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This dissertation examines (1) whether there are differences in how sympathy is 

expressed in situations of differing gravity by native speakers (NSs) of Spanish and 

English, as well as intermediate second language (L2) learners of Spanish; and (2) 

Spanish NSs’ thoughts regarding learners’ nonstandard reactions to these situations. The 

data collection involved an informal conversation eliciting sympathy and a retrospective 

interview. Sympathy is examined not only as an emotion but also as a means to achieve 

social or conversational goals. Hence, the analysis involves both linguistic and 

sociological theories. 

Using aspects of Speech Act Theory (Austin, 1962; Searle, 1969), Conversation 

Analysis (Schegloff & Jefferson, 1974) and Politeness Theory (Brown & Levinson, 

1987), and following Clark’s (1997) ideas on the process of giving sympathy, it was 

found that when reacting to an interlocutor’s hardships, speakers may experience genuine 

overt sympathy, covert sympathy or surface sympathy, which are influenced by social 

and politeness factors, personality differences and conversational structure. Results also 

indicate that differences exist in how sympathy is expressed by NSs of English and 

Spanish, particularly for low gravity situations. For high gravity situations, speakers of 

both languages tended to rely more on the use of formulaic expressions. Also, learners 
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were often unable to react due to linguistic limitations. Some learners transferred 

pragmatic knowledge from their L1 to their L2, while others had acquired sufficient L2 

pragmatic information to react appropriately. Finally, it was seen that NSs are more 

lenient regarding pragmatic errors committed by non-NSs of the language, but many 

consider that failing to express compassion in certain contexts could negatively impact 

the communication or relationship between interlocutors. 

The findings suggest that learning to express emotion such as compassion is an 

important part of achieving L2 communicative competence and, since cultural and 

pragmatic differences exist among languages, learners should be exposed to real-life, 

communicative situations in order to acquire such emotive skills. This dissertation 

contributes to the fields of second language acquisition and pragmatics by combining 

cognitive, affective and social factors to show how they interact with language 

production and comprehension. 
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Chapter 1:  Introduction 

Second language (L2) learners face the difficult task of learning how to express 

themselves in a new language, but also when, to whom, and in what contexts it is 

appropriate to communicate in the L2. The notion of communicative competence (Hymes, 

1974) notes effective and appropriate language use as a determining factor of linguistic 

proficiency. In other words, in order for speakers to be ‘competent’ in a language, they 

need to have not only the knowledge of the grammar, but also the ability to use it in a 

variety of communicative situations. Following this idea, the topic of pragmatics in 

second language acquisition (SLA) has recently gained much attention. It has been noted 

that although transfer may occur in all areas of language, it is commonly expected in 

pronunciation and morphosyntax, but not in pragmatics and conversational strategies 

(Pavlenko, 2005). Therefore, researchers have claimed that a lack of pragmatic 

information, or knowledge of the norms of language use in the L2, may produce greater 

miscommunication than a lack of L2 grammar or vocabulary (Wolfson, 1983; Varonis & 

Gass, 1985). For these reasons, studies have pointed to the importance of learning the 

pragmatics or the norms of language use in the development of L2 proficiency.  

Related to the issues of language use and pragmatics, a new topic that has 

emerged within the field of SLA is the expression of emotions by bilinguals and L2 

learners. Researchers have claimed that emotional competence or intelligence is required 

to function effectively in the social world (Saarni, 1990; Salovey & Mayer, 1990; 

Salovey, Hsee & Mayer, 1993). Also, just as a lack of pragmatic knowledge can often 

lead to miscommunication between L2 learners and native speakers (NSs), the inability to 

express one’s emotions or to perceive the NS interlocutor’s emotions in the L2 correctly 

may also lead to problems in communication. Therefore, this dissertation argues that 
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communicative competence should include an appropriate use of language to express 

emotion and to react to interlocutors’ emotional language.  

Some of the questions that have been posed related to the topic of emotional 

expression in learning an L2 are whether the emotional discourse of less fluent L2 

learners sounds ‘robotic’ in the ears of NSs, and whether L2 learners could be taught to 

recognize and communicate emotions in the L2 using paralinguistic cues (Dewaele, 

2006). Previous studies on the issue of emotion in L2 acquisition and bilingualism have 

analyzed topics such as expressing anger (Dewaele, 2006) and the use of humor in the L2 

(Vaid, 2006). However, one important emotion that has not been analyzed in depth is 

sympathy or compassion as expressed or perceived by bilingual speakers or by learners of 

an L2. Various researchers have argued that the ability to feel sympathy or compassion 

for other human beings is one of the most important traits of human nature. The ability to 

empathize and sympathize with others is essential for human society, since it allows us to 

create social bonds among each other. According to Kanov, Maitlis, Worline, Dutton, 

Frost and Lilius (2004), “compassion is a fundamental and timeless part of human 

existence” (p. 809). Therefore, this dissertation aims to fill the gap in research concerning 

this fundamental emotion with 3 specific contributions. 

First, this research contributes to the study of emotion and cultural variation by 

comparing and contrasting how NSs of American English and NSs of Latin American 

Spanish express compassion in situations of differing gravity. This study explores 

whether there are major differences in how NSs of these 2 languages express compassion, 

or whether there are different socio-cultural rules in these languages that determine how 

compassion is expressed and how it is constructed though interaction. Second, this study 

contributes to the field of second language acquisition by examining the ability of L1 

English speakers who are intermediate learners of Spanish to express sympathy in the LI. 
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This study analyzes whether there is pragmatic transfer or L1 English influence in how 

L2 learners of Spanish express compassion, or whether learners at the intermediate level 

are able to produce appropriate L2 emotional expression, due to positive pragmatic 

transfer or other reasons. Finally, since expressing sympathy can be a crucial factor in 

establishing intersubjectivity and alignment between interlocutors, this investigation also 

delves into the issue of the importance of effective pragmatic or emotional 

communication in the L2 by examining how Spanish NSs would react to learners’ 

nonstandard expressions of compassion, and whether this kind of expressions would lead 

to pragmatic failure or problems in the interpersonal relationships between speakers.  

In the following sections I describe the emotion of sympathy or compassion and 

present an argument for the need to study this emotion with relation to linguistic and 

cultural differences as well as to L2 acquisition. Also in this chapter I present the 

theoretical background that supports the research for this dissertation. 

1.1 VARIATION OF EMOTIONAL EXPRESSION BY LANGUAGE AND CULTURE 

As stated above, this dissertation examines the topic of the expression of 

compassion by NSs of Latin American Spanish and NSs of American English, as well as 

by learners of Spanish as an L2. One of the main goals of the study is to discover whether 

speakers of these 2 languages express compassion differently. This goal is important 

because any differences found would represent knowledge that L2 learners need to 

acquire in order to communicate and emote effectively in the L2. The premise of the 

study thus leads to an important question on the topic of emotion that has interested many 

scholars: whether emotion is universal or relative. Although this question remains 

unresolved, many scholars agree that emotion has both universal and relative features 

(Maynard, 2002). According to Matsumoto, Franklin, Choi, Rogers and Tahani (2002), 
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much of the research on the universality of emotion has been inspired by Charles 

Darwin’s (1872) thesis, The expression of emotions in man and animals. Matsumoto et al. 

(2002) state that according to Darwin, emotions and their expressions evolved across 

species and were evolutionary adaptive, biologically innate, and universal across all 

human and even nonhuman primates. They also mention that although Darwin was 

highly criticized for a lack of evidence used to prove his point, his ideas have led to much 

research concerning the universality of emotions. Matsumoto et al. (2002) also discuss as 

influential to this topic a set of universality studies performed in the 1960’s by 

psychologists S. Tomkins, P. Ekman and C. Izard (see Ekman, 1973 and Izard, 1971 for 

reviews). These studies demonstrated the existence of 6 universal emotions – anger, 

disgust, fear, happiness, sadness and surprise – as shown in people’s facial expressions. 

They also found cultural display rules that dictate the management and modification of 

the universal rules depending on the social circumstances. Other studies have also found 

differences in the rules of display of emotions, the verbal expressions of emotions, and 

the perceptions of emotions across cultures (Matsumoto et al., 2002).  

On this topic, Gordon (1990) argues that emotions are unlikely to be universal 

because they evolve in response to unique structures and cultures corresponding to 

complex societies. Also, according to Turner and Stets (2005), sociologists believe that 

emotions are socially constructed, and what people feel is conditioned by socialization 

into culture and participation in social structures. Therefore, they claim that cultural 

ideologies, beliefs and norms define what emotions are to be experienced and how they 

should be expressed. According to Wierzbicka (1994), emotion and culture are 

inextricably intertwined. Using the ethnosemantic and ethnopragmatic approaches, she 

argues that the concept of emotion is culture-specific, and that “different cultures 

encourage different attitudes toward emotions, and these different attitudes are reflected 
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in both the lexicon and the grammar of the languages associated with these cultures” (p. 

133). For example, Suzuki (2006) notes that Japanese has grammaticalized a wide variety 

of expressions to convey affective information. Harkins and Wierzbicka (1997) also point 

out that cultural attitudes influence both how emotions are expressed, and how people 

talk about them.  

An important concept related to the differences in how people behave and express 

themselves among cultures is that of cultural scripts. Triandis, Lisansky, Marín and 

Betancourt (1984) define a cultural script as “a pattern of social interaction that is 

characteristic of a particular social group” (p. 1363). Harkins and Wierzbicka (1997) 

maintain that groups of people have cultural scripts and values that are institutionalized 

and become an important part of their cultural identity, and that concepts of anger and 

related emotions differ across languages and cultures in both the meaning of specific 

emotion words and in the cultural concepts with which they are associated. Therefore, it 

cannot be assumed that such emotions as anger are universal, although there are 

significant similarities in related concepts across languages. Also on this topic, 

Wierzbicka (1999) mentions that  

although human emotional endowment is no doubt largely innate and universal, 
people’s emotional lives are shaped, to a considerable extent, by their culture. 
Every culture offers not only a linguistically embodied grid for the 
conceptualization of emotions, but also a set of ‘scripts’, suggesting to people 
how to feel, how to express their feelings, how to think about their own and other 
people’s feelings, and so on. (p. 240) 

On the other hand, Planalp (1999) states that “we must avoid thinking of 

differences among cultures and among historical periods as distinct and fixed [because] 

individuals differ, [and] all members of a culture are not equally guided by it” (pp. 196-

197). Also, as mentioned above, it is clear that cultures are constantly changing. 

However, Wierzbicka (1999) argues that although cultures are heterogeneous and 
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constantly changing and influencing each other, they are objectively and subjectively 

real. 

From this discussion we can conclude that the ways in which people convey 

emotions and react to them may vary greatly from one culture to another. As stated by 

Downes (2000), “culture specifies ‘what you are supposed to feel’” (p. 108). Also, since 

culture and language go hand in hand, in order to communicate effectively in an L2, an 

L2 learner must also learn cultural norms that accompany that language. Since this 

dissertation focuses on the expression of compassion by speakers of English and Spanish, 

we must consider differences that may exist between the cultures that accompany these 

languages, which might be reflected in the ways that their speakers express emotion. 

Although many studies have been performed on cross-cultural pragmatics, examining 

differences between Spanish-speaking and English-speaking cultures and their realization 

of speech acts and other politeness factors (e.g. Ballesteros Martín, 2001; Félix-

Brasdefer, 2003a, 2008; Koike, 1989, 1994; Márquez-Reiter, 1997, 2000), little research 

has been carried out regarding differences in the emotional behavior of speakers of 

English and Spanish. Section 1.1.1 below contains a discussion of some research that has 

been done regarding cultural differences that might cause variation in emotional 

expression. 

1.1.1 Cultural differences that might influence emotional expression 

Markus and Kitayama (1991) wrote an interesting article that broadly discusses 

differences among cultures. According to these authors, the ways people view themselves 

can vary radically from culture to culture, and these distinct views of the self may 

influence people’s cognition, emotion and motivation. They claim that people of 

American culture (and other Western European cultures) have an independent view of the 



 7 

self, while people of Asian, African, Latin American and Southern European cultures 

have an interdependent view of the self. People with an independent view of the self 

construe themselves as individuals “whose behavior is organized and made meaningful 

primarily by reference to one’s own internal repertoire of thoughts, feelings, and actions, 

rather than by reference to the thoughts, feelings, and actions of others” (Markus & 

Kitayama, 1991, p. 226). On the other hand, people with an interdependent view of the 

self see themselves as “part of an encompassing social relationship” and they recognize 

that “one’s behavior is determined, contingent on, and, to a large extent organized by 

what the actor perceives to be the thoughts, feelings, and actions of others in the 

relationship” (Markus & Kitayama, 1991, p. 226). These 2 types of cultures are also 

called individualistic versus collectivist cultures, and the authors suggest that these 

different views of the self might influence people’s experiences regarding cognition, 

emotion and motivation. For example, they claim that people with independent selves 

might view emotional expressions as manifestations of inner feelings arising in the 

individual, whereas people with interdependent selves might view emotional expressions 

as public instrumental actions arising in social contexts and involving other people; thus 

emotional expressions may or may not be related directly to their inner feelings. This 

difference between how people of different cultures view themselves might influence 

how they relate to others or how they express emotions toward other people in situations 

such as those eliciting compassion. 

Some research that has been done on American middle-class culture’s emotional 

behavior claims that the most common and acceptable emotional stance among this 

culture is an “impersonal, but friendly” tone (Stearns, 1994, p. 248). Planalp (1999) 

explains this claim by saying that “intense emotions should be neither seen nor heard, and 

are considered infantile and embarrassing”; thus, “it is best to be ‘cool’” (p. 37). 
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Similarly, Bednarek (2008) states that Anglo-American culture tends to emphasize “self-

restraint and control of emotions” (Kidron & Kuzar, 2002, p. 134), and that being 

emotional has negative connotations for Americans, as it is associated with “losing 

control, confusing or mixed emotions, [and] becoming irrational” (Parrott, 1995, p. 247). 

Also, Sommers (1984a) states that American students tend to hide negative emotions 

such as anger, jealousy, fear, and guilt, and that even some positive emotions such as 

surprise or euphoria might be regulated if they are too intense. Supporting the idea of 

Americans’ underlying value that intense emotions should be hidden, in a study on mood 

regulation, Erber, Wegner and Therriault (1996) found that when preparing to interact 

with a stranger, American students reported adjusting their mood to a neutral one. This 

claim is important for this dissertation, as the current study involves American students 

who interact with the researcher, who is a stranger to them. 

Triandis et al. (1984) also present some important claims regarding characteristics 

of Hispanic cultures. Based on a study of Hispanic and non-Hispanic navy recruits in the 

United States, Triandis et al. (1984) suggest that Hispanics follow the cultural script of 

simpatía. The Diccionario de la Real Academia Española (DRAE) defines the word 

simpatía as “an affective inclination among people, generally spontaneous and mutual”1 

(translation mine). The authors believe that following this cultural script causes Hispanics 

to have an orientation toward harmony or conflict avoidance; thus they have a tendency 

to emphasize positive behaviors in positive situations and de-emphasize negative 

behaviors in negative situations. If indeed this cultural script of simpatía dictates certain 

behaviors, it might influence the way that native speakers of Spanish express emotion. 

Therefore, to continue the exploration of this topic, this dissertation aims to find whether 

                                                
1 Retrieved November 2012 from http://www.rae.es: “Inclinación afectiva entre personas, generalmente 
espontánea y mutua.” 
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there are overall differences in the emotional expression of NSs of Latin American 

Spanish and NSs of American English, particularly focusing on the expression of 

sympathy or compassion.  

