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Abstract: The present study examined the differences between Mandarin Chinese
and Australian English in email refusals. An email production questionnaire (EPQ)
and retrospective verbal reports (RVR) were used to collect data. Results showed
that while both groups preferred directness to indirectness at the utterance
level, Chinese participants used indirectness significantly more frequently than
Australian participants in refusals of requests. In addition, Chinese refusals were
more indirect than Australian refusals at the discourse level. Chinese participants
chose significantly more supportive moves than Australian participants and ten-
ded to putmultiple supportivemoves before the direct head act in refusals of either
invitations or requests. The two groups also differed considerably in the content of
refusal strategies. Moreover, both the EPQ and RVR data showed that Chinese were
more sensitive to social status than Australians. The findings of this study were
broadly consistent with studies on refusals in oral communication despite some
differences.
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1 Introduction

Refusals, due to their frequent use in daily communication and their highly face-
threatening nature (Brown and Levinson 1987), have received much attention in
cross-cultural pragmatics studies. However, most of these studies compared
refusals in American English with refusals in other languages such as Arabic
(Morkus 2014), Japanese (Beebe et al. 1990), Korean (Kwon 2004), and Spanish
(Félix-Brasdefer 2008). Few have examined refusals in Australian English in
comparison with other languages, with the exception of Shishavan and Sharif-
ian’s (2016) study, which compared refusals in Persian and Australian English.
Despite a growing number of interlanguage pragmatics studies which explored
refusals by Chinese learners of English compared to English native speakers
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(e.g., Chang 2009, 2011; Lee 2016; Li 2018; Ren 2014), cross-cultural pragmatics
studies comparing refusals in Chinese and other languages have attracted less
interest from researchers. The most well-known cross-cultural study was the one
conducted by Liao and Bresnahan (1996), who compared refusals in Taiwan
Chinese and American English. To date, little cross-cultural research has inves-
tigated refusals in Australian English and Mandarin Chinese spoken in mainland
China. Studies on intralingual varieties of languages have shown that there are
considerable differences within varieties of English, e.g., American English
versus Australian English (Wierzbicka 2003) and British English versus Austra-
lian English (Merrison et al. 2012), and within varieties of Chinese, e.g., Mainland
Chinese versus Taiwan Chinese (Ren 2015). Therefore, it is necessary to conduct
cross-cultural research on refusals made by Australian English speakers and
Mandarin speakers from mainland China, which will shed more light on cross-
cultural pragmatics studies.

Email, due to its high transmission speed, accessibility and reliability, has
becomeone of themost prevalent forms of communication. Email has been studied
from different perspectives, such as the linguistic features of emails (Baron 1998;
Crystal 2006; Murray 1995) and the use of email in facilitating second language
learning and teaching (Y. Chen 2015; Lapp 2000). In the last decade, an increasing
number of studies have examined emails from the perspective of pragmatics,
which, however, predominantly focused on the speech act of requests (Chejnová
2014; Merrison et al. 2012; Ruytenbeek 2020; Soler 2013). Although refusal is a
speech act that people oftenmake in email communication, which occurs when an
email request or invitation cannot be complied with, there has been little research
on email refusals.

The present study aims to fill these research gaps and examine email refusals
in Mandarin Chinese and Australian English. In the following section, the key
literature on refusals will be discussed. Following this is an outline of the meth-
odology used in this study. Section four presents the major findings, followed by a
discussion in relation to the research questions in Section five. The last section is a
summary of this study, including the limitations of the study and suggestions for
future research.

2 Literature review

2.1 Definition of refusals

Unlike speech acts such as requests and apologies, refusals are a speech act which
responds to an initiating act such as a request, a suggestion, an invitation or an
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offer (Beebe et al. 1990). There are two types of refusals: substantive refusals and
ritual refusals (X. Chen et al. 1995). Substantive refusals, also called genuine
refusals (Su 2020), are “responding acts in which the speaker denies to engage in
an action proposed by the interlocutor” (X. Chen et al. 1995: 121). In this type of
refusal, the speaker says “no” and means “no”. Ritual refusals, also called
ostensible refusals (Su 2020), however, are an act of pretended non-compliance
which involves transparent insincerity. They are “a polite act to indicate the
speakers’ consideration of the hearer” (X. Chen et al. 1995: 152). Substantive
refusals can be found in almost every language and culture, whereas ritual refusals
only exist in some languages and cultures (Shishavan and Sharifian 2016), such as
Chinese (X. Chen et al. 1995; Su 2020), Persian (Shishavan 2016) and Irish (Barron
2003). The present study only focuses on substantive refusals (hereafter refusals).

According to Searle’s (1969) taxonomy of illocutionary acts, refusals fall into
the category of commissives. By refusing to engage in an action proposed by the
interlocutor, the speaker commits himself/herself to not performing an action
(Barron 2003; Bella 2014; Félix-Brasdefer 2008).

Refusals have been considered a dispreferred speech act (Félix-Brasdefer
2008). They are intrinsically face-threatening and by their nature run contrary to
the addressee’s face want (Brown and Levinson 1987). By refusing to perform an
action proposed by the interlocutor such as a request or an invitation, the
speaker threatens the interlocutor’s positive face want to be ratified, approved of
and appreciated. The interlocutor’s negative face is also threatened, because by
requesting the interlocutor to refrain from doing a future act, the speaker
impinges on the interlocutor’s freedom to do as he/she wishes (Barron 2003).
Therefore, refusals have a high risk of offending the addressee and jeopardizing
the interpersonal relationship (Kwon 2004; Morkus 2014). A certain degree of
indirectness is required in order to minimize the negative impact of noncom-
pliance (Beebe et al. 1990).

Given the complexity and face-threatening nature of refusals, it is not sur-
prising that refusals are often referred to as a “sticking point” in cross-cultural
communication (Beebe et al. 1990). In the following part, a select review of
empirical studies on refusals is presented.

2.2 Empirical studies on refusals

The most influential work on refusals to date is a study conducted by Beebe et al.
(1990), which compared refusals made by Japanese native speakers (NSs), Japa-
nese learners of English as a second language, and American English NSs. Data
was collected via a discourse completion test (DCT), which included 12 situations
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categorized into four stimulus types eliciting a refusal: requests, invitations, offers
and suggestions. Participants were asked to provide a refusal to a higher status, an
equal status and a lower status interlocutor respectively. Data was analyzed in
terms of semantic formulas, which were classified into direct refusals, indirect
refusals and adjuncts. Beebe at al.’s study focused on pragmatic transfer. None-
theless, a cross-cultural comparison of refusals by Japanese NSs and American
English NSs revealed significant differences between the two groups in the order,
frequency and content of semantic formulas. For example, Japanese excuses
tended to be less specific than American excuses. Moreover, Japanese reacted
differently to higher versus lower status interlocutors, whereas Americans reacted
similarly to status unequals but gave different responses to status equals. Beebe at
al.’s study has triggered a number of cross-cultural studies on refusals.

Using the 12-item DCT developed by Beebe at al. (1990), Kwon (2004)
compared refusals of Korean NSs and American English NSs. Findings indicated
that Korean refusals were less transparent and more tentative than American
refusals. Similar to Japanese in Beebe et al.’s study, Koreans were sensitive to the
interlocutor’s social status and usedmoremitigating semantic formulas to a higher
status person than to an equal or lower status person.

A few studies examined refusals in Arabic languages as compared to refusals
in American English. For example, Morkus (2014), using role plays as the data
elicitation instrument, compared refusals made by Egyptian Arabic speakers and
American English speakers. Results showed that Egyptian refusals were less direct
than American refusals. Egyptians produced a larger number of both words and
turns than Americans. Moreover, social status significantly affected Egyptians’ use
of refusals. They were more verbose and used indirect strategies more frequently
when interacting with a higher status person. In contrast, social status did not
seem to affect Americans’ use of refusal strategies. Morkus’ findings were sup-
ported by Al-Issa (2003), who found that Jordanians provided considerably longer
refusal responses than Americans. They were also more rank-conscious than
Americans.

