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Compliment responses among 
native and non-native English 
speakers 
Evidence of Pragmatic transfer from Swedish into English 

Thérèse Bergqvist 

Abstract 
The study of appropriateness in language use is part of pragmatics, and how 

speakers give and respond to complements is a source of data in such studies. 

Compliments are strategies to explicitly or implicitly ascribe qualities that are mutually 

appreciated by the speaker and the addressee of a compliment. When individuals 

from different cultures interact in conversations, including the giving and receiving of 

compliments, and their behaviour is based on different conventions, it may lead to 

misunderstandings. Earlier studies (Cedar, 2006 & Sharifian, 2005, 2008) suggest 

that pragmatic transfer can cause cross-cultural misunderstanding. Second language 

users seem to transfer first language pragmatic rules into second language domains. 

This study will examine whether pragmatic transfer occurs in Swedish as first 

language into English as a second language in compliment responses. It will be 

assumed that pragmatic conventions are influenced by both linguistic and social 

norms. A Discourse completion task was used in order to obtain the data. The 

Discourse completion task consisted of one questionnaire in English, and one 

translated into Swedish, with situations where a compliment was given and the 

participant was instructed to imagine him/herself in that situation and give their most 

probable response to that compliment. The results showed that there was no 

significant difference between compliment responses given in Swedish and those 

given in English by native Swedish speakers. Thus, pragmatic transfer could have 

occurred. The Swedish participants’ compliment responses were also compared to 

compliment responses of Scottish English L1 speakers. The results are discussed in 

relation to other studies of pragmatic transfer in compliment responses, and 

suggestions for future research are considered. 
Keywords: Compliment responses, Swedish, English, Pragmatic transfer, Social norms. 
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1. Introduction 

The area of pragmatics includes a socio-cultural perspective taken on language use. 

Together with sociolinguistics it explores how the principles of social behaviour in 

language use are influenced by the social as well as the cultural context in which 

people interact. Pragmatics investigates the relationship between contexts and 

conversational conventions that speakers follow in order to cooperate and be socially 

acceptable to each other (Cutting, 2002). There is variability across cultures 

regarding linguistic and social behaviour. This is evident in the way a person uses 

speech acts (an illocutionary act) such as apologizing, requesting, refusing, thanking 

and complimenting. This linguistic and social variability depends on linguistic, social, 

and cultural conventions. To the extent that different speech communities share 

behavioural features, e.g. in the domain of giving and receiving compliments, 

communications within these domains will seem appropriate. However, if the 

underlying linguistic and social norms differ, cross-cultural misunderstanding or 

miscommunication can occur. For example, when a person from Iran is 

complimented, it is customary to accept and return the compliment to either the giver 

of the compliment, to God, to a family member, or to a friend (Sharifian, 2005 & 

2008). Native speakers of Australian English, on the other hand, do not always 

accept or return a given compliment. Instead they might use wit and humour to 

downplay the compliment (Sharifian, 2005 & 2008). There is a possibility that two 

such interlocutors might misunderstand each other because of the differences of 

linguistic and social conventions of their respective native language. The area of 

compliment responses is consequently a very informative one in which to detect 

differences that might underlie misunderstandings.  

 

Pragmatic competence is defined as the ability to communicate effectively 

and involves linguistic knowledge beyond grammar (Thomas, 1983). There is of 

course diversity of pragmatic norms (regional, ethnic, political, and class differences) 

as well as linguistic variation, and therefore it is not just a cross-cultural area 

(Thomas, 1983). Within pragmatics and the study of language, the concept of the 

speech act plays a crucial role, since it embraces both “linguistic form and social 

norms” (Hymes, 1972:57). To successfully operate in another language, it is 

important to learn pragmatic “rules of speaking” of the target language (Gumpertz & 
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Hymes, 1972). In other words, experience and knowledge of the culture of the target 

language one intends to learn is important. The ability of learners to use speech acts 

in socially appropriate ways is part of a speaker’s knowledge of the target language 

(Kasper, 1989). Tourists sometimes study guidebooks prior to travelling in order to 

make full use of the time given in a foreign country, for example where to eat, where 

to surf and appropriate linguistic phrases to use in different social contexts etc. The 

guidebook to travelling is analogous to what pragmatic conventions are to language.   

