00002), ambiguous and assessment preferred (P-value 
0.012), ambiguous and assessment dispreferred (P-value 0.032)

–– for _A3_ and _A4_ in set_comp and set_amb (P-value 0.05), set_amb and set_
posA (P-value 0.007) with significance only showing in the comparison of these 
adjective substrategies as well with compliment dispreferred and ambiguous 
(P-value 0.007) and ambiguous with assessment preferred (P-value 0.002) and 
asssessment dispreferred (P-value 0.047).

The Fisher exact test was also calculated for the _verb_eval categories. The calcula-
tions and the dependencies are only carried out with the entire sets of all TUOTH 
responses due to the small numbers in this Positive Remark category. Some signif-
icant P-values were found but not as many as with the _adj_ subcategories:

–– in a comparison between the response sets for compliments (set_comp) with 
those for positive assessments (set_posA), only subcategories _V3_ and _V6_ 
(see Table 6.17) showed with a P-value of 0.048 a possible significant distribution,

–– in a calculation of each subcategories dependency in the response sets set_comp 
and set_amb, subcategories _V1_ compared with _V3_ (with a P-value of 0.083, 
if significance level is assumed at 0.09) as well as _V2_ compared with _V6_ 
(with P-value 0.053), and _V3_ compared with _V6_ (with P-value 0.008) show 
significance in their distribution,

–– whereas in a dependency calculation of the response sets set_amb and set_posA, 
_V1_ compared with _V2_ (P-value 0.01) and _V1_ compared with _V3_ 
(P-value 0.058) show a dependent distribution.

These calculations for the subcategories suggest that there is indeed a dependent 
distribution of specific response sets to specifically formed utterances – but it also 
shows that PosR patterns and their subcategories are not proving and revealing their 
status as a ‘typical’ compliment or assessment with a respective response at all times 
and in all comparisons and calculations. Some further testing with larger numbers 
of utterances and possibly some other methods are needed to find out more.
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Chapter 7

Discussion

In this chapter, the Positive Remarks (PosR) and their features focused on in this 
study, are summarized and discussed (Subchapter 7.1). Subchapter 7.2 takes up 
the sequences and responses while Subchapter 7.3 discusses preferred Response 
Strategies used in the present data.

7.1	 Discussion of the Positive Remarks

In tagging and then counting the Positive Remarks in this sub-corpus of the 
SBCSAE along the lines of the reformulated and more fine-grained formulae, 1,179 
Positive Remarks were found in total in the used corpus (see Table 5.3). Of these 
positive utterances, most are formulated with a predicative adjective carrying the 
positive semantic load (supercategory _adj_ with 70%), some with a noun phrase 
(18%), even less with an evaluative verb (9%), and only 3% of the utterances do 
not fit one of these three supercategories (see Table 5.3). Since the coding in this 
study started with the aim to find all Positive Remarks that are formulated like the 
compliment formulae of Manes/Wolfson (1981), their findings and others that rely 
on their formulae, need to be adapted to the present findings for a comparison as 
is, exemplary, carried out in see Table 7.1.

Table 7.1  Comparison of Positive Remark and compliment distribution in research

Supercategory Syntax patterns Present study Manes/Wolfson (1981) Rose (2001)

_adj_ 1 and 9 70% 54.6% 50.9%
_noun_ 3, 4, 6, 7, 8 18% 24% 24.3%
_verb_eval 2   9% 16.1%   6.6%
_adv_ 5   1%   2.7% 1%

The present study as well as those by Manes/Wolfson (1981) and Rose (2001) ana-
lyze American English (see also Chapter 2.1.1 and Tables 2.1 and 5.1). Even though 
there are differences in the data collection methods and the time of the actual data 
collection, some similarities can be observed: of the formulae, the one with a pred-
icative adjective carrying the positive semantic load is used most often, whether 
the remark functions as a compliment or possibly also as a positive assessment or 
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another Positive Remark. The distribution of the other supercategories and the 
formulae also show parallels. The positive semantic core of the Positive Remarks 
can be described with the supercategories as presented in Table 7.1. The realization 
strategies underlying these supercategories are important to analyze the sequencing 
of Positive Remark and Response Strategies in this study. The following subchapters 
will take up some features of the Positive Remarks analyzed in the present study, 
such as the connection of utterance form and sentence type (Subchapter 7.1.1), 
the topics referred to in the sequences of Positive Remarks (Subchapter 7.1.2), the 
more central notion of this study of form and function of the Positive Remarks 
(Subchapter 7.1.3), and an overview of the subcategories of the Positive Remark 
utterances and how they may be grouped together even beyond the groupings 
according to the positive semantic core (Subchapter 7.1.4).

7.1.1  Utterance and sentence types

Various realization patterns can be found in the present data that largely take the 
form of declarative sentences throughout the supercategories (see Chapter 5.1.2 
and Figure 5.1). Supposedly emotional utterances, for example, as Isn’t that adj, 
with which speakers express a positive evaluation, are attested as frequently used 
for American English in a corpus study conducted by Mittmann (2004: 293, she 
used the Longman corpus). This emotional utterance was also considered to be a 
distinct pattern by Manes/Wolfson (1981) wheras the present data shows only a 
very rare usage of such utterances which are subsumed under the category _adj_, 
more specifically in _A5_, the ‘alternative’ subcategory of the _adj_ supercategory. 
Only very few of these exclamatives – 13 in total (see Table 6.8) – are used in the 
conversations analyzed for the present study. Exclamatives, thus, cannot be con-
sidered to be a very common way of expressing a positive evaluation conversations 
among family and friends in American English. The _noun_ subcategory _N5_ 
also shows with five utterances in total only few exclamatives (see Table 6.15).

Next to similarities among the subcategories, there are also some feature that 
differ on the level of sentence type as, for example, the higher use of elliptical utter-
ances in the _adj_ category than in any other. In this category, the sole utterance of 
the semantically positive core element, the adjective, is enough to signal a positive 
evaluation. Elliptical utterances are rarely found for the _verb_eval category.

These findings reveal at first sight no further impact of the syntax on possible 
far-reaching functiional differences in the Positive Remarks. Even if exclamatives 
were considered prototypical compliment utterances, they nonetheless are only very 
rarely used and possibly do not serve as a starting point for further syntax-based 
investigations for the distinction of Positive Remarks.
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7.1.2  Topic in Positive Remark sequences

In a further approach to give a general description of the Positive Remarks found 
in the conversations, the topics that are talked about in these remarks are also an-
alyzed (see Chapter 5.1.3). Next to the ‘typical compliment topics’ – ‘appearance’, 
‘performance’, ‘possession’, ‘personality’ – some other categories are needed in the 
present data to describe the topical context of the utterance, these are termed ‘food’, 
‘abstract’, ‘thing’, and ‘discourse’. Especially ‘discourse’ was taken up as a ‘new’ cate-
gory. This is done on behalf of the positive evaluative utterances that rather function 
as listener responses or other pragmatic markers than genuine evaluations.

It is interesting to see that all topic-categories are used in all three supercate-
gories (_adj_, _noun_, and _verb_eval). Only the distribution of these topics in 
the PosR categories differs: while almost a quarter of all _adj_ utterances is coded 
as ‘discourse’, this topic is rarely assigned to _noun_ and _verb_eval utterances. 
Throughout all utterance forms, the ‘appearance’ of a person is rarely addressed, 
while ‘performance’ is often evaluated positively. If Baba’s (1999) distinction of ex-
ternal and internal topics is taken into account, one might claim that the American 
speakers of these everyday conversations strongly prefer external topics, i.e. topics, 
“that are detachable from the compliment recipients themselves, such as clothes 
or possessions” (Baba 1999: 29). Considering this along with the observation of 
the unemotional and more factual sentence structure used in the categories of the 
Positive Remarks, it can be stated that in these everyday conversations the speakers 
seem to keep a distance even though they supposedly create solidarity not only with 
compliments but also with other kinds of positive assessments.

As the results in Rees-Millers’ (2011) study show, the topics (as well as the form 
of the compliment) can depend on the settings:

In unstructured settings, appearance compliments between women on apparel and 
hairstyle predominated and served as phatic communication that reinforced the 
norm of effortful attention to daily appearance. […] For both men and women, 
compliments on performance far outnumbered all other topics in goal-oriented 
settings.� (Rees-Miller 2011: 2673)

It could be argued that everyday family conversations are not goal-oriented settings 
and resemble the unstructured settings “in which [interlocutors] are interacting 
with no fixed purpose” (Rees-Miller 2011: 2679). Yet, ‘appearance’ is one of the least 
mentioned topics in the Positive Remarks of the present data base. It can be argued 
that another factor, e.g., age, influences the everyday conversations of the SBCSAE. 
Cordella/Large/Pardo note a “general trend […] for recipients younger than 30 
years to receive compliments concerning appearance while recipients older than 30 
are more likely to receive compliments related to skills” (1995: 245). Considering 
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this, a combination of the register of talk between family and friends as well as the 
age span of the conversationalists can influence the topic choice.

Since chi-square tests show a significance for the connection of topics with the 
form of the Positive Remarks (see Chapter 5.1.3) as well as for the connection of 
topic and Response Strategies (see Chapter 5.2.3), further studies investigating this 
connection would be interesting. This could be done, for example, with controlled 
role-play data or more controlled and contextualized conversational recordings 
in general, with which the researcher can investigate different constellations with 
varying features of gender, setting, and age, to find out whether this significant 
connection of form and topic as well as response and topic remain.

7.1.3  Form and function

A more detailed account of the form of Positive Remarks is necessary to find out 
about the possible connection of form and function that has been implied for com-
pliments since Manes/Wolfson (1981). For this, more fine-grained subcategories 
were set up based on Manes/Wolfson’s formulae and the utterances found in the 
conversations.

To be able to analyze the influence of the linguistic cues in the Positive Remarks 
on the Response Strategies chosen, it is of major interest to get a detailed account of 
the remarks’ syntactic structure. Pomerantz (1975) already speaks of a connection of 
“the directness with which the recipients are credited and praised” and the strategies 
that are likely to be used as a response (cf. Pomerantz 1975: 130). She claims that 
the “more directly recipients are credited, the greater are the constraints to produce 
Returns, Appreciations, and/or Rejections” (Pomerantz 1975: 130) while it is more 
likely that agreements will occur after indirect crediting (Pomerantz 1975: 130).

It is surprising that the connection of the compliment formulae as found by 
Manes/Wolfson (1981) and these thoughts and observations by Pomerantz (cf., 
e.g., 1978) has so very rarely been made (see Chapter 2). Yet, there have been sev-
eral attempts at looking at the form of the compliments in more detail. Herbert 
(1990), for example, takes the ‘personal focus’ of an utterance into account, “that 
is, whether the compliment subject is expressed with a surface 1st, 2nd, or 3rd 
(i.e., impersonal) person focus” (Herbert 1990: 203). A more detailed pattern was 
also needed in the automated corpus search for compliments that has been con-
ducted by Jucker et al. (2008). They also take Manes/Wolfson’s (1981) formulae as 
a starting point and state that search strings based on these formulae have to be 
defined more precisely to find usable utterances (see Jucker et al. 2008: 280–281). 
They discovered that these formulae overgeneralize and that ‘improved versions’ 
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of search algorithms (Jucker et al. 2008: 292) are needed to search larger corpora 
more effectively for compliments.

Looking at conversations between friends and family, as is done in the pres-
ent study, one might expect a frequent use of direct address and pronouns since 
“conversation has a greater frequency of pronouns than other registers, reflect-
ing its immediacy of context” (Hunston 2002: 162; see also Biber et al. 1999: 92). 
Conversations are considered to show ‘involved production’ of language (see, e.g., 
Biber 1988; Miller/Weinert 1998). An extract of how the positively evaluated items 
are referred to in the three main supercategories in the present data can be seen in 
Table 7.2 (for the entire reference list, see also Chapter 4.1.1 and 4.2 on the coding 
of reference in the data).