Furthermore, Félix-Brasdefer (2008) compared realization patterns and per-
ceptions of refusals by Mexican Spanish speakers and American English speakers
through role plays and retrospective verbal reports. His study showed that Mexi-
cans exhibited a higher degree of indirectness than Americans. They also differed
in the construction of refusal sequences. A Mexican refusal was usually realized
through a series of insistences and vague responses, whereas the sequential
realization of an American refusal was often clearly communicated. Moreover,
when refusing a higher status person, Mexicans used a higher degree of indi-
rectness, tentativeness, formality, and respect than Americans.
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A study conducted by Allami and Naeimi (2011) also revealed cross-cultural
differences in refusals between Persian and American English. For example, Ira-
nians tended to provide more specific reasons than Americans. They were more
sensitive to social status than Americans and displayed a higher level of frequency
shift in the use of semantic formulas between different situations. In addition,
using aDCT and a focus group interview, Shishavan and Sharifian (2016) examined
refusals made by Iranian speakers and Australian English speakers. Their findings
revealed significant differences between the two groups in the use of direct
refusals. Australians used explicit refusals significantly more often than Iranians
in equal status situations. The authors ascribed these differences to different
cultural norms. Iranian participants’ preference for covert and indirect strategies
reflected Persian cultural schemas of tǎ’ǎrof (‘ritual politeness’) and ru-dar-bǎyesti
(‘state/feeling of distance-out-of-respect’), whereas Australian participants’ ten-
dency to use direct refusals reflected the Anglo-Australian cultural emphasis on
mateship and informality.

Despite the substantial body of research on refusals in a variety of languages,
the number of studies on refusals made by Chinese speakers remains small. The
following part first presents selected studies on L1 Chinese refusals. It then reviews
cross-cultural research on refusals, followed by a brief discussion of studies on
refusals made by Chinese learners of English.

X. Chen et al. (1995) was among the earliest work on Chinese refusals, which
was concerned with both substantive and ritual refusals. A written questionnaire
including 16 situations was used to elicit substantive refusals in response to four
types of initiating acts: requests, suggestions, invitations and offers. Their findings
showed that reasons were the most common strategy, followed by alternatives.
Moreover, types of initiating acts and social status both had an impact on partic-
ipants’ choice of refusal strategies. For example, direct refusal was a preferred
strategy for refusing invitations and offers butwas used less frequently for requests
and suggestions. Reasons and alternatives were usedmore often to a higher status
refusee than to an equal or lower status refusee. The authors argued that Chinese
refusals were realized through reciprocal avoidance of face-to-face confrontation.

Like X. Chen et al. (1995), Su (2020) examined pragmatic features that
distinguish genuine refusals from ostensible refusals in invitational and offering
conversations, with a focus on ostensible refusals. A 12-scenario roleplay task was
used to elicit data from 22 Mandarin Chinese speakers. Findings indicated that in
contrast to ostensible refusals, genuine refusals were often delayed, mitigated,
speaker-oriented and justified with specific and well-elaborated reasons.

Another study on L1 refusals was conducted by Pan (2012). Using naturally
occurring data of 24 survey interviews, Pan examined how refusals were produced
by respondents and perceived by interviewers. Her findings showed that Chinese
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respondents favored a variety of indirect strategies in their refusals, such as pro-
vision of vague and ambiguous answers and listing reasons. Moreover, they ten-
ded to resort to external factors when giving a reason.

In addition, Ren (2015) compared refusals by Mandarin speakers from main-
land China and Taiwan with the aim of exploring the impact of region and power
on the enactment of refusals. A written DCT was used to elicit data from 60
Mainland Chinese and 60 Taiwanese Chinese. Findings indicated that the two
groups were similar in the selection of direct versus indirect refusals. Both showed
a strong preference for indirect over direct strategies. Moreover, social power
affected both groups’ selection of refusal strategies. Both employed significantly
more adjuncts to a higher status interlocutor than a peer. However, regional dif-
ferences were also observed. The two groups differed significantly in a number of
specific refusal strategies, such as apologies and jokes, and adjuncts to refusals.

Cross-cultural studies which compared refusals in Chinese and other lan-
guages were scarce. Liao and Bresnahan (1996), which compared refusals of
requests made by Taiwanese Chinese speakers and American English speakers,
was the most well-known study. A questionnaire containing six request situations
was used to collect data. Their results indicated that Taiwanese and Americans
favored different refusal strategies. For example, Taiwanese expressed positive
opinion significantly less often than Americans. They tended to provide more
specific reasons thanAmericans.Moreover, it was found that Taiwaneseweremore
economic and used fewer strategies than their American counterparts. The authors
proposed a Chinese politeness theory of diandaoweizhi (marginally touching the
point) in dealing with awkward and embarrassing situations such as refusals.

Hong (2011) examined refusal strategies of Chinese NSs and nonnative
speakers (NNSs)whendeclining an invitation. Consistentwith Liao andBresnahan
(1996), Chinese NSs were found to provide reasons which were specific in content,
often covering circumstantial factors beyond their control. NNSs, however, often
gave reasons that were vague and unconvincing. Moreover, Chinese NSs used
supportive moves such as address forms and alternatives more often than NNSs
and preferred to place the direct refusal after reasons and apologies. Overall, the
refusals made by Chinese NSs were more indirect than those of NNSs.

A recent cross-cultural study was conducted by Chang and Ren (2020), who
looked at refusals made by Chinese and American children, with a focus on chil-
dren’s L1 sociopragmatic development. Data was collected fromGrade 1 and Grade
8 Taiwan Chinese children and American children. Their results showed that
Chinese and American children differed in their perception of the use of politeness
when refusing interlocutors of different social distance and status. While the two
groups of American children were divergent in their perception of the use of
politeness in different situations, almost all Chinese children in either group felt
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that they should refusemore politely to a higher status interlocutor than a peer and
to a classmate than a close friend, which indicated that Chinese children’s soci-
opragmatic abilities developed at an early age.

Furthermore, a number of studies examined refusalsmade by Chinese learners
of English. For example, Chang (2009, 2011) compared refusal strategies of
Taiwanese EFL learners and American English NSs. Lee (2016) examined refusals
made by teenage Cantonese learners of English in Hong Kong. Li (2018) focused on
pragmatic transfer and pragmatic development by Chinese EFL learners in main-
land China in email refusals. The findings of these studies showed that Chinese
learners of English chose indirect refusals more often than English NSs. They
tended to provide more specific reasons than English speakers. They were also
more sensitive to social power than English speakers.

2.3 Studies on speech acts in email communication

In the last decades, a growing number of studies have investigated speech acts in
email communication. However, as Liu and Ren (2016) observed, the majority of
these studies focused on the speech act of requests (e.g., Chejnová 2014; Merrison
et al. 2012; Ruytenbeek 2020; Soler 2013), among which a few examined email
requests by Chinese learners of English, including Chang and Hsu (1998), C. Chen
(2001), Y. Chen (2015) and Li (2018). There have also been a small number of studies
on email apologies (Harrison and Allton 2013; Hatipoğlu 2004; Liu and Ren 2016).
To the best of the researcher’s knowledge, only one study (Li 2018) was concerned
with email refusals. Li examined email requests and refusals made by Chinese EFL
learners at low and high proficiency levels with a focus on learners’ pragmatic
transfer and development.

Studies on email speech acts made by Chinese learners of English indicated
that Chinese learners resembled Chinese NSs but differed from English NSs in the
selection of strategy types, internal and external modifiers, and information
sequencing.