  

A compliment is defined by Holmes as “a speech act which explicitly or 

implicitly attributes credit to someone other than the speaker, usually the person 

addressed, for some ‘good’ (possession, characteristics, skill, etc), which is valued by 

the speaker and the hearer” (Holmes, 1986:485). In order for a non-native speaker to 

give or respond to a compliment in accordance with the linguistic forms as well as 

social norms of the target language, it is necessary for the person to have knowledge 

beyond grammar and syntax, i.e. pragmatic competence in that language. For 

example, Swedish people might exhibit more modest behaviour when responding to 

a compliment because of the country’s linguistic and social norms, and therefore 

possibly exhibit more negative elaborations (downgrading of compliment) and denials 

of compliments than positive elaborations (returning of compliment) and acceptance 

of compliments. Whether a Swedish speaker transfers his/her linguistic and social 

behaviour into a second language depends on her pragmatic competence of the 

target language.  

 

Swedes anecdotally downplay compliments (Umeå University Website, 

2009). For example, the response to the compliment, “That was great! You are so 

good at this,” will seldom be “Thanks, I was rather pleased with myself,” but rather “It 

was nothing, I messed up in the middle,” or perhaps just an embarrassed blush. 

Sweden seems to strongly lean towards egalitarianism, “believing that all people are 

equal and deserve equal rights and opportunities” (Oxford English Dictionary, 2006). 

However, since all people are supposed to be treated equally, no one is really 

allowed to stand out much within the group or to believe that they are important 

(Gustavsson, 1995). The idea that one is not important is perhaps rooted in the 

concept of Jantelagen (The Jante Law), which has its origins in the Danish author 
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Aksel Sandemosse’s hometown, Nykbøing Mors, during the start of the 20th century. 

Jantelagen is a product of the agrarian society that existed in Scandinavia until the 

beginning of the 20th century, where adherence to social norms was necessary to 

maintain cohesion and stability in the small villages. Because of fairly recent 

industrialisation compared to many other countries as well as a relatively sparse 

population, Scandinavia has maintained many social aspects of this society today 

(Riksdagen website, 2009). Hence, Jantelagen is deeply rooted in Swedish society 

and its consciousness (Gustavsson, 1995). Jantelagen includes Ten 

Commandments, and the most important one, which encapsulates all the other 

commandments, would be that “You shall not think that you are special” (Riksdagen 

website, 2009). Jantelagen is said to exist in Scandinavia, and there are equivalent 

phenomena in other countries of the world, such as “The Tall Poppy Syndrome” in 

countries such as Australia and New Zealand (The Tall Poppy Syndrome Blogspot). 

Whether the social norms of Jantelagen have a hold on the way in which Swedish 

native speakers respond to a compliment is, as mentioned above, difficult to 

measure. However, the compliment responses given by native Swedish speakers in 

their first language might show tendencies towards downplaying or denying a 

compliment, as mentioned earlier above. Whether they would display similar 

behaviour in another language should depend on their knowledge of that language’s 

linguistic and social norms, otherwise they will use the pragmatic competence of their 

own language when responding to a compliment. 

 

1.1. Aim 

The aim of this study is to contribute to the discourse concerning cross-cultural 

linguistic behaviour. Increasing our knowledge of pragmatic competence, by e.g. 

improving L2 users’ awareness of pragmatic aspects of a target language, could 

improve cross-cultural communications. In turn, this might generate more knowledge 

and social harmony between interlocutors of different languages and cultures.  

 

1.2 Research Question 

The central research question of this essay is the following: To what extent do 

Swedish speakers of English as a second language transfer their first language (L1) 
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pragmatic rules of responding to compliments when using English as a second 

language (L2)? 

 

2. Background 

Studies of cross-cultural pragmatics report that the way speech acts are realised 

varies across languages. This variation can sometimes cause misunderstandings, or 

what Thomas (1983) calls pragmatic failure, a result of pragmatic transfer, which 

occurs when learners of a second language transfer first language (L1) pragmatic 

rules into second language (L2) domains. This transfer of rules can in turn lead to 

stereotyping about particular speech communities. Speakers may, for example, be 

perceived as rude or inconsiderate by speakers of another language who follow 

different linguistic and social norms when interacting with others. For example, 

members of British speech communities are often considered to be more polite than 

members of their German counterparts. British speech communities generally exhibit, 

in the realm of politeness, more indirect linguistic forms of approaching another 

person depending on the size of the imposition. In contrast, German speech 

communities are usually more direct in their linguistic approach, showing more 

negative face (direct approach) when interacting with another speech community, 

and are therefore experienced as impolite or careless. In addition, the British 

occasionally reject praise in the form of a compliment, whereas the Japanese accept 

a compliment courteously (Cutting, 2002). Therefore misunderstandings can 

sometimes occur when speakers of different languages interact. 