Table 7.2  Distribution of address terms in the respective supercategories

Reference to _adj_ _noun_ _verb_eval

–	 immediate interlocutor (you/name)   7%   4%   9%
–	 possessive pronoun   1%   3%   5%
–	 conversation participant/passive bystander   1%   3%   2%
–	 absent person   9% 22% 24%
–	 agent avoider 13% 11%   1%
–	 generic you   1%   0%   2%

It is interesting to see that – in all three supercategories – speakers rarely refer to 
their interlocutors by directly addressing them or using possessive pronouns. This is 
even more surprising since the pronoun you is ranking very highly (on fourth place) 
in a word list of the chosen texts generated with WordSmith (see Table B.20 in the 
appendix). Ranging on the fourth place of an overall wordlist of the chosen texts 
means that (non-differentiated) you is used very frequently in the conversations, 
as can be expected in this kind of spoken data. As can be seen in Table 7.2 though, 
this usage is not mirrored in the Positive Remarks even when adding up the uses 
as a direct address term and the generic you usage. This scarce usage of the you to 
refer to the interlocutor in the PosR seems very remarkable since positive assess-
ments as well as compliments are supposed to enhance solidarity and a feeling of 
‘in-groupness’. 1 This obviously has to be done in other linguistic ways in the every-
day conversations chosen for this study, not by using the second person pronoun.

1.	 For further information on the usage of generic you in conversations and their function in 
creating solidarity, see, e.g., Scheibman (2007).
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7.1.4  The subcategories of the Positive Remarks: A general comparison

In order to compare the Positive Remarks in an as fine-grained way as possible and 
as generally as necessary to still be able to compare overall tendencies in terms of 
the reference and formulae usage, the formulae from Manes/Wolfson (1981) that 
serve as a basis in the present study are rearranged (see Chapter 4.1.2). For each su-
percategory, subcategories are established that are parallel in terms of the reference 
to the evaluated item/person used with them (see Chapter 6, Table 6.1).

Subcategory 1 includes all utterances in which reference is realized by using a 
personal pronoun. The third person pronouns are also included since, even though 
they do not refer directly to the evaluated person, it is claimed that in “some cases, 
Present-day [sic!] compliments concern a third person and not the addressee 
directly” (Taavitsainen/Jucker 2008: 198). For such utterances to actually count 
as compliments, “a direct link between the positively evaluated person and the 
addressee that transfers the positive evaluation to the second person” is needed 
(Taavitsainen/Jucker 2008: 198). Thus, even though these realizations differ from 
a direct address, a speaker can still provide a rather obvious reference to a person 
and therefore subcategory 1 could be described as Positive Remarks that refer to 
another person with a personal pronoun as a reference term which arguably func-
tions differently from the positive evaluations with reference to an item.

Table 7.3 presents a comparison of the distribution of the subcategories in each 
respective supercategory.

Table 7.3  Usage of subcategories in respective supercategory

Subcategory _adj_ _noun_ _verb_eval

Subcategory 1 16% 31%   9%
Subcategory 2 44% 37% 27%
Subcategory 3   5%   8% 36%
Subcategory 4 31% 18%   3%
Subcategory 5   4%   6% 14%

It can be seen that in all three supercategories, subcategory 2 – which uses this, 
that, these, those as reference terms – is often used. In the _adj_ as well as the 
_noun_ category, this is in fact the largest subcategory and the second largest in 
the _verb_eval category. In all these subcategories, a more frequent use of that 
and those over this and these is observed. Especially in anaphoric position – as it 
has in the _adj_ as well as in _noun_ category – the usage of that as well as it can 
“function to index a higher degree of solidarity among participants, while a higher 
frequency of anaphoric ‘this’ can index quite a different stance – one of opposition, 
confrontation, separateness or independence” (Strauss 2002: 144). Hence, it can be 
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argued that solidarity may be signaled in American English conversations between 
family and friends more often with that and it than by the use of personal pronouns.

Regarding the function of the Positive Remarks, an investigation solely of the 
evaluative utterances themselves cannot suffice but the reactions to these utterances 
also have to be taken into account. Along the lines of Pomerantz’ action chains, 
the expected utterances in response to these evaluations should show a frequent 
use of evasive strategies or agreements, which at the same time would suggest the 
preceding Positive Remarks to rather have the function of positive assessments or 
ambiguous remarks than of compliments.

7.2	 Sequences and responses

In this chapter, the results of the analysis of the Response Strategies and the se-
quencing of Positive Remarks and Response Strategies are discussed. There seems to 
be general consent, in research as well as in language practice, that a compliment as 
a first or initial move needs to be followed by a second move that forms its response 
(cf., e.g., Werthwein 2009). As easy as this may sound, there are difficulties in how 
to respond appropriately that are discussed in research as well as in everyday life. 
As Pomerantz puts it, interlocutors “notoriously have a difficult time responding to 
compliments” (Pomerantz 1975: 112). This does not solely result from the compli-
mentees’ dilemma of agreeing to a compliment without self-praise but also needs 
to be seen in the light of the fuzziness of evaluative speech acts (see Chapters 2.1 
and, e.g., Herbert 1990: 208), which have to be interpreted by the hearer to enable 
them to choose a response that is deemed appropriate. As Arundale (2006: 196) 
puts it: “a first speaker’s utterance affords a certain range of interpretings, but does 
not determine which one of these interpretings will be operative in the conversa-
tion” (cf. also Arundale 1999). Thus, the interpreting of the first utterance is not 
only determined by the speaker alone but in a joint effort also by the respondent 
whose following utterance “affords a new range of interpretings” so that “[b]oth 
speakers now assess the consistency between the two ranges” (Arundale 2006: 196). 
Schegloff (2007: 70) goes even further when he claims that the “normative weight 
of the asymmetry of preferred and dispreferred responses is properly borne by both 
(or all) participants, and not just the recipient of the first pair part” (italics added 
by me). This claim is especially interesting for conversations that have more than 
two participants, as the everyday conversations of the present study. Along with 
Schegloff ’s claim, it can be argued that the negotiation of the utterance meaning is 
a common aim and carried out by all conversational partners.

All turns that follow the Positive Remarks in the conversations are coded as 
next turns and are assigned to one of the Response Strategies used in compliment 
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and assessment research. These strategies go back to Pomerantz’ (1978) responses 
in action chains (see Chapters 2.2 and 5.2). The strategies used most often in the 
present data in an overall account of all turns following a Positive Remark are opt-
ing out, agreement, and explaining/comment (see Figure 7.1).
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Figure 7.1  The distribution of Response Strategies in the sub-corpus

The Response Strategies displayed in Figure 7.1 entail all next turns to all the 
Positive Remarks tagged in the sub-corpus, thus, also Positive Remarks of the 
_adv_ and _spx_ categories, 2 next turns by addressees as well as turns that are 
coded as ‘difficult’ (for an explanation and definition of the turn structure coding, 
see Chapter 4.3). As can be seen in the figure, some of the Response Strategies often 
found in compliment research are rarely used following the Positive Remarks of 
the present study. Especially those strategies that can be used to respond to com-
pliments according to Pomerantz’ action chains (viz. appreciation, referent 
shift, rejection, qualification see Chapter 2.2.1) are used in very few instances 
and make up only about 10% of all responses. On the other hand, the strategies 
that could be assigned to positive assessments (especially agreement together 
with disagreement) are used quite frequently just as those assigned mainly to 
the ambiguous utterances (i.e., opting out, comment/explaining, reinterpr-
tation). These responses are mostly uttered in the form of a declarative, just as the 
Positive Remarks are (see Figures 5.4 and 5.5). There are slight differences in the 
distribution of the use of sentence types in the Positive Remarks and the Response 

2.	 These two categories have also been used to code Positive Remarks but not considered for 
detailed analysis since they occur only very rarely, see Chapter 5.1 and Table 5.3.
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Strategies: more interrogatives are used in the responsive turns, responses are inter-
rupted more often, and some utterances that could not be coded along the lines of 
typical sentence types had to be put into a group of short utterances such as mhm 
(see Chapter 4.4.1). Thus, the overall context of Positive Remarks and next turns 
and the Response Strategies used display a conversational style where no strong 
emotions are displayed.

If this were a compliment study instead of a study on Positive Remarks, for 
some researchers the expected finding would most likely show “a tendency that 
Americans accept the compliment upon receipt” (Chen/Chen/Chang 2011: 254). 
Accepting a compliment can be understood as ‘thanking’ for the compliment. Yet, 
as Wolfson stated as early as 1989, “the use of ‘thank you’ is heavily conditioned 
by status and social distance” (Wolfson 1989: 229) and a “modest thank-you or 
no response at all” could even “effectively [block] attempts at further interac-
tion” (Wolfson 1989: 230). Considering this, it is interesting to see that specially 
tutored English Second Language learners are found to use fewer ‘thanking’ in 
compliment sequences than non-tutored learners (see Billmyer 1990). Thus, a low 
frequency of appreciation tokens, as in the present data base, does not necessarily 
need to mean there is a low frequency of compliments preceding these responses. 
‘Thanking’ may not be considered to be the only preferred response to compli-
ments and Pomerantz claims that “most compliment responses lie somewhere 
in between (not at the polar extremes of) acceptances and agreements on the 
one hand and rejections and disagreements on the other” (Pomerantz 1978: 81). 
Hence, a tripartite division is often employed for categorizing the Response 
Strategies: “(a) acceptance, (b) rejection/deflection, and (c) evasion/self-praise 
avoidance” (Spencer-Oatey/Ng/Dong 2000: 99; also, e.g., Holmes 1986: 492). The 
latter strategy to respond to a compliment supposedly offers “a nice solution to 
the conflict between being cooperative while adhering to the modesty maxim” 
(Gajaseni 1994: 23/37). If this group of ‘solution types’, with which a compli-
mentee may respond evasively, were to include the strategies Golato (2002, 2005) 
assigned in her studies, the following list of strategies from the current study 
reflects these evasive response types: qualification, reinterpretation, opt-
ing out, and comment/explanation. If these were all counted as strategies 
to ‘evade/avoid self-praise’, the claim that such strategies are used most often 
in American compliment responses can be transferred to responses to Positive 
Remarks in American everyday conversations, since the use of these strategies 
amounts to 58% in the present data.

It is difficult, though, to compare findings from various compliment response 
studies with the results in the present study since the groupings of the strategies into 
superstrategies is often approached differently. The findings of the present study 
are not easily comparable to, for example, the findings of Chen (1993) or Schneider 
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(1999) since the strategies of the present study have been rearranged in a slightly – 
but importantly – different way: while many studies put several strategies together 
and set up one ‘agreement/acceptance’ group out of acceptance, appreciation, and 
agreement strategies, in the present study agreement and appreciation are coded 
distinctly since it is claimed in the present study that such utterances signal the 
respondents’ understanding of the Positive Remarks’ function. It is aimed at in 
the present study to find out about differences in the function of similarly worded 
positive evaluations and claimed that a difference in understanding the Positive 
Remarks can be found in their form and the response uttered towards them, ac-
knowledging Goodwin/Goodwin’s statement:

Much research within conversation analysis has investigated how subsequent ut-
terances display an analysis of prior ones, and how such sequential organization is 
a basic resource utilized by participants for the production and understanding of 
action, and the talk that embodies it.� (Goodwin/Goodwin 1987: 2)

The data base of the present study consists of multi-party conversations where the 
next turns uttered by another speaker following a Positive Remark (the TUOTH 
turns) are coded for either being uttered by an addressee or a non-addressee. In 
the light of Schegloff ’s claim on the importance of all participants for establish-
ing a preference structure in a conversation (see above, Schegloff 2007), it is not 
surprising that turns following a specific subcategory of the Positive Remarks in 
the present data show, overall, similar distributions of the Response Strategies (no 
matter whether they are uttered by an addressee or a non-addressee) and thus in-
fluence the ranking of the Positive Remarks on the ‘compliment-positive assessment 
continuum’ (see Figures 6.6, 6.11, and 6.17) according to the assumed preference 
structure with slight strategy deviations, mostly within the response sets, from the 
addressee and the non-addressee turns.