To summarize, the literature has indicated that although the speech act of
refusals is universal in the sense that it exists cross-linguistically, the linguistic
strategies used to realize refusals and the pragmatic rules underlying the
realizations are language- and culture-specific. Despite the large number of
empirical studies on refusals, few have compared refusals in Mandarin Chinese
and Australian English. Moreover, although there has been an increasing interest
in speech acts in email communication, most studies focused on email requests.
Little research has been undertaken to examine email refusals. Thus, the present
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study attempts to compare email refusals in Mandarin Chinese and Australian
English. The research questions are formulated as follows:
(1) To what extent do Mandarin Chinese speakers differ from Australian English

speakers in the selection of refusal strategies in email communication?
(2) Does social power affect the use of email refusal strategies by Mandarin Chi-

nese speakers and Australian English speakers?

3 Methodology

3.1 Participants

Thirty-five native speakers of Mandarin Chinese (MCs) and 35 native speakers of
Australian English (AEs) participated in the study. The Chinese participants were
undergraduate students majoring in different subjects such as economics, history,
Chinese, and journalism at a university in Jinan, China. None of them had any
experience living or studying in an English-speaking country. Their ages ranged
between 18 and 24 and the mean age was 20.8. Twelve of them were male and 23
were female.

The Australian participants were university students in Brisbane, Australia.
Five were postgraduate students while the remainder were undergraduates. They
majored in areas such as economics, law, history, and psychology. They were all
Caucasians from an Anglo-European cultural background. None of them had
stayed in a Chinese-speaking country or region for more than three months. Their
ages ranged from 18 to 27 and the mean age was 21.4. Thirteen were male and 22
were female.

3.2 Instruments

Two methods were used to collect the data for the present study. An email pro-
duction questionnaire, adapted from the conventional DCTs, was used to collect
the email data. Retrospective verbal reports, which reveal the cognitive process of
the participants in the production of refusals, were used to corroborate the findings
of the email data.

3.2.1 The EPQ

An email production questionnaire (EPQ), instead of an ethnographic approach,
was designed to collect the email data for the following reasons. Firstly, authentic
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email data collected through an ethnographic approach, although reflecting what
speakers really say in email communication, allows little control of contextual
variables and does not guarantee cross-cultural comparability (Cohen 1996;
Kasper and Dahl 1991). The EPQ, on the other hand, ensures control of situational
and social variables, thus allowing comparability of the data obtained from
different groups and making it possible to examine the effect of social variables
(e.g., relative power) on the realizations of refusals. Secondly, an ethnographic
approach is known to be extremely time-consuming and “may take an unrea-
sonable amount of data to obtain sufficient quantities of the pragmatic feature
under study” (Kasper and Rose 2002: 83). The EPQ, in contrast, allows for col-
lecting a substantial amount of data from a large number of participants with
different language and cultural backgrounds within a short time. Moreover, the
EPQ overcomes the major weakness of DCTs, which have been criticized for elic-
iting oral data using awrittenmode (Sasaki 1998; Trosborg 1995). Since the present
study is concerned with refusals in email communication and participants are
required to write down what they would “write” rather than what they would
“say”, the criticism that DCTs have received does not apply to this study. As
contended by Y. Chen (2015), when DCTs are used to elicit email data, the major
weaknesses of this method become insignificant.

The EPQ for the present study consists of four email refusal situations, as
indicated in Table 1. For the sake of realism, all the situations were designed to
resemble those that took place in an academic setting with which both Australian
and Chinese participants were familiar. Moreover, participants were asked to take
on their own role as a student, rather than being placed in an unrealistic imaginary
role such as that of a professor. Therefore, in the present study social status is
treated as a binary value: either the interlocutors are equal (=P) or the addressee
is of higher social status and has power over the addresser (+P). Social distance is
held constant and defined as familiar. The four email situations are categorized
into two stimulus types for eliciting refusals: invitations and requests, both of
which frequently occur in email communication.

Table : Email situations included in the EPQ.

Email situations Social power Initiating acts

Birthday (refusing a peer’s invitation to a birthday party) =P Invitation
Dinner (refusing a professor’s invitation to dinner) +P Invitation
Survey (refusing a peer’s request to help with a
time-consuming survey)

=P Request

Presentation (refusing a professor’s request to do
presentation earlier)

+P Request
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3.2.2 Retrospective verbal reports

In addition to the EPQ, retrospective verbal reports (RVRs) were used to strengthen
the findings of the email data. RVRs, conducted immediately after the completion
of a task when the information attended to is still available in short-term memory,
enable researchers to better understand respondents’ perceptions of the socio-
contextual aspects of the situation and the influence of such perceptions on their
responses (Cohen 2004; Kasper and Rose 2002). RVRs have been used in a number
of studies, in combinationwithDCTs (Robinson 1992;Woodfield 2010),multimedia
elicitation tasks (Ren 2014), and role plays (Bella 2014; Félix-Brasdefer 2008), and
have been proven instrumental in revealing respondents’ cognitive processes
underlying their pragmatic choices, such as how respondents plan their responses,
what they focus on, how they assess social parameters such as relative power, and
what difficulties they have in the planning and execution of speech acts.

The RVR interview in this study includes three questions related to cognitions,
intentions, planning and evaluation (Ericsson and Simon 1993: 198). The prompted
questions are: (1) What were you paying attention to when you refused in this
situation? (2) If 1 indicates “very easy”, 2 “easy”, 3 “average”, 4 “difficult”, and 5
“very difficult”, how would you rate the level of difficulty in refusing? (3) Of all the
refusals, which one did you find the most difficult to make and why?

3.3 Procedures

The researcher met all the participants face-to-face at the universities where the
data was collected. During the meetings, the researcher first explained in detail
what this study was about and how to complete the tasks. She then asked par-
ticipants to sign a consent form and complete a background questionnaire.

3.3.1 The EPQ

To ensure the quality of the emails collected, the participants were asked to
compose emails whenever it was convenient for them. No time limit was set for the
completion of a message since the amount of time spent in writing an email varies
from person to person in actual life. Before the participants started with the email
task, the researcher sent them an email explaining once again how to complete the
task. Participants were instructed to write emails according to the situations pro-
vided, following a few steps: (1) read the email situation carefully; (2) imagine that
they have encountered such a situation and have to write such an email in real life;
(3) click on “reply” to compose the message; and (4) click on “send” to send the
completed message to the researcher.
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To replicate the writing of a real email refusal, the researcher first sent the par-
ticipants an email containing the description of the refusal situation, with one situ-
ation permessage. Then an email request or invitationwhich looked like an authentic
one was sent to the participants. They were asked to write an email refusal based on
the situational description and the email request or invitation that they received.

3.3.2 Retrospective verbal reports

Due to practical reasons, only ten participants were selected from each group to
participate in the RVRs. Retrospect interviews were conducted immediately after
the completion of the email task. More specifically, participants were asked to
complete the email task and the RVRs in an office provided to the researcher at the
respective university. The researcher received one participant each time. Right
after they completed the emails, participants were provided with a sheet which
contained verbal report instructions and the RVR questions. The researcher then
asked each participant the prompted questions. Participants answered the ques-
tions while looking at their completed emails on the computer.

Retrospective interviews with Australian participants were conducted in
English while retrospective interviews with Chinese participants were in Mandarin
Chinese. All retrospective interviews were audio-recorded with a voice recorder.

The whole data collection process, including the EPQ and the RVRs, lasted
approximately 40 min on average for the Australian participants, and approxi-
mately 45 min on average for the Chinese participants.