 

 Earlier studies on pragmatic transfer in compliment responses have been 

conducted in speech communities with noticeable differences from ‘Western’ culture, 

for example Thai and Iranian culture (Cedar, 2006 and Sharifian 2005, 2008), 

resulting in examples of pragmatic transfer, which in turn led to pragmatic failure. For 

example, in Cedar’s study some of the Thai compliment responses demonstrated a 

smiling strategy, i.e. the Thai subjects sometimes responded by simply smiling, and 

no utterance was made when given a compliment by American interlocutors. This in 

turn, may have been an approach that allowed the Thai subject to avoid accepting 

the compliment which could be regarded as self-praise, i.e. overt acceptance of a 
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compliment implies self-admiration, which is not appropriate in Thai culture. The 

smiling strategy leads to lessening the embarrassment and tension between the 

interlocutors. One of the American subjects who paid the compliment and then 

received smiles instead of a verbal response from the addressee, apparently felt that 

she was the subject of flirtation, and that in turn made her feel uncomfortable. In 

Sharifian’s study, Persian tendencies showed that the general behaviour was to 

deny, or downplay a talent, skill, or a possession and somehow reassign the 

compliment to the person who initiated it. In addition, attempts by the addressees of 

the compliments were to attribute what was being complimented to other family 

members, to a friend or to God. Sharifian concludes that in comparison with 

Australian data, which demonstrated that Australians showed a tendency towards 

accepting the compliment or, to a lesser extent downplaying it, and including an 

element of Anglo-Australian humour or wit, exemplified when one subject chose to 

respond to a compliment given about his excellent skills as a cook, with “I poisoned it 

just for tonight”, and so it is not difficult to imagine situations where the combined 

data of cross-cultural differences would lead to miscommunication.  

 

 Studies within ‘Western’ cultures have also been conducted, for example by 

Golato in 2002, on German compliment responses, where it was found that 

pragmatic failure occurs in which the non-native speaker of English transferred the 

format of German compliment responses into American English, resulting in 

communication problems. Sweden is also considered a ‘Western’ culture, and has 

linguistic forms and social norms to take into consideration when examining speech 

acts, such as compliment responses. Therefore, just like the study by Golato, a study 

of compliment responses made in Swedish by Swedish native speakers and 

subsequently comparing them with compliment responses by the same subjects in 

English as a second language, might perhaps provide evidence of pragmatic 

transfer.  

 

 A general pragmatic convention of L1 English in receiving a compliment is 

acceptance. Pomerantz (1978) explains that rejection of compliments is often 

regarded as a symptom of a problem, such as low self-esteem. Studies which have 

explored compliment responses in English have found that speakers of different 
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varieties of English rarely reject or disagree with a compliment, and that acceptance 

is much more common (Herbert, 1989, Wolfson, 1983). Among varieties of English 

the frequency of acceptance may vary and other responses to compliments are also 

very common, such as a return or an elaborative response. Several studies have 

been carried out on complimenting behaviour concerning American English speakers 

(Herbert, 1989, Manes, 1983, Wolfson, 1983). Results indicate that a compliment is 

often used to establish, maintain and confirm solidarity (Celce-Murcia, 1991). Further, 

a compliment can be used to show gratitude, open, close or uphold a conversation 

between the interlocutors (Manes, 1983, Wolfson, 1983). In addition, a compliment 

can also soften a request or criticism (Brown & Levinson, 1978), and express praise 

and admiration (Herbert, 1990). Thus, the general tendency in L1 English use is that 

the addressee of the compliment generally accepts and returns or elaborates on the 

compliment (Herbert, 1989).  

 

 Compliment preferences in British English have also been studied (Creese, 

1991). People in general seem to pay compliments in terms of ability more than 

appearance, which is more common in American English. Common compliments in 

Australian English include skill, performance, possession, appearance, and the 

combination of appearance and skills. There is a tendency towards either accepting 

the compliment or, to a lesser degree, downplaying it. The Australian English pattern 

of compliment responses seems to reflect the Australian egalitarian ethos, which in 

turn may perhaps be the result of the ‘Tall Poppy Syndrome’ (Sharifian, 2005, 2008), 

a similar culture tendency to that of Jantelagen in Scandinavian countries as 

mentioned above. Holmes (1986) found that in New Zealand English compliments 

establish or increase solidarity, connection or intimacy. In a later study by Holmes 

(1995), gender differences emerged in relation to the purpose of compliments. 