1.2 SYMPATHY AND/OR COMPASSION 

As mentioned above, various researchers have argued that one of the most 

important traits of human nature is the ability to feel sympathy or compassion for other 

human beings. This phenomenon has interested scholars throughout the years. According 

to Wispé (1991), philosophers David Hume, Adam Smith and Arthur Schopenhauer all 

used the term sympathy to refer to the capacity to be affected by the emotions of others. 

Wispé (1991) also notes that these philosophers agreed that sympathy is “the explanatory 

term for the transfusion of emotions from one person, or persons, to another” (p. 27); thus 

Smith (1976) describes sympathy as ‘fellow-feeling’. This transfusion of emotions, the 

ability to feel the emotions of another person, is what makes sympathy and compassion 

such unique and important traits of human nature. The idea of sympathy as unique to 

human beings entails an assumption that sympathy is a universal feeling or emotion, 

although it may be expressed in culturally different ways. Wispé (1991) states that the 

idea of universal sympathy rests on the assumption that all the people in the world are 

very similar, and although this idea involves a compelling humanism, it has not been 

investigated experimentally. Therefore, we cannot assume that compassion is a universal 

trait, but as Harkins and Wierzbicka (1997) point out, there are important similarities in 

emotions across languages.   

According to Pavlenko (2008), there are differences in how emotion lexicons are 

organized conceptually in different languages, which might reflect cultural norms that 

govern the domain of emotions in different societies. For this reason, some emotion 
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words have no translation equivalents in some languages, whereas others have more than 

one partial equivalent translation. For example, there are several words in English that are 

used to denote similar feelings, such as sympathy, empathy, compassion, pity and 

commiseration. Although these words are often used interchangeably, there is some 

variation in their connotations. In order to determine the meanings and uses of these 

words, we first turn to their dictionary definitions.  

The Merriam-Webster Dictionary (MWD) defines sympathy as “an affinity, 

association, or relationship between persons or things wherein whatever affects one 

similarly affects the other”.2 Although this definition does not indicate whether sympathy 

connotes negative or positive feelings, the word is commonly used in English as the 

feeling of commiseration toward someone who is suffering from a problem or hardship. 

For example, Wispé (1991) defines sympathy as “a heightened awareness of the feelings 

of the other person, and an urge to take whatever actions are necessary to alleviate the 

other person’s plight” (p. 68). Also, Schmitt and Clark (2006) define sympathy as 

“feeling sorry, genuinely or otherwise, for another’s plight” (p. 469). Therefore, in 

English, sympathy usually involves a person feeling badly for another person who is 

suffering some sort of hardship. As mentioned above, in Spanish, the DRAE defines the 

word simpatía as “an affective inclination among people, generally spontaneous and 

mutual”3 (translation mine). Although the dictionary definitions of sympathy and 

simpatía are quite similar, the word simpatía in Spanish has a notably different 

connotation than the English word sympathy. In Spanish it is used in a way that aligns 

more closely with the dictionary definition; that is, it is used to describe feelings of 

                                                
2 Retrieved November 2012 from http://www.merriam-webster.com. 
3 Retrieved November 2012 from http://www.rae.es: “Inclinación afectiva entre personas, generalmente 
espontánea y mutua”. 
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mutual affection, or of getting along well with another person. However, as mentioned 

above, in English the word sympathy is used to describe feeling sorry about another 

person’s problems. When studying the etymology of the word simpatía, we find that it 

comes from the Latin word simpathia, which in turn is derived from a Greek word, 

meaning “community of feelings”4 (translation mine). It is interesting to note that the 

word developed distinct connotations in different but related languages: in Spanish it 

refers to an affective inclination among people, whereas in English it refers to a feeling of 

understanding another person’s distress. 

The concept of understanding other people’s problems leads to another term 

related to sympathy, which is the word empathy. According to the MWD, empathy is “the 

action of understanding, being aware of, being sensitive to, and vicariously experiencing 

the feelings, thoughts, and experience of another of either the past or present without 

having the feelings, thoughts, and experience fully communicated in an objectively 

explicit manner”.5 Feeling empathy involves having a type of ‘sixth sense’ that allows a 

person to understand another person’s feelings, whether those feelings are negative or 

positive. It can also be said that it describes when people are able to put themselves in the 

other person’s shoes. In Spanish, the word empatía has a similar meaning. The DRAE 

defines empatía as “the mental and affective identification of a subject with the state of 

being of another”6 (translation mine). The definition of the words empathy and empatía 

are thus similar in both languages, and one similarity is that they refer to an emotion that 

is felt, and not necessarily to an emotion that is expressed to commiserate when another 

person has troubles or hardships.  

                                                
4 Retrieved November 2012 from http://www.rae.es: “comunidad de sentimientos”. 
5 Retrieved November 2012 from http://www.merriam-webster.com. 
6 Retrieved November 2012 from http://www.rae.es: “Identificación mental y afectiva de un sujeto con el 
estado de ánimo de otro”. 
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When searching for an equivalent of the word sympathy in Spanish, we come 

across the word compasión and its English cognate compassion. According to the MWD, 

compassion is the “sympathetic consciousness of others’ distress together with a desire to 

alleviate it”.7 It is normally used as a strong form of sympathy and, according to Kundera 

(1984), the term compassion carries with it a tone of condescension. Also, Von Dietze 

and Orb (2000) describe compassion as involving a deeper level of participation in 

another’s suffering. In Spanish, the term compasión has a similar connotation as 

compassion in English, although not necessarily with condescension. The DRAE defines 

compasión as “a feeling of commiseration and pity that is felt toward those who suffer 

hardships or misfortunes”8 (translation mine). A difference between the definitions of the 

term in English and Spanish is that the English definition includes a desire to alleviate the 

other’s plight, while in Spanish it does not. Therefore, in Spanish, the definition of 

compasión is more similar to the definition of sympathy in English.  

The discussion of the term compassion leads to 2 more related terms: pity and 

commiseration. The MWD defines pity as “a sympathetic sorrow for one suffering, 

distressed or unhappy”,9 and in Spanish the DRAE defines piedad as “lástima, 

misericordia, conmiseración”10 ‘pity, mercy or commiseration’ (translation mine). This 

word in both English (pity) and in Spanish (piedad) carries a tone of condescension, and 

is thus used differently than the words sympathy or compasión. Finally, another word that 

is used in the definitions of these terms is commiseration. To commiserate in English is 

                                                
7 Retrieved November 2012 from http://www.merriam-webster.com. 
8 Retrieved November 2012 from http://www.rae.es: “Sentimiento de conmiseración y lástima que se tiene 
hacia quienes sufren penalidades o desgracias”. 
9 Retrieved November 2012 from http://www.merriam-webster.com. 
10 Retrieved November 2012 from http://www.rae.es: “Lástima, misericordia, conmiseración”. 
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“to feel or express sympathy”11, while in Spanish conmiseración is “the compassion one 

has toward another’s grief”12 (translation mine). 

When analyzing the terms discussed above, we find multiple synonyms or words 

that are used to express similar feelings or emotions in both English and Spanish, and the 

dictionary definitions of each word often use the other similar words in their descriptions. 

It is therefore difficult to describe one word without using the others. In addition, as 

stated by Planalp (1999), “translation is never exact and always distorts the term being 

translated by forcing it into a framework that never fits exactly, [which] is abundantly 

clear with emotion terms” (p. 197). Therefore, when dealing with more than one 

language, it is difficult to select one term to use in both languages. Table 1.1 below 

presents a side-by-side comparison of the analyzed terms and their definitions in English 

and Spanish. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
11 Retrieved November 2012 from http://www.merriam-webster.com. 
12 Retrieved November 2012 from http://www.rae.es: “Compasión que se tiene del mal de alguien”. 
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Table 1.1 Dictionary definitions of sympathy-related words in English and Spanish 

English (MWD)13 Spanish (DRAE)14 
 

Sympathy: an affinity, association, or 
relationship between persons or things 
wherein whatever affects one similarly 
affects the other  

Simpatía: an affective inclination among 
people, generally spontaneous and mutual  

Empathy: the action of understanding, 
being aware of, being sensitive to, and 
vicariously experiencing the feelings, 
thoughts, and experience of another of 
either the past or present without having 
the feelings, thoughts, and experience 
fully communicated in an objectively 
explicit manner 

Empatía: the mental and affective 
identification of a subject with the state of 
being of another 

Compassion: sympathetic consciousness 
of others’ distress together with a desire to 
alleviate it 

Compasión: a feeling of commiseration 
and pity that is felt toward those who suffer 
hardships or misfortunes 

Pity: a sympathetic sorrow for one 
suffering, distressed or unhappy 

Piedad: pity, mercy or commiseration 

Commiseration: to feel or express 
sympathy 

Conmiseración: the compassion one has 
toward another’s grief 

To gather data for this study, I planned to speak with NSs of English and Spanish; 

therefore I needed to select the terms that are more commonly used in each language to 

describe the same concept. Based on how the terms are used in each language, I selected 

the term compasión in Spanish and both terms sympathy and compassion in English. I 

decided to use the cognates compassion and compasión since they have similar meanings 

in both languages. Also, Clark (1997) states that the word compassion is the closest we 

can come to sympathy in Romance languages. I also use the word sympathy because in 

English it is more commonly used. However, I do not use the word simpatía in Spanish 

because it has a different connotation. As mentioned earlier, the Spanish word simpatía 

                                                
13 Retrieved November 2012 from http://www.merriam-webster.com. 
14 Retrieved November 2012 from http://www.rae.es, translations mine. 
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refers to an affective inclination among people, and it does not have the same meaning 

that sympathy does in English. Therefore, in this dissertation I use the English terms 

sympathy and compassion interchangeably, but in Spanish I only use the term compasión. 

For the purposes of this study, the following definition is used for these terms: 

Sympathy/compassion: the emotion that occurs when sharing another person’s 

suffering, or feeling sorry for another person’s hardship, no matter how serious 

the situation, and disregarding any elements of condescension. 

Finally, during this discussion I have labeled sympathy and compassion as emotion terms. 

However, the question may be asked: are they really emotions? In order to answer this 

question we must first discuss what emotions actually are. 

1.3 DEFINING EMOTION 

To begin our examination of the concept of emotion, we first turn to its dictionary 

definition. The MWD presents 3 definitions of the word emotion: (1) the affective aspect 

of consciousness: feeling; (2) a state of feeling; and (3) a conscious mental reaction (as 

anger or fear) subjectively experienced as strong feeling usually directed toward a 

specific object and typically accompanied by physiological and behavioral changes in the 

body.15 These definitions state what emotions are, but they do not provide sufficient 

information to allow us to determine what can or cannot be considered an emotion. For 

that purpose, we turn to research that describes emotion as a process.  

According to Planalp (1999), there are various versions of process theories of 

emotion, all of which comprise several components that, together, produce emotion. 

Although there are multiple theories, according to Planalp (1999) most of them contain 5 

components, presented in Table 1.2. 

                                                
15 Retrieved November 2012 from http://www.merriam-webster.com. 
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Table 1.2 Five components of Planalp’s (1999) Process Theory of Emotion 

 
1. Objects, causes, precipitating events 
2. Appraisal 
3. Physiological changes 
4. Action tendencies/action/expression 
5. Regulation 

 

The first component, Objects, causes, precipitating events, refers to the fact that there is 

always something that arouses an emotion. The second component, Appraisal, occurs 

when a person notices the object, cause, or precipitating event and considers it to be a bad 

or a good thing, or has a certain opinion of it. Next, the person undergoes the third 

component, Physiological changes, indicating some change in the person’s body, such as 

having lower energy, frowning, having a higher heart rate, blushing, crying, etc. 

Although physiological change is an important element of emotion, it may not always 

occur and, if it does, some types of change may be more easily perceived than others (for 

example blushing versus a change in heart rate), or the person experiencing the change 

may be able to control it. The fourth component, Action tendencies/action/expression, 

refers to what the person does or wants to do when experiencing the emotion, such as 

moving closer to someone or offering help. The term Action tendency refers to the fact 

that, although people might want to help or act in some way, they may not actually 

perform the action. Planalp (1999) considers the urge to act or express to be an important 

part of emotion, although these action tendencies are not always evident. The person 

might suppress them, such as when controlling the urge to shout when angry. Finally, the 

fifth component, Regulation, describes what people try to do to regulate the emotion, 

such as doing something to make themselves feel better, controlling the urge to cry, etc. 

Planalp (1999) states that some experiences, such as bad moods or sentiments are 
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emotion-like, and not necessarily ‘full-blown’ emotions because they contain only some 

of the 5 elements of the process of emotion. She claims that emotion-like experiences are 

quite common, whereas ‘full-blown’ emotions, containing all 5 elements, are rare in 

conversation.   

Using the above 5 elements of Planalp’s (1999) Process Theory of Emotion, we 

can look at whether compassion is actually a ‘full-blown’ emotion. In order to discuss 

this, an example of compassion between 2 people, Person A and Person B, is used. 

Person A has a problem, and Person B feels compassion for Person A. First, there is 

always a precipitating event: Person A undergoes a negative situation and Person B 

somehow learns of this situation. Secondly, there is an appraisal: Person B considers the 

situation to be negative, and feels badly for Person A. Third, there might be physiological 

changes: Person B might frown, his face might reflect sadness, his heart rate might 

change, or his posture might change as well. Fourth, there might be an action tendency, 

action or expression: Person B might feel the urge to say something to Person A, or to 

help A in some way. This urge to say something, such as an expression of compassion, or 

to help, might be overtly expressed or not. And finally, there might be regulation: Person 

B might decide not to express compassion, or may decide not to offer help, depending on 

several factors, such as the relationship with Person B. Therefore, compassion can in fact 

involve the 5 components of this process theory of emotion. It can thus be considered a 

‘full-blown’ emotion. 

Now that I have argued that compassion is indeed an emotion, and that emotional 

expression varies by language and culture, another question to consider is whether a 

person always feels this emotion of compassion when learning of another person’s 

distress. It is clear that each person reacts differently to any given situation and, as 

Planalp (1999) states, “what you should feel, does not necessarily correspond with what 
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you do feel” (pp. 36-37). This statement then leads to a discussion of the social norms 

that regulate the expression of emotions. Even though a person who learns about another 

person’s troubles may not feel compassion, that person might feel compelled to express 

some type of compassion due to social or politeness factors. Therefore, it is evident that 

compassion is not only important since it is an intrinsic part of human nature, but also it 

is relevant in the areas of social norms and politeness. In the next section I discuss the 

importance of compassion in communication and interpersonal relationships. 

1.4 WHY IS COMPASSION IMPORTANT? 

Researchers have claimed that emotional competence or intelligence is required to 

function effectively in the social world (Saarni 1990; Salovey & Mayer 1990; Salovey, 

Hsee & Mayer 1993). Some examples of communicative skills are discerning others’ 

emotions, realizing that the expressions and experiences of others do not necessarily 

match, knowing one’s own cultural rules for displaying emotion, using emotional 

vocabulary, feeling empathy, recognizing that one’s own expressions affect others, and 

using all of these skills in relationships with others (Planalp 1999). A person with an 

underdeveloped emotional competence might be incapable of understanding other 

people’s feeling, which would prevent them from relating to others’ situations and react 

appropriately to their troubles. Therefore, part of a person’s emotional competence is 

being able to feel or express sympathy or compassion.  

According to Clark (1997), sympathy is a unique emotion since, unlike other 

emotions such as fear or sadness, it can arise only through social interaction. She states 

that sympathy keeps people together during difficult times, and that it is crucial for 

establishing social bonds, which are the building blocks of society. Also, she claims that 

sympathy is a key ingredient in ‘niceness’, and that we have institutionalized it in the 
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social role of the ‘good person’; thus it is part of our moral code. Therefore, “giving and 

getting sympathy have consequences for our everyday encounters, relationships, and the 

webs of social bonds that make up society” (Clark, 1997, p. 11).  