3.4 Data analysis

Email data was coded according to a coding scheme adapted from Beebe et al.
(1990), the most widespread coding framework for refusals. The coding system of
Blum-Kulka et al. (1989) was also consulted. Email refusals were analyzed at both
the utterance and discourse levels. At the utterance level, the head act, i.e., the
minimal unit to realize a refusal and the core of the refusal sequence, was firstly
identified. Then the head act was examined in terms of directness versus indi-
rectness. At the discourse level, supportive moves, also known as external modi-
fiers, which are located either before or after the head act, were categorized and
examined. Supportive moves in the present study include all the strategies that
appear in the opening, body and closing of an email refusal tomodify the head act.
Strategies used in the openings include Salutations (e.g., Dear and Hi) and Titles
(e.g., Professor). Strategies used in the body include Acknowledgment (e.g., Glad
to receive your email), Positive opinion (e.g., Dinner would be great), Gratitude
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(e.g., Thank you for your invitation), Apology (e.g., Sorry), Reason (e.g., I already have
something else on), and Alternative (e.g., Maybe you could ask Bob to help you?).
Strategies in the closings include Defining relationship (e.g., Your student) and
Complimentary closes (e.g., Regards).

The present researcher coded thewhole EPQ data set independently. A trained
researcher whowas a Chinese native speaker coded the Chinese data and a trained
researcherwhowas anEnglish native speaker coded the English data. Resultswere
compared and the inter-rater reliability was approximately 95%. All discrepancies
were discussed before a consensus was reached.

Both qualitative and quantitative methods were used to analyze the data. The
email data were examined in three areas: the frequency, average number, and
content of refusal strategies. The chi-square test of independence was used to
examine the differences between the two groups in the frequency of refusal stra-
tegies. An independent-samples t-test was used to analyze the average number of
supportive moves, which helps to understand if there were significant differences
between the two groups in the length of messages. With regard to the content of
refusal strategies, such as what counts as an appropriate reason, this studymainly
adopted qualitative analysis methods.

The RVR data was transcribed by the present researcher alone and coded by
the researcher and a trained bilingual researcher together. It was analyzed
according to the participants’ responses to the interview probes, i.e., participants’
focus of attention during the refusal interaction, their perception of the level of
difficulty in refusing, and factors affecting their refusal production. Apart from
qualitative analysis methods, a one-way ANOVA was used to examine if the dif-
ferences in participants’ perceptions of the level of difficulty in refusing in different
situationswere statistically significant.Where necessary, a Tukey post hoc testwas
conducted to further examine where the differences existed.

4 Results

4.1 Use of refusal strategies

4.1.1 Frequency

Table 2 shows the frequency of direct and indirect strategies used as the head act
by Mandarin Chinese speakers (MCs) and Australian English speakers (AEs) in
each situation. As can be seen, both groups preferred direct strategies, particu-
larly Negative ability (e.g., I can’t make it), to indirect strategies as the head act.
The chi-square test revealed no statistically significant difference between the
two groups in the overall frequency of directness versus indirectness and
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substrategies when all the refusal situations were taken together. However, a
statistically significant difference was observed in refusals of requests (survey
and presentation). Findings indicated that MCs used direct strategies signifi-
cantly less often, χ2 (1, N = 140) = 7.350, p = 0.007, and correspondingly indirect
strategies significantly more often, χ2 (1, N = 140) = 6.429, p = 0.011, than AEs.
They also used the direct substrategy Negative ability significantly less often than
AEs, χ2 (1, N = 140) = 12.451, p = 0.000.

Examination of individual situations showed that MCs used direct refusals
significantly less often than AEs in the presentation situation, χ2 (1,N = 70) = 5.185,
p = 0.023. Moreover, they employed the substrategy Negative ability significantly
less often than AEs in the survey situation, χ2 (1, N = 70) = 5.245, p = 0.022, and the
presentation situation, χ2 (1, N = 70) = 7.479, p = 0.006. However, in the dinner
situation,MCs employedNegative abilitymore often thanAEs, the difference being
marginally significant, χ2 (1, N = 70) = 3.621, p = 0.057.

Acomparisonof the frequencyof supportivemovesat thediscourse level revealed
statistically significant differences between the two groups in 15 supportivemoves. As
Table 3 shows,MCsusedTitles in the openings, Acknowledgment, Small talk, Positive
opinion, Willingness, Reason, Apology, Repetition of apology, Request for empathy,
Postponement, and Cajoler in the body, and Regards/Best wishes in the closings
significantly more often than AEs, whereas AEs expressed good wishes in the body
and used farewell expressions in the closings significantly more often than MCs.
Furthermore, while Defining relationship was a popular strategy among the MCs, it
was absent in the Australian data.

Table : Total frequency of supportive moves in all refusals by each group.

Supportive moves MC AE

n % n %

Titles  .  .
Acknowledgment  .  .
Small talk  .  .
Positive opinion  .  .
Willingness  .  .
Reason  .  .
Apology  .  .
Repetition of apology  .  .
Request for empathy  .  .
Postponement  .  .
Expression of good wishes  .  .
Cajoler  .  .
Farewells  .  .
Regards/Best wishes  .  .
Defining relationship  .  .

p < ..
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4.1.2 Average number

An independent-samples t-test was used to examine the average number of sup-
portive moves. Results showed that there were significant differences between the
two groups.

Table 4 presents the total means of supportive moves in all the four refusals
and themeans of supportivemoves in individual situations. Overall, MCs (M = 8.4,
SD = 1.950) used more supportive moves than AEs (M = 6.4, SD = 1.752), and the
difference between the two groups was statistically significant, t(278) = 8.705,
p = 0.000.

Moreover, MCs also used more supportive moves than AEs in each of the four
refusals. In three situations, i.e., birthday (t(68) = 3.320, p = 0.001), dinner
(t(68) = 7.818, p=0.000) andpresentation (t(68) = 6.437, p=0.000), the differences
between the two groups were statistically significant.

A closer inspection of the data revealed that significantly more MCs than AEs
preferred to use multiple supportive moves before the direct head act. As Table 5
shows, 65.6% of the MCs in the birthday situation and 78.1% in the dinner situation
employed an average number of five or more supportive moves before they made a
direct refusal, whereas only around 7% of the AEs did so in the respective situation.
Similarly, in the presentation situation, approximately half of the MCs, but only one
Australianparticipant, employedat leastfive supportivemovesbeforemakingadirect
refusal. Below are examples taken from the two groups in the dinner situation:

(1) [MC]

尊敬的周院长:

很高兴收到您的邀请。这段时间和大家共同研究课题, 真的是受益匪浅,
不仅牢固了专业知识, 拓宽了知识面, 同时您和师兄师姐们严谨的学风也

让我敬佩不已。

Table : Means and standard deviations of supportive moves by each group.

Refusal situations MC AE

Mean Standard deviation Mean Standard deviation

Birthday . . . .
Dinner . . . .
Survey . . . .
Presentation . . . .
Total . . . .

Bold values indicate that Chinese refusals were significantly longer than Australian refusals.
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很想和大家一起聚聚, 接受您的邀请, 但下周五晚上我弟弟要来济南看我,
晚上我不得不到火车站接他。下周五就不去贵舍打扰了, 还请见谅!

如果今后有什么能够帮上忙的, 您请尽管说, 学生一定会努力做好的。

祝您身体健康, 工作顺利!

学生: 江南

‘Respected [Salutation] Dean Zhou [Title]:

Very pleased to receive your invitation. [Positive opinion] Recently I have been
involved in your research. I really benefited much from it. Not only was my profes-
sional knowledge consolidated and my scope of knowledge broadened, but also you
and the seniors’ rigorous scholarship filled me with great admiration. [Small talk].