Interestingly, the data suggest that it is more socially acceptable for women to give 

compliments while for men it is seen as a face-threatening act (an open and direct 

way to convey the intended message). In addition, the author also found that 

frequency, topics and structure of compliments differed among women and men. For 

example, it was more common for women to pay compliments on the appearance of 

another person than it was for men to do so. South-African English speakers seem to 

accept compliments more than returning them compared to American English 
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(Herbert, 1989). Herbert and Straight (1986) explain the above differences in 

frequency of acceptance of a compliment by pointing out the different social systems 

in which the interactions take place. The varieties of English show diversity in giving 

and receiving a compliment, which in turn imply a plethora of choices for a learner of 

English, and therefore experience and general knowledge of the target language one 

intends to learn are important for pragmatic competence.  

  

 Categorising the diversity of compliment responses is consequently 

necessary in order to detect patterns of compliment response behaviour of speech 

communities. Chiang and Pochtrager’s (1993) different categories of compliment 

responses are the following: Acceptance, Positive elaboration, Neutral elaboration, 

Negative elaboration and Denial, have been used in previous studies (for example, 

Cedar in 2006) to surface distinctive patterns in compliment response behaviour of 

the particular speech community in question. The following are examples of Chiang 

and Pochtrager’s categories: 

1. Acceptance: ritual “thank you”, i.e., agreement with no further elaboration, e.g. 

“Thank you”; “I think so, too”; “I’m glad you like it.”   

2. Positive Elaboration: account, history, positive comment, efforts, return of 

compliment, e.g. “I bought it at Macy’s”; “Red is my favourite colour”; “I worked hard 

on the project”; “I like yours, too.” 

3. Neutral Elaboration: seeking conformation or shift of credit, e.g. “Really?”; “Do you 

think so? My assistant selected them.” 

4. Negative Elaboration: downgrading, duty or responsibility, need for improvement, 

e.g. “The house is a bit too small for us”; “I still need a lot of improvement”; “It’s my 

responsibility.”  

5.  Denial: no or negative opinion, e.g. “No, not all”; “No, my baby is ugly.” 

 

3. Method 

This study used a similar approach to collecting data of compliment responses to that 

of Sharifian 2005 and 2008. A Discourse Completion Task (Test) (hereafter DCT), 

i.e. a questionnaire with complimenting situations, was used in order to explore 

compliment responses from Swedish native speakers in Swedish (L1) and English as 
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a second language (L2). The responses were categorised into Chiang and 

Pochtrager’s (1993) different categories of compliment responses (the categories are 

explained in the “Background” section). The method facilitated the analysis of 

whether Swedish native speakers transfer linguistic and social norms from Swedish 

into English, their second language. Next, Swedish L1 and L2 compliment responses 

were also compared to Scottish English (L1) compliment responses (according to 

Chiang and Pochtrager’s (1993) different categories of compliment responses) in 

order to investigate the extent to which the two speech communities were similar or 

different in the way of responding to a compliment. The Criteria used in this study for 

categorizing the compliment responses follow Chiang and Pochtrager’s criteria for 

distinguishing their five categories. More explicitly, the following guidelines were used 

in categorising the compliment responses for all of the tested groups:  

 

1. If the response clearly expresses an acceptance of the compliment (e.g. 

“Thanks.” “Thanks, I like it too.”), it is categorized as 1 or 2. If a cause, reason 

or return of compliment is also present (e.g. “Thanks, I really needed this.” 

“Thank you, I received a gift voucher and wanted to spend it.” “Thank you, I 

love your hair too!”), it is category 2, otherwise 1. 

2. If the response (a) indicates a search for confirmation (e.g. “Really?” “Do you 

think so?”) or (b) shifts credit to another agent (e.g. God, family) or external 

circumstances (“I did not have the time to do it, my daughter selected them”), 

it is category 3. 

3. If the response contradicts the compliment (e.g. No, I don’t think so), it will be 

category 4 or 5. If there is any elaboration, such as downplaying the 

compliment because of duty or responsibility (e.g. “It is not difficult, anyone 

could do it.”), it will be category 4, otherwise 5. 

There are instances of borderline cases of the compliment responses, and 

consequently to what category they should belong. These examples are discussed 

along with the specific compliment scenario in Appendix B, and there are also a 

couple of examples in the Discussion. 
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3.1 Participants 
25 Swedish native speakers, both male and female, participated in this study 

voluntarily. All were students of English at the University of Stockholm. The 

informants ranged in age from 18 to 41 (M=22.5). Two thirds of the subjects were 

women. The Scottish English control group consisted of 20 native English speakers, 

both male and female. A third of the participants were students at Glasgow University 

and the rest were working within different professions. Two thirds were women. The 

subjects ranged in age from 23 to 40 (M=29). In addition, a control group of 25 other 

Swedish native speakers also participated voluntarily. All were students of English at 

the University of Stockholm. The age range was from 20 to 38 (M=24.2). Half of the 

group were male.  