Since this dissertation deals with L2 learners’ ability to express the emotion of 

compassion in the target language, it is relevant to discuss the importance of this emotion 

in terms of possible negative consequences for an L2 speaker who lacks the resources 

necessary to do so in the L2. García (2010) labels the expression of sympathy as a 

“rapport-maintenance speech act” (p. 410). Also, since compassion is a social emotion, it 

is important in establishing intersubjectivity among speakers. Based on ideas by 

Rommetveit (1974) and Van Dijk (1990), Koike (2009) defines intersubjectivity as “the 

notion that dialogue participants can come to share each other’s points of view and 

conceptions of their social reality” (p. 37). Similarly, a lack of compassion in certain 

interactions might cause problems in alignment, which Koike (2009) defines as “the 

achievement of cooperation and affiliation with the other participant, [which] implies a 

degree of understanding of the other in social and cultural dimensions” (p. 37). Also on 

this topic, Fussell (2002) mentions that  

the interpersonal communication of emotional states is fundamental to both 
everyday and clinical interaction. One’s own and others’ affective experiences are 
frequent topics of everyday conversations, and how well these emotions are 
expressed and understood is important to interpersonal relationships and 
individual well-being. (p. 1) 

From this discussion it can be seen that failing to express compassion 

appropriately in the L2 may result in serious consequences such as pragmatic failure, or 

in a lack of intersubjectivity and alignment between interlocutors, which could in turn 

lead to other negative consequences in the communication and relationship among 

interlocutors. Therefore, learning how to express emotions such as sympathy in the L2 is 
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an important skill that learners must acquire in order to achieve successful 

communication and to establish interpersonal relationships when speaking the L2.  

One important way in which compassion is expressed is by using formulas or 

conventional expressions such as I’m sorry. The next 2 sections discuss the topic of 

conventional expressions and their relevance in the development of communicative 

competence in L2 acquisition, focusing particularly on the conventional expressions that 

are typically used to express sympathy or compassion in L1 English and Spanish. 

1.5 FORMULAS OR CONVENTIONAL EXPRESSIONS  

When thinking about how one expresses sympathy or compassion, the first phrase 

that comes to mind is the expression I’m sorry (lo siento in Spanish). These phrases can 

be described as linguistic formulas. The notion of formulas has gained much attention in 

the field of SLA, particularly in the study of pragmatics in SLA. Kasper and Schmidt 

(1996) first posed the question on whether ‘chunk’ learning, or formulaic speech, plays a 

role in L2 pragmatics. Since then, several words have been used to refer to this kind of 

learning, such as formulas, formulaic sequences, chunks, prefabricated speech (prefabs), 

routines, formulaic routines, and others (Bardovi-Harlig, 2006). Along with the many 

terms, there are several definitions that have been used to describe the terms. Wray’s 

(2000) definition of a formula is 

a sequence, continuous or discontinuous, of words or other meaning elements, 
which is, or appears to be, prefabricated, that is, stored and retrieved whole from 
memory at the time of use, rather than being subject to generation or analysis by 
the language grammar. (p. 465) 

In the field of pragmatics, formulas are also called semantic formulas, which are part of 

speech acts. Bardovi-Harlig (2006) exemplifies these semantic formulas with the apology 

speech act, which might contain several formulas such as the expression of an apology, 
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offering repair, etc. For example, when performing an apology speech act a speaker 

might say ‘I’m so sorry. Can I make it up to you?’ The formula I’m so sorry expresses an 

apology, and the formula ‘Can I make it up to you?’ is an offer of repair. 

Previous research suggests that learners know and use fewer formulas than NSs 

(Blum-Kulka & Olshtain, 1986; Edmondson & House, 1991; House, 1996; Wildner-

Bassett, 1984, 1994), while other research has shown that there are no significant 

differences in the quantity of formulas used by learners and NSs (Bardovi-Harlig et al., 

2010). Yet other researchers argue that learners use too many formulas (DeCock, 2000), 

and that these formulas and the ways they are used are often different from the ones used 

by NSs.  

It has also been claimed that the acquisition of formulas occurs in stages 

(Bardovi-Harlig, 2006). During the learning stages learners might encounter several 

problems when using formulas. For example, learners might use formulas that are based 

on their L1 (Edmondson & House, 1991; Wildner-Bassett, 1994), which may not have 

the equivalent meaning in the L2, thus resulting in a misuse of formulas (DeCock, 2000). 

For example, in Spanish, the word felicidades ‘congratulations’ may be used to wish 

someone a happy birthday as well as to congratulate someone, while in English, the word 

congratulations cannot be used in the context of a birthday. Therefore, a Spanish speaker 

learning English might incorrectly use the word congratulations to wish someone a 

happy birthday. Another problem that learners might have is selecting the correct formula 

for a given situation, but delivering it in a nonstandard way (House, 1996), such as using 

incorrect intonation. Learners might also overgeneralize the formula use; that is, using a 

formula for contexts where it is not appropriate (Félix-Brasdefer, 2005; Tateyama, 2001, 

Wildner-Bassett, 1994). An example of overgeneralization given by Kecskes (2000) is 

when an L2 learner of English learned the phrase Sure, no problem to respond to requests 
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such as Can I borrow your pen? but also used it incorrectly to respond to offers such as 

Would you like some candy? Finally, learners might also exhibit undergeneralization by 

not using a formula when it is expected (Edmondson & House, 1991; Tateyama, 2001, 

Wildner-Bassett, 1994). For example, an L2 learner of English might fail to say the 

expected formula I’m sorry when apologizing for a minor fault. 

An important point about routine formulas mentioned by Bardovi-Harlig et al. 

(2010, p. 164) is that that these formulas can be decomposed, elaborated, and modified by 

using intensifiers, complements, etc. For example, an expression such as I’m sorry could 

be modified to I’m so sorry, I’m very sorry, I’m sorry to hear that, etc. These formulas 

are not always stored and retrieved as single lexical items; for this reason, Bardovi-Harlig 

et al. (2010) use the term conventional expressions instead. Above, I discussed how the 

acquisition of formulas or conventional expressions occurs in stages, as well as the 

problems that might arise for learners during these stages when attempting to use the 

formulas. However, the use of these conventional expressions can also be quite beneficial 

to learners, as outlined by Bardovi-Harlig et al. (2010). First, using conventional 

expressions might make a learner’s language use appear more native-like (Yorio, 1989). 

Second, their use creates more fluency and faster processing (Weinert, 1995), which in 

turn saves time for speakers who need to plan their speech (Peters, 1983). Finally, it may 

increase the learners’ confidence that their interlocutor will be able to understand them 

(Wildner-Bassett, 1994). 

Another finding related to the use of conventional expressions is that learners 

produce longer responses than NSs in written discourse completion tasks (DCTs), which 

might be due to the learners’ insecurity when responding in certain contexts (Blum-Kulka 

& Olshtain, 1986; Edmondson & House, 1991). However, Edmondson & House (1991) 

also state that this pattern might be due to the nature of the written DCT. To address this 
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issue further, Bardovi-Harlig et al. (2010) performed an experiment to explore whether 

learners use the same conventional expressions as NSs, and whether learners’ responses 

are longer than those of NSs. Through an oral production task, they examined the use of 

conventional expressions by NSs of American English, as well as by learners of English 

as an L2 with a variety of L1 backgrounds. Contrary to previous findings, Bardovi-Harlig 

et al. (2010) did not find a significant difference in the length of responses produced by 

learners and by NSs, suggesting that “the number of words is not a suitable measure of 

learner facility with conventional expressions, or otherwise knowing what to say” 

(Bardovi-Harlig et al., 2010, p. 179). Also, since Bardovi-Harlig et al. (2010) used an oral 

production task, and previous studies (Edmondson & House 1991) had used written 

DCTs, it is possible that the nature of the written DCT was indeed an influential factor in 

the learners’ longer responses. Bardovi-Harlig et al. (2010) suggest that learners begin 

with a lexical core that is appropriate for a certain context and, as proficiency increases, 

their utterances become longer. Therefore, to further explore this topic, it is necessary to 

conduct more oral production studies comparing learners at various levels of proficiency.  

1.6 CONVENTIONAL EXPRESSIONS FOR SYMPATHIZING AND/OR APOLOGIZING 

It is interesting to note that, in both English and Spanish, the routine formulas 

used to express sympathy or compassion (I’m sorry and lo siento) are also routine 

formulas used to express apologies. In the English phrase I’m sorry, the word sorry is an 

adjective describing the state of being of the person who utters the phrase. According to 

the MWD, the word sorry has 3 definitions: (1) “feeling sorrow, regret, or penitence”; (2) 

“mournful, sad”; and (3) “inspiring sorrow, pity, scorn, or ridicule”.16 The first 2 

definitions correspond to the word sorry as used in the expression I’m sorry: the first 

                                                
16 Retrieved November 2012 from http://www.merriam-webster.com. 
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definition corresponds to the use of the phrase to express an apology, whereas the second 

definition corresponds to the use of the phrase to express sympathy or compassion. On 

the other hand, in Spanish the literal meaning of the phrase lo siento is ‘I feel it’. The 

word siento is the first person conjugation of the verb sentir ‘to feel’ in the present tense 

of the indicative mood, while lo is a direct object pronoun, which in English would be 

translated as it. Although the meaning of this phrase is quite different from that of I’m 

sorry, its meaning also fits well for situations of expressing apologies or expressing 

sympathy. The phrase lo siento expresses that one feels something, which depends on the 

situation. In a context involving apologies it might mean that one feels regret or 

penitence, as the first definition of the word sorry mentioned above, and in a situation 

involving sympathy it might mean that one feels mournful or sad about the other person’s 

hardships, similar to the second definition of the word sorry mentioned above.  

Although these formulas are used to express apologies or compassion in both 

English and Spanish, they are not necessarily used in the same contexts of compassion 

and apologies in both languages. For L2 learners, the fact that these expressions have 

more than one possible use or meaning could be a source of misunderstanding when 

speaking the L2. For example, using the expression lo siento for a sympathy situation 

where it is not appropriate might be interpreted as an apology instead. The apology 

speech act, along with the formulas involved in it, has been extensively investigated 

(Blum-Kulka, House & Kasper, 1989; Blum-Kulka & Olshtain, 1984; Trosborg, 1987; 

Márquez Reiter, 2000; among others). However, limited research has been done to 

examine the use of conventional expressions for expressing both apologies and sympathy. 

One of the few studies on this topic was performed by Meyerhoff (1999), who found that 

in Bislama, the Creole language spoken in Vanuatu, the word sore ‘sorry’ is used for 3 

purposes: to apologize, to express empathy and to talk about missing someone. 
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Meyerhoff (1999) found that, overall, female speakers of Bislama use the word sore more 

frequently than male speakers. Women tend to use the word to express empathy, while 

men tend to express empathy in other ways. Another interesting example of the various 

uses of the expression I’m sorry is seen in Japanese. Kumatoridani (1999) explains how 

in Japanese, the word sumimasen (I’m sorry) may be used for apologizing as well as for 

expressing thanks. In other words, an apology in Japanese might be appropriate in a 

situation where thanks would be appropriate in English, and in order to use this word 

correctly, one must learn the politeness norms and constraints that govern the use of the 

word for different situations of thanks and apologies.  

As mentioned above, in English the phrase I’m sorry is also used for more than 

one purpose: it can be used to apologize or to express sympathy. This double 

functionality of the expression I’m sorry thus also has the potential to cause problems for 

L2 learners of English. However, not much research has been done to analyze the 

different uses of this expression. Borkin and Reinhart (1978) treat this topic by analyzing 

the various uses of the expressions excuse me and I’m sorry in English. The authors 

observed that although these phrases are often presented to ESL learners in their 

textbooks and classes, they often have a difficult time learning the appropriate contexts 

for the use of each of those expressions, and even native speaker instructors often find it 

difficult to explain them. Borkin and Reinhart (1978) thus present an explanation of the 

various uses of these expressions. First, they explain that the expression excuse me is “a 

formula to remedy a past or immediately forthcoming breach of etiquette or other light 

infraction of a social rule on the part of the speaker” (p. 61). Borkin and Reinhart (1978) 

state that this definition explains why the phrase excuse me is appropriate for situations 

such as interrupting, or when one has to invade another person’s space, or when someone 

leaves a gathering, since all these situations imply the breaking of a minor social rule. On 
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the other hand, Borkin and Reinhart (1978) explain that the expression I’m sorry has a 

different purpose: it is “an expression of dismay or regret at an unpleasantness suffered 

by the speaker and/or the addressee” (p. 61). Since this definition does not involve the 

breaking of a social norm, it is not only used to apologize, but it can also be used to 

express sympathy for a negative situation. However, Borkin and Reinhart (1978) claim 

that the use of I’m sorry to express sympathy is reserved for fairly serious situations, such 

as to express condolences for the death of someone’s relative. They believe that for less 

serious situations, such as when someone says they have too much homework, saying I’m 

sorry would be inappropriate, and an expression like that’s too bad would be more 

appropriate. However, from personal observation, I have found that English speakers 

actually do use I’m sorry for less serious situations, which I believe is a difference 

between English and Spanish and is one of the topics addressed in this dissertation. 

Since this dissertation focuses on speakers of English who are L2 learners of 

Spanish, it is relevant to discuss the use of the equivalent phrase to express regret in 

Spanish (lo siento) for both apologizing and expressing sympathy or compassion. 

Although much research has been done on the speech act of apologizing in Spanish (e.g., 

Cordella, 1990; Cohen & Shively, 2007; Gómez, 2009; Márquez Reiter, 2000; Overfield, 

1994; Pearson, 2001; Rojo, 2005; Ruzickova, 1998; Shively & Cohen, 2008; Wagner, 

1999) and, to a lesser degree, expressing sympathy in Spanish (García, 2010), to my 

knowledge, conventional expressions such as lo siento that can be used in apologies as 

well as in expressions of sympathy in Spanish have not been explored in detail. 

Therefore, this dissertation contributes to filling this gap by examining the conventional 

expressions used to express sympathy or compassion in both English and Spanish. 
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1.7 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Sections 1.2 to 1.6 above introduced the concepts of sympathy and compassion, 

which are the focus of this dissertation, as well as the importance of being able to express 

such emotion appropriately in conversation. In the following sections I present the 

theories and frameworks that are used to explore and describe the study performed for 

this dissertation on the topic of compassion as expressed by NSs of Spanish and English, 

as well as by learners of Spanish as an L2.  

1.7.1 Pragmatics 

The area of linguistics called pragmatics studies language use and communication 

in context. A definition of pragmatic ability by Yule (1996) is  

the ability to deal with meaning as communicated by a speaker (or writer) and 
interpreted by a listener (or reader) and to interpret people’s intended meanings, 
their assumptions, their purposes or goals, and the kinds of actions (e.g., making a 
request) they are performing when they speak or write. (pp. 3-4) 

In other words, the goal of the study of pragmatics is to understand how speakers use 

language to carry out their objectives and how their interlocutors interpret their language 

use. A classic example occurs in the context of sitting at a dinner table, where an 

utterance such as could you pass me the salt? is not merely a question about the 

interlocutor’s ability to pass the salt; it is a request disguised in the form of a question. 

These are the types of hidden messages that one looks for when analyzing language 

through the lens of pragmatics. This study analyzes how language is used particularly for 

expressing sympathy or compassion. 