Hence, the speaker of the first utterance is not responsible for determining 
the interpretation of an utterance alone and neither is the respondent. It can be 
described as a joint venture of the conversational partners who can draw on mutual 
knowledge of how language is used and rely on (implicit) conventions of a connec-
tion between directness of praise and sets of appropriate Response Strategies (cf. 
above, Pomerantz 1975: 130). This thought of directness of reference is reflected in 
the categorization of the subcategories of the Positive Remarks (see also Table 6.1). 
A very general approximation of an ordering according to these subcategories is 
given in Figure 7.2 below, where the general subcategories are labeled as _s1_ etc. 
and encompass the numbers and rankings of the respective subcategories from 
_adj_ and _noun_ in this figure. _verb_eval utterances and subcategories are not 
included in this tentative general picture but will be discussed below.
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Positive Remark  response strategies / following sequence

preferred dispreferredcompliment

positive assessment

             laughter
_s1_  _s2_  _s4_ 
6%       3-12% 5-15%    appreciation

_s1_     _s2_     _s4_
6-12%  1-6%   1-13%

referent shift
      _s2_    _s4_ 
       1%       8%

                  opting out
_s1_        _s2_        _s3_        _s4_        _s5_
24-67%  23-36%   13-19%   25-77%   19-60%

                explaining
_s1_        _s2_       _s3_        _s4_        _s5_
9-18%    24-31%  25-33%3   4-38%   20-33%

              agreement
_s1_        _s2_      _s3_       _s4_       _s5_
14-35%   14-31%  31-67%  10-33%  20-67%

         disagreement
  _s1_ _s2_ _s3_ _s4_ _s5_
   3-6%  3%  6%   8%    18%

      rejection
_s1_  _s2_ 
6%       6%

   qualification of the illocution
_s1_        _s2_     _s3_   _s4_   _s5_
9-17%     4-11%   13%   1-2%    9%

_s3_
_s5_

_s1_

_s4_

_s2_

           reinterpretation
_s1_     _s2_   _s3_     _s4_        
3-9%    5-6%  6-13%  1-2%

Figure 7.2  Approximation of a general distribution of the subcategories and the 
Response Strategies from _adj_ and _noun_

Figure 7.2 shows the approximate distribution of all TUOTH turns for the _adj_ and 
_noun_ categories. The ranking on the left-hand side of the model is a generalized 
ranking on the ‘compliment-positive assessment continuum’. The position of the 
subcategories is by no means absolute but depends on and is relative to the position 
of the other subcategories. The main argument for the respective positions is taken 
from the distribution of the Response Strategies used with these subcategories. As 
can be seen in this figure, some of these Response Strategies show a rather wide range 
of percentage for the subcategories. These ranges represent the percentages found 
for the Response Strategies in the subcategories and encompass all findings of the 
TUOTH responses from _adj_ and _noun_ (cf. Figures 6.6 and 6.11).

What can be seen is the overall tendency of the American speakers in the pres-
ent data base to respond with a strategy that is positioned in the lower half of the 
response field. Thus, the strategies representing preferred strategies to respond to 
ambiguous Positive Remarks (i.e., the strategies opting out and explaining) are 
used in responding to all five subcategories and are used rather frequently. agree-
ment, which is also used in a high frequency in responding to all five subcategories, 
is the preferred Response Strategy assigned to Positive Remarks that rather function 
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as positive assessments than compliments. It could be argued then that these forms 
of Positive Remarks in American everyday conversations tend to resemble ambigu-
ous utterances or positive assessments more than compliments. Yet, it might also be 
that agreeing responses are, overall, considered as more appropriate in this setting.

In this general picture of Figure 7.2, the category _verb_eval is not represented 
due to some differences of this category and the Response Strategies used compared 
to those of the _adj_ and _noun_ categories. In Figure 6.17, the distribution of 
the subcategories and Response Strategies is displayed for the _verb_eval category. 
Some subcategories are missing either because there was no response found in a 
TUOTH position (subcategory _V4_) or because there were too few of these utter-
ances (as for _V1_ that only had one responsive turn). Subcategory _V2_ is placed 
in the middle of the ‘compliment-positive assessment continuum’ due to the strate-
gies used as responses. For this subcategory 2, the responses used by addressee and 
non-addressee are quite similar to those of _adj_ and _noun_. The subcategories 
_V3_ and _V5_ seem to differ to a larger extent from those of _adj_ and _noun_. 
This might simply be due to the few utterances of the _verb_eval category but made 
a general comparison difficult. Also, considering the approximate ranking of the 
subcategories in Figure 6.17, it is interesting to see that the subcategory _V6_ with 
the form “pron verb_eval (to) V_inf sth.” ranks closest to the compliment end of 
the continuum since it is the only subcategory that is answered by utterances that 
can be considered as expressions of appreciation.

The comparison of the arrangement of the subcategories in the continuum sug-
gests an influence of the reference as uttered in a Positive Remark and the response 
chosen since the reference terms are the common features of the supercategories. 
Calculating the P-value for the connection of sets of Response Strategies and the 
subcategories of the Positive Remarks shows significance for the distribution of the 
Response Strategies of the TUOTH turns in some _adj_ and _verb_eval subcate-
gories while no significance could be detected for _noun_ (see Chapter 6.4). Since 
there seem to be parallels between the subcategories of the three supercategories, 
it would be interesting to see the distribution and calculation in a larger corpus.

To find out more about a possible dependency of the Response Strategies with 
the respective forms of the PosR subcategories, the Fisher exact test was carried 
out for a combination of all substrategies (i.e., the _s1_ to _s5_; see also Table 6.1) 
with the overall response sets for compliment (set_comp), assessments (set_posA), 
and ambiguous (set_amb) functions (see Table 4.8). As mentioned before (see 
Chapter 6.4), the Fisher exact test requires a calculation in a two-by-two table, 
giving the opportunity to compare two subcategories in terms of their dependency 
with two response sets. The following significance values can be observed (with P 
0.09) for the response sets set_comp and set_posA for the subcategories
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–– _s1_ with _s3_ (P-value for TUOTH 0.012, for tuoth_add 0.077),
–– _s1_ with _s4_ (P-value for TUOTH 0.047, for tuoth_add 0.027),
–– _s1_ with _s5_ (P-value for TUOTH 0.051, for tuoth_add no significance),
–– _s2_ with _s3_ (P-value for TUOTH 0.07, for tuoth_add barely no significance 

with P-value 0.098),
–– _s2_ with _s4_ (P-value for tuoth_add only significant value at 0.025).

This list shows that for subcategories of the number 1 type (i.e., with personal pro-
noun references) the responses that belong either to the set of responses for com-
pliments or assessments (as coded in the present study) are more likely to show 
possible dependencies of their usage according to the subcategory they are used 
to respond to. The other subcategories do not show these dependencies in the sig-
nificance testing for the present data. It is also interesting to note that the P-values 
mostly show significance with either TUOTH or tuoth_add with the respectively 
compared subcategories alike, which could support the aforementioned responsi-
bility of all speakers to contribute to a conversation.

The following significance values can be observed (with P 0.09) for the response 
sets set_comp and set_amb for the subcategories

–– _s1_ with _s2_ (P-value for TUOTH 0.016, for tuoth_add 0.069),
–– _s1_ with _s3_ (P-value for TUOTH 0.036, for tuoth_add 0.059),
–– _s1_ with _s4_ (P-value for TUOTH as well as for tuoth_add was a very low value 

as 1.12E and 1.60E in the calculation table),
–– _s1_ with _s5_ (P-value for TUOTH 0.079, for tuoth_add no significance),
–– _s2_ wwith _s4_ (P-value for TUOTH 0.002, for tuoth_add 0.00016),
–– _s4_ with _s5_ (P-value only significant for tuoth_add with 0.069).

These calculations also seem to show the outstanding role of the subcategory of 
the PosRs with a personal pronooun. Only two other relations can be calculated 
as having a significant P-value whereas the remaining subcategories do not show 
significance for the distribution of the response sets of compliment and ambiguous 
responses according to the PosR form. A slightly different picture can be seen when 
calculating the significance values (with P 0.09) for the response sets set_posA and 
set_amb:

–– _s1_ with _s4_ (P-value for TUOTH 0.0047, for tuoth_add 0.0069),
–– _s2_ with _s3_ (P-value for TUOTH 0.068, for tuoth_add no significance),
–– _s2_ with _s4_ (P-value for TUOTH 0.012, for tuoth_add no significance),
–– _s2_ with _s5_ (P-value only significance for tuoth_add with 0.016),
–– _s3_ with _s4_ (P-value for TUOTH 0.0006, for tuoth_add 0.011),
–– _s4_ with _s5_ (P-value for TUOTH 0.000645, for tuoth_add 0.0013).
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These calculations show a wider spectrum of possible dependencies for responses 
chosen in the sets of ambiguous and assessment responses towards the subcatego-
ries. Subcategory _s1_ does not show as much significance here as in the contrast 
of compliment-asssessment or compliment-ambiguous, which could also be in-
terpreted as showing its outstanding role for a compliment function of utterances 
formed as such. In the same line of argument, these calculations could show an 
adapted behavior of the conversational partners towards subcategory _s2_ (deter-
miners as noun phrase head realization) in deciding whether or not to opt for an 
ambiguous or an assessment response, possibly leaving more room for interpreta-
tion of the function in the conversation.

7.3	 Discussion of preferred Response Strategies

This section entails an exemplary discussion of the Response Strategies that are used 
with the highest frequency in the present data, namely opting out, explaining, 
and agreement. Figure 7.3 shows an extract of Figure 5.9, displaying only the 
distribution of the Response Strategies in focus of the present subchapter.
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Figure 7.3  Most frequently used Response Strategies in focus (TUOTH only)

The Response Strategies are combined into the three superstrategies opting out, 
explaining and agreement (for the substrategies, see Tables 4.9 and 4.10). These 
are among the most frequent Response Strategies and belong to what is grouped 
under the preferred ambiguous responses (amb_pref) and the preferred responses 
to positive assessments (posA_pref, see Table 4.10). Preferred responses to compli-
ments (appreciation, including, e.g., thanking, gustatory sounds, and accepting) 
were used only rarely (less than 5%, see Table 4.9). The following subchapters will 
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explore the three mainly used Response Strategies and the distribution of the sub-
strategies’ usage with the Positive Remark categories.

7.3.1  Opting out

In responding to compliments, it can be claimed that opting out shows ‘evasive 
behavior’ of speakers who try to avoid “the double bind” of responding to a compli-
ment and “pretend not to hear” (Kerbrat-Orecchioni 2011: 150) so that they do not 
have to agree or disagree with the complimenter. In the present study, not only com-
pliments are gathered within the Positive Remarks and the strategy of opting out 
might mirror a variety of functions and meanings of the Positive Remark sequences.

The strategy opting out is a superstrategy that consists of three Response 
Strategies: the speakers may opt out by ‘referring to another/parallel topic’ (in 
Table 7.4 referred to as Parallel), by ‘continuing their own talk’ (Continuing), or by 
‘starting a new topic/changing the topic’ (New topic). Table 7.4 shows the distribu-
tion of the various strategies for opting out in the three main supercategories as 
well as the percentage of the total of opting out that is used in all TUOTH turns 
of the respective category.

Table 7.4  opting out distribution (TUOTH only)

Parallel Continuing New topic Total % in category

_adj_ 31 (17%) 125 (67%) 29 (16%) 185 42%
_noun_ 10 (36%)   10 (36%)   8 (28%)   28 31%
_verb_eval   3 (21%)     7 (50%)   4 (29%)   14 27%
Total 44 (19%) 142 (63%) 41 (18%) 227 39%

Looking at the strategies that are subsumed under opting out, it can be seen that 
‘continuing’ is most often used (63% of all opting out strategies). It is by far most 
frequently used in the _adj_ category with 67% of all of its opting out utterances. 
Only 18% of all opting out instances represent the initiation of a new topic, most 
of them are found in the _verb_eval category (while these numbers have to be 
considered carefully since this is a very small category).

As can be seen in Table 7.4 as well as in Figure 7.3, opting out is used most 
often in the _adj_ category in 42% of the next turns (TUOTH). Especially when 
looking at the high occurrence of ‘continuing’ in the _adj_ category, it can be 
claimed that many of these Positive Remarks are not responded to during the con-
versation. In the _adj_ category, also single elliptical adjectives are coded which 
frequently take the strategy of ‘continuing’ as a next turn. Since this elliptical ut-
terance of a positive evaluation is usually used as a listener response to signal that 
one follows the conversation of the other speaker(s), such an utterance does not 
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claim the floor. Hence, it is not surprising that there is such a frequent use of this 
opting out strategy since no response is expected. The other speaker, who is the 
addressee of this listener response, goes on as before.

The reference to a different or parallel topic – which is the most frequently used 
substrategy of opting out in the _noun_ category – shows the highest number of 
occurrences in subcategory 2 (“pron/det_head verb (int) (det) adj noun”, see 
Chapter 6.2.1). Such utterances may also be understood as statements of speakers 
to show what they think about a situation or an item but which are not taken as 
something that needs to be responded to or even answered by the other speakers.