 

3.2 Instrument 
In order to create communicative events in which the Swedish interlocutors would be 

most likely to exhibit linguistic and social norms, a DCT was prepared with ten 

complimenting situations. The different scenarios ranged from situations involving 

family and friends to professional as well as academic situations in order to provide a 

wide range of plausible situations where a person could be given a compliment. The 

DCT was sent out via email on two separate occasions with a time interval of three 

days with instructions on how to respond to it. Firstly, the DCT in English was sent 

out, and subsequently a translated version into Swedish (which was approved by a 

teacher of Swedish as a first language). This was done to eliminate any confounding 

variables, such as realisation of the underlying research question. In order to test the 

DCT’s reliability, the Swedish DCT was sent out to another group of Swedish 

subjects, and similar compliment responses were recorded (presented in the 

“Results” section).  

Although DCT may be insufficient in several ways as a research 

instrument, it is still useful for collecting large amounts of data in a relatively short 

period of time (Sharifian 2005, 2008). It is perhaps best to analyse results of DCTs by 

choosing more naturally occurring contexts and situations, preferably by using 

ethnographic methods. Examples from the present study of the Swedish L1, L2 and 

Scottish English compliment scenarios and the responses given are specified below.  
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Item 2 
A family friend compliments your cooking after dinner by saying, “Your food is so 

delicious. You’re a fantastic cook!” 

  

You: . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

 

The Swedish DCTs included examples of: 

 

Acceptance: “Tack, jag vet”. “Tack så mycket.” 

Positive elaboration: “Tack, jag lärde mig receptet på …, du kan få några tips om 

du vill?” “Tack! Vad kul att du tycker det.” “Tack, jag gillar att laga mat, hemligheten 

är att recepten är från internet, det går inte att misslyckas!” 

Neutral elaboration: “Va! Tycker du det, tack?” “Tycker du det? Tack.” 

Negative elaboration: “Tack, men jag är ingen fantastisk kock direkt.” 

Denial: “Åh, nej då.” “Jo, tjena. Vad är det du vill ha?”  

 

The final denial would probably be considered as a joke or a wave off the original 

compliment, but could be a strategy to defuse an uncomfortable moment.  

 

The analysis of the English DCTs showed examples of acceptance to the compliment 

such as, “Thanks, my pleasure” and “Thank you, I am glad you enjoyed it”. Positive 

elaborations were, “Thank you, do you want some tips?” or “Thank you, it is easy 

when you enjoy cooking”. The response “I know I am, I’ve learned from my mother,” 

was put into the category positive elaboration and not into Neutral elaboration since it 

was not a shift of credit to the mother, more a reason behind the person’s good 

cooking, he/she had learned from his/her mother. Examples of neutral elaborations 

were; “Do you really think so?” or indication of a laugh combined with “You think so? 

Thanks.” Examples of negative elaborations were  “Thank you, but I am not really a 

great cook”. “Thanks.. although I don’t think I’m much better than you or anybody 

else.” “It’s nothing complicated.” Finally, some denials demonstrated replies such as, 

“No, I’m not” and “Ah, stop it!” The downplaying of responsibility as well as rejection 

could be a sign of modesty according to Swedish culture norms. Perhaps not wanting 

to be praised is a sign in relation to some of the Thai compliment responses when 
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only a smile is indicated, the addressee of the compliment does not want to feel as if 

he/she would be better than the giver of the compliment, or engage in self-admiring.    

 
Item 10 

You have an admirable talent such as very good handwriting or a beautiful voice and 

a friend says to you, “What beautiful handwriting!/What a beautiful voice!!”  

 
You: . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

 
The Swedish DCTs include examples of: 

 

Acceptance: “Vad snällt sagt, tack!” “Tack.” 

Positive elaboration: “Tack, jag har försökt att bli bättre och tydligen lyckats!” “Tack, 

kul att någon tycker det!” “Tack detsamma.” 

Neutral elaboration: “Tycker du verkligen det?” 

Negative elaboration: “Tack, men jag har mycket att jobba på också.” “Tja, den är 

väl inte så speciell.” “Det är bara för jag är perfektionist.” 

Denial: “Eh, nej då.” 

 

The English DCTs display similar variation. Examples of acceptance were; “Thank 

you.” “Thanks.” “Thanks, that’s very nice of you.” “Thank you, I love doing it.” 