1.7.2 Interlanguage and cross-cultural pragmatics 

The term interlanguage pragmatics can be defined as “the study of nonnative 

speakers’ comprehension, production, and acquisition of linguistic action in L2” (Kasper 
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1998, p.184). The term interlanguage refers to the language learners’ developing 

linguistic system in their L2. Previous studies on interlanguage pragmatics have 

demonstrated that learners’ abilities to understand or produce speech acts show gaps in 

pragmatic knowledge that is needed to understand or express illocutionary force or 

politeness. These gaps have been found even in learners of high proficiency, which 

suggests that acquiring the grammar and vocabulary do not necessarily go hand in hand 

with acquiring the pragmatics of the L2. 

Many researchers have criticized the ways in which studies on interlanguage 

pragmatics have been conducted, and they claim that the research does not accurately 

reflect the definition of the field, specifically the part that deals with the acquisition of 

knowledge. One of the critiques made by Kasper and Schmidt (1996) is that 

interlanguage pragmatics has essentially been modeled on cross-cultural pragmatics. 

These 2 fields are often confused and the differences between them are ignored. 

However, interlanguage pragmatics and cross-cultural pragmatics are quite dissimilar. 

According to Boxer (2002), interlanguage pragmatics is a part of applied linguistics that 

focuses on second language acquisition, and it views cross-cultural communication from 

a one-way perspective, where the learner must acquire the norms of the target language 

community. On the other hand, cross-cultural pragmatics is a part of applied 

sociolinguistics; it mainly focuses on the pragmatics of native speakers, and not on 

learners’ acquisition of pragmatics. In cross-cultural pragmatics, cross-cultural 

communication is viewed from a two-way perspective, where misperceptions or 

miscommunication result when people from different communities interact using their 

own rules and norms (Boxer, 2002). As seen in the title of this dissertation, the present 

study addresses aspects of both interlanguage and cross-cultural pragmatics, exploring 
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the pragmatics of both learners of L2 Spanish as well as native speakers of both Spanish 

and English. 

1.7.3 Pragmatic transfer 

The term pragmatic transfer can be defined as the learners’ L1 socio-cultural and 

linguistic influence on their knowledge, acquisition, comprehension and production of the 

L2 communicative acts (Giao, 2004). Kasper (1998) proposed 2 distinct types of transfer: 

positive and negative. Positive transfer takes place “when learners’ production of a 

pragmatic feature is the same as a feature used by target language speakers in the same 

context and when this feature is paralleled by a feature in learners’ L1” (Kasper 1998, p. 

193). Negative transfer occurs “when a pragmatic feature in the interlanguage is the same 

as in L1 but different from L2” (Kasper 1998, p. 194). In other words, the speaker uses 

pragmatic features from his L1 when speaking the L2, even though these features do not 

match in the L1 and L2. When there is negative transfer, pragmatic failure can occur, 

which is a failure on the part of speakers to express their intended meaning accurately 

and/or appropriately (Blum-Kulka, 1997). The present study examines whether learners 

of Spanish as an L2 exhibit positive or negative transfer when expressing sympathy in the 

L2, and whether pragmatic transfer in this context may cause pragmatic failure. 

1.7.4 Speech act theory 

When one utters an expression of sympathy or compassion, one is using language 

to perform an act – the act of sympathizing with the interlocutor. Therefore, the 

expression of compassion can be considered to be a speech act. The concept of a speech 

act was first proposed by Austin (1962) and is based on the idea that language or speech 

can produce action. Austin called statements that perform actions performatives. He 

established 3 categories of performative acts: (1) the locutionary act, the act of saying 
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something; (2) the illocutionary act, which is doing something by means of the 

locutionary act; and (3) the perlocutionary act, an act that has an intended effect, but is 

not necessarily a consequence of performing the illocutionary act.   

Searle (1969) later extended Austin’s (1962) theory, establishing 5 basic types of 

speech acts: (1) representatives, which occur when the speaker commits himself to the 

truth of the utterance, such as asserting and concluding as in ‘I declare that this is true’; 

(2) directives, with which the speaker tries to get the hearer to do something, such as 

‘Open the door’; (3) commissives, with which the speaker commits to an action in the 

future, such as ‘I will return tomorrow’; (4) expressives, which serve to express the 

speaker’s psychological state, such as ‘I’m so excited!’; and (5) declarations, which have 

the effect of altering current conditions, such as ‘I now pronounce you husband and wife’.   

Austin also proposed a set of felicity conditions that must be fulfilled in order for 

speech acts to be performed successfully: (1) there must be a conventional procedure that 

has a conventional effect; (2) the participants and the circumstances must be appropriate 

for the specifications of the procedure; (3) this procedure must be done correctly and 

completely; and (4) the participants must have the thoughts, feelings and intentions that 

are indicated in the procedure. We can use the example of a marriage ceremony to 

illustrate these felicity conditions: (1) when the officiant says ‘I now pronounce you man 

and wife’, there is a conventional procedure (the act of marrying 2 people) with a 

conventional effect (marriage); (2) the participants and the circumstances must be 

appropriate for the procedure; in this case the words must be pronounced by a designated 

person who has the power to perform marriages; (3) when performing the marriage 

ceremony, the officiant must use the correct words; and (4) when 2 people who are 

getting married say ‘I do’, they must have the intentions of following through with their 

promises. 
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   Speech acts can also be classified as either direct or indirect. Direct speech acts 

are those whose illocutionary force is encoded into the utterance, whereas indirect speech 

acts have a structure that could be interpreted as a different act. For example, the 

utterance ‘Open the window’ is a direct request speech act, and the utterance ‘Can you 

open the window?’ is an indirect request speech act since it is disguised in the form of a 

question. Indirect speech acts can be confusing, and their interpretation depends on the 

context of the situation and on shared knowledge between the speakers. 

Another important component of speech act theory is the Cooperative Principle 

for the use of language proposed by Grice (1975), which was rephrased by Green (1996) 

as “individuals act in accordance with their goals” (p. 90). Grice’s principle contains 4 

maxims: (1) quantity, which says that one must be concise and not give any more 

information than what is necessary; (2) quality, which says one must be truthful, or only 

say what one believes to be true; (3) relation, which says one should be relevant and only 

say what is pertinent for the situation; and (4) manner, which says one should be direct 

and clear, avoiding ambiguity. According to Grice (1975), speakers must follow these 4 

maxims in order to communicate effectively. However, these maxims are often violated. 

One of the ways in which they are violated is by means of implicatures, which are used 

when utterances are used to convey more than what they literally denote (Green, 1996). 

For example, if someone asks the question ‘Are you coming to the party?’ and the 

interlocutor responds ‘I have to work’, it is implied that the answer is no, but the 

interlocutor violated the maxims of quantity, relation and manner. 

The act of expressing sympathy may be categorized as an expressive speech act, 

since it is used to express the speaker’s psychological state, which in this case is feeling 

sorry for the interlocutor’s hardship. Also, sympathy may be expressed as a direct speech 

act, for example by saying a phrase such as I’m sorry. Or it may be expressed indirectly; 
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for example, by offering help, which in turn is another speech act in itself. This 

dissertation uses some aspects of speech act theory to analyze how sympathy is expressed 

in Spanish and English, as well as to examine what other speech acts are performed when 

speakers express that emotion. 

1.7.5 Politeness theory 

Based on work by Goffman (1967) and Grice (1975), a theory of politeness was 

first proposed by Brown and Levinson (1987). One of the key concepts in this theory is 

that of face, which Goffman (1967) originally put forth. Brown and Levinson (1987) 

define face as “the public self-image that every member wants to claim for himself” (p. 

61), which exists as either negative or positive face. Negative face refers to “the want of 

every ‘competent adult member’ that his actions be unimpeded by others”, and positive 

face refers to “the want of every member that his wants be desirable to at least some 

others” (p. 62). Face wants are constantly being negotiated during interaction, and some 

acts that occur during communication may threaten the interlocutor’s face. These are 

called face-threatening acts (FTAs).  

Brown and Levinson (1987) describe several ways in which FTAs may be 

performed: first, on record, baldly without redress involves doing the act in the most 

direct, clear, unambiguous and concise way possible, for example uttering the command 

‘Open the window’. Next, on record with redressive action involves doing the act while 

‘giving face’ to the hearer, thus modifying the language to reduce the potential face 

damage of the FTA, such has ‘Honey, please open the window’. Also, the act can be 

performed off record, using an indirect approach, or an utterance that may be interpreted 

in more than one way, as in ‘It’s really hot in here with the windows closed’, and finally, 

the speaker may choose not to perform the FTA at all.  
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Brown and Levinson (1987) describe 2 types of politeness that may be used to 

mitigate the threats to one’s face. The first is positive politeness, used to minimize the 

threat to the hearer’s positive face. An example of positive politeness would be the 

previous example of the request ‘Honey could you please open the window? By using the 

term of endearment honey, the speaker indicates liking the hearer and wanting at least 

some of the same wants as the hearer, thus minimizing the potential face threat of the 

request. The second type of politeness is negative politeness, used to satisfy the hearer’s 

negative face wants. An example of negative politeness would be a request such as ‘I’m 

sorry to bother you, but would you mind opening the window?’ By beginning the request 

with I’m sorry to bother you and using the structure would you mind, the speaker shows 

respect toward the hearer’s negative-face wants of having freedom of action. This type of 

politeness strategy also minimizes the potential face threat of the request. 

When speakers have to perform an FTA, they take into account several factors to 

decide how to perform the FTA. The first factor is the social distance between the 

interlocutors, which is “the symmetric social dimension of similarity/difference within 

which” the speaker and the hearer “stand for the purposes of this act, and it can be based 

on “the frequency of interaction and the kinds of material or non-material goods 

(including face) exchanged” between the parties (Brown & Levinson, 1987, p.77). For 

example, one would use different politeness strategies when performing an FTA with a 

family member than with a stranger. The second factor is the relative power that the 

hearer has over the speaker, which Brown and Levinson (1987) define as “the degree to 

which the hearer can impose his own plans and his own self-evaluation (face) at the 

expense of the speaker’s plans and self-evaluation” (p.77). For example, one would 

perform an FTA differently when speaking to a colleague than when speaking to a 

superior. Finally, the third factor is the degree of imposition carried by the act, which is 
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“a culturally and situationally defined ranking of impositions by the degree to which they 

are considered to interfere with an agent’s wants of self-determination or of approval 

(negative and positive wants)” (Brown & Levinson, 1987, p.77). For example, a request 

to pass the salt would be considered less imposing than a request for a letter of 

recommendation.  

Brown and Levinson (1987) discuss many strategies available to enact both 

positive and negative politeness. Among the strategies for positive politeness, one 

strategy is called give gifts to H (the hearer), and they mention sympathy as one of these 

‘gifts’ (p. 129). These are called gifts because the speaker may satisfy the hearer’s 

positive face wants by giving him something that will fulfill those wants. If we assume 

that when people share an unfortunate situation with their interlocutor they are implying 

they want to be understood, heard and sympathized with, then expressing sympathy 

would be a clear example of providing positive politeness. In this study, the expression of 

sympathy or compassion is studied in terms of positive politeness, although the speech 

act of giving sympathy can also include strategies involving negative politeness. 

Although Brown and Levinson (1987) argue that their notion of face is universal, 

they admit that it is “the subject of much cultural elaboration” (p.13). For example, from 

culture to culture there may be differences in what kinds of acts are face threatening, 

which people have rights to face protection, etc., and also, notions of face are related to 

fundamental cultural ideas. Brown and Levinson’s politeness theory is based on Western 

cultural practices, and has been the subject of much criticism, but it also continues to be 

widely used to analyze all types of interaction and communication, including cross-

cultural communication. This dissertation uses some aspects of their politeness theory to 

analyze data concerning how sympathy is expressed by native speakers of Spanish and 

English, as well as by learners of Spanish as an L2. 
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1.7.6 Conversation analysis 

Conversation is an intrinsic part of human social interaction, and much research 

has been done to examine its structure. One of the most widespread approaches used to 

analyze conversation is Conversation Analysis (CA). CA grew out of Garfinkel’s (1964, 

1967, 1988) ethnomethodology approach, which is a field of sociology that “studies the 

common sense resources, practices and procedures through which members of a society 

produce and recognize mutually intelligible objects, events and courses of action” 

(Liddicoat, 2011, p. 2). In this view, in order to understand social organization, one must 

analyze actual instances of social interaction. This idea was further developed by 

Goffman (1959, 1963, 1967, 1969, 1971, 1981), who claimed that it was important to 

study ordinary activities of daily life in order to discover important patterns of social 

interaction. The idea of orderliness in everyday conversation was then addressed in 

Sacks’ lectures in the early 1960s (Sacks, 1992), and it was further developed by Sacks, 

Schegloff and Jefferson (1974), who proposed the idea of analyzing the organization of 

conversation in terms of turn-taking. Their system of analyzing observable features in 

conversation based on turn-taking led to the rise of the methodology of CA. Some of the 

main assumptions of CA are that talking is an activity through which speakers 

accomplish goals, and that conversation is orderly. Liddicoat (2011) describes CA as an 

approach to studying talk-in-interaction, since although it was born as a way to study 

informal, everyday talk, it is now used to study all types of talk, including that of 

institutional contexts. Therefore, Liddicoat (2011) states that CA “legitimately 

investigates all areas of socially motivated talk” (p. 6). 

CA is a data-driven approach to research, which Psathas (1995) describes as 

‘unmotivated looking’. This unmotivated looking refers to the idea that CA researchers 

look at data without knowing what they are looking for, but the data reveals how 
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conversation works though features of talk that by themselves might be unremarkable. 

CA looks for features or patterns of interaction that reveal underlying rules that create 

orderliness in interaction. One of the most noticeable features of conversation is turn-

taking, which is a socially constructed behavior (Liddicoat, 2011). Sacks et al. (1974) 

state that turns are composed of units that they call turn constructional units (TCUs), 

which can be words, phrases, clauses or sentences. They also discuss several ways in 

which speakers indicate that their turn has been completed. Ford and Thompson (1996) 

discuss 3 levels of completion: (1) syntactic completion, when the turn involves a 

syntactically complete unit; (2) intonational completion, when the intonational contour 

indicates that the turn has ended; and (3) pragmatic completion, when the turn has 

completed an action, or the goal for that turn, such as answering a question, making an 

invitation, etc. Ford and Thompson (1996) also claim that speaker change usually takes 

place when the 3 levels of completion co-occur.  

Regarding turn completion, Liddicoat (2011) argues that it is more relevant to 

speak about possible rather than actual completion. Although speakers often indicate 

possible places of completion, they may extend their turn, creating a multi-TCU turn, or 

the interlocutor may not necessarily take the next turn. Also, these possible completion 

cues create transition relevant places (TRPs), which are points in conversation where 

speaker change is possible or would be seen as appropriate, although it may not 

necessarily occur. At these TRPs, a speaker may select the next speaker, for example by 

asking a question or addressing an interlocutor directly. Also, at a TRP, a speaker may 

self-select, for example when taking the next turn when nothing in the previous talk has 

indicated that that particular person should speak next. Sacks et al. (1974) note that in 

conversation, usually one speaker talks at a time. However, there are often troubles in 

organization, such as overlapping speech or silences. In order to restore the normal 
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functioning of the system, there are repair strategies. Some examples of repair strategies 

are stopping before possible completion, repeating what was said during the overlap, or 

saying a phrase such as excuse me when interrupting. 

As the previous discussion suggests, turn-taking in conversation is constrained by 

certain rules, and turns are organized in a coherent and orderly fashion, resulting in a 

sequence organization. The sequence organization reveals that some turns or actions lead 

to the next turn or action, in a type of cause-and-effect relationship. This relationship is 

described with the term adjacency pairs (Schegloff, 1991b; Schegloff & Sacks, 1973). 