Even the _verb_eval category shows in 27% of all TUOTH utterances that the 
speakers opt out as well. Here, the interlocutors probably understand the evalua-
tive utterance as ‘expressions of positive affect’ that might be used to show appreci-
ation rather than to praise the addressee (cf. Kanouse/Gumpert/Canavan-Gumpert 
1981: 114) and thus, the participants in a conversation might not feel the need to 
explicitly respond to such an utterance.

No matter which conclusions can be drawn from analyses of the respective sub-
categories and strategies of opting out, it is obvious that many Positive Remarks 
can be responded to with these evasive tactics and that indeed the Response Strategy 
is placed somewhere ‘in the middle’, an evasive response tactic possibly used not 
only for compliments but for all Positive Remarks.

7.3.2  Explaining

explaining is one of the top three Response Strategies used in the present data. 
This is also a superstrategy that contains several strategies, namely, to comment the 
‘history of the item’ (see Table 7.5), the ‘history of an (absent) person’, or giving a 
‘(general) comment’ on the situation, as well as ‘asking for clarification or explana-
tion’ (referred to as ‘question’ in Table 7.5), and what is termed a ‘minimal question’ 
in the present study. Such questions are also taken into this response superstrategy 
since they typically evoke further explanations and negotiations in the conversations.

Table 7.5  explaining distribution (TUOTH only)

_adj_ _noun_ _verb_eval Total

History of item 17 (25%)   5 (24%)   4 (29%)   26 (25%)
History of person   8 (12%)   6 (28%)   4 (29%)   18 (17%)
(General) comment   9 (13%)   3 (14%)   0   12 (11%)
Question 26 (37%)   2 (10%)   4 (29%)   32 (31%)
Minimal question   9 (13%)   5 (24%)   2 (13%)   16 (15%)
Total 69 21 14 104
% in category 16% 24% 25%   18%
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In compliment research, commenting on the ‘history of the item’ is sometimes con-
sidered to show a “routinised misunderstanding” (Kerbrat-Orecchioni 2011: 150) 
since a compliment is treated as “an indirect question about the origin of the praised 
object” (Kerbrat-Orecchioni 2011: 150). Others claim that this way of responding 
to a compliment is used mainly by female speakers who “offered the purchase his-
tory of the complimented article” (Davis 2008: 81). Such a way of responding to a 
compliment may show that compliments are understood as “signals of solidarity” 
so that speakers give “further information to establish rapport” (Davis 2008: 81). 
Table 7.5 shows the distribution for the substrategies of explaining in the super-
categories _adj_, _noun_, and _verb_eval with only the TUOTH turns (‘turn by 
other speaker’, addressee and non-addressee combined).

The table displays the utterance numbers of the substrategies and their distri-
bution in the Response Strategy explaining (in percent). The overall use of the 
superstrategy explaining as responses in the supercategories of the PosR is also 
given (in the last row named “% in category”). It seems that a Positive Remark of 
the _verb_eval form, compared to the _adj_ and _noun_ forms, is most likely to 
trigger a response coded as one of the explaining strategies. We find that 25% of 
all TUOTH turns in this category are coded as one of the explaining strategies. It 
needs to be taken into account that this supercategory shows a very small number 
of utterances and the percentages might be misleading. Yet, if this distribution 
were to be found in a larger amount of data, it might be suggested that the urge 
to explain or even ask for clarification might be connected with this specific form 
of the Positive Remark. With an utterance such as I like this, the speaker utters 
‘personal affect’ (see above) and the hearer might easily understand it as a wish 
to also obtain the same item. It has also been observed for some cultures that an 
utterance such as this leads the ‘complimentee’ to offering the object, interpreting 
the positive evaluation obviously in a way that the speaker would like to possess the 
evaluated item, see, e.g. Holmes (1988: 448–449). Such an interpretation can even 
be found in the SBCSAE data in conversation SBC011, but only in the recollection 
of a moment and the sharing of the speaker’s thoughts. Such an understanding of 
the Positive Remark might be triggered by the formulaic similarity with utterances 
such as I would like to which are usually used to describe a wish the speaker has. 
This kind of interpretation might lead conversational partners to feel obligated to 
explain the history of the object so the other may know how to obtain the item for 
themselves. However, as this is only a small amount of data, this interpretation must 
remain highly speculative.

With only 16% of explaining strategies used in all TUOTH turns, this Response 
Strategy ranks third in the _adj_ Response Strategies. It is interesting to see that in 
the _adj_ category the question for clarification is the largest of the responsive 
substrategies. It may be argued that the _adj_ utterances possibly remain so vague 
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that a hearer has to ask for more information and start negotiating before they can 
really understand the function of the utterance. Interlocutors are possibly aware of 
the tendency of this utterance form to be frequently used and many times as a sheer 
act of support or alignment.

The _noun_ category also shows a rather frequent use of the explaining strat-
egies in all of the TUOTH turns with 24% of all TUOTH responses. Here, the ex-
planation of the item or person positively evaluated is clearly most frequently used 
in 53% of the cases. It is possible that in these cases the item itself, that is referred 
to by the noun phrase in the Positive Remark, is prominently in focus for the hearer 
so that they see the need to speak more about this item or person and explain or 
give the history. It can be speculated that in doing so, the interlocutors can talk on 
‘neutral grounds’ since the focus lies outside of the personal range even though this 
item or (absent) person may be connected to one of the speakers.

7.3.3  Agreement

In the same way as opting out and explaining, agreement is also a superstrat-
egy that combines several substrategies, namely ‘agreement minimal’, expression 
of ‘mutual knowledge’, and ‘affirmative’ expressions, see Table 7.6.

Table 7.6  agreement distribution (TUOTH only)

Agreement 
minimal

Mutual 
knowledge

Affirmative Total % in category

_adj_ 29 (38%) 3 (4%) 45 (58%)   77 17%
_noun_   8 (30%) 5 (18%) 14 (52%)   27 30%
_verb_eval   8 (62%) 1 (7%)   4 (31%)   13 21%
Total 45 (38%) 9 (8%) 63 (54%) 117 20%

It can be seen in Table 7.6 that the usage of the agreement strategies is most fre-
quent in the _noun_ category where they make up 30% of all TUOTH turns. In 
the distribution of the substrategies, the affirmatives are the most frequently used 
Response Strategy in agreement. This strategy entails second assessments and 
other utterances to affirm the Positive Remark. With 58%, this is also the most 
frequently used substrategy of agreement in the _adj_ category, whereas the min-
imal agreement ranges first in the substrategies of the _verb_eval category (again, 
the small amount of utterances in this category needs to be considered).

In 20% of all TUOTH utterances, either addressee or non-addressee agree 
with the Positive Remark. According to Pomerantz (1978), this Response Strategy 
should be avoided when responding to compliments. Is it then safe to claim that the 
Positive Remarks responded to in this way in the present data tend to have a positive 
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assessment function, as also suggested by the data distribution in the working model, 
and can thus actually be placed on the assessment end of the ‘compliment-positive 
assessment continuum’?

Kerbrat-Orecchioni (2011: 150) claims that the ‘contradictory demands’ of re-
sponding to a compliment can also “take the form of downgraded agreement” or 
“moderate disagreement”. Utterances that are clearly coded as disagreement are 
very rarely found in the present data (cf. Figure 5.10). They are considered to be “ 
‘socially disruptive’, and hence are dispreferred responses” (Cheng/Tsui 2009: 2366; 
see also, e.g., Georgakopoulou/Patrona 2000). It is argued, though, that “the produc-
tion of weak agreements may be disagreement implicative” (Pomerantz 1975: 82; 
see also Schegloff 2007: 165). To appropriately utter ‘scaled down agreements’ as 
second pair parts, compliments should not “directly contain the co-participants as 
referents” (Pomerantz 1975: 129) and

[the] reference terms locate objects, persons, activities, etc., other than co-participant 
directly (“you”), that is, referents through which co-participants are accorded credit. 
In general, scaled down agreements occur subsequent to compliments containing 
reference formulations consisting of ‘other-than-you’ terms, e.g., “it”, “that”, “she”, 
“he”.� (Pomerantz 1975: 129)

Sims (1984) observes something similar: her ‘case 5’ which has the form “That link-
ing V (intensifier) adj NP” (1984: 88) shows agreement in 49.2% of all responses 
(1984: 99). Following these findings, subcategories 2 (with the determiners this, that, 
etc. as heads of the noun phrases) would yield most of these types of responses. Yet, 
it is difficult to testify or falsify such findings with the results in the present study 
since most of the categories occur so rarely. The only larger category is the _adj_ 
category as displayed in Table 7.7. Of the 77 TUOTH utterances that are used in the 
_adj_ category, 36, that is 47%, are indeed used in subcategory _A2_, which would 
confirm, at least for this category, the findings of Pomerantz (e.g., 1978) and Sims 
(1984). Since at least the _adj_ and the _noun_ category seem to be quite similar, 
this tentative finding for _A2_ could be claimed to be transferable to the _noun_ 
categories as well.

Table 7.7  agreement distribution in _adj_ subcategories (TUOTH only)

Agreement minimal Mutual knowledge Affirmative Total

_A1_   7 1   4 12 (16%)
_A2_ 12 2 22 36 (47%)
_A3_   3 0   5   8 (10%)
_A4_   5 0 12 17 (22%)
_A5_   2 0   2   4 (5%)
Total 29 3 45 77 (100%)
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A tendency that can be claimed for the whole set of findings is that in the interac-
tions of the present data base, as well as in numerous studies before, “agreements 
are preferred over disagreements” (Tao 2007: 20; see also, for example, Pomerantz 
1984 or Goodwin/Goodwin 1992a). By uttering an agreement, the speaker usually 
“implies agreement with someone, which in conversation is usually the person 
being addressed” (Du Bois 2007: 144). Du Bois (2007) claims that the “general 
term for this kind of stancetaking is alignment” and that by this the speakers may 
“calibrate” their relationship (Du Bois 2007: 144). ‘Alignment’ is a term that is used 
with the cooperation and coordination of speakers that may happen in explicit or 
implicit negotiations (cf. Rickheit 2005: 159). In fact, the term alignment can be 
found many times in connection with ‘assessments’ which

reveal not just neutral objects in the world, but an alignment taken up toward phe-
nomena by a particular actor. Moreover this alignment can be of some moment in 
revealing such significant attributes of the actor as their taste, and the way in which 
they evaluate the phenomena they perceive.� (Goodwin/Goodwin 1987: 27)

Hence, assessments show alignment and create solidarity in conversation with the 
conversational partners, just as it is claimed of compliments and other evaluative 
utterances. By agreeing to such an assessment and aligning with the other speaker 
as well, this “alignment is not limited to the utterance immediately following the 
initial assessment, but extended assessment activity continues beyond this” (Snyder 
Ohta 1999: 1500; see also, for example, Branigan et al. 2007: 164). By this possibly 
“extended assessment activity” and the negotiations in conversations, “the partici-
pants have brought the activity of collaborative assessment to a peak of heightened 
mutual involvement” (Goodwin/Goodwin 1992b: 79) which can be seen as strong 
display of solidarity and the forming of an in-group (on agreement, alignment and 
in-group formation, see also Ädel 2011: 2940).
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Chapter 8

Conclusion and outlook

Yet we need not despair. One way forward is in replication. As more studies are 
carried out, the influence of accidental factors may be easier to detect.
� (Macaulay 2002: 298)

The analysis of Positive Remarks in the present study shows some new angles and 
perspectives in the research on compliments, positive assessments, and their re-
sponses. By analyzing the Positive Remark sequence, the present study has aimed 
at finding out about possible sequential distinctions that go back to the linguistic 
form of the Positive Remarks and the Response Strategy chosen in the follow-up 
turn that might entail information about the function of these sequences. The 
Positive Remarks in focus are defined by their forms which basically correspond 
to the compliment formulae as found by Manes/Wolfson (1981) and the assessment 
formula as found by Goodwin/Goodwin (1987) (see Chapters 2.1 and 4.1). The 
responses following these Positive Remarks are coded in Response Strategies that 
correlate with the strategies established by Pomerantz (1978) and mentioned in the 
literature on compliment and assessment responses (see Chapters 2.2 and 4.2). The 
combination of these turns goes back to the idea of ‘action chains’ by Pomerantz 
(1978). This thought had been discussed by other researchers as well, for example by 
Adamzik (1984), whose model for the combination of moves is one among several 
inspirations for the working model in the present study which goes beyond a vague 
first pair part “compliment” and integrates, as a starting point for the first turn, the 
forms of the Positive Remarks (see Figure 2.1).