I really want to accept your invitation and get together with everyone, [Will-
ingness] but next Friday night my brother is coming to Jinan to visit me and I have
to pick him up at the train station. [Reason] So I won’t disturb (visit) you at your
house next Friday. [Negative ability] Please forgive me! [Apology]

If there is anything I can help with in the future, please just let me know.
Student (I) will try the best to do it well. [Post-refusal small talk]

Wishing you healthy and all the best in your work! [Closing: Best wishes]

Student [Defining relationship]: Jiangnan’

(2) [AE]

Hi Harry, [Salutation]

Don’t mention it. I was happy to help out. [Small talk] Unfortunately I won’t
be able to make it for dinner. [Negative ability] I’ve already made plans for
that evening. [Reason] But thank you anyway. [Gratitude]

Hope the dinner goes well, [Good wish]

Mel

4.1.3 Content

Considerable differences were observed between the two groups in the content of
refusal strategies, the most interesting ones being Reason in the body of messages
and Best wishes in the complimentary closings.
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Providing a reason was the most common strategy used by both groups in all
situations. However, the two groups differed significantly in the content of the
reasons. The reasons provided by the MCs tended to be specific and detailed while
those of the AEs were usually vague and brief. For example, in the two invitation
situations, more than 70% of the Chinese reasons were specific and the content
often related to exams, competitions, travel, field trip, family-related issues and
health problem. In contrast, only 1/3 of the Australian reasons were specific as to
place, time, or parties involved. Below are typical examples of reasons given by
each group in the dinner situation:

(3) [MC]

周六我已经跟朋友约好了去爬泰山, 六点可能回不来, 还在山顶上呢。

‘I have promised to climb Mount Tai with my friends on Saturday. I am
afraid I can’t return by six. I should still be on the mount top then.’

(4) [AE]

I’ve already made plans for that night.

Moreover, in the situationwhere a professor asks the student to do a presentation a
week earlier, while 85.7% of the AEs simply said that they had study, work or other
commitments, 71.4% of the MCs gave reasons which were specific and well-
elaborated.

(5) [MC]

最近在帮周教授的研究课题做最后的材料调查及收集, 这项工作预计会持

续两周时间, 刚好我想把这次调查工作加入自己的思考与总结, 作为课堂

口头汇报的主题。所以…

‘Recently I have been doing the final survey and data collection for
Professor Zhou’s research project. This work is expected to last two weeks,
so I’d like to include my own reflections and summary of the survey and
make it the topic of my class presentation. Therefore … ’

(6) [AE]

I am so busy with assessment in these few weeks. I could not be ready so
soon.

Additionally, when providing a reason, the two groups also differed in terms of
blaming personal versus external factors. In the situation where they had to refuse
a peer’s request to find participants to complete a time-consuming survey, 68.6%
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of the AEs gave a reason related to their own entertainment, commitments or
desires. In contrast, 77.1% of the MCs preferred an external reason, ascribing their
non-compliance to factors beyond their control. For example:

(7) [MC]

你邮件里提到的那个调查问卷, 我已经帮你找同学问了。他们都表示现在

是学期末, 忙着复习, 实在抽不出时间。

‘I’ve asked my classmates regarding the survey you mentioned in your
email. They all said because it was the end of semester now, theywere busy
preparing for exams and really couldn’t find the time.’

(8) [AE]

I am leaving for Xi’an with some of my Uni mates for the holidays straight
after classes finish.

Expressing bestwisheswas themost common strategy employed by both groups in
their complimentary closings. However, AEs preferred to use general and con-
ventional formulas such as Regards and Best wishes. MCs, by contrast, tended to
express best wishes which were more specific and often related to health, happi-
ness, study and work. For example, 祝学业有成! ‘Wish you every success in your
studies!’ in the survey situation, and祝您身体健康,工作顺利! ‘Wishing you good
health and all the best in your work!’ in the dinner situation.

4.2 Social status

To examine how social status affected participants’ selection of refusal strategies,
the two refusals of invitations (birthday and dinner) and the two refusals of
requests (survey and presentation), each involving different power relationships,
were examined respectively. In each case, the frequency, average number, and
content of refusal strategies used by the two groups were compared.

4.2.1 Frequency

Table 6 shows the frequency of strategies used by the two groups to refuse a peer
and a higher status addressee in the invitation and request situations. In refusals of
invitations, therewere four areaswhere the two groups differed in their variation of
the frequency of refusal strategies. As the addressee’s social status changed from
equal in the birthday situation to higher in the dinner situation, MCs increased the
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selection of direct strategies, whereas AEs showed an opposite tendency to slightly
reduce the use of direct strategies. Moreover, MCs used Titles, Small talk and
Repetition of gratitude significantly more often to a higher status person than to a
peer, p < 0.05; AEs, on the other hand, only slightly increased the use of these
supportive moves, p > 0.05.

In refusals of requests, there were five areas where the two groups differed in
varying the frequency of refusal strategies between different situations. Firstly,
MCs reduced the use of directness as the addressee’s social status changed from
equal in the survey situation to higher in the presentation situation; AEs, how-
ever, demonstrated no sensitivity to social status and employed direct strategies
with the same frequency in the two situations. Secondly, MCs increased the use of
Gratitude and Apology with the increasing power of the addressee while AEs
displayed an opposite tendency. Next, MCs expressed empathy significantly
more often in the higher status situation than in the equal situation, p = 0.003;
AEs, by contrast, used this strategy with a similar frequency. Lastly, MCs defined
relationship before the sign-off far more frequently when interacting with a
higher status person than a peer. None of the AEs used this strategy in either
situation.

4.2.2 Average number

Figure 1 shows the overall means of supportive moves in equal (birthday and
survey) and higher status (dinner and presentation) situations. MCs slightly

Table : Frequency of refusal strategies in equal (=P) and higher status (+P) situations (%).

Initiating acts Refusal strategies MC AE

=P +P =P +P

Invitations Direct refusal . . . .
Titles . . . .
Small talk . . . .
Re-gratitude . . . .

Requests Direct refusal . . . .
Gratitude . . . .
Apology . . . .
Statement of empathy . . . .
Defining relationship . . . .
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increased the number of supportive moves as the social status of the addressee
increased. In contrast, AEs reduced the number of supportive moves with the
increasing power of the addressee, and the difference between the two situations
was statistically significant, t(138) = 5.655, p = 0.000.

Figure 2 shows the average number of supportive moves when refusing a peer
versus a higher status adressee in the invitation and request situations. As can be
seen, in refusals of both invitations and requests, MCs employed slightly more
supportivemoves to a higher status person than to a peer. In comparison, AEs used
significantly fewer supportive moves to a higher status person than to a peer in
refusing either invitations, t(68) = 3.142, p = 0.002, or requests, t(68) = 4.936,
p = 0.000.

Figure 2: Means of supportive moves in refusals of invitations and requests.

Figure 1: Overall means of supportive moves in equal and higher situations.
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4.2.3 Content

Findings indicated that there were marked differences between the two groups in
their variation of the content of refusal strategies according to the addressee’s
social status. For example, the two groups differed considerably in the content of
small talk. In the situation where a professor invited the students who helped him
with a project to have dinner, the small talk made by the MCs was more elaborate
and sounded more formal and respectful than that of the AEs. MCs (62.9%) tended
to express gratitude to the professor for providing the opportunity, saying that it
was a great honor to be involved in the project. Many of them (65.7%) emphasized
the benefits that they had gained by participating in the project. Some (25.7%) even
tried to downplay their contribution to the project, saying that it was what a
student should do. In contrast, only one Australian participant expressed appre-
ciation for being involved in the project. The majority (77.1%) simply said that it
was a pleasure to help. Some (22.9%) showed interest in the outcome of the project
or expressed good wishes for the project.

(9) [MC]

我和同学们都很爱上您的课,也喜欢课下跟您一起交谈。我们都很乐意也

很荣幸能帮上您这点小忙, 所 以您不用客气。其实这都是我们应该做的,
而且我们也从中学到了很多东西, 提高了自己的实践能力。

所以我们更应感谢老师给我们这次锻炼机会。

‘My classmates and I all enjoy your lectures. We also like to chat with you
after class. It was a great pleasure and honor to do you such a small favor.
So, no need to mention it. In fact, this was what we should do. Besides, we
have also learned a lot from it. Our practical skills have been improved.
Therefore, we should thank the teacher (you) for providing us with this
training opportunity.’

(10) [AE]

You’re very welcome. It was a pleasure helping out with your project.