Examples of positive elaborations were, “Thank you, I have worked hard on it for a 

long time, nice that someone noticed it.” An example of a neutral elaboration was “Do 

you really think so?” Examples of negative elaborations were; “Don’t make me 

blush!” “It’s just because I’m such a perfectionist.” “Ah, thanks, I guess..” Examples of 

denials were; “No, it’s just luck.” “Stop it.” As mentioned above, compliments 

concerning personal achievements and skills are sometimes downplayed by negative 

elaborations and denials. Whether the reason behind this is modesty or perhaps a 

feeling of being uncomfortable is difficult to establish since the responses were 

written down and not verbally submitted. 
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Item 2 
A family friend compliments your cooking after dinner by saying, “Your food is so 

delicious. You’re a fantastic cook!” 

  

You: . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

 

The Scottish English DCT included examples of: 

 

Acceptance: “Yep, I know”. “Thanks!” “Right, uhuh. Anytime.” 

Positive elaboration: “Thanks, I can give you the recipe if you like.” “Thank you, 

cannae beat excellent cooking eh.” (With an indication of a wink in writing). “Thanks! 

Your place next time?”  

Neutral elaboration: “Really?”  

Negative elaboration: “Thanks, but I really didn’t do that much, was easy really, 

anyone could do it.”  

 

This example highlights some of the strategies used by the Scottish English subjects 

when responding and positively elaborating on a compliment. 

 

4. Results 
The compliment responses were coded according to Chiang and Pochtrager’s (1993) 

categories of compliment responses: Acceptance, Positive elaboration, Neutral 

elaboration, Negative elaboration and Denial (see Section 2 above). 

 

The means and standard deviations for the five categories can be seen in 

Table 1 for the Swedish informants (L1), and in Table 5 for the Scottish English 

informants (Acceptance, Positive elaboration, Neutral elaboration, Negative 

elaboration and Denial). In Table 1 Acceptance is the category with the highest 

Standard Deviation (SD) (2.1). The category Denial had the lowest SD (0.5). In Table 

5 Acceptance and Positive elaboration are the categories with the highest Standard 

Deviation (SD) (2.1). The category Denial had the lowest SD (0). 
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Table 1. Swedish native speakers’ compliment responses in Swedish 
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Table 2. Swedish native speakers compliment responses in Swedish (control 
group) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The two groups of Swedish subjects (informants and control group) 

responding to Swedish scenarios show similar results in their compliment responses. 

The chi-square contingency table test gives a chi-square value of 0.920, d.f.=4, 

p>0.250 (not significant). Neither the means nor the standard deviations differ very 

much between the two groups. Consequently, it is assumed that the Swedish 

informants were not influenced by the English compliment scenarios they received 

before responding to the Swedish compliment scenarios. 
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Table 3. Swedish native speakers’ compliment responses in English 

  
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

It can be seen that the means and standard deviations in Table 3 are quite 

similar to those in Table 1, i.e. the responses for the Swedish compliment scenarios 

did not differ very much from the responses for the English compliment responses. 

However, in order to establish whether there was a significant difference between the 

two sets of data (using Chiang and Pochtrager’s categories of response types: 

Acceptance, Positive elaboration, Neutral elaboration, Negative elaboration and 

Denial), a Chi-square test was employed. In Table 4 the sums from the native 

Swedish compliment responses in Swedish and in English are given. 
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Table 4. Swedish Compliment responses (CR) sums for Swedish and English 
scenarios (Chi-square = 1.930, d.f. = 4, p>.250) 

CRs 

 

Acceptance Positive 

Elaboration 

Neutral 

Elaboration 

Negative 

Elaboration 

Denial 

 

Swe Swe 
CR 

147 50 15 27 11 

Swe Eng 
CR  

138 57 20 27   8 

 

 
There is no statistically significant difference between the compliment responses 

given in the two languages. This result in turn implies that pragmatic transfer could 

have taken place from Swedish into English when responding to compliments.   

In order to estimate the differences between the Swedish subjects’ 

compliment responses (L1) and the Scottish English compliment responses (L1) a 

comparison was made as shown in Table 6.  
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Table 5. Scottish English native speakers’ compliment responses in English 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

It can be seen that the means and standard deviations in Table 5 are not 

similar to those in Table 1 and 3, i.e. the responses for the Scottish English 

compliment scenarios differ from the compliment responses given by Swedish 

participants in Swedish as well as English. However, in order to establish whether 

there was a significant difference between the two sets of data (using Chiang and 

Pochtrager’s categories of response types: Acceptance, Positive elaboration, Neutral 

elaboration, Negative elaboration and Denial), a Chi-square test was employed. In 

Table 6 the sums from the native Swedish compliment responses in L1 and the 

Scottish English compliment responses in L1 are given. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 



 21 

Table 6. Compliment responses (CR) by native Swedish speakers (L1 ) 
compared to Scottish English L1 responses. (Chi-square = 44.978, d.f.=4, 

p<0.001) 

 

The Swedish L1 compliment responses differed from the compliment responses 

given by Scottish English informants. 