To analyze the connection of the Positive Remark and the Response Strategy 
used, 21 everyday conversations from the Santa Barbara Corpus of Spoken American 
English were chosen as a data base (see Chapter 3). These conversations were se-
lected to ensure that a range of Positive Remark sequences were found. For this 
purpose, the conversationalists needed to be in a conversation with family and 
friends that ensures lively conversations and turn-taking. The informants should 
neither be too close nor too distant in their relationship to ensure that they utter 
positive evaluations and possibly even compliments (cf. Biber/Finegan 1989: 106 on 
expressions of personal affect in conversations between friends and Wolfson 1988 
on the ‘bulge theory’ concerning the situations in which compliments are paid). The 
conversations were searched in a text-analytic, manual way for the Positive Remarks 
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that were coded along with the turns following them. In these coding procedures, 
the organization of the conversations with more than two interactional partners 
also needed to be taken into account with specific coding of sequence organization.

Coding and analyzing the Positive Remark sequences aimed at answering the 
driving question of this study: can different functions of Positive Remarks be de-
tected due to their form (e.g., by the positive semantic core and/or the references to 
the addressee/addressed item) and the responses used to react to them? This ques-
tion can be divided into questions focusing specifically on Positive Remarks and 
Response Strategies respectively (see Chapter 2.3.2) and are taken up here again:

–– Are there linguistic cues in Positive Remarks that indicate (functional) differ-
ences between a positive assessment and a compliment that possibly guide the 
interlocutors in their interpretation? Can such cues be found within the Manes/
Wolfson (1981) compliment formulae which are used by many researchers?

–– Is there a specific set of Response Strategies that is assigned to particular eval-
uative utterance forms? Is there a choice for an interlocutor from a range of 
response possibilities that are more or less preferred with a specific (first pair 
part) form? And can the distinction of Response Strategies according to their 
preceding utterance then help in (re)defining the speech event and assigning a 
compliment or assessment function to it?

The working model established was used to find answers to these questions and in 
the process of coding the Positive Remarks along the lines of the Manes/Wolfson 
(1981) formulae, it has become obvious that the formulae had to be rearranged 
to find out more about the influence of possible linguistic cues. Since the differ-
ence that can be suspected to foster varying functions of the Positive Remarks 
seems to lie in the use of reference and address, to which Manes/Wolfson’s for-
mulae do not pay the attention required for further functional differentiation, the 
formulae had to be reorganized into the present study’s supercategories _adj_, 
_noun_, _verb_eval, which are analyzed in more detail, along with the categories 
named _adv_ and _spx_. The subcategories are aligned with each other in terms 
of address and reference, e.g., _A1_ and _N1_ (see Chapter 4.1.2). While the 
chances to be able to determine a function via the reference are higher with these 
more fine-grained subcategories, the boundaries between the various functions 
of Positive Remarks must remain fuzzy and should rather be considered to be ap-
proximations in a continuum than absolute entities. Parallel to findings in earlier 
research, the remarks found in the present data share numerous functions which 
are also assigned to compliments and positive assessments in the literature. They 
(i) express a positive opinion and value system, which is expressed by the positive 
semantic cores of the utterances; (ii) create solidarity in conversations through 
showing their involvement by using addressee-directed pronouns or determiners 
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such as that and those (see, e.g., Subchapter 6.1.1.2); (iii) or to organize discourse 
(see, e.g., Subchapter 5.1.3 and Table 5.4).

The influence of the Positive Remarks on their following Response Strategies 
seems to emanate from the directness of addressing the evaluated referent: many 
instances in the data which show no direct address are mostly responded to with 
opting out, explaining, or agreement. The Positive Remarks formulated in such 
a way share seemingly discursive and positive assessment functions and evoke thus 
expected responses of their designated preferred responses (see Subchapters 6.1.3, 
6.2.3, and 6.3.3). agreement as such deserves a closer look in future studies. The 
present findings show a possible ‘double status’ for this response strategy that, 
depending on the social context, might stand for appropriate use responding to 
compliments or positive assessments. In general, this way of responding shows 
the participants’ alignment in conversations and negotiations of Positive Remarks 
rather than short evaluative utterance sequences would. It should be mentioned 
here that Golato (2005 and 2011) also found mainly positive evaluations of an 
assessing nature in everyday conversations of German speakers. Hence, it is pos-
sible that this ‘neutral stance’ might regularly be found in everyday conversations 
of many (western) cultures, independent of the language. This suggestion can be 
supported by the findings of Biber/Finegan (1989) concerning conversational in-
teractions: even though conversation is the register that shows the most linguistic 
features of involvement (i.e., use of pronouns, deixis, etc.), they “are aware of no 
study that shows conversation to be the most affective register of English in terms of 
the overt expression of personal feelings and attitudes” (Biber/Finegan 1989: 107). 
As can be seen in the results chapters and the discussion chapter, the ambiguous 
and positive assessment functions clearly outweigh other functions the Positive 
Remarks have in the present data: there are only few personal references in the 
Positive Remarks and the most frequent Response Strategies used are opting out, 
explaining, and agreement. These are all located in the approximate ‘ambiguous’ 
and ‘positive assessment’ areas of the working model. It might be claimed, hence, 
that the usage of Response Strategies as well as the impersonal formulation of the 
Positive Remarks imply a more frequent use of non-complimentary positive as-
sessments in American everyday conversations of family members and friends. 
This is also mirrored by the less frequent use of personal topics such as personality 
and appearance compared with the usage of Positive Remarks concerning abstract 
items or things (cf. Chapter 5.1.3).

In the model, all three supercategories of the PosR (_adj_, _noun_, and _
verb_eval) show parallels in the connection of the respective subcategories with 
specific Response Strategies (cf. Figure 7.2). This observation can be seen as mark-
ing the importance of the referents in the subcategories (which are mainly grouped 
according to the reference terms in this study, see, e.g., Table 6.1) in connection 
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with the Response Strategies. Subcategories which share the feature of personal ref-
erence, may be placed relatively high up on the compliment side of the continuum 
since they are – more often than other subcategories – responded to with Response 
Strategies that are usually attributed as preferred seconds to a compliment function. 
A similar parallel can be seen in the other subcategories: the _s2_ subcategories 
of all supercategories are placed towards the middle, the ambiguous area. These 
subcategories are formed with a determiner such as this and that as a reference and 
the speakers may evaluate something in their immediate surrounding with such 
an utterance. This close connection to the other conversational partners may leave 
these utterances with a more ambiguous than assessing function than, for example, 
the subcategories _A3_ and _N3_ which tend towards the assessment side of the 
continuum. In the _s3_ categories, the evaluated item is referred to with a noun 
phrase, which might create more distance to the participants in the conversational 
context. Further conclusions on the findings of the _verb_eval category need to 
remain even more tentative since the findings are backed only by few occurrences 
in the conversations used for the present study. It seems, though, that utterances of 
this category may behave similarly to those of the other categories. These depen-
dencies were also calculated with the Fisher exact test (see Chapter 7.2), showing 
significant P-values for some constellations and leading to an assumption that, 
indeed, there could be a connection between the reference form used and the re-
sponse chosen from a possible set of responses. Thus, tendencies for a distinction 
between compliments and positive assessments due to reference terms used in the 
Positive Remark which also influences the choice of Response Strategy seem to 
exist and possible linguistic cues can be attested with the newly established sub-
categories of the Positive Remarks. A further confirmation would be needed with a 
larger amount of utterances. This could also help to attest for sequentially preferred 
connections in each of the PosR categories.

From a general perspective then, the working model, established on the 
ground of Pomerantz’ (1978) action chains and Adamzik’s (1984) model (see 
Subchapter 2.3.2 and Figure 2.1), is supported by empirical data. With this model, 
the connection between reference and address of the evaluated item/person in the 
Positive Remark, its influence on the Positive Remark’s function, and the choice 
of Response Strategy can be described. Nonetheless, it needs to be borne in mind 
that changes on this model might be necessary when using it for analyzing Positive 
Remark sequences in other registers or cultures since preference structure quite 
possibly differs. The preference structure as proposed now in the model could and 
should also be tested with further data, from further corpus studies to elicited data. 
Only this way, further conclusions about the differences of the form-to-function 
connection of the Positive Remark with the Response Strategies can be drawn.
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The need to look at more than just ‘compliments’ or ‘positive assessments’ in fu-
ture studies is also obvious: the felicity conditions of these utterances are very sim-
ilar (see also Table 2.2) and the function to “mark solidarity between participants, 
and […] the sharing of cultural beliefs” (Scheibman 2007: 125), which is often 
attributed as one of the major functions to compliments, is actually not restricted 
to these speech acts. In fact in the just quoted extract, Scheibmann defines gener-
alization, not compliments or other evaluations, with the same solidarity building 
function. The claim that compliments serve to ‘make the hearer feel good’ is very 
vague and cannot serve as distinctive feature to describe compliments – this can 
also be done by positive assessments and other aligning features in conversation. 
Thus, filling the functional spaces in a continuum of Positive Remarks is called for. 
The investigation of this continuum and the possibly existing fuzzy boundaries 
between various notions and functions in it, as well as the connection with the 
Response Strategies cannot be determined based on the findings of a single study 
based on everyday conversations alone. Not only various further registers have to be 
analyzed to find out more about the connection of Positive Remarks and Response 
Strategies but what is also needed is a perceptional study to find out whether or not 
native speakers of English detect a difference in form and Response Strategy that 
they connect with the notion of a different function. In such a perceptional study, 
the sequences shown to the informants should be varied in terms of the subcat-
egories, i.e., the references to the evaluated item in the Positive Remark, and the 
Response Strategies provided in response. The fact that a corpus may “offer evidence 
but cannot give information” leads to the conclusion that there is “the need for a 
corpus to be one tool among many in the study of language” (Hunston 2002: 23) 
and the need for triangulating the data. This could also be done with elicited con-
versational data, e.g. in the form of a naturalized role-play where the micro-social 
factors and numbers of speakers can be controlled.

The question about the distinctiveness of form and function becomes ever 
more interesting to pragmatics in light of using large corpora as a data base. A 
more refined knowledge about how forms and functions could match might be a 
further step towards the possibilities of automated searches in or tagging of a corpus 
(cf. also Jucker et al. 2008). An insight into the connection of specific functions of 
Positive Remarks with specific sets of responses might facilitate the unavoidable 
context analysis. The connection between the utterances and thus sequencing of 
the various turns is of interest for further studies as well. Who is expected to utter 
a next turn? Is any next turn expected at all? What is deemed appropriate? This 
might even be of interest beyond the scope of compliments or positive assessments 
for discourse organization in conversations, when considering those utterances that 
are followed by ‘turn by same speaker’ (tusp).
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Such findings might also be of great interest for the area of applied linguistics 
and the investigations of teaching language use. If such findings can be based on 
naturally occurring data from a corpus as in the present study, the

implications of these findings for foreign language instruction are compelling: if L2 
learners can learn about specific aspects of L2 pragmatics with authentic exemplars 
of naturalistic conversational sequences which enables them to anticipate, interpret, 
and produce sequential patterns that are cross-culturally different, cross-cultural 
miscommunication may be effectively prevented by means of classroom teaching.
� (Huth 2006: 2026)

Thus, even though much research has been done on compliments, compliment 
responses, and positive assessments already, much remains to be done and future 
investigations should keep in mind the fuzziness of utterances such as Positive 
Remarks and investigate them as parts of a continuum and in a sequence with their 
following turns, not as single entities. A promising approach is to take multi-modal 
corpora, and thus also gestures, facial expression and body language into account 
(see, e.g., (Keisanen/Kärkkäinen 2014), which can add vital context for the under-
standing of the conversational sequences, especially if it were to be combined with 
a linguistic sequential model as presented in the present study.
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Appendix A

Abbreviations

Table A.1 lists the abbreviations used throughout the text. The organization of the terms follows 
topical aspects: the beginning of the table shows abbreviations connected with the syntax patterns 
(from Manes/Wolfson 1981) and the Positive Remarks, followed by an account of the abbreviations 
used for Response Strategies in the text as well as the abbreviations used for tables in the appendix, 
and at the end of the table, abbreviations used to describe the sequence organization are listed.