Moreover, the two groups differed in the levels of formality in the openings and
closings.When the refusal wasmade to a higher status addressee in the dinner and
presentation situations, nearly 30%of theMCs employed highly formal salutations
such as 尊敬的/敬爱的 ‘Respected/Esteemed’ followed by the addressee’s family
name and professional titles. In addition, apart from academic titles such as老师

‘Teacher’ and教授 ‘Professor’, one third of the MCs chose the addressee’s honor-
able administrative title院长 ‘Dean’ in the salutations to express a higher degree of
deference. AEs, on the other hand, favored informal introductory greetings. Half of
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them usedHi, Hello, Hey andG’day and half chose the salutationDear, followed by
the addressee’s given name. Only two employed titles (one used Dr and the other
used Mr). In the closings, MCs (62.9%) tended to define their relationship with the
addressee by putting学生 ‘Student’ or您的学生 ‘Your (V-form) student’ before the
sign-off to show humbleness, deference and respect, which was found in none of
the AEs’ closings.

4.3 Verbal report results

This part presents the results of retrospective interviews conducted immediately
after the participants completed their email writings.

4.3.1 Focus of attention

The first question, which asked participants what they paid attention to when
making each of the refusals, relates to the cognitive processes underlying partic-
ipants’ pragmatic choices. Findings showed that there were considerable differ-
ences between the two groups, particularly in the higher status situations. For
example, in the presentation situation, seven out of ten MCs reported that the first
thing that came into their mind was that the request was from a professor. They
stated that in real life they would comply with the request rather than refuse it. The
data indicated that MCs had many things to worry about, e.g., they were worried
that their rejection might cause problems for the professor and affect his work, it
might affect the professor’s impression of them, and it might affect their grades.
Some (30%) commented that the fact that the professor made this request to them
indicated the professor trusted them and they should not let him down. Below are
responses typical of the MC group:

(11) 顾虑就是,他是老师,不是平等的同学之间的关系, 还有自己的分数啊, 老
师的信赖啊, 这样的顾虑。所以说这个还是比较难的。

‘(My) Concerns are he is a teacher. This is not an equal relationship
between classmates. Also, I am concerned about my grades and the trust
of the teacher, etc. So, this one is pretty hard.’

(12) 我映入脑海的就是他让我做报告的那段时间我真的有重要的事情, 并不

是我不想协调他的时间 … 这个的话我觉得比起之前的那个要加上一点,
因为它是老师对我的要求, 就没有同学之间的要求随意, 老师给你提的要

求的话有点, 有点想要尽力去满足,不想给老师添麻烦吧。
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‘What came into mymind was that I really had something important to do
during that period of time. It wasnot that I didn’t want to accommodate his
schedule … In comparison with the other one (survey), I think, I need to
add one point here. Because the request was from a teacher, it was not so
casual as one from a classmate. A request from a teacher, you kind of, kind
of want to try your best to comply with it, and don’t want to cause trouble
for the teacher.’

As can be seen from the above comments, what MCs paid more attention to was
that the addressee was their teacher. They refused the professor’s request not
because they were unwilling to help but because they were unable to. In contrast,
none of the AEs seemed to be concerned how their refusal might affect the pro-
fessor. None felt any responsibility to fill the gap even if they could. Half of them
indicated that they were unhappy with the professor’s request. They all took it for
granted that they should stick to the original plan. Below are responses from the
AEs:

(13) The first feeling, I got a little bit annoyed, because if you agree a day, and
ask them, depending on the presentation, but very often if you are doing
like a formal presentation, you will be graded and marked. You need that
time in order to prepare tomake sure it is at the standard level that you like
it to be. So, I actually found this one pretty easy to refuse.

(14) This one I was, ah, more paying attention to. Because I have already
agreed to present at a certain time, I am going to stick to that certain time
no matter what, even if I can do it earlier and I am very confident. Yeah,
I think it’s almost like you sign a contract. You’vemade an agreement. You
stick to it. It is quite easy to refuse that one because it didn’t make a
difference to him whether or not I presented earlier. That was what I was
going to do originally. Just stuck to it.

Moreover, the RVR data also revealed that types of initiating acts (requests and
invitations) affected participants’ refusing behavior. For example, half of the MCs
indicated that it was easier to refuse an invitation (birthday) than a request (survey)
from a peer. Seven commented that it was easier to refuse an invitation (dinner)
than a request (presentation) from a professor; they felt it OK to refuse the pro-
fessor’s invitation directly. Below is a Chinese participant’s response in the dinner
situation:

24 Li



(15) 首先想到的是, 这是个邀请,就是老师为了感谢我们对他的帮忙,请我们吃

饭。这个是给老师添麻烦类型。所以,好像是,拒绝好像是更 … 这个比起

老师让提前做演讲的那个要容易。我觉得在现实情况中同学可能大概率不

会去老师家吃饭的。因为给老师帮忙,也是给自己增加一些经验。所以说

我觉得没必要让老师请一顿,是自己应该做的。我觉得直接跟老师说不

去就行。

‘The first thing that came into my mind was that this was an invitation.
That is, the teacher invited us to dinner because he wanted to thank us for
helping him. This is the type of things that can cause trouble to the
teacher. So, it seems, the refusal seems to be more … This one is easier
than the one in which the teacher asks me to give a presentation earlier.
I think in real life students will most likely not go to the teacher’s house for
dinner. Because by helping the teacher, you also gained some experience.
So I think there is no need to have the teacher treat us to dinner. That
(helping with the project) was what I should do. I think I’ll simply tell the
teacher I won’t go.’

In comparison, types of initiating acts seemed to have a negligible effect on AEs’
responses. Two AEs commented that it was harder to refuse an invitation than a
request from a peer and one said that it was harder to refuse an invitation than a
request from a professor. All the responses indicated that an invitation was harder
to refuse than a request, which contrasted with MCs’ responses.

(16) That one (dinner) was more difficult, because you assume the person
wants to actually go, but can’t for a reason. If you are a student, you
helped your teacher a lot, and they invited you to dinner, usually you
expect the person wants to actually go. So I need to think of a reason… If
you helped the teacher, obviously you like the teacher… whereas for the
other one, the presentation, I don’t think, I can’t think of a good reason
why I want to present earlier. I don’t want to do that …

4.3.2 Level of difficulty

During the interview, participants were asked to evaluate the level of difficulty of
each refusal on a 5-point Likert scale. As can be seen from Table 7, there was little
difference between MCs (2.8) and AEs (2.7) in the overall mean scores; however,
significant differences were found between the two groups as far as social status is
concerned. An independent t-test indicated that MCs found it significantly more
difficult to refuse in higher status situations (3.4) than in equal situations (2.3),
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t(38) = −3.895, p = 0.000. In contrast, AEs found it more difficult to refuse a peer (3)
than a higher status person (2.5), t(38) = 1.868, p = 0.07.

Figure 3 shows the mean scores of the level of difficulty to refuse in individual
situations. Results of a one-way ANOVA revealed significant differences between
situations for both MCs, F (3, 36) = 13.549, p = 0.000, and AEs, F (3, 36) = 4.169,
p = 0.012. In the case of the MCs, post hoc comparisons using the Tukey HSD test
showed that the mean score for the presentation situation was significantly higher
than the survey (p=0.015), birthday (p =0.000), and dinner (p =0.031) situations.
By contrast, in the case of the AEs, the Tukey test revealed that the mean score for
the presentation situation was significantly lower than the survey (p = 0.018) and
dinner (p = 0.034) situations, and marginally lower than the birthday situation
(p=0.062). Thesefindings indicated thatMCs found it farmore difficult to refuse in
the presentation situation than the other situations while the opposite was true for
AEs.

In answering the question: Of the four refusals, which one did you find the
hardest to make and why? 70% of the MCs said that the presentation one was the
hardest. In sharp contrast, none of the AEs considered this one to be the hardest;
instead, 50% of them stated that the survey situation was the hardest and 40%
reported that the birthday situation was the hardest. These findings are consistent
with the Tukey test results discussed above. Below are typical responses from the
two groups:

Table : Level of difficulty to refuse in relation to social status.