According to Liddicoat (2011), adjacency pairs are “the basic unit on which sequences in 

conversation are built” (p. 139). For example, a question is usually followed by an 

answer, a greeting is usually followed by another greeting, and a farewell is usually 

followed by another farewell. The 2 parts of an adjacency pair are called first pair part 

(FPP) and second pair part (SPP). Adjacency pairs are characterized by 5 important 

features: (1) they consist of 2 turns; (2) the 2 turns are taken by 2 different speakers; (3) 

the turns are placed next to each other (although often there is talk that occurs in between 

them); (4) they occur in order, meaning that the FPP always comes before the SPP (e.g. a 

question always precedes an answer); and (5) they are differentiated into pair types; in 

other words, the 2 turns must go together logically (e.g. a question must be followed by 

an answer and not by a greeting).  

According to Heritage (1984b), adjacency pairs organize conversation and set 

expectations about how the talk will proceed, and if those expectations are not met, the 

talk might be seen as problematic. Some adjacency pairs only have one type of SPP. For 

example, a greeting FPP can only be followed by a greeting SPP. However, most 

adjacency pairs have several possible SPPs. For example, an invitation FPP can be 

followed by an SPP accepting or declining the invitation. In this case, invitations have 2 
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possible SPPs. However, Liddicoat (2011) states that the 2 SPPs are not interactionally 

equal, since accepting an invitation is socially and interactionally ‘easier’ than declining 

an invitation. This difference is described with the concept of preference organization 

(Atkinson & Heritage, 1984). The idea of preference explains that some actions are 

socially preferred (such as accepting the invitation), while others are socially dispreferred 

(such as declining the invitation); thus some actions may be avoided or delayed, and 

others are performed directly and with little delay (Liddicoat, 2011, p. 144).  

According to Sacks (1987), there are 2 types of preference in talk: preference for 

agreement and preference for contiguity. The first, preference for agreement, does not 

refer to the speakers necessarily agreeing with each other, but to the FPP agreeing with 

the SPP. For example, a question such as It’s a beautiful day, isn’t it? is designed to 

obtain a yes response, so that is the preferred response. Similarly, an invitation is 

designed to obtain an acceptance response, rather than a declining response. On the other 

hand, preference for contiguity refers to the idea that it is preferred for FPPs and SPPs to 

be contiguous, without extra talk in between the 2 parts. Due to the preference for 

contiguity, when a speaker utters more than one question in a turn, the interlocutor tends 

to answer the last question first, as in the example below (adapted from Liddicoat, 2011). 

Example 1.1 Preference for contiguity 

Zoe When did you get in? Did you have a good trip? 

Joy Not bad. I got in last night. 

In this example, Joy answers Zoe’s second question first and then answers her first 

question. In other words, speakers tend to react to the last utterance they hear.  

As mentioned above, preference for agreement and preference for contiguity are 2 

basic organizing principles for sequences in conversation, and there is a relationship 

between these 2 preferences. Liddicoat (2011) summarizes this relationship stating that 
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preferred SPPs come early in their turns and are contiguous with the FPP, while 

dispreferred SPPs are delayed in their turns and thus not contiguous with their FPPs 

(Pomerantz, 1984; Sacks, 1987). Since dispreferred SPPs come late in the turn, there is 

other material that occurs between the SPP and the FPP. This material often consists of 

silence, hesitation or mitigation. In his discussion, Liddicoat uses the speech events of 

questions and answers, invitations and assessments to exemplify the preference structure 

in conversation. In this dissertation, in analyzing the expression of sympathy or 

compassion, I use some ideas of CA to examine how this speech event can be seen as an 

adjacency pair consisting of giving bad news followed by a sympathetic reaction, and I 

explore the preference structure involved in this adjacency pair.  

One of the main requirements for applying the CA methodology is that the data 

being analyzed be real, spontaneous, naturally occurring talk that is situated and 

contextualized. This type of data differs from data that are collected experimentally, since 

interactions recorded as part of experiments are elicited according to the researcher’s 

design and often occur in unnatural settings. However, Liddicoat (2011) submits that 

experimental interactions can be considered cases of naturally occurring talk in a 

particular context, such as the context of researcher-interviewer conversation. These 

cases can then be treated as naturally occurring instances of talk during sociolinguistic 

interviews and can be used to understand the specific contexts in which they occurred, 

but cannot be expanded to understand talk that is produced in other contexts. Liddicoat 

(2011) also states that the distinction between natural and experimental data is often not 

clear. The data obtained for the current study are an example of experimental data that 

might be considered naturally occurring talk in a specific context. As explained in chapter 

3 of this dissertation, the experiment involved eliciting data during conversation, but in a 

way that would produce spontaneous reactions that would resemble those found in 
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everyday conversation. This dissertation uses some aspects of CA to analyze the 

conversation produced in the specific context created by this study’s experimental design. 

Whether the results can be expanded to talk about interactions that may occur in other 

contexts is debatable, but I argue that due to the way in which the data were elicited, 

some generalizations can be made about how speakers react in other similar contexts. 

Also, CA involves detailed transcription conventions. As this study is not a CA study per 

se, but one that uses some aspects of CA in the analysis, I do not use CA transcription 

conventions but I use CA concepts to describe the data. 

1.7.7 The process of giving sympathy 

For the present study, to analyze the process of giving sympathy, I selected a 

sociological theory since, while other disciplines such as psychology focus on individual 

processes that give rise to emotions, sociology’s approach places the individual in a 

context and examines how social structures and culture influence emotional behavior 

(Turner & Stets, 2005). Clark (1997) made an important contribution in performing an 

extensive sociological study on the expression of sympathy. She used multiple 

quantitative and qualitative methods to gather data on how Americans express sympathy 

in everyday life, leading to a theory of the sympathy-giving process. Although Clark’s 

theory is based on her studies of sympathy in American culture, it is a useful 

categorization and description of the process of giving sympathy.  

Clark’s research is based on what sociologists call dramaturgical and cultural 

theories of emotion. According to Turner and Stets (2005), in these theories, people’s 

behavior is seen as a strategic performance on a stage and in front of an audience. Their 

behavior is thus scripted by cultural beliefs and social norms that dictate which emotions 

should be experienced and how they should be expressed in particular contexts. 
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According to Clark (1997), there are feeling rules (Hochschild, 1979) and social logics 

(Davis, Gardner, and Gardner, 1941) that provide scripts that guide people as they 

conduct their social life. These scripts include feeling, showing and getting sympathy. 

The members of a group create the rules and logics, which are passed from one 

generation to the next. These rules and logics help shape our mental processes and, 

although they seem natural to us, are actually socially channeled. Therefore, there is a 

strong connection between society and emotion; rules and logics regarding feelings can 

shape emotions, which in turn can shape the social structure.  

There are many ties that bind people to others, such as having the role of spouse, 

son, friend, boss, etc. Among these ties there can be feelings of obligation, affection, 

respect, gratitude, and sympathy. Clark maintains that one of the emotions that bond 

people together is sympathy. Also, she claims that sympathy does not flow among society 

randomly but rather systematically. When people receive and give sympathy they define 

the relationships among themselves. Thus “sympathy plays a part in constructing the 

larger social order, giving shape and substance to interaction, relationships, and social 

bonds” (Clark, 1997, p. 6). Also, Clark (1997) claims that the rules and logics of feelings 

that make up the social order for sympathizers and sympathizees are part of a 

‘socioemotional economy’, which is “a system for distributing valuable but perhaps 

intangible resources that links the members of groups, communities, and societies 

together in networks of reciprocal feeling and interaction” (p. 20). Therefore, although 

there is an infinite variety of how the rules are manifested in feelings and actions, there is 

a recognizable pattern. 

From her research on the patterns of the act of sympathy-giving, Clark (1997) 

identifies 3 steps in a multiphase, interactive process of sympathy, presented in Table 1.3.  
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Table 1.3 Steps in the process of giving sympathy (Clark, 1997) 

 
1. Feeling empathy  

• Cognitive empathy 
• Physical empathy 
• Emotional empathy 

2. Sympathetic sentiment 
3. Expression or display of sympathy 

 

The first step in the process is feeling empathy. As discussed in section 1.2, the 

terms sympathy and empathy have different connotations. Following Eisenberg (2000), 

Irwin, McGrimmon and Simpson (2008) state that “experiencing sympathy entails first 

taking the other’s perspective given the situation they face, and then feeling compassion 

or concern for the other” (p. 380). On the other hand, they claim that “empathy arises 

simply from perspective taking, and does not involve feelings of compassion or concern” 

(p. 380). Similarly, Clark distinguishes between sympathy and empathy, where empathy 

is an important step in the process of sympathy that involves taking the role of the other 

person.  

According to Clark (1997), there are 3 modes of feeling empathy: cognitively, 

physically and emotionally. Cognitive empathy occurs when a person recognizes that 

another person has some type of difficulty. For example, when reading about a man who 

committed suicide, one may understand the reasons why he did it and gain a cognitive 

understanding of his sad situation without necessarily feeling the same emotions as the 

man who killed himself. Physical empathy refers to what happens when a person’s 

physical displays of emotion such as laughter, crying or smiling evoke similar physical 

manifestations in another person. For example, seeing a child cry because his dog died 

might also provoke one to shed some tears. Finally, emotional empathy takes place when 

one perceives the other person’s hardships through one’s own emotions. One might feel 
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worried and sad when the neighbors explain that their son was in a car accident, just as 

the neighbors themselves feel worried and sad. According to Clark (1997), a person 

might feel these 3 types of empathy either sequentially or simultaneously. Also, although 

emotional empathy is the type that seems more likely to lead to sympathy, Clark (1997) 

believes that empathy usually begins cognitively and does not always become emotional 

or physical. In other words, having a cognitive understanding of how it would be in the 

other person’s situation is all that is necessary for a person to empathize with another. 

Clark (1997) believes that although humans have an empathetic capacity, or the 

capacity to understand the role or situation of others, we do not always use that capacity. 

Some people are not interested in empathizing, or they choose carefully with whom to be 

empathetic. Yet others do not succeed in empathizing even when they try. Also, the 

ability to empathize with another is greatly conditioned by social factors. For example, it 

might be difficult for a boss to empathize with the problems suffered by his employees, 

as he may not be familiar with their situation. Also, there are individual personality 

differences, as some people are simply better than others at empathizing. Particularly 

when empathizing emotionally, it is easier to empathize when one has been through a 

similar situation oneself. Finally, Clark (1997) states that although the human ability to 

empathize varies greatly, people are expected at least to try to empathize, as it is the 

beginning step in the process of sympathy. 

 The second step in the sympathy-giving process, which is not always present, is 

sympathy sentiment, or actually feeling sympathy for the other person. Clark also calls 

this a ‘metasentiment’, since it refers to a sentiment that one feels about the sentiment 

that one thinks that someone else is feeling. For example, one might feel sad when 

thinking about how one’s friend must feel about her mother’s death. It is not a feeling of 

sadness about the mother’s death, but about the fact that one’s friend is suffering. Clark 
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(1997) explains that this type of sentiment arises more easily when one experiences 

emotional or physical empathy than with cognitive empathy, although it may arise with 

cognitive empathy as well. However, empathy does not always lead to sympathy 

sentiment. On the contrary, when empathizing with another person, one might experience 

emotions that contradict the other person’s emotions; people might feel glad about others’ 

mishaps, or they might not feel anything at all. For example, one may be able to 

empathize cognitively with a drug addict suffering in rehabilitation, but it is possible that 

one may not feel any sympathy sentiments for him because he chose to take drugs in the 

first place. Therefore, when people empathize, they may or may not have sympathy 

sentiments. When sympathy sentiments are not present, a person may perform what 

Hochschild (1979, 1983) called ‘emotion work’, where one tries to feel and show what 

one thinks would be proper emotions for the situation. This leads to the next step in the 

sympathy-giving process, which deals with how sympathy is manifested. 

The third step in the sympathy-giving process, which is also not always present, is 

the actual display or expression of sympathy. Clark (1997) claims that “sociologically, 

showing sympathy is as important a part of the sympathy-giving process as feeling it” (p. 

56). However, displaying sympathy can be a complicated endeavor; it is not easy to know 

when and how to sympathize. First, showing sympathy might not always be appropriate, 

as it may offend the person by reminding them of their difficult situation, or by implying 

that they cannot resolve the situation on their own. Also, some people believe that 

sympathy does not help a troubled person ‘get back on their feet’. However, Clark (1997) 

also notes that a much more serious pragmatic fault is to withhold an expression of 

sympathy when it is required. Withholding sympathy might cause problems among 

interlocutors because the person with the problem will not know if the other person cares 

about their situation and might become unsure of their intentions or about their 



 45 

relationship. Sympathy is often expected, even if it is not completely sincere. Clark 

(1997) mentions that insincere sympathy is quite common, since people often know that 

they must show sympathy even though they do not really feel it. In other words, 

expressing sympathy can be a form of polite behavior. 

Whether the sympathy is genuine or not, there are several ways of displaying it, 

which is the main focus of this dissertation. The most direct method of display is to 

simply say that one feels sympathy, such as with the phrase I’m sorry. However, Clark 

(1997) mentions other common ways of displaying sympathy, such as sending greeting 

cards or flowers, making gestures or facial expressions, offering help, etc. Some of these 

forms of display, such as sending flowers, are done impersonally and from a distance. 

This dissertation only focuses on the displays that occur during face-to-face interaction; 

since the data for the present study were collected in audio form only, the focus is on only 

the spoken expressions of sympathy. Clark (1997) believes that sympathy displays that 

occur in face-to-face interactions are the most difficult ones to perform, since the 

sympathizers must coordinate their words, gestures, facial expressions and offerings in a 

consistent manner. Finally, Clark’s discussion refers only to native speakers performing 

these displays of sympathy, but in this dissertation I also explore the speech of L2 

learners, as it would be even more difficult for learners to exhibit these sympathy 

displays in the L2. 

There are many factors that sympathizers must take into account when deciding 

how to display their sympathy. One of those factors is the sympathizee’s mood or current 

condition, since they must be careful to avoid upsetting the sufferer further. Some 

sympathizees might not want to discuss their situation in detail, or they might feel that 

their situation does not warrant a grand display of sympathy. Also, the type of display can 

vary depending on the particular hardship. For example, a different display would be 
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warranted for a serious illness (such as sending flowers) than for losing a job (such as 

taking the sufferer out for a drink). For this reason, the current study involves 2 situations 

of differing gravity. Another important factor is the relationship between the sympathizer 

and the sympathizee, as Clark (1997) states that one would spend more time, effort, and 

even money when displaying sympathy for a person with whom one has a close 

relationship than with someone who is not so close. 

When discussing the 3 steps in the multiphase, interactive process of sympathy-

giving, Clark (1997) explains that sympathizers might go through all 3 steps, or they 

might omit one. However, for sympathy to exist, there must first be some type of 

empathy, which must combine with either sentiment or display, or with both. These 

combinations result in genuine overt sympathy, covert sympathy or surface sympathy, as 

shown in Table 1.4 below. 