Table A.1  Abbreviations used

Abbreviation Term/Explanation

SP Syntax Patterns (as found by Manes/Wolfson 1981) of which 
the following are abbreviations for the forms within the working 
model:

adj NP adj NP! (sp8)
Isn’t Isn’t NP adj! (sp9)
look NP is/looks (really) adj (sp1)
love I (really) like/love NP (sp2)
pro is pro is (really) (a) adj NP (sp3)
What a What (a) adj NP! (sp7)
YOU You V (a) (really) adj NP (sp4)

You V (NP) (really) adv (sp5)
You have (a) (really) adj NP (sp6)

_adj_; _noun_; abbreviations for the supercategories of newly
_verb_eval; _adv_; rearranged formulae
_spx_
_A1_ etc., _N1_ etc.; abbreviation for the subcategories of the respective
_V1_ etc. supercategory (_A1_ for _adj_, _N1_ for _noun_ etc.)
PosR Positive Remark: all positively evaluating utterances formed 

according to the semantico-syntactic formulae by Manes/
Wolfson, no matter which conversational function they have

posA positive assessment: those PosR that have the function of a 
more general evaluative utterance and (usually) do not have a 
complimentary function

comp compliment: Positive Remark with a complimentary function; 
usually perceived to be followed by an appreciative response

amb ambiguous utterance: these utterances fit into the form of the 
Positive Remarks but may be unclear in their function, whether 
they are seen as compliment or positive assessment

(continued)
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Abbreviation Term/Explanation

RespStrat Response Strategy: an interpretative strategy coding that is 
assigned to the turns following a Positive Remark (cf. Chapter 4.2)

ReS Set of Response Strategies: the grouping of the Response 
Strategies to sets of responses most likely to follow a PosR with 
specific conversational function

set_amb set of Response Strategies most likely to occur with an ambiguous 
utterance

set_comp set of Response Strategies most likely to occur with a compliment
set_posA set of Response Strategies most likely to occur with a positive 

assessment
Response Strategies abbreviations used in the appendix tables
app appreciation
ref referent shift
rej rejection
qual qualification
reint reinterpretation
opt opting out
expl explaining
ag agreement
disag disagreement
la laughter
uc unclear
Sequence Organization
tusp turn by same speaker: the turn that follows a Positive Remark is 

uttered by the same speaker as the Positive Remark itself
tuoth_non-add; tuoth_add turn by other: the next turn after a PosR is uttered by another 

speaker, either the addressee of the PosR (add) or another person 
(non-add)

rere_non-add; rere_add remote response: if something is uttered as a clear response to a 
Positive Remark but is uttered in a rather remote position from it 
and not as the next turn

tuoth and rere the abbreviation in capital letters stands for both subgroups, the 
addressee as well as the non-addressee combined

non-add = non-addressee anybody not directly addressed by a positive utterance but still 
reacting with a following turn; this also applies to instances 
where something is stated that is not directed at anybody in the 
conversation and somebody utters a next turn

add = addressee the person directly addressed by a PosR, either by being named 
or addressed with “you” or with a possessive pronoun, or if the 
PosR is used as a listener response

diff = difficult next turns or a sequence of turns usually when a lot of overlap 
happens and utterances are not easily distinguishable as to who is 
speaking to whom
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Appendix B

Additional tables and text description

In this part of the appendix, various tables are presented that give background information on 
some of the figures and arguments in the text.

The tables in this part of the appendix and their reference point in the texts are listed in the 
following table:

Table B.1  Listing of appendix tables from Appendix B

Table in appendix Reference point: chapter Reference point: figure/table

B.2 Chapter 2
B.3 Chapter 2.2.2 Tables 2.4 and 2.5
B.4 Chapter 4.1.3.1 –
B.5 Chapters 4.2 and 5.2 –
B.6 Chapter 5.1.2 Figure 5.1
B.7 Chapter 5.2.1 Figure 5.3
B.8 Chapter 5.2.3 Figure 5.6
B.9 Chapter 6.1.2 –
B.10 Chapter 6.1.2 Figure 6.2
B.11 Chapter 6.2.2 Figure 6.7
B.12 Chapter 6.3.2 Figure 6.13
B.13 Chapter 6.1.3 Figure 6.4
B.14 Chapter 6.1.3 Figure 6.5
B.15 Chapter 6.2.3 Figure 6.9
B.16 Chapter 6.2.3 Figure 6.10
B.17 Chapter 6.3.3 Figure 6.15
B.18 Chapter 6.3.3 Figure 6.16
B.19 Chapter 7 Table 7.2

Table B.2 shows a list of various studies on compliments and compliment responses in a variety 
of languages.

Table B.2  Overview compliment research

Language/Focus Study or studies on this topic (examples)

Single languages investigated (other than English)
German Golato 2002, 2005, 2011
Spanish Alba-Juez 2001 and Maíz-Arévalo 2012
Jacaltec Breitborde 1975
Japanese Matsuoka 2003
Egyptian Arabic Mursy/Wilson 2001 and Nelson/El Bakary/Al-Batal 1996

(continued)
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Language/Focus Study or studies on this topic (examples)

Turkish Ruhi 2006
Persian (various aspects) Yousefvand/Yousofi/Abasi 2014

Gender differences in:
American English Rees-Miller 2011
British English Roberts 1998
Australian English Davis 2008
New Zealand English Holmes 1993

Cross-cultural differences
Comparison of American English with:
Irish English, German and Chinese Schneider/Schneider 2000
South African English Herbert/Straight 1989
Chinese Chen 1993
German Kotthoff 1989
French Wieland 1995
Syrian Arabic Nelson/Al-Batal/Echols 1996
Italian (subtitles in movies) Bruti 2007

Comparison of British English with:
Polish Lewandowska-Tomasczyk 1989 and Herbert 1991
Spanish Lorenzo-Dus 2001
Chinese Spencer-Oatey/Ng/Dong 2000 and 2008

Comparison of German with:
Cameroonian French Mulo Farenkia 2004
Australian English Werthwein 2009
Italian Payne 2013

American English Varieties
Mexican American bilinguals Valdés/Pino 1981
Chicano English Yanez 1990
African American English Henderson 1995
Hawaiian Creole English Lee 1990

Variational Pragmatics Cheng 2011; Furkó 2013; Mulo Farenkia 2011, 2012 
and 2014;; Schneider/Jucker 2011; Schneider 2011; 
Strubel-Burgdorf 2011; Taavitsainen/Jucker 2011; Lin/
Woodfield/Ren 2012

Focus on Language Learning Allami/Montazeri 2012; Baba 1999; Barnlund/Araki 
1985; Billmyer 1990; Cedar 2006; Chung-Hye 1992; 
Cordella/Large/Pardo 1995; Daikuhara 1986; David 1999; 
Dunham 1992; Félix-Brasdefer/Hasler-Barker 2015; Fitri/
Indrayani/Soemantri 2014; Fukuyama/Coleman 1992; 
Gajaseni 1994; Hinkel 1996; Holmes/Brown 1987; Huth 
2006; Ishihara 2003; Kondo 2014; Monjezi 2014; Rose 
2001; Sadeghi/Zarei 2013; Sharifian 2008; Shahsavan/
Alimohammadi/Rasekh 2014; Tran 2007a; Zayed 2014

Table B.2  (continued)
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Description of texts chosen from SBCSAE

The following part gives a description of the copus texts chosen for analysis in the present study, 
see also Chapter 3.2.2.

SBC001 Actual blacksmithing
This is a conversation recorded in rural Hardin, Montana. Mae Lynne is a student of equine sci-
ence, and is the main speaker. She is telling Lenore (a visitor) about her studies. Doris, Mae Lynne’s 
mother, is doing housework, but joins the conversation towards the end to discuss friends of their 
family. The longer stretches of monologue in this conversation stand out from the other texts cho-
sen for the present study. Still, this text was chosen since Lenore as well as Doris, Mae Lynne’s 
mother, are always present and they can interact with Mae Lynne at any time. Not many Positive 
Remark sequences are found in this text.
SBC002 Lambada
This is an after-dinner conversation among four friends in San Francisco, California. All partic-
ipants are in their late twenties or early thirties. Harold and Jamie are a married couple, Miles 
is a doctor, and Pete is a graduate student from Southern California. They all engage in a lively 
conversation about various topics. Many Positive Remark sequences are found here.
SBC003 Conceptual pesticides
This is a conversation among three friends who are preparing dinner together, which was re-
corded in Southern California. Roy and Marilyn are a married couple, and Pete is a friend visit-
ing from out of town (this is the same Pete as in SBC002 Lambada). All participants are in their 
early thirties. While preparing dinner, they talk about many different topics as their travels, 
books they read, their parents’ adventures. Many Positive Remark sequences are found in this 
text.
SBC004 Raging bureaucracy
This is a family conversation recorded in Santa Fe, New Mexico. The primary participants are 
three sisters all in their twenties. The other three conversation participants are two male friends 
and a female, ranging in age from 23 to 43. Not too many Positive Remark sequences are coded 
here.
SBC011 This retirement bit
This is a conversation among three friends before lunch, recorded in Tucson, Arizona. All three 
participants are retired women; Samantha (Sam) is 72, Doris is 83, and Angela is 90. They have a 
lively conversation about several everyday topics. Some compliments are paid and some Positive 
Remark sequences are coded here.
SBC013 Appease the monster
This is a family conversation at a birthday party, recorded in Fort Wayne, Indiana. The five par-
ticipants are family members: Kendra (the birthday girl) and Kevin are siblings, Ken and Marci 
are their parents, and Wendy is Kevin’s wife; the parents are 50, their children and daughter-in-
law 25–26. This segment is highly interactional and contains a lot of overlap and many Positive 
Remark sequences.
SBC015 Deadly diseases
This is a conversation among three friends, recorded in Los Angeles, California. Ken and Joanne 
are a couple, and Lenore is a friend of theirs (this is the same Lenore as in SBC001). They are all 
in their end twenties/early thirties. They talk about their travels and some everyday topics. Many 
Positive Remark sequences are coded in this conversation.
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SBC019 Doesn’t work in this household
This is a family conversation, recorded in Michigan, Illinois. Frank and Jan (a married couple) 
are talking with Ron – Jan’s brother who is visiting from California. Ron, Frank, and Jan are in 
their thirties and early fourties. Brett and Melissa are Frank and Jan’s junior-high-school aged 
children (aged 14 and 12), who are doing homework and also taking part in the conversation. 
Comparatively few Positive Remarks are coded here
SBC031 Tastes very special
This is a face-to-face conversation recorded in a restaurant in Pullman, Washington. Sherry and 
Beth are sisters (in their late twenties), and Rosemary is their mother. The participants discuss 
what to order for lunch, interact with the waitress (Jamie) and engage in talk about family and 
friends while waiting for their food. A medium amount of Positive Remark sequences are coded 
in this conversation.
SBC032 Handshakes all around
This is a face-to-face conversation that takes place at an outdoor neighborhood ‘block party’ 
in Santa Fe, New Mexico. The three main participants are neighbors, age 60 to 70, all of whom 
happen to be named Tom. The discussion centers on life histories, World War II experiences, 
and neighborhood gossip. The three are briefly joined by Tucker (the son of Tom 1), and Elaine 
(the wife of Tom 3). A lot of their talk is about a granddaughter of one of the men whom they all 
know and hold dear (she is not present at the block party). A rather large amount of the many 
Positive Remark sequences found in this conversation refer to her.
SBC033 Guilt
This is a lively family argument/discussion recorded at a vacation home in Falmouth, Massachu-
setts. There are eight participants, all relatives or close friends, whose age range from 22 to 60. 
The discussion centers around a disagreement that Jennifer (age 23) is having with her mother 
(Lisbeth). Only few Positive Remark sequences are coded in this conversation.
SBC035 Hold my breath
This is a lively family argument/discussion recorded in the kitchen of a family home in Pitts-
burgh, Pennsylvania. The age of the participants ranges from 16 to 81. The conversational topics 
span from the daughter’s college plans to some general discussion about colleges and universi-
ties as well as city life. A large amount of Positive Remarks are coded in this conversation.
SBC036 Judgmental on people
This is a face-to-face conversation recorded in Albuquerque, New Mexico. There are three par-
ticipants and a baby. Lisa and Kevin are siblings, Marie (the baby’s mother) is a friend of Lisa’s. 
They are all in their early twenties. Much of the speech event focuses on interaction with, and 
talk about, the baby, as well as gossip about friends and co-workers. Not that many Positive Re-
mark sequences are coded in this conversation.
SBC037 Very good tamales
This is an informal, task-related (cooking) talk recorded in the kitchen of a family home in 
Corpus Christi, Texas. A family is making tamales. The main participants are Julia (an 80-year-
old woman), her daughter (Dolores, 56), and grandson (Shane, 26, who also participates in 
SBC004). They are briefly joined by Kate (Shane’s sister, 20) who is watching TV in another 
room. The segment contains occasional codeswitching (English/Spanish). This is one of the two 
conversations with the least amount of Positive Remark sequences.
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SBC042 Stay out of it
This is a family argument and task-related talk, recorded in Pasco, Washington. The recording 
begins in a car, and moves to the kitchen of a family home. The main participants are three 
teenage sisters (Sabrina, Kendra, and Marlena), their mother (Kitty), and step-father (Curt). 
A friend of Sabrina’s (Gemini) is also present. The dispute centers around Kitty’s belief that 
Kendra stayed the night at a friend’s house without permission, something which Kendra de-
nies having done. Argument and shouting is interspersed with Saturday-morning housekeeping 
chores such as doing dishes and laundry. This is the second conversation with the least amount 
of Positive Remark sequences.
SBC048 Mickey mouse watch
A face-to-face conversation on Christmas morning traditions and the gift-exchange among 
family members, recorded in Fresno, California. Tim and Lea are a couple in their late fifties, 
Judy is their daughter, and Dan is Judy’s boyfriend. There is a rather large amount of Positive 
Remark sequences coded in this conversation.
SBC049 Noise pollution
This is a face-to-face conversation recorded at an outdoor family birthday party near Boston, 
Massachusetts. There are ten speakers, all related. Four siblings in their mid thirties to mid 
forties: Dan, Al, Lucy, and Annette. Allen (Sr.), age 76, is their father. Al and Annette are twins. 
Linda is Al’s wife, John is Annette’s husband. Dave and Jane are Al and Linda’s children. Glen 
is Lucy’s son. Topics center primarily on recent renovations to Lucy’s home. There are some 
Positive Remark sequences coded in this conversation.
SBC050 Just wanna hang
This is a face-to-face conversation among four roommates, recorded in a shared apartment in 
Burlington, Vermont. The speakers are all students at the University of Vermont, women aged 
20–21. They engage in small-talk, make plans for the evening, and discuss household matters. A 
rather large amount of Positive Remark sequences is coded in this conversation.
SBC051 New Yorkers anonymous
This conversation is recorded before and during dinner, in a private home in Laguna Beach, 
California. There are four speakers, ranging in age from mid forties to early fifties. Sean and 
Bernard are a couple, Fran is a long-time friend visiting from New York. Alice is also a friend of 
Sean and Bernard, but had never met Fran. The discussion focuses on travels, and reminiscing 
about New York City. This is one of the conversations with the most Positive Remark sequences.
SBC052 Oh you need a breadbox
This is a phone conversation between family members at Christmas. Andrew and Cindy, a cou-
ple in their mid forties in Albuquerque, New Mexico, are calling Andrew’s sisters in San An-
tonio, Texas. The discussion centers primarily on Christmas and Christmas gifts, and topics 
prompted by recent television news shows. Even though this is a phone conversation, it still is 
taken into the sub-corpus since, over a large stretch of the conversation, all three participants are 
basically involved in the conversation.
SBC059 You baked
This is a face-to-face conversation, recorded in a family home near Beloit, Wisconsin, on Christ-
mas Eve. Cam and Fred are a couple in their early thirties. Jo and Wess are Cam’s parents. The 
conversational topics include talk about family and friends, a football game which Wess and 
Fred had just finished watching, and holiday baking. There are some Positive Remark sequences 
coded in this conversation as well.
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Table B.3 displays selected studies in compliment responses that base their response categories 
mainly on those categories established by Pomerantz (1975 and 1978). The numbers and letters 
displayed with the categories are taken from the original studies.