Groups Equal Higher Total

MC . . .
AE  . .

Figure 3: Mean score of level of difficulty in refusing each situation.
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[MC]

(17) 我觉得这个最难。因为一周的话, 说实话, 如果让你挤挤时间, 你还是能

完成的 … 然后就是会影响对方的进度, 拒绝起来有些不好意思吧。对方

也是老师, 老师一般不好拒绝, 因为就觉得, 老师请你帮忙还是比较需要

的, 这个可能就比较重要。

‘I think this one (presentation) was the hardest, because aweek, honestly,
if you try to find the time, you can complete it…Moreover, it (my refusal)
will affect his teaching schedule. I felt kind of bad to refuse. Also, he is a
teacher. It is usually hard to refuse a teacher, because I think, if your
teacher asks you a favor, it means he has to, and it perhaps is pretty
important.’

(18) 做展示的那个,因为那个是一个正式的活动。而且, 老师来找你, 相当于

他的一些工作上的协调。如果我能答应他, 他就不用去问别人了。这个

事情就有点像工作上, 上司交给你的活儿你得完成好这种感觉。所以感

觉这种拒绝不是很顺畅, 心里会担心他会不会因此而生气。

‘The presentation one (was the hardest), because that was a formal
activity. Also, the fact that the teacher asked you means he had to make
some adjustments to his work. If I accepted his request, he wouldn’t need
to ask anyone else. This is quite like, at work, you must complete what
your boss asks you to do, that kind of feelings. So, I feel this kind of
refusals are not easy. I amworried perhaps hewill be angry at my refusal.’

[AE]

(19) I would say that this one (birthday) was probably the most difficult out of
them. Sth like a birthday, even if you aren’t as good friends with the
person, the fact that they are reaching out to you, to say “hey, it is my
birthday”, you know, normally a birthday, you invite people that are
pretty special. So it’s a dinner night, andwhy not? By doing that I feel kind
of bad, by saying “no, I can’t make to your birthday party”.

(20) Probably No. 1, the survey. I kind of just feel, like, uh, there wasn’t any
large reason why I couldn’t at least do some of it. Like, even I couldn’t
interview 30 people, I still could interview one or two or sth like that. So I
guess there is no reason just not to able to help at all. And I felt like the
response, just to say “I can’t help”, the relationship is totally cut, like,
there is no friendliness there anymore. I don’t think with the professor, if
you say that, they are going to totally cut the relationship. They probably,
ah, he is busy; or maybe like, ah, you know, it’s fair, he doesn’t want to
swap that timeslot. But this one, there is no good reason. So the
relationship is actually burned. It’s gone after that.
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5 Discussion

The present study showed that there were considerable differences between MCs
and AEs in the frequency, average number and content of refusal strategies.

Frequency analysis indicated that at the utterance level, while both groups
preferred direct strategies to indirect strategies as the head act, MCs chose indi-
rectness significantlymore often and directness significantly less often thanAEs in
refusals of requests. At the discourse level, findings showed that MCs used sup-
portive moves such as titles in the openings, Acknowledgment, Small talk, Will-
ingness, Reason, and Apology in the body, and Best wishes in the closings
significantly more frequently than AEs. Moreover, analysis of the average number
of supportive moves showed that MCs employed a significantly higher number of
supportive moves than AEs. They also displayed a strong preference to use mul-
tiple supportive moves before the direct head act to delay the conveying of the
refusal, in contrast to AEs who tended to make a direct refusal immediately after
one or two supportive moves. All these findings indicated that MCs’ email refusals
were considerably longer and more indirect than those of the AEs. The findings
lend support to previous studies such as Chang (2009, 2011), Hong (2011), Pan
(2012) and Lee (2016), which reported that the Chinese preferred an indirect
communication stylewhile theWesterners favored a direct communication style. It
has long been argued that Chinese society is a highly collectivistic culture, which
values interrelationship and solidarity (Chang 2009; Liao and Bresnahan 1996;
Ren 2015). As refusals are inherently face-threatening (Brown and Levinson 1987),
MCs’ use of indirectness served to minimize the risk of hurting the interlocutor’s
face and maintain a harmonious interpersonal relationship, which demonstrated
their inclination towards collectivism. In contrast, Australian society embraces a
highly individualistic culture (Wierzbicka 2003). AEs’ preference for directness
indicated that they were more concerned about the clarity and effectiveness of
their message than face preserving, a reflection of the tendency towards
individualism.

In addition, the finding that MCs tended to use multiple supportive moves
before the core refusal while AEs displayed an opposite tendency suggested that
MCs preferred an inductive style and AEs favored a deductive style, lending sup-
port to studies on request letters by Chinese native speakers (Kirkpatrick 1991) and
email requests by Chinese learners of English (Chang and Hsu 1998; C. Chen 2001).
Results of those studies indicated that Chinese speakers tended to place the core
request towards the end of their request message, following an inductive pattern,
whereas English speakers were inclined tomake themain request at the beginning
of their message, following a deductive pattern.
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However, the finding that MCs used a significantly greater number of sup-
portivemoves thanAEs contradicts the observations of Liao andBresnahan (1996),
who reported that Taiwanese Chinese were more economic and used fewer stra-
tegies than Americans in refusals of requests. They proposed a Chinese politeness
theory of diandaoweizhi ‘marginally touching the point’ in handling awkward
situations such as refusals. Part of the reason for this discrepancy could be regional
differences. Ren (2015) found that Mainland Chinese employed significantly more
adjuncts to refusals than Taiwan Chinese. Part of the reason may have something
to do with the type of discourses under investigation. In oral communication,
Chinese speakers, due to their concern for face-to-face confrontation and embar-
rassment, may prefer a “fewer strategic approach” (Liao and Bresnahan 1996: 724)
in order to end the refusal conversation as quickly as possible. In email commu-
nication, however, they may prefer a “multiple strategic approach” because the
asynchronicity of emails allows them time to design their refusals. Moreover,
paralinguistic cues such as gestures, facial expressions, intonation, and eye
contact that are present in face-to-face interactions are absent in email commu-
nication (Murray 1995). Therefore, they may feel the need to use more supportive
moves to lessen the face-threatening effect of refusals so that a harmonious rela-
tionship can be maintained.

Furthermore, the present study revealed that both MCs and AEs preferred a
direct strategy, particularly Negative ability, to an indirect strategy as the head act
of an email refusal, whereas previous studies showed that Chinese speakers in
mainland China (X. Chen et al. 1995; Ren 2015), Taiwan (Chang 2009, 2011; Ren
2015), and Hong Kong (Lee 2016) tended to use an indirect strategy as the head act
in contrast to American English speakers who favored a direct refusal as the head
act (Chang 2009, 2011; Lee 2016). This discrepancy may also be due to the type of
discourses under examination. While all these previous studies examined refusals
in oral communication, the present study was concerned with email refusals. It is
possible that explicit and unambiguous refusals are considered more important in
email communication than oral communication due to the lack of paralinguistic
cues and conversational turns in email communication. This observation merits
further examination.

Moreover, analysis of the content of refusal strategies revealed marked dif-
ferences between the two groups. For example, when providing a reason, MCs
preferred specific reasons and often attributed their non-compliance to external
factors beyond their control; AEs, on the other hand, tended to give vague reasons
or reasons related to their personal commitment and desires. Similar findings were
also reported in studies on refusals by Chinese NSs and EFL learners in oral
communication (Chang 2009, 2011; Hong 2011; Lee 2016; Liao andBresnahan 1996;
Pan 2012; Su 2020). The differences betweenMCs and AEs in the content of reasons
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can be seen as reflective of broader cultural differences between Chinese and
Australian societies. The reasons provided by AEs reflected their tendency towards
individualism, which stresses the accommodation of individual wants, autonomy
andprivacy (Wierzbicka 2003). The reasons offered byMCs reflected their tendency
towards collectivism, which places emphasis on saving each other’s face and
maintaining harmonious relationships (Chang 2009; Liao and Bresnahan 1996).