Table 1.4 Three types of sympathy (Clark, 1997) 

Genuine overt sympathy Empathy + Sentiment + Display 
Covert sympathy Empathy + Sentiment 

No Display 
Surface sympathy Empathy + Display 

No Sentiment 

According to Clark (1997). when all 3 steps in the sympathy-giving process 

occur, there is genuine overt sympathy. Basically, the sympathizer is able to empathize, 

experience sympathy sentiments, and finally display them in some way. It is called 

genuine and overt because the sympathy is real and manifested and can be perceived by 

the sympathizee. When overt sympathy occurs, real emotions come into play, and Clark 

(1997) found that sympathy is usually not experienced as a simple emotion, but as a 

variable, multifaceted emotional complex. It can involve other feelings such as worry, 

fear, sadness, or indignation.  
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  The second combination occurs when there is empathy plus sentiment but there 

is no display, which Clark (1997) labels covert sympathy. It is considered covert because 

although the sympathy exists, it is not displayed or manifested, so the sympathizees may 

never realize that the sympathizer felt any sympathy for their situation.  

Finally, the third possibility is when empathy occurs with a display of sympathy, 

but there is no real sympathy sentiment. Clark (1997) labels this phenomenon surface 

sympathy, meaning that the sympathy is shown on the outside, or there appears to be 

sympathy, but on the inside the sympathizer is not really feeling any sympathy. Thus 

surface sympathy is a type of ‘fake’ sympathy. As mentioned above, insincere displays of 

sympathy are quite common, as there are expectations that must be met. In Clark’s (1997) 

discussion of insincere sympathy, she explains that for some people in modern, 

individualistic societies, surface sympathy has no value and is not sympathy at all. 

However, for other people surface sympathy is more meaningful than no sympathy at all, 

since showing an emotion without actually feeling it means that the person at least 

considers the other to be deserving of the display of sympathy.  

Clark (1997) explains that people are guided through each step of the sympathy-

giving process by their cultural expectations, and that sympathy is a socially guided 

phenomenon. Therefore, when and how sympathy is offered depends on the cultural 

norms and the expectations of the members of a society. For example, Clark believes that 

when Americans share their mishaps and troubles, they often simply want sympathy 

rather than actual help or advice. In her psychological discussion of sympathy, Wispé 

(1991) cites Acton (1955) when saying that sympathy should be “regarded as a form of 

affective behavior in which rational elements are clearly present” (p. 157). In other 

words, although sympathy is an emotion, it is also guided by rational behavior that is 

based on sociocultural norms. 
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As mentioned above, although Clark’s (1997) theory is based on her studies of 

sympathy in American culture, it is a useful categorization and description of the process 

of giving sympathy. Clark’s ideas about sympathy have been further discussed, extended 

and built upon (Kanov et al., 2004; Ruusuvuori, 2005; Schmitt & Clark, 2006; Turner & 

Stets, 2005). However, I decided to use her original theory since it continues to be cited 

as a leading theory on the topic of sympathy, and it provides a simple yet complete view 

of the sympathy-giving process. Also, despite it being a sociological theory, it lends itself 

well to the analysis of linguistic data. Therefore, I use Clark’s (1997) theory in this 

dissertation to describe and understand the sympathetic or unsympathetic behavior of 

native speakers of American English, native speakers of Latin American Spanish and 

learners of Spanish as an L2. 

1.8 MOTIVATION OF CURRENT RESEARCH 

In this chapter I have made several arguments that motivate the current study: (1) 

variation in emotional expression exists among different languages and cultures, and 

speakers might be guided by specific cultural scripts when expressing themselves 

emotionally; (2) according to Planalp’s (1999) process theory of emotion, expressing 

compassion is a ‘full-blown’ emotion, and the ability to express compassion is an 

important part of a speaker’s emotional competence, since compassion is a social 

emotion and is crucial in establishing alignment and intersubjectivity among 

interlocutors; (3) just as pragmatic ability is an important part of effective communication 

in the L2, the ability to express emotions is an important part of L2 learners’ 

communicative competence; and (4) sympathy is often expressed using conventional 

expressions or formulas, which are useful tools for L2 learners, although not much 
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research has been done to explore the use of formulas to express sympathy in English and 

Spanish. 

Motivated by these 4 arguments, this dissertation examines how compassion is 

expressed by NSs of Latin American Spanish and NSs of American English, as well as by 

learners of Spanish as an L2. Although the focus of this dissertation is the emotional 

expression of sympathy or compassion, Section 1.7 on the theoretical background for this 

study includes linguistic theories such as speech act theory, politeness theory and 

conversation analysis. This study is unique in that it bridges the 2 fields: that of emotional 

expression and that of pragmatic and linguistic expression. Regarding this issue, Brown 

and Levinson (1987) state that  

insofar as the display of affect is socially constructed, with cultural and situational 
expectations about what and how feelings should be displayed, work here links in 
directly with our discussions of face-threatening acts, positive politeness 
strategies, and cultural ethos, [and] other work from a more strictly linguistic 
perspective also contributes to our understanding of the intensifying mechanisms 
which convey socially appropriate levels of affect. (p. 28) 

It is clear that the expression of compassion is a relevant topic of inquiry since it 

is such an important part of social interaction. Also, the topic of expressing and reacting 

to sympathy can be analyzed from many different angles, as it involves linguistic 

expression that is emotional and yet involves social, cultural, and pragmatic factors. The 

expression of compassion can show a real emotion, and it can also be seen as a social 

convention that is expected as part of social norms or rules of politeness. Thus it is 

relevant to examine why people express compassion for certain situations and, more 

importantly, how these expressions of compassion are performed. This dissertation 

addresses this topic by examining the conventional expressions, speech acts, politeness 

and conversational strategies used to express compassion in both English and Spanish, as 

well as the reasons why speakers react in certain sympathetic or unsympathetic ways and 
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how their interlocutors might interpret these reactions. Finally, this research is a relevant 

contribution that could provide insights into understanding emotional expression in L2 

interaction and acquisition. 

1.9 SUMMARY OF THE CHAPTER AND OUTLINE OF THE DISSERTATION 

In this chapter I introduced the topic of this dissertation and I described the 

motivation for the present research. First, I discussed the topic of variation in emotional 

expression by language and culture, and argued for the need to study these linguistic and 

cultural differences in relation to L2 acquisition. I defined sympathy and compassion and 

related concepts in both English and Spanish. Next I addressed what an emotion is by 

using Planalp’s (1999) process theory of emotion, and showed that compassion can 

indeed fulfill the 5 requirements of this process theory of emotion. Then I argued for the 

importance of the expression of sympathy and compassion, emphasizing the importance 

of learning to express this emotion to communicate successfully in an L2. Finally, I 

described the theories that are relevant for this dissertation, and I outlined the motivations 

of the current research. 

Chapter 2 explores in more detail previous research that has been done on 

language and emotion, emotion and bilingualism, emotion and second language 

acquisition, and sympathy and compassion. It also presents the research questions and 

hypotheses for the current study. Chapter 3 explains the methodology that I used to 

perform this study and to analyze the data obtained with the experiment. Chapters 4 and 5 

present the research findings of the experiment, and finally, chapter 6 provides my 

conclusions and interpretations, as well as limitations and suggestions for further 

research. 
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Chapter 2: Language, Emotion, and Compassion 

As discussed in chapter 1, the subject of this dissertation – the expression of 

sympathy or compassion – intersects 2 distinct areas of linguistic study: that of pragmatic 

expression (speech acts, politeness, conversation analysis, etc.), and that of emotional 

expression. In this chapter, I examine some issues regarding the study of language and 

emotion, including the various ways in which emotion is analyzed with respect to 

language and communication. I also discuss the importance of the study of emotion in the 

context of bilingualism and L2 acquisition. Next I summarize some previous research 

that has been done pertaining to the study of sympathy or compassion and point out what 

research is lacking. Finally, this chapter concludes with the research questions and 

hypotheses for the present study. 

2.1 LANGUAGE AND EMOTION 

Research on the topic of emotion has been carried out from many perspectives, 

such as psychology, anthropology and sociology, and some of these investigations have 

recognized the role of language as central to the study of emotions (Wierzbicka & 

Harkins, 2001). This focus has led to a growing interest in the study of emotion from a 

linguistic point of view, and the emergence of a great number of linguistic studies on the 

connection between language and emotion. Sections 2.1.1 and 2.1.2 below present a 

discussion of the relation between language and emotion, and some of the linguistic 

approaches that are used to study this relationship. 

2.1.1 The relation between language and emotion 

According to Bednarek (2008), there is no unified theory of affect or emotion, and 

there is a wide range of different approaches to the expression of emotion in general. She 
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believes that one reason for this variety of approaches may be the complex relation 

between emotion and language. Inspired by Danes (1987) and Caffi and Janney (1994), 

Bednarek (2008) states that one of the complexities in studying the relation between 

language and emotion is that “we can express feelings that we have, we can have feelings 

that we do not express, and we can express feelings that we do not have” (p. 7). In other 

words, emotions are sometimes expressed spontaneously, but other times people choose 

not to express their emotions, or they can pretend to feel emotions in order to fulfill social 

goals. Similarly, Bednarek (2008) says that “the feelings may be expressed consciously 

or unconsciously, intentionally or unintentionally, spontaneously or strategically, and 

may relate to various aspects of the communicative context” (p. 7). In addition, there are 

several angles from which to study the relationship between language and emotion, such 

as the speaker’s expression, the potential of language to express emotion, or the 

presumable influence on the hearer.  

An important author on the connection between language and emotion was Jean-

Jacques Rousseau. In On the origin of languages, Rousseau (1966) posits that language 

does not derive from people’s primary needs, but from people’s needs motivated by 

morality and passion (Maynard, 2002). Emotions are experienced when they are 

expressed through language; thus according to Rousseau, language emerged from the 

need to express emotions. As Wierzbicka and Harkins (2001) have pointed out, “although 

emotion may be physically expressed, most of what we know about other people’s 

feelings is through language” (p. 2). Maynard (2002) also proposes that language is a 

source of human emotion, and a way to realize our emotional selves. She claims that 

language conveys more than information and, under some circumstances, language 

prioritizes emotion over information. 
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According to Pavlenko (2005), there are 2 paradigms that offer distinct points of 

view on the relation between language and emotion. The first is the communication of 

emotions, which “views language and emotions as largely separate phenomena and posits 

a one-to-one correspondence among emotions as inner states and their perception, 

interpretation and expression” (Pavlenko, 2005, p. 114). Research following this 

paradigm looks at verbal and non-verbal cues to preexisting emotions; for example, it 

analyzes the vocal expression of emotions or emotion concepts. The second paradigm is 

the discursive construction of emotions, which focuses on “rhetoric alternatives available 

to speakers, both within and across languages, and on speakers’ communicative 

intentions” (Pavlenko, 2005, p. 114). This paradigm views emotion terms and scripts as 

implicated in an ongoing negotiation of meaning in the context of emotional, social and 

power relations. In this view, a simple emotional statement such as “I am sad” is not 

taken literally as a description of the speaker’s emotional state, but as a speech act uttered 

in order to carry out the speaker’s intentions. Pavlenko (2005) describes this speech act as 

an affect performance that even young children are able to master; for example, when 

children say they are sad in order to get a toy they want. 

Pavlenko (2005) notes that the communication of emotions and the discursive 

construction of emotions paradigms are not completely incompatible, since researchers 

who adhere to the first paradigm do acknowledge that emotion is used to accomplish 

social goals (e.g. Planalp & Knie, 2002). Also, scholars who adhere to the second 

paradigm recognize the embodied nature of emotional experience (Abu-Lughod & Lutz, 

1990) and the role of conventionality in affective displays (Arndt & Janney, 1991; Irvine, 

1990). In other words, they recognize that emotional expressions may be spontaneous, 

arising from speakers’ inner states, and that these emotional states are often expressed in 

conventional or routine ways; for example, using formulas or conventional expressions.  
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When studying the emotion of sympathy or compassion, this dissertation uses 

some aspects of the communication of emotions paradigm, as well as some aspects of the 

discursive construction of emotions paradigm. Although an emotion such as sympathy 

often arises as a real, spontaneous emotion that is experienced when learning of another 

person’s hardship, it is often expressed using conventional expressions or routine speech 

acts. Also, sympathy may be expressed to achieve a certain social goal, and perhaps 

might even be expressed insincerely due to social pressure or to adhere to social norms. 

Finally, it is clear that emotion and language are fully intertwined, and much research is 

still needed to understand how they function together in interaction, or how language is 

used for emotional expression.  

2.1.2 Linguistic approaches to the study of language and emotion 

In her book about emotion talk across corpora, Bednarek (2008) discusses 11 

linguistic approaches to the study of language and emotion. Table 1.1 below presents the 

list of approaches and a short description of each one. 
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Table 1.5 Linguistic approaches to the study of language and emotion (adapted from 
Bednarek, 2008) 

1. The cognitive approach: sometimes called emotionology (Athanasiadou & Tabakowska, 
1998b), is the cognitive-linguistic research on the ‘emotion lexicon’ (Palmer & Occhi, 1999), or 
words that refer to emotions. Topics of interest: the conceptualization of emotions (emotion 
schemata), the universality of emotions, the origin of linguistic expressions and emotions, the 
relation between emotions and their linguistic labels. Important research: Athanasiadou & 
Tabakowska (1998a), Harkins & Wierzbicka (2001), Kövecses (2000). 
2. The cross-linguistic approach: the study of emotion terms across languages; seeks to 
demonstrate that the expression of emotions relies on culturally determined notions of emotions. 
Important research: Athanasiadou & Thabakowska (1998a), Ochs & Schieffelin (1989), Ungerer 
(1997), Harkins & Wierzbicka (2001), Kidron & Kuzar (2002), Teubert (2004a, b). 
3. The linguistic-anthropological approach: includes work on language acquisition and 
ethnographic research on poetics and performance (Besnier, 1990), interested in “how emotions 
are conceptualized, described, expressed and realized in purposive actions in each language and 
culture” (Palmer & Occhi, 1999, p. 2) and in emotion as social practice (Goodwin & Goodwin, 
2000). Important research: Lutz & Abu-Lughod, (1990), Irvine (1990), Palmer & Occhi (1999), 
Goodwin & Goodwin (2000). 
4. The diachronic approach: interested in tracing the diachronic development of language 
associated with emotion. Important research: Hübler (1998), Györi (1998), Teubert (2004a).  
5. The functional approach: based on the historical tradition of research on the functions of 
language. Important research: Sabrsula (1982), Péter (1984), Danes (1987), Stankiewicz (1989), 
Martinet (1991), Foolen (1997). 
6. The syntactic approach: studies the syntax of emotion terms, such as prepositions or verbs. 
Important research: Dirven (1997), Osmond (1997), Radden (1998), Werth (1998). 
7. The conversation analytic approach: following Schegloff and Sacks, focuses on the display 
of emotion in discourse. Topics of interest: talk in interaction, turn-taking, structural organization 
(Jefferson, 1988; Sandlund, 2004), the embodied performance of affect (Duranti, 2000). 
8. The stylistic/literary approach: studies the emotional impact of stylistic devices, analyses of 
narrative perspective, modality, evidentiality, and expressions of emotion in literature, and the 
analysis of emotion as reader response. Important research: Simpson (1993), Van Meel (1994), 
Watson (1999), Downes (2000), Oatley (1994, 2003). 
9. The psycholinguistic approach: studies the development of emotions and related language in 
childhood from an ontogenetic perspective. Important research: Burger & Miller (1999), Shaver 
et al. (1987), Niemeyer & Dirven (1997), Planalp (1999), Reilly & Seibert (2003), Painter (2003). 
10. The pragmatic/textlinguistic approach: interested in many aspects of language and 
emotion, such as the conventional displaying of affect through linguistic means (Ochs & 
Schieffelin, 1989), emotive communication or strategic uses of language (Caffi & Janney, 1994), 
the emotive prosody of texts (Bublitz, 2003), the connection between emotions and speech acts 
(Weigand, 2004b), social constructivism (Bamberg, 1991, 1997a) and ideological uses of emotion 
terms (Stubbs, 1996). Within this approach there is the intensity/involvement approach, which 
deals with the speaker’s emotional engagement in interaction or ego-identification with the topic 
or partner of conversation (Janney, 1996). 
11. The systemic-functional approach: studies affect in connection with appraisal theory, an 
approach to the interpersonal function of language (Martin & White, 2005). 
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As seen in the table above, there is a wide variety of approaches to the study of 

language and emotion. This dissertation uses aspects of 4 of these approaches: the cross-

linguistic, the linguistic-anthropological, the conversation analytic, and the pragmatic 

approaches. First, it deals with cross-linguistic aspects as this study aims to discover any 

differences that may exist in the expression of the emotion of compassion between the 

English and Spanish languages and the cultures that accompany those languages. Second, 

it deals with some aspects of the linguistic-anthropological approach since it is concerned 

with the expression of emotion as social practice. Next, it uses some aspects of 

conversation analysis to analyze the data on how and why speakers react sympathetically 

or unsympathetically to expressions of bad news. And finally, this dissertation involves 

the pragmatic approach since it includes aspects of emotive communication and speech 

acts. The section below expands on the discussion of language and emotion by discussing 

a variety of terms that are used to talk about these topics.  