The listing in this table shows that, even though some (super)categories may bear the same 
name, there are differences in perceptions of these categories to be found in the

Table B.5 displays the Response Strategies as also presented in Chapter 5.2. A description 
is given here as well, even though some descriptions seem like the simple paraphrasing of the 
strategy names. Examples for these Response Strategies can be found in the respective chapters 
in coding and the results (see Chapter 5.2). As mentioned in Chapter 4.2.1, the Response Strat-
egies may be on the surface either compliment or assessment preferred, yet, on the deeper level 
of the assigned substrategies, there might be overlapping areas with strategies that can be used 
in several contexts. This can be seen by assigning a feature like ass_pref (preferred Response 
Strategies in assessments) as well as comp_dispref (dispreferred response in connection with 
compliments) to the same Response Strategy (the qualification of the Positive Remark).

Table B.3  Selected studies on Response Strategies based on Pomerantz (1975, 1978)

Herbert 1989 Chen 1993 Schneider 1999

a agreement 65% a accepting 40% a accepting 36%
I. Appreciation 1. Thanking 30% 1. Thanking 30%
Ia Appreciation tokens 29% 2. Agreeing   3% 2. Agreeing   3%

3. Expressing 
gladness

  3% 3. Expressing 
gladness

  3%

Ib Comment 
acceptance

  7%

Ic Praise upgrade   0%
II. Comment History 19%
III. Transfer
IIIa Reassignment   3%
IIIb Return   7%

b nonagreement 32% d rejecting 13% b rejection 19%
I. Scale down   5% 5. Thanking and 

denigrating
  0%

II. Nonacceptance 10. Rejecting and 
denigrating

13% 6. Rejection and 
denigrating

13%

IIa Disagreement 10%
IIb Qualification   7%
III. Question   5% 4. Doubting   6%
IV. No 
acknowledgement

  5%

c request 
information

  3% c deflecting 29% c deflecting 23%

8. Explaining 23% 7. Explaining 23%
9. Doubting   6%
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Herbert 1989 Chen 1993 Schneider 1999

b returning 18% d returning 17%
5. Returning 
compliment

14% 8. Returning 
compliment

15%

6. Offering object of 
compl.

  3% 9. Offering   2%

7. Encouraging   1%

e mocking   5%
10. Joking   4%
11. Encouraging   1%

Table B.4  List of intensifiers

Intensifier N %

really   72   20%
real   31     8%
so (much)   50   14%
very   40   11%
pretty   24     7%
love/admire   33     9%
sup – superlative   24     7%
c – comparative   38   10%
others   57   15%
Total 369 100%

Table B.5  Detailed account of Response Strategies in Positive Remark sequences

Category Description Subcategory

app (comp_pref) the respondent shows appreciation 
by thanking or accepting the 
Positive Remark

thanking (comp_pref); other than 
thanking; accepting & aligning 
(add); gustatory sounds (add)

ref (comp_pref) the respondent reassigns the 
content of the Positive Remark to 
someone or something else

returning compliment (comp_pref); 
reassignment (ass_pref)

rej 
(comp_dispref)

the respondent rejects the content 
of the Positive Remark

request to refrain (comp_dispref); 
other than request to refrain

qual 
(comp_dispref)

the illocutionary force of the 
Positive Remark is qualified by 
downgrading

downgrading (comp_dispref); 
doubting (ass_dispref); Upgrading 
(ass_pref/comp_dispref)

(continued)

Table B.3  (continued)
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Category Description Subcategory

reint 
(amb_dispref)

some responses show that the 
respondent understands the Positive 
Remark as having another speech 
act function and reacts accordingly

apologizing; request interpretation – 
offering; request interpretation – 
no offering/rejecting; Offer 
interpretation; (thanking or 
rejecting); thanking interpretation 
(Thanks Minimizers follow); 
offering/advising/encouraging

opt (amb) participants in a conversation 
may choose to opt out and not 
say anything in response to a 
Positive Remark uttered; may 
be chosen by addressees as well 
as non-addressees by just saying 
something unrelated to the PosR

by referring to earlier/parallel topic; 
opting out by continuing; opting 
out by new question/topic

expl (amb_pref) if a respondent answers with a 
comment or explanation, this 
strategy is assigned; the respondent 
explains or comments how 
positively evaluated things came 
about

Comment History of item/
Comment on item (amb_pref); 
Comment History of (absent) 
Person (amb_pref); (general) 
comment on situation; asking 
for clarification or explanation/
Question; Question minimal

ag (ass_pref) the respondent shows agreement 
with what the speaker claims with 
the PosR

agreement minimal; Mutual 
Knowledge; affirmative

disag 
(ass_dispref)

the respondent disagrees with the 
content of the PosR

assessment as overrated/denial

la if laughter is the only response; does 
not say anything about whether or 
not this is friendly laughter

uc (add) these are instances of, e.g. 
overlapping or parallel talk, 
where no response strategy can be 
assigned

Table B.6 shows the numbers that are displayed in Figure 5.1. The total amount of these codings 
in each group/category does not correlate exactly with the totals in Table 5.3. The reason for this 
has to do with practical applicabilities of the program MaxQDA. Some utterances overlap or are 
also coded for another PosR or a response in the same line and thus are counted twice. So in-
stead of a total of 827 sentence types for _adj_, we find 842 sentence types in this category here.

Table B.5  (continued)
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Table B.6  Structural features of utterances in PosR sequences

Structural feature _adj_ _noun_ _verb_eval Total

Declaratives 536 161   92   789
Interrogatives   19     8     4     31
Imperatives     5     2     0       7
Exclamatives     2     3     0       5
Elliptical 269   38     1   308
Interrupted   11   11     8     30
Total 842 223 105 1170

Table B.7  Distribution of Response Strategies

Response Strategy N %

appreciation     40     4%
referent shift       4     0%
rejection       6     1%
qualification     57     5%
reinterpretation     35     3%
opting out   377   36%
explaining   152   14%
agreement   242   23%
disagreement     28     3%
laughter     73     7%
unclear     37     4%
Total 1051 100%

Table B.8  Distribution Response Strategies and topic

app ref rej qual reint opt expl ag disag la uc total

Appearance   5 0 1   6   0   18   11   17   3   4   6     71
Performance   7 1 2 17   7   49   40   55   2 22   6   208
Possession 13 2 0   5   8   33   30   32   3   2   7   135
Personality   0 0 0   7   0   21     8   15   4   6   1     62
Food 19 0 1   9 12   42   37   36   0 10   5   171
Abstract   3 2 2   7   4   79   29   54   8 16   7   211
Thing   1 0 0   3   3   8     8     6   2   2   0     33
Discourse   1 0 0   2   2   99     8   23   2 18   6   161
Misc   0 0 0   1   0   8     0     2   0   1   2     14
Total 49 5 6 57 36 357 171 240 24 81 40 1066
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Table B.9  Interactional structure of the subcategory pron/det_head verb (int) adj

Formula N tusp tuoth rere Difficult

_A2_ pron/det_head 360 107 162     6 85
verb (int) adj 100%   30%   45%     2% 24%
This/these verb (int)   30     9   12     3   6
adj 100%   30%   40%   10% 20%
That/those verb (int) 185   46   85     3 51
adj/Ø 100%   25%   46%     2% 28%
It verb (int) adj/Ø 141   49   65     0 27

100%   35%   46%     0% 19%
pron verb (int) adj     4     3     0     0   1

Table B.10  Distribution of Response Strategies used in _adj_ subcategories

Subcategory app ref rej qual reint opt expl ag disag la uc Total

_A1_ Personal pron 
verb (int) adj

6% 0% 4% 9% 4% 25% 13% 28%   3% 5% 5% 100%

_A2_ pron/det_Head 
verb (int) adj

5% 1% 0% 7% 5% 30% 17% 23%   2% 7% 3% 100%

_A3_ (det) noun 
verb (int) adj

2% 0% 0% 7% 9% 19% 16% 33%   2% 7% 5% 100%

_A4_ elliptical_adj 3% 0% 0% 3% 2% 56%   7% 16%   0% 9% 4% 100%
_A5_ alternatives_adj 0% 0% 0% 4% 0% 36% 16% 24% 12% 4% 4% 100%
Total _adj_ 4% 0% 1% 6% 4% 37% 13% 22%   2% 7% 4% 100%