Another interesting finding of the content analysis relates to expressions of
best wishes in the complimentary closings. AEs only used general expressions
such asBest wishes; MCs, however, often chose idioms such as祝您身体健康,万事
如意 ‘Wishing you good health and all the happiness’, which were specific, con-
crete and related to the addressee’s health and happiness. By expressing best
wishes with concrete contents concerning the addressee’s well-being at the end of
an email, MCs showed that they sincerely cared for the addressee. Zhan (1992) also
noted that Chinese showed solicitude for one another at the end of an interaction
more often than Americans and the contents tended to be concrete. Again, this
reflected the Chinese cultural emphasis on solidarity and interpersonal relation-
ships (Chang 2009; Liao and Bresnahan 1996).

The present study also examined the effect of social power on participants’
selection of refusal strategies. Findings indicated that MCs were more sensitive to
the addressee’s social status than AEs. The EPQ data showed that MCs increased
the use of supportive moves such as Titles and Small talk in the invitation situa-
tions, andGratitude andApology in the request situations as the addressee’s social
status increased. They tended to make elaborate small talk which often included
compliments and appreciation and sounded formal and respectful when refusing a
higher status person. Also, they often chose highly formal and deferential
expressions in the openings and closings in the higher status situations. Addi-
tionally, they used a greater number of supportive moves to a higher status person
than a peer. MCs’ sensitivity to social status was further confirmed in their RVRs.
MostMCs reported that it wasmore difficult to say “no” to a higher status addressee
than a peer and it took them considerably longer to write an email refusal to the
former than the latter. For example, in the situation where a professor asked the
student to do a presentation earlier, MCs stated that theywould complywith rather
than reject the professor’s request in real life. They hadmany things toworry about
when writing this email refusal, e.g., they were worried how their refusal would
affect the professor’s work and if it would affect the professor’s impressions of
them. MCs’ sensitivity to social status reflected the emphasis on respecting hier-
archy in Chinese culture. Social hierarchy plays an important role in Chinese
society due to the deep influence of Confucian philosophy which stresses subor-
dination and respect for established authorities (Chang and Ren 2020; X. Chen
et al. 1995; Hong 2011; Pan 2012). In Chinese society teachers possess absolute
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academic and social power over students and command strict respect from stu-
dents (Chang and Ren 2020; Hong 2011).

In contrast, social status did not seem to have much impact on AEs’ refusals.
The EPQ data showed that in general AEs preferred an informal communication
style, regardless of whether the addressee was of higher or equal social status.
They seldom differentiated their selection of refusal strategies between different
situations. Even if they did so, they differentiated it to amuch lesser extent or in the
opposite way. Moreover, the RVRs revealed that AEs considered it harder to say
“no” to a peer than a higher status professor. They were more concerned how their
refusal would affect their relationship with their mates than with the professor. In
the presentation situation, in contrast to MCs’ responses, none of the AEs
expressed concern about how their refusal would affect the professor’s work or his
impression of them.All these findings reflectedwhatWierzbicka (2003: 112, 111, 56)
described about the Australian ethos: “super-egalitarianism”, “rejection of any
overt show of respect”, and “mateship and love of informality”, which were also
observed by Shishavan and Sharifian (2016). As Goddard (2006: 66) claimed,
Australians embrace a social attitude which values equality between interactants
even in situations where there are recognizable differences in social roles and
status. Merrison et al. (2012) also found that Australian students in their email
requests to academic staff tended to treat academics as social peers and displayed
an orientation towards egalitarianism.

Chinese participants’ sensitivity to social status was also reported in studies of
refusals in face-to-face oral communication, such as X. Chen et al. (1995), Chang
(2009, 2011), Hong (2011), Pan (2012) and Ren (2015). Moreover, speakers of other
languages such as Korean (Kwon 2004), Japanese (Beebe et al. 1990), Persian
(Allami and Naeimi 2011), Arabic (Morkus 2014), and Spanish (Félix-Brasdefer
2008) were also found to display sensitivity to social status and tended to usemore
politeness strategies when refusing a higher status person than an equal or lower
status person. In comparison, American English speakers in these studies either
displayed no sensitivity to any status types or were more sensitive to status equals
than status unequals, similar to Australian participants’ refusing behavior in the
present study.

In addition, this study indicated that apart from social status, types of initi-
ating acts affected participants’ choice of refusal strategies. For example, the EPQ
data showed that MCs used directness significantly more often in refusals of
invitations than of requests at the utterance level. Moreover, they used directness
more frequently to a higher status person than a peer in refusals of invitations but
displayed an opposite tendency in refusals of requests. The RVR data revealed that
MCs felt it easier to refuse an invitation than a request. They were less worried
about directly refusing a higher status addressee’s invitation than his request.
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According to Leech (1983), invitations are intrinsically polite because they imply
benefit to the addressee but cost to the addresser, whereas requests are inherently
impolite because they imply benefit to the addresser but cost to the addressee.
X. Chen et al. (1995) observed that in Chinese invitations entail less demand for
compliance than requests. MCs’ preference for directness in refusals of invitations
rather than of requests, particularly in higher status situations, indicated that they
intended to reduce the cost involved in the invitation and theywere considerate. As
an MC responded in the RVRs,哪能让老师请吃饭?太麻烦了 ‘How can we ask the
teacher to treat us to dinner? Too much trouble.’ According to Lee-Wong (2000),
consideration is part of the conceptualization of Chinese politeness. However,
types of initiating acts had little effect on AEs’ use of directness in the EPQ or their
responses in the RVRs. They used directness in refusals of invitations and requests
and between equal and unequal situationswith similar frequencies. The only three
participants who discussed initiating acts in the RVRs all considered it harder to
refuse invitations than requests, in contrast to MCs’ responses.

6 Conclusion

The present study investigated how Chinese participants and Australian partici-
pants made email refusals. Results showed that there were significant differences
between the two groups in the frequency, average number, and content of refusal
strategies. Moreover, Chinese participants displayed a considerably higher degree
of sensitivity to social status than Australian participants. The findings of this
study were broadly consistent with studies on refusals in oral communication
despite some differences.

The present study has several important implications. Firstly, it contributes to
research on speech acts in email communication. Despite a growing number of
studies on email requests and other speech acts, few studies have examined email
refusals. Secondly, this study compared email refusals in Mandarin Chinese and
Australian English, two language varieties that have not been sufficiently
explored. Moreover, this study examined email refusals at both the utterance and
discourse levels, which provides deeper insights into how refusal strategies are
strategically used, distributed and sequenced by participants to achieve
politeness.

However, this study is also subject to a few limitations. Firstly, the email data
was elicited through an email production questionnaire rather than naturally
occurring data. Despite the efforts that the present researcher made to make the
procedure of email writing as real as possible, it is unknownhow closely the emails
that participants composed approximate the real emails that they would write
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when they come across such situations in actual life. Secondly, only four email
situations were included in the EPQ. It would be desirable to include more situa-
tions to obtain more reliable data. Lastly, participants in this study were all young
university students. Therefore, the findings do not generalize to other age or
professional groups.

The present study suggests that there is an obvious need for future research to
investigate more speech acts in email communication. Moreover, this study pre-
sented some findings which were incongruent with observations of studies on
refusals in oral communication. This points to a need for future research to
compare speech acts in email communication and face-to-face oral communica-
tion. Furthermore, the present study only focused on the effect of social status on
the use of refusal strategies. Future studies could examine how other social vari-
ables (e.g., social distance) and other initiating acts (offers and suggestions) affect
participants’ refusing behavior.
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