The data in Figure 1 suggests that the Swedish informants accept the 

compliment given more in L1 and L2 compared to the Scottish English group who 

have less acceptances when responding in L1. In addition, the Scottish English data 

also suggests that the informants positively elaborate more on a compliment than the 

Swedes do. However, the one category that is similar is Negative elaboration where 

both groups have similar results. There is a significant difference between the 

Swedes compliment responses in Swedish (L1), and the Scottish English compliment 

responses (L1), which implies that they use different responses strategies when 

receiving compliments. And as shown in Table 4, there is no significant difference 

between the Swedish L1 compliment responses and the Swedish L2 compliment 

responses, which in turn suggests pragmatic transfer between the two languages.  

CRs Acceptance

Positive 

elaboration

Neutral 

elaboration

Negative 

elaboration Denial

Swe Swe 147 (58.8%) 50 (20%) 13 (5.2%) 29 (11.6%) 11 (4.4%)

Scottish Eng  74 (37%) 97 (48.5%)     6 (3%)   21 (10.5%)     2 (1%)
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Figure 1. Compliment responses by native Swedish speakers in L1 and L2 
compared to Scottish L1 compliment responses 
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5. Discussion 
A comparison was made between the Swedish and English compliment responses 

provided by the native Swedish speakers. In order to analyse the responses they 

were firstly categorised into five response types, and a Chi-square test was carried 

out to see whether there was any significant difference between the compliment 

responses in Swedish and to that of English in the group of native Swedish speakers.  

The research question posed in the introduction (to what extent do Swedish speakers 

of English as a second language transfer their first language pragmatic rules) can 

now be addressed. The results suggest that there is no significant difference 

between the compliment responses given in Swedish and the compliment responses 

given in English by Swedish native speakers. Hence, pragmatic transfer could have 

taken place in their English responses. In addition, the Scottish English comparison 

with the Swedish data suggested that the two languages have different strategies 

when responding to a compliment. However, the sample of Scottish English 

informants was collected from Glasgow which in turn is a regional dialect and does 

not include all different varieties of Scottish English. The Scottish English sample 

included people from different professions as well as students. Hence, the sample 

might be more representative of the Scottish population as opposed to the Swedish 

sample, which only included students from Stockholm University. 

 

  In order to be able to highlight linguistic strategies that best reflect possible 

linguistic and social norms, as in a compliment being accepted, positively-, neutrally- 

or negatively elaborated on or denied, all 10 scenarios with examples (Swedish L1 

and L2) from each category are presented in written form in Appendix B. Two 

examples of the compliment scenarios are presented in the “Method” section. There 

were some borderline cases (which are also presented along with the compliment 

scenarios in Appendix B), two that are exemplified in Compliment scenario 7: “Tja, 

kanske.” “Alltså, egentligen inte, även fast jag la ner mycket tid på att skriva den.” 

The compliment response was put in the category Negative elaboration. However, 

the response had elements of denial in both Swedish and English; “Maybe, not really, 

but I did spend a lot of time writing it.” The author chose to place the response in the 

category negative elaboration instead of a denial because it included the word maybe 

and not a definite contradiction. In addition, the informant also included an 

explanation of having spent a long time writing it, both in Swedish and English. 
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There was another example of a borderline case between a Neutral elaboration and 

a Denial from the Swedish L1 compliment responses; “Är du säker på att det var min 

uppsats du läste?” A denial felt more natural, since there was no indication of 

uncertainty (other than the question mark), more so a dismissal of the compliment 

because the person might have felt uncomfortable being complemented for his/her 

intelligence/academic work. 

 

 Results of this study indicate pragmatic transfer from Swedish into English 

because there was no significant difference between the compliment responses 

given in Swedish to those given in English. One needs to bear in mind, however, that 

previous studies (Golato 2002, Cedar 2006, and Sharifian 2005, 2008), where 

indications of pragmatic transfer were observed between first language (German, 

Thai and Farsi) and English as second language, used more thorough discourse or 

conversation analytic methodology. For example, in Golato’s study it was shown that   

occasionally a compliment would be ignored entirely. In one example, a dinner 

preparation situation, an American speaker complimented the German speaker by 

saying that “looks yummi”. Without any verbal or nonverbal reaction, the German 

speaker simply turned her back on the American and began to set the table. This 

example illustrates miscommunication and pragmatic transfer. The American might 

have experienced the German’s manner as rude. However, according to German 

social and cultural conventions, this is sometimes common behaviour. Hence, using 

discourse or conversation analytic methodology, such as authentic situations 

between speakers, perhaps made it easier to demonstrate how plausible 

miscommunication and pragmatic transfer manifests itself in the interaction between 

people of different cultures.  