2.2 EMOTION, EMOTIVITY AND AFFECT 

When delving into the topic of language and emotion, we encounter several terms 

that are used to refer to similar concepts, such as emotion, emotivity, and affect. Sections 

2.2.1 to 2.2.4 below contain a description of these important concepts, as well as a 

discussion of which of those concepts are more appropriate to approach the topic of the 

expression of sympathy or compassion in this dissertation. 

2.2.1 Emotional vs. emotive communication 

The philosopher and psychologist Anton Marty was the first to distinguish 

between the concepts of emotional and emotive communication. In Caffi and Janney’s 

(1994) discussion of Marty’s (1908) work, they observe his definition of emotive 

communication as the intentional, strategic signaling of affective communication in 
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speech and writing in order to influence partners’ interpretations of situations and reach 

different goals. Also, they claim that this type of language use is not related to a speaker’s 

‘real’ affective states. The concept of emotive communication thus corresponds to the 

discursive construction of emotions paradigm described by Pavlenko (2005), where the 

focus is on the speakers’ communicative intentions and social goals. On the other hand, 

Marty (1908) defines emotional communication as the spontaneous, unintentional 

‘leakage’ or ‘bursting out’ of emotion in speech; thus it corresponds to the 

communication of emotions paradigm that Pavlenko (2005) describes as focusing on the 

correspondence between speakers’ emotional expression and their inner states. The scope 

of emotive communication is thus much broader than that of emotional communication, 

since emotive communication includes expressions of evaluative stances, moods, 

attitudes, degrees of emphasis and viewpoints (Suzuki, 2006).  

Similarly, Planalp (1999) distinguishes between communicating emotion and 

communicating emotionally: when communicating emotion, one lets the other person 

know how one feels, whereas when communicating emotionally, emotion is a part of the 

message. Bednarek (2008) labels this distinction with the terms denoting versus signaling 

emotion. For example, one might communicate emotion or denote it by explicitly saying 

“I am sad”, whereas one might communicate emotionally or signal emotion by talking 

about an unfortunate situation using a sad tone of voice. It is important to note, however, 

that the emotional substance and the emotional tone of a message may not necessarily 

coincide (Planalp, 1999). For example, one might say that one is not angry while using an 

angry tone of voice. This mismatch between emotional content and emotional tone is an 

interesting aspect to analyze, although it creates challenges when studying emotional 

communication.  
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2.2.2 Linguistic emotivity 

Other researchers (Arndt & Janney, 1991; Caffi & Janney, 1994) have advanced 

the study of the concept of emotive communication from the point of view of linguistics. 

More recently, Maynard (2002) wrote on the topic of linguistic emotivity. Maynard 

(2002) defines emotivity as “emotional attitude and response, the feeling of being moved, 

as well as culture-based feelings and sentiment expressed through the use of linguistic 

related signs” (p. 3). She also discusses emotives, which are used to express emotivity. 

Emotives are (1) linguistic devices that describe emotions, (2) linguistic strategies that 

directly enact emotional attitudes, and (3) grammatical and rhetorical means that 

foreground emotive meaning (Maynard, 2002). Therefore, emotives are linguistic means 

used to refer to basic human emotions such as anger, love, and happiness. Emotions are 

always present in human beings (although they may be suppressed) and, since emotional 

communication requires emotive communication, emotivity is present in all aspects of 

language and communication. It is thus important to analyze and understand both 

emotion and emotivity and their roles in communication. 

Caffi and Janney (1994) also expressed the need to focus pragmatic research on 

emotive communication. These authors describe the existence of an emotive capacity that 

all competent native speakers of any language possess, which involves “certain basic, 

conventional, learned, affective-relational communicative skills that help them interact 

smoothly, negotiate potential interpersonal conflicts, and reach different ends in speech” 

(p. 237). Caffi and Janney (1994) also claim that mastering these conventional skills is 

important for successful interaction. Similarly, Maynard (2002, p. 48) states that emotion 

is not autonomous; it requires interaction with others. She mentions that how one 

experiences emotion interactionally, and how one expects others to respond to one’s 

emotion, make a difference in one’s emotional experience. Also, Maynard (2002) says 
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that “if emotion is interactionally realized, the language that enacts it must also be 

interactionally understood” (p. 48). For these reasons, she studies linguistic emotivity 

from the perspective of the Place of Negotiation Theory (Maynard, 2002). This theory 

posits that emotive meanings are negotiated in a place, and are mutually interpreted by 

participants to the extent that language allows (p. 48). In addition, since language is 

socioculturally based, Maynard (2002) claims that language that sustains emotion must 

also be understood within sociocultural dimensions, as emotivity is experienced, felt, 

interpreted and negotiated within a sociocultural context. Maynard’s work thus also 

supports the theory that emotivity can be found everywhere in language and interaction. 

2.2.3 Affect 

Another term that is used in linguistics to talk about emotions is affect. According 

to Caffi and Janney (1994), “in linguistics, the term ‘affect’ is often used simply as a 

broad synonym for ‘feeling’, and is regarded as subsuming not only traditional 

psychological notions of emotion, mood, and attitude, but also notions of character and 

personality, and notions related to interactional linguistic phenomena” (p. 328). Pavlenko 

(2005) defines affective meaning as “ways in which speakers signal their feelings, moods, 

and attitudes toward the referential content of communication” (p. 115). Similarly, Ochs 

and Schieffelin (1989) take affect to be a broader term than emotion, to include feelings, 

moods, dispositions, and attitudes associated with persons and/or situations, and they 

introduce the concept of affect keys, which are “linguistic features that intensify or 

specify affect” (p. 15). Ochs and Schieffelin (1989) focus on how linguistic features 

display affect in everyday talk across a range of genres and social situations, positing that 

“friendships and other intimate relationships depend on individuals’ abilities to seek out, 

recognize, and respond appropriately to their partners’ feelings about a given situation” 
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(p. 21). They also claim that speakers must be able to recognize affect keys provided by 

their interlocutors, since they are crucial in determining social contexts and they are the 

foundation for successful participation in those contexts. Ochs and Schieffelin (1989) 

thus conclude that “affect permeates the entire linguistic system, and any aspect of the 

linguistic system that is variable is a candidate for expressing affect” (p. 22). Therefore, 

this discussion suggests that the ability to detect affect and to use the language to express 

it should be an important focus of study in linguistics, particularly in the area of 

pragmatics. 

2.2.4 Expressing compassion: emotion, emotivity, or affect? 

From the discussion above, it is evident that the notions of emotion, emotivity and 

affect are all related and their definitions and uses of the terms might overlap. Table 2.1 

below defines the terms emotion, emotivity and affect as well as other related concepts. 
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Table 2.1 Definitions of terms used in the discussion of language and emotion 

Emotion  
 

Emotivity  
 

Affect  

A conscious mental reaction (as 
anger or fear) subjectively 
experienced as strong feeling 
usually directed toward a 
specific object and typically 
accompanied by physiological 
and behavioral changes in the 
body17 
 

Emotional attitude and 
response, the feeling of being 
moved, as well as culture-
based feelings and sentiment 
expressed through the use of 
linguistic related signs 
(Maynard, 2002) 
 

A broad synonym for 
‘feeling’, regarded as 
subsuming not only 
traditional psychological 
notions of emotion, mood, 
and attitude, but also notions 
of character and personality, 
and notions related to 
interactional linguistic 
phenomena (Caffi & Janney, 
1994) 

Emotional communication  A 
type of spontaneous, 
unintentional leakage or 
bursting out of emotion in 
speech (Marty, 1908) 
 

Emotive communication  The 
intentional, strategic signaling 
of affective communication in 
speech and writing in order to 
influence partners’ 
interpretations of situations 
and reach different goals, not 
related to a speaker’s ‘real’ 
affective states (Marty, 1908) 

Affective meaning  
Ways in which speakers 
signal their feelings, moods, 
and attitudes toward the 
referential content of 
communication (Pavlenko, 
2005) 
 

The ‘communication of 
emotions’ paradigm  
Views language and emotions 
as largely separate phenomena 
and posits a one-to-one 
correspondence among 
emotions as inner states and 
their perception, interpretation 
and expression (Pavlenko, 
2005) 

The ‘discursive construction 
of emotions’ paradigm  
Views emotion terms and 
scripts as implicated in an 
ongoing negotiation of 
meaning in the context of 
emotional, social and power 
relations (Pavlenko, 2005) 
 

 

We discussed that emotional expression refers to the spontaneous use of language 

to express emotion, while emotivity refers to the more strategic use of language to 

express emotional intent. Also, as mentioned above, the term ‘affect’ refers to any 

feelings or attitudes that the speaker may have, which are reflected in language. The 

concept of affect is quite broad and may be found in all aspects of language; thus this 
                                                
17 Retrieved November 3012 from http://www/merriam-webster.com 
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dissertation uses the concepts of ‘emotional’ and ‘emotive’ communication instead. The 

current study analyzes how speakers express the emotion of compassion in spontaneous 

conversation. When a person hears about another person’s bad news or negative situation, 

there is an immediate reaction to the news. This reaction may be emotional, which is 

where the emotional communication comes into play. However, speakers’ use of 

language may not necessarily reflect their inner states or true emotions. When people 

express compassion, other factors are activated, such as social norms and politeness 

factors. For this reason, we must also take into account the speakers’ communicative 

intentions; thus the concept of emotive communication comes into play. In this way, the 

focus of the present study is how people use language (emotive communication) to 

express an emotional reaction (emotional communication), particularly looking at L2 

learners of Spanish as well as native speakers of English and Spanish.  

2.3 EMOTIONS AND BILINGUALISM 

Previous research on the topic of emotion has focused on how bilingual or 

multilingual speakers express emotions in different languages. Some studies have found 

that bilingual speakers tend to prefer to use their first language to express strong 

emotions. For example, an important contribution to this research was Dewaele and 

Pavlenko’s (2001-2003) webquestionnaire about bilingual or multilinguals’ linguistic 

preferences for expressing negative and positive affect. They found that, overall, speakers 

see the L1 as the most emotional language and favor it for emotional expression, even for 

participants who are undergoing L1 attrition (Dewaele, 2004a, c). Many of the 

participants mentioned that expressing emotions in the L1 feels more satisfying and 

natural, whereas in the L2 it feels ‘fake’ and unnatural. Some participants also switch 

languages because each language offers different meanings for expressing affect.  
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Pavlenko (2005) claims that knowing an L2 provides speakers with new emotion 

terms and affective repertoires that may capture their feelings more efficiently, but also 

the L2 can offer the speakers a degree of emotional distance that allows them to express 

certain emotions more freely. For example, some webquestionnaire respondents 

mentioned that expressing love in English is easier since the verb to love is used so 

widely in that language, as opposed to other languages like Spanish, in which the verb 

amar is more restricted to contexts of profound love. This linguistic and semantic 

distinction also leads to code-switching or lexical borrowing to express certain emotions. 

A possible explanation for the phenomenon of L1 preference for emotional 

expression is Altarriba’s (2003) suggestion that emotion words in the L1 benefit from 

multiple traces in memory that strengthen their semantic representation, whereas emotion 

words in a less frequently used language lack these connotations. The premise of this 

theory is that when people learn emotion words in their L1, the words are stored at a 

deeper level of representation than in the L2 (Altarriba, 2001). The reason for this 

phenomenon is that the emotion words in the L1 have been experienced and applied in 

many more contexts, and those contexts create multiple traces in their memory leading to 

those emotion words, thus strengthening their semantic representation. On the other hand, 

emotion words in the L2 may not be so deeply encoded, since they were learned later in 

life and have been used and experienced in fewer contexts (Altarriba, 2003).  

According to Pavlenko (2005), bilinguals’ differences in affective styles are due 

to the different affective repertoires offered by the distinct contexts or speech 

communities to which they were socialized. Also, she claims that there might be little or 

no overlap and cross-linguistic influence of the affective repertoires depending on the 

speakers’ languages, learning histories, and language-use contexts. Language 

socialization (Ochs & Schieffelin, 1979, 1983) theorizes that novices are socialized 
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through language; that is, they learn to use language effectively from their social 

environment or from more expert members of their linguistic community. Pavlenko 

(2004a) demonstrated the effects of L2 socialization in a study on language choice for 

expressing anger and other feelings in parent-child communication. She found that most 

parents prefer their L1 for praising and disciplining their children. However, she also 

found that due to language socialization, many parents came to prefer their L2 or L3 for 

the same emotional expression with their children; thus adult L2 socialization might 

make an L2 or L3 as emotional or more emotional than the L1.  

Dewaele (2006) used Dewaele and Pavlenko’s (2001-2003) database on 

bilingualism and emotions to examine multilinguals’ language choice for expressing 

anger in a variety of situations. His study rests on the assumption that anger is a 

neurologically-based emotion that originates in social interaction and is shaped by a wide 

variety of cultural, linguistic and individual variables. His study aimed to answer the 

question of whether L2 socialization can affect language preference for the expression of 

anger, or whether the L1 always remains the preferred language for this purpose. 

Dewaele’s (2006) findings were that the L1 is usually the preferred language for 

expressing anger. However, he also found that after a period of socialization, an L2 or L3 

could become the preferred language for expressing anger. In addition, his results show a 

relationship between context of acquisition and language choice, since speakers who 

learned the L2 or L3 in instructed settings were less likely to use that language for 

emotional expression than those who learned it in a naturalistic environment. Therefore, 

both Dewaele’s (2006) and Pavlenko’s (2004a) studies indicate that language 

socialization is the key to gaining the ability for emotional expression in the L2. 

Koven (2006) conducted a study that aimed to determine whether bilinguals 

express feelings differently in their 2 languages. Her focus was on affective displays in 
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narratives of personal experiences. She compared the different intensities and affective 

stances in stories told by the same speaker in 2 different languages, as well as what other 

bilinguals inferred from the narratives. One of Koven’s (2006) subjects was a 

Portuguese/French bilingual. This participant was found to perform affect differently 

when narrating in each language. Also, other bilinguals perceived this speaker’s 

personality differently when speaking each language. The author mentions that there 

might be slight differences in the linguistic resources available to the speaker in each 

language (e.g. discourse markers and vocabulary), but that structural differences alone 

cannot account for the differences in the subjects’ emotional expressions (e.g. appearing 

as an angrier person in one language than another). The author thus attributes the 

differences to the styles of affective performance to which the speaker has access in each 

language. Koven (2006) does not focus solely on how bilinguals talk about emotion, but 

on how they display emotion, and she proposes that further studies should investigate the 

difference between how bilinguals show emotion and how they talk about emotions. 