Table B.11  Distribution of Response Strategies used in _noun_ subcategories

Subcategory app ref rej qual reint opt expl ag disag la uc Total

_N1_ Personal pron verb 
(int) (det) (adj) noun

5% 2% 0% 5% 0% 31% 16% 31%   5% 2% 3% 100%

_N2_ pron/Det_Head 
verb (int) (det) adj noun

1% 0% 1% 2% 4% 41% 16% 20%   2% 7% 5% 100%

_N3_ (det) noun verb 
(int) (det) (adj) noun

7% 0% 0% 0% 0% 14% 29% 50%   0% 0% 0% 100%

_N4_ elliptical_noun 2% 2% 0% 4% 0% 38% 16% 18% 11% 4% 4% 100%
_N5_ alternatives_noun 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 36% 14% 36%   7% 7% 0% 100%
Total _noun_ 3% 1% 0% 3% 1% 36% 16% 25%   5% 5% 4% 100%
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Table B.12  Distribution of Response Strategies used in _verb_eval subcategories

Subcategory app ref rej qual reint opt expl ag disag la uc Total

_V1a_ Personal pron verb_
eval pron

  0% 0% 0% 20% 0% 20%   0% 60% 0%   0% 0% 100%

_V1b_ Personal pron verb_
eval det_pron

  4% 0% 0%   8% 4% 42% 21% 13% 4%   4% 0% 100%

_V2_ Personal pron verb_
eval (det) noun

  0% 0% 3%   0% 8% 26% 18% 32% 0% 13% 0% 100%

_V3_ (det) Noun (int) verb_
eval (det) Noun/dem/pron

  0% 0% 0%   0% 0% 22% 22% 22% 0% 33% 0% 100%

_V5_ alternatives_verbs   0% 0% 0% 25% 0%   0% 25% 50% 0%   0% 0% 100%
_V6_ pron verb_eval (to) 
V_inf sth.

11% 0% 0% 22% 0% 11% 22% 22% 0% 11% 0% 100%

Total _verb_eval   2% 0% 1%   7% 4% 27% 20% 27% 1% 11% 0% 100%

Table B.13  Response Strategies distribution in _adj_ tuoth_non-add

Subcategory app ref rej qual reint opt expl ag disag la uc Total

_A1_ Personal pron verb 
(int) adj

2 0 2 3 3 11   3   7 1   2 0   34

_A2_ pron/det_Head verb 
(int) adj

1 1 0 3 4 18 17 21 2   9 1   77

_A3_ (det) noun verb 
(int) adj

0 0 0 1 1   1   2   3 0   0 0     8

_A4_ (without subject/
elliptical_adj)

2 0 0 1 1 19   5   6 0   6 1   41

_A5_ alternatives_adj 0 0 0 0 0   3   1   1 0   0 0     5
Total _adj_ thuoth_non-add 5 1 2 8 9 52 28 38 3 17 2 165

Table B.14  Response Strategies distribution in _adj_ tuoth_add

Subcategory app ref rej qual reint opt expl ag disag la uc Total

_A1_ Personal pron 
verb (int) adj

  4   0   2   4   1   10   6   5   1   2   0   35

_A2_ pron/det_Head 
verb (int) adj

  6   1   0 12   6   36 24 15   3   3   1 107

_A3_ (det) noun verb 
(int) adj

  0   0   0   2   1     3   4   5   1   0   0   16

_A4_ (without subject/
elliptical_adj)

  1   0   0   1   1   82   4 11   0   5   2 107

_A5_ alternatives_adj   0   0   0   1   0     2   3   3   2   0   0   11
Total _adj_ tuoth_add 11   1   2 20   9 133 41 39   7 10   3 276

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/10/2023 6:03 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



244	 Compliments and Positive Assessments

Table B.15  Response Strategies distribution in _noun_ tuoth_non-add

Subcategory app ref rej qual reint opt expl ag disag la uc Total

_N1_ Personal pron verb 
(int) (adj) noun

0 0 0 1 0   4   1 0 0 0 0   6

_N2_ pron/det_Head verb 
(int) (det) adj noun

1 0 0 0 1   6   4 4 0 0 1 17

_N3_ (det) noun verb 
(int) (det) (adj) noun

0 0 0 0 0   0   1 2 0 0 0   3

_N4_ elliptical_noun 1 0 0 0 0   2   3 1 0 0 1   8
_N5_ alternatives_noun 0 0 0 0 0   2   1 1 0 0 0   4
Total _noun_ 
tuoth_non-add

2 0 0 1 1 14 10 8 0 0 2 38

Table B.16  Response Strategies distribution in _noun_ tuoth_add

Subcategory app ref rej qual reint opt expl ag disag la uc Total

_N1_ Personal pron verb 
(int) (adj) noun

2 0 0 1 0   4   3   6 1 0 0 17

_N2_ pron/det_Head verb 
(int) (det) adj noun

0 0 1 0 0   5   5   5 0 0 0 16

_N3_ (det) noun verb 
(int) (det) (adj) noun

0 0 0 0 0   0   1   2 0 0 0   3

_N4_ elliptical_noun 0 1 0 0 0   4   2   4 1 0 0 12
_N5_ alternatives_noun 0 0 0 0 0   0   1   2 0 0 0   3
Total _noun_ tuoth_add 2 1 1 1 0 13 12 19 2 0 0 51

Table B.17  Response Strategies distribution in _verb_eval tuoth_non-add

Subcategory app ref rej qual reint opt expl ag disag la uc Total

_V1_ Personal pron verb_
eval pron

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0   0

_V2_ Personal pron verb_
eval det_pron

0 0 0 1 0 4 1 0 0 0 0   6

_V3_ Personal pron verb_
eval (det) noun

0 0 0 0 0 3 1 3 0 1 0   8

_V4_ elliptical_verb_eval 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0   0
_V5a_ (det) Noun (int) 
verb_eval (det) noun/dem/
pron

0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 2 0   3

_V5b_ alternatives_verbs 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0   1
_V6_ pron verb_eval (to) 
V_inf sth.

0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0   1

_verb_eval tuoth_non-add 0 0 0 1 0 8 3 4 0 3 0 19

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/10/2023 6:03 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



	 Appendix B.  Additional tables and text description	 245

Table B.18  Response Strategies distribution in _verb_eval tuoth_add

Subcategory app ref rej qual reint opt expl ag disag la uc Total

_V1_ Personal pron verb_
eval pron

0 0 0 1 0 0   0 0 0 0 0   1

_V2_ Personal pron verb_
eval det_pron

0 0 0 1 1 4   4 2 1 0 0 13

_V3_ Personal pron verb_
eval (det) noun

0 0 0 0 1 2   4 2 0 0 0   9

_V4_ elliptical_verb_eval 0 0 0 0 0 0   0 0 0 0 0   0
_V5a_ (det) Noun (int) 
verb_eval (det) noun/
dem/pron

0 0 0 0 0 0   0 1 0 0 0   1

_V5b_ alternatives_verbs 0 0 0 1 0 0   1 1 0 0 0   3
_V6_ pron verb_eval (to) 
V_inf sth.

1 0 0 2 0 0   1 1 0 1 0   6

Total _verb_eval 
tuoth_add

1 0 0 5 2 6 10 7 1 1 0 33

Table B.19  Address in PosR

Addressee N

Immediate interlocutor (you/name) 161
Conversation participant/passive bystander   24
Self-assessing/self-centered 246
Absent person 218
Possessive pronoun   31
Agent avoider/neutral agents 263
Thing 412
Abstract notion 353
General statement   73
General “you”   25
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Table B.20  Wordlist of chosen texts (top 20)

Rank Word

  1 I
  2 the
  3 and
  4 you
  5 it
  6 a
  7 that
  8 to
  9 yeah
10 know
11 like
12 was
13 in
14 they
15 oh
16 of
17 it’s
18 is
19 he
20 what
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Appendix C

Additional figures

In the following figures, the next turns by another speaker (tuoth) from addressee (add) and 
non-addressee (non-add) are displayed in the working model. The ‘non-addressee’ numbers or 
percentages are always given at first place, then the ‘addressee’ values. The first Figure C.1, is 
on the distribution for the _adj_ supercategory. It can be seen that opting out is used by far 
most often as a strategy in the _adj_ category. Yet, it can also be seen that more of the non-ad-
dressee speakers agree with the Positive Remark (agreement: 23% non-addressees vs. 14% 
addressees agreeing).

Figure C.2 displays the distribution of the Response Strategies of ‘non-addressees’ and ‘ad-
dressees’ in the _noun_ sequences. A tendency can be described that the _noun_ Positive Re-
marks evoke associations with positive assessments with the addressees reacting to this Positive 
Remark since the majority responds with something that can be coded as agreement whereas 
the non-addressees speaking after such a PosR rather use opting out as a strategy to continue 
the conversation.

In Figure  C.3, the numbers for the _verb_eval sequences are displayed. The Response 
Strategies chosen by addressees to respond to a PosR of this supercategory seems to imply an 
understanding rather of a positive assessment than a compliment by the speaker of the PosR: 
over 50% of the responses can be coded as explaining or agreement, which are usually not 
seen as preferred as responses to compliments. The non-addressees seem to judge these Positive 
Remarks as ambiguous when not answering but instead opting out. Of course, it needs to 
be kept in mind that the overall numbers for the _verb_eval sequences are not that high, and 
even more so, the TUOTH turns in the sequences are only slightly over 50 instances. Thus, the 
results shown here can show no more than a mere tendency for the conversations analyzed in 
the present study.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/10/2023 6:03 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



248	 Compliments and Positive Assessments

Positive Remark  response strategies / following sequence

preferred dispreferredcompliment

positive assessment

qualification of the illocution

denigrating compliment

       laughter
a_n 10% a_a 4%

         opting out
a_n 32%  a_a 48%

RS - reassignment

     Q - upgrading
 a_n 3%    a_a 2%

    agreement
     a_n 23%  a_a 14%

   reinterpretation
    a_n 5%    a_a 3%

        Q - downgrading
 a_n 2%          a_a 4%

 disagreement
  a_n 2%      a_a 3%

_adj_add (a_a)

_adj_non-add (a_n)

appreciation
   a_n 3%  a_a 4%
         thanking

                   rejection
            a_n 1%    a_a 1% 
request to refrain

 Q - doubting
            a_a 1%

referent shift
a_n 1%
RS - returning compliment

      explaining
a_n 17%    a_a 15%

Figure C.1  Applying the numbers of the next turns to _adj_ to the model
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Positive Remark

preferred dispreferred
compliment

positive assessment

response strategies / following sequence

laughter

appreciation
   n_n 5%  a_a 4%
          thanking

   rejection
           n_a 2% 

request to refrain

qualification of the illocution

denigrating complimentRS - returning compliment
n_a 2%

referent shift

         opting out
n_n 37%  n_a 25%

          explaining
    n_n 26%    n_a 24%

  reinterpretation
     n_n 3%  

RS - reassignment

Q - upgrading
    n_n 3%

     agreement
n_n 21%  n_a 37%

Q - downgrading
                  n_a 2%

disagreement
          n_a 4%

Q - doubting
_noun_add (n_a)

_noun_non-add
(n_n)

Figure C.2  Applying the numbers of the next turns to _noun_ to the model
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Positive Remark

preferred dispreferred
compliment

positive assessment

response strategies / following sequence

       laughter
v_n 16%  v_a 3%

   appreciation
                 v_a 6%
              thanking

rejection

request to refrain

qualification of the illocution

denigrating compliment

referent shift

         opting out
   v_n 42%    v_a 18%

         explaining
    v_n 16%    v_a 30%

reinterpretation
                      v_a 6%  

RS - reassignment

    Q - upgrading
v_n 5%   v_a 8%

        agreement
  v_n 21%  v_a 21%

Q - downgrading
                v_a 3%

disagreement
          v_a 3%

_verb_eval
non-add (v_n)

 Q - doubting
           v_a 3%

RS - returning compliment

_verb_eval
add (v_a)

Figure C.3  Applying the numbers of the next turns to _verb_eval to the model
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Agreement
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204, 207, 209
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appreciating  18, 29–30, 33, 69, 
72, 104–105, 115, 122, 157, 188, 
194, 200
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Appreciation
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assessments
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backchanneling
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C
Comment/explaining
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comment history of item/

informative comment   
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compliment  5–18, 21, 24–29, 31, 
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