 

The methodology used for data collection in this study differed somewhat 

from the adopted DCT from Sharifian’s studies, where the informants were able to 

leave comments on the questionnaire after finalising it, which in turn can be 

beneficial for future investigation of compliment responses. In addition, the present 

study differed in data collection method from that of Cedar’s study. The latter study 

used an interview situation with embedded complements rather than eliciting 

responses in Thai as first language and comparing to English as a second language. 
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The overall results in Sharifian’s and Cedar’s studies show a significant difference 

between the compliment responses given in English by the Iranian and the Australian 

English informants, and the compliments given by the Thai and American English 

subjects, which in turn shows plausible pragmatic transfer as well as confirms 

previous studies where language and culture are closely related. The present method 

of collecting compliment response in writing may be less efficient, although the 

participants were instructed to imagine themselves in the described situation. Being 

exposed to a spoken statement can prove to be more difficult than being confronted 

with the same statement in writing: one has less time to think about how to reply. 

Consequently, using written statements may bring a loss of a natural response. In 

addition, there was no interaction; responses were recorded only one way and it is 

difficult to establish whether the compliment was intended to sustain social 

interaction. However, as there was a reasonable amount of positive elaborations, one 

could assume that the addressee of the compliment would have been willing to 

engage further into the topic of the compliment. In addition, if a person is less 

confident verbally in his/her second language, will this effect the way in which he/she 

chooses to respond to a compliment? Confidence level might influence verbal 

responses in a second language. However, written responses are possibly less 

informative about the interlocutor’s level of confidence in their second language. Yet, 

it is good to bear in mind the possibility of such a variable (confidence level) when 

comparing second language users and first language users.  

Since the group of Swedish informants were students of English as a second 

language at the University of Stockholm, their proficiency might have been above the 

national average, and consequently this group may not be representative of the 

Swedish population as a whole as mentioned above. However, this does not imply 

that the informants had a higher level of pragmatic competence, and it is assumed 

that pragmatic transfer most probably has occurred.  

  

  The submission of the DCTs by email in the present study rather than via 

interviews was an efficient way to collect a large number of responses (even if all 

could not be used). Nevertheless, it was difficult to know whether the respondents 

replied to the DCTs in the order they were presented (the Swedish DCT before the 

English DCT). In order to control for the possibility of influence of the English DCTs 

on answering the Swedish DCTs, the Swedish DCT was sent out to a second group 
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of Swedish subjects. The analysis of the compliment responses from the group of 

subjects who only received the Swedish DCT shows very similar responses to those 

of the group who received both DCTs. Thus, reliability can be assumed (see 

“Results” section above). The comparison between Swedish-Swedish and Scottish 

English compliment responses showed differences, which indicate that the Swedes 

and Scottish English informants used different strategies when responding to a 

compliment. The overall results suggest that the Scottish English subjects used a 

considerable amount more positive elaborations than the Swedish informants. The 

Swedes exhibit more Acceptance, Neutral elaborations as well as Denial than the 

Scots. Whether this is down to different social norms and conventions can only be 

assumed. Hence, modesty in the light of Jantelagen might still exist in Sweden today.  

 

For future studies of compliment responses given in native and non-native 

language, it would be beneficial to use more ethnographic methods, naturally 

occurring contexts and situations, which might provide more reliable information on 

compliment response behaviour of Swedish native speakers in their second 

language. Because the Scandinavian languages are very similar linguistically and 

socially, future studies of compliment responses among these language communities 

could be very informative. In addition, it would also be useful to investigate 

compliment responses among different age groups and genders. Pragmatic 

competence is important for advanced second language use and should perhaps be 

taught along grammar and vocabulary by teachers of foreign languages. Learners of 

all languages on occasion tend to have difficulty understanding the intended meaning 

communicated by a speech act, or producing a speech act using appropriate 

pragmatics in the language being learned.  

 

It should also be mentioned that recent studies (e.g. Golato, 2002) indicate 

that there are considerable individual differences amongst learners of a second 

language concerning pragmatics as well as grammar and lexis. Some students show 

language proficiency as well as pragmatic competence in the language intended to 

be learnt, while others show less of one or the other. Further research on pragmatic 

patterns may shed some light on such individual differences and individual strategies 

for coping with the pragmatics of a second language. Such research will surely 

contribute to our knowledge of advanced second language use.   
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