While we have seen that there are a number of factors present in bilingual or 

multilinguals’ decision on language choice for emotional expressions, Pavlenko (2005) 

highlights linguistic dominance and proficiency as 2 of the main factors. Speakers tend to 

select the language in which they are more proficient or dominant to express emotions. 

When they are forced to do so in their less dominant language, they can appear detached 

and less expressive because either they lack the resources necessary to express 

themselves appropriately, or they do not feel confident doing so. However, she also 

mentions that proficiency in emotional expression does not necessarily correlate with 

overall language proficiency, but is mediated by the context of acquisition (Koven, 

2004), where language socialization is a great contributing factor. Pavlenko (2005) 

claims that  
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one can be fluent and grammatically correct speaking a language learned 
predominantly in educational settings without being socialized into it or 
acculturated to the target language environment – and thus exhibit the ‘L2 
detachment effect’. Conversely, one may possess a low level of proficiency in the 
language and yet be acculturated and have multiple means of expressing affect in 
that language and emotional reactions to it. (p. 190) 

More research is needed to understand how language socialization can contribute 

to the ability of L2 learners to express and interpret emotion properly in the L2, and how 

it can prevent the L2 effect of detachment. 

2.4 EMOTIONS AND SLA 

Related to the issues discussed above on the topic of language and emotion in 

bilingual speakers, much research has also been done on language and emotion in the 

field of second language acquisition (SLA). A seminal contribution to the study of 

emotion in SLA was Rintell’s (1984) research on L2 learners’ perception of emotion. 

Rintell (1984) claims that a particular aspect of the L2 learners’ developing pragmatic 

ability is the knowledge of how language is used to express and perceive emotion. She 

proposes that the act of expressing a particular emotion is an illocutionary act; therefore 

expressing emotion falls under the domain of pragmatics. She further points out that 

when expressing emotion, one can also at the same time perform other illocutionary acts. 

For example, when one expresses pleasure it might also be seen as bragging, or when one 

expresses anger it might also be seen as complaining. Rintell (1984) goes on to explain 

that an illocutionary act is considered successful if the hearer recognizes the speaker’s 

intent; in turn, the appropriate performance of the illocutionary act depends on whether 

the linguistic strategy employed is appropriate in the social and situational context. 

Similarly, there are social conventions that dictate when or how one can express 

emotions, and understanding a speaker’s emotional intent also determines the success of 

an illocutionary act. Finally, Rintell (1984) maintains that since expressions of emotion in 
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conversation are usually indirect and subtle and subject to great variation, understanding 

and producing language that expresses emotion can be challenging tasks for L2 learners. 

Rintell (1984) conducted an experiment aimed at determining the effect of the 

learners’ native language, sex, age, and language proficiency on their ability to interpret 

the emotional content of conversations in English. She also wanted to know whether 

certain emotions are more difficult to perceive than others, and whether there are 

differences in how learners and native speakers perceive the intensity of emotion in 

speech. Her study involved speakers of 13 languages, and she tested their perception of 6 

different emotions that were produced in English conversations: pleasure, anger, 

depression, anxiety, guilt and disgust. Rintell’s (1984) main findings were that lower 

proficiency learners had lower scores in the perception test than higher proficiency 

learners. She also found significant differences between learners and native speakers. 

Even the most advanced learners differed greatly from the native speakers, which 

indicates that perceiving emotions in the L2 is a difficult task for L2 learners. Rintell 

(1984) claims that the ability to use cues such as word choice, intonation and non-verbal 

communication to make inferences about a speaker’s emotional state requires a high level 

of language proficiency and familiarity with the social conventions involved, and she 

proposed to address this issue further by studying native speakers’ and learners’ 

production of emotion in speech. 

A subsequent study by Rintell (1989) examined how L2 learners describe 

emotions though oral narratives in the L2. Her subjects were 6 native speakers of English 

and 12 beginner learners of English. She provided the subjects with cards that named a 

particular emotion, and asked them to describe a time in their lives in which they felt that 

emotion. The main finding of this study was that native speakers were able to use tools 

such as figurative language and mitigators to provide more elaborate narratives about 
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their experiences, while the learners did not use figurative language or mitigators, but 

used very direct expressions of emotions. Therefore, Rintell’s (1984, 1989) studies 

provide evidence that both interpreting emotions and expressing emotions in the L2 are 

difficult tasks for learners. 

Toya and Kodis (1996) also conducted a study that looked at expressions of 

emotion by L2 learners. They analyzed the use of profanity and the pragmatic use of 

rudeness by advanced learners of English who were native speakers of Japanese. The 

authors believe that the norms for expressing emotion in Western and Oriental cultures 

are quite dissimilar, and that learners have difficulty mastering the 2 sets of norms 

regarding rudeness. Using oral discourse completion tests and retrospective interviews, 

they found a link between the frequency of use of rude expressions with the length of stay 

in English-speaking countries and the confidence of the L2 users. Toya and Kodis (1996) 

suggest that lower degrees of expressiveness are due to the restricted input to which the 

learners are exposed, since one typically does not find displays of anger in L2 

classrooms, a lack that can lead to learners’ lack of confidence in using angry words.  

According to Pavlenko (2005), mastering the norms for emotional expression in 

an L2 can be quite challenging, since “to perform affect appropriately in another 

language, L2 learners have to internalize language-specific terms and expressions and 

also uncover similarities and differences between translation equivalents in their 

respective languages”, and “they also need to master the intricacies of conventionalized 

indexing of affect” (p. 119). Rintell (1990) also mentions that performing appropriate 

emotion speech acts in an L2 requires that learners not only master a variety of linguistic 

means, but also have a pragmatic understanding of when, how, to whom, and to what 

extent a particular emotion can be expressed, and which mitigators, if any, should be 

used. It is clear, however, that “despite the growing awareness of the importance of 
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emotional expression, foreign language classrooms rarely teach learners how to perform 

affect” (Pavlenko, 2005, p. 144). As a consequence, learners are often unable to express 

their own feelings (Polanyi, 1995; Rintell, 1989, 1990; Toya & Kodis, 1996) and are 

unsure about interpreting those of others (Rintell, 1984). Pavlenko (2005) thus suggests 

that language classrooms should focus attention on the learners and on issues relevant to 

their lives by encouraging them to discuss these issues in the L2. 

2.5 PREVIOUS RESEARCH ON SYMPATHY/COMPASSION 

The literature review above discusses several emotions that have been analyzed in 

the fields of emotion in bilinguals and L2 learners. However, the expression of 

compassion, which is an important element in communication and in establishing social 

bonds, has not been researched extensively. This topic has been looked at mostly from 

the perspective of psychology (Wispé, 1991) and sociology (Clark, 1997; Schmitt & 

Clark, 2006; Kanov et al., 2004), although there are some linguistic studies that have 

analyzed this topic, some in relation to SLA (Bardovi-Harlig et al., 2010; Nakajima, 

2003). Sections 2.5.1 to 2.5.7 to follow summarize some relevant studies that have been 

conducted on the topic of expressing sympathy or compassion.  

2.5.1 Clark (1997) A sociological study of sympathy in American culture 

As mentioned in chapter 1 of this dissertation, Clark (1997) conducted a series of 

qualitative and quantitative surveys about sympathy in American culture. One of her 

claims is that  

In Western societies, sympathy has long been an integral and important part of 
how people read and react to one another. This is true for every category of class, 
ethnicity, age, and gender. Sympathies color our family life, work relations, and 
orientations to acquaintances and even strangers. (p. 6) 
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She states that the religions and philosophies of Western culture have contributed to the 

conception of sympathy as a worthy response to others’ misery, and that sympathy is 

“part of the phenomenological life of contemporary Americans” (p. 8). Among 

Americans, sympathy reinforces and creates social bonds.  

Clark’s (1997) data show that regardless of gender, Americans tend to empathize 

and feel sympathy. For example, she found that Americans assume that family members 

will sympathize with each other, and that to feel and show emotions such as sympathy is 

part of the duties of family members. She also found that Americans find sympathy to be 

expected and almost taken-for-granted among friendships. Americans even feel sympathy 

for strangers, such as for victims of illness, natural disaster, abuse, etc. that are seen on 

television.  

An interesting finding from Clark’s (1997) research is that Americans also 

sometimes appear to be unsympathetic. For example, American comedy often relies on 

other’s mishaps, or people involved in sports sometimes mock other’s defeat and misery. 

Clark believes that a reason for this lack of sympathy is Americans’ value of 

independence and the belief in social Darwinism and individual responsibility. In other 

words, each person as an individual is responsible for their own wellbeing, and it should 

not be other people’s concern. However, the same Americans can be sympathetic in some 

circumstances and unsympathetic in others; the reason for this dichotomy is that there are 

cultural and social factors that guide sympathy interactions and determine when, how, 

and to whom sympathy is given. In this dissertation, I explore further the patterns of 

sympathy-giving by native speakers of American English, and I compare and contrast 

those patterns with those of native speakers of Latin American Spanish.  
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2.5.2 Kanov et al. (2004): Organizational compassion 

Kanov et al. (2004) explore the topic of compassion in organizational life. They 

discuss the importance of compassion in modern society and claim that it is “an essential, 

yet often overlooked aspect of life in organizations” (p. 809). Following Clark (1997), 

they conceptualize compassion as a process consisting of several subprocesses. Similar to 

Clark’s (1997) steps in the sympathy-giving process, Kanov et al. (2004) identify the 

steps of ‘noticing’, ‘feeling’ and ‘responding’ as part of the process of compassion. 

Individuals experience compassion when they (1) notice another’s suffering; (2) 

experience an emotional reaction in response to their pain; and (3) act to help alleviate 

their pain in some way. The authors claim that similarly, these steps in the process of 

compassion take place at the organizational level. Organizational compassion occurs 

“when members of a system collectively notice, feel, and respond to pain experienced by 

members of that system” (p. 810). Kanov et al. (2004) maintain that features of an 

organization such as its policies and values can enable collective noticing, feeling and 

responding to the members’ hardships. For example, they mention companies that have 

policies for notifying superiors when employees suffer a death in the family. This type of 

policy makes the organization aware of the situation and allows for the other steps in the 

process of compassion to take place. Kanov et al.’s (2004) research is an important 

contribution since it builds on Clark’s (1997) theory on the process of sympathy, 

extending the analysis of compassion from the individual level to the organizational 

level. 

2.5.3 Pudlinski (2005): Sympathy and empathy in social support settings 

Pudlinski (2005) conducted a study to investigate how empathy and sympathy are 

performed in social support settings. His investigation involved data from ‘consumer-run 

warm lines’, which are telephone lines staffed by community mental health workers who 
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try to provide emotional support to callers in distress. From 44 monitored telephone calls 

he was able to find 53 instances of expressing empathy and/or sympathy, which he 

categorized into 8 different expressions, presented in Table 2.2.  

Table 2.2 Pudlinski’s (2005) 8 sympathy/empathy reactions  

 
1. Emotive reactions 
2. Assessments 
3. Naming another’s feelings 
4. Formulating the gist of the trouble 
5. Using an idiom 
6. Expressing one’s own feelings about another’s trouble 
7. Reporting one’s own reaction 
8. Sharing a similar experience of similar feelings 
 

Pudlinski (2005) found that these reactions occur at different points during the 

conversations, and that they differed regarding the depth of understanding of the other’s 

trouble and feelings, the ability to normalize the other’s feelings, and the similarity of 

shared feelings. The 8 reactions shown in Table 2.2 may be considered common ways of 

expressing sympathy or empathy. However, the ways of showing sympathy are related to 

the nature of the situation, which in Pudlinski’s (2005) research were the consumer-run 

warm lines. In other studies using different types of situations, different ways of showing 

sympathy may be found. Some examples are seen in the sections below. 

2.5.4 Williams (2006): Linguistic politeness in expressing condolences 

Another interesting investigation regarding the expression of sympathy or 

compassion is Williams’ (2006) study on expressing condolences. She used the 

framework of linguistic politeness and the factors of power and distance in the 

relationship between interlocutors to analyze expressions of condolences she received 

after a death in her family. Williams (2006) claims that expressing condolences is a type 
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of face-threatening act (FTA), since it can threaten the hearer’s need to mourn in private. 

Also, if condolences are not expressed, the lack of commiseration might threaten the 

hearer’s need to be supported during a difficult time. In her data, Williams (2006) found a 

pattern of 3 distinct strategies used to express condolences; some are lower risk 

strategies, while others involve higher risks.  

Table 2.3 William’s (2006) reactions of condolences about a death in the family 

 
1. Acknowledgment of sympathy 
2. Questions of concern 
3. Questions requesting further details 

 

As seen in Table 2.3 above, the first strategy is an acknowledgment of sympathy, 

which involves a statement offering minimal support and solidarity and respecting the 

hearer’s privacy, such as “I’m sorry to hear that”. The next strategy includes questions of 

concern, which show support and concern by asking about the family or if they can help, 

such as “How are you doing?” The third strategy involves questions requesting further 

details about what happened, such as “Was it unexpected?” Williams (2006) found that in 

more equal relationships, lower risk strategies are used and, as power increases, the 

person of higher power uses higher risk strategies. In closer relationships, higher risk 

strategies can be used, while in more distant relationships, lower risk strategies tend to be 

used. Williams’ (2006) findings are important because they demonstrate that there are 

social rules that determine the way that sympathy is expressed, depending on the speakers 

and their relationship. 

2.5.5 Nakajima (2003): Sympathy and empathy in English and Japanese 

Nakajima (2003) examined the expression of sympathy with a study that involved 

cultural differences and L2 learners. She examined the speech act of sympathy/empathy 
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as performed by Japanese college students, Japanese learners of English as a foreign 

language (EFL), and American college students. She analyzed how the number of words 

could play a role in conveying sympathy and empathy, how native speakers perceive 

atypical expressions of sympathy and empathy performed by EFL speakers, and how this 

perception can affect communication. Using a written elicitation task and questionnaire, 

Nakajima (2003) found that, overall, the American students used a greater number of 

words to express sympathy than the EFL students, who in turn used more words than the 

Japanese students. This result was the case for more serious situations, but in less serious 

situations, the Japanese students used more words to express sympathy than the EFL 

students, who also produced more words than the American students. This result shows 

that there are important differences in how sympathy is expressed by speakers from the 2 

cultures. Another important finding is that the EFL students were beginning to adopt the 

strategies of the English language when speaking the L2. 

Nakajima (2003) also found significant differences in the speech act strategies of 

the American and Japanese students, particularly when expressing sympathy for more 

serious situations. In addition, she found that atypical speech acts of sympathy and 

empathy produced by EFL learners would cause misunderstandings for Americans. For 

example, in certain cases Japanese speakers used silence to express sympathy, which 

might cause misunderstandings if their interlocutor were an American speaker. Other 

sources of misunderstanding could also arise from expressions of sympathy that stem 

from L1 transfer from Japanese to English, such as the transfer of expressions or of 

cultural values. From Nakajima’s (2003) study, we can see that the expression of 

sympathy varies across cultures, and that atypical expressions of sympathy might cause 

misunderstandings. Therefore, it is important for L2 learners to be able to produce 

appropriate expressions of sympathy in their L2. 
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2.5.6 García (2010): Sympathy in Peruvian Spanish 

García (2010) studied the expression of sympathy by native speakers of Peruvian 

Spanish. To my knowledge, this is the only study regarding sympathy or compassion 

expressions in Spanish. García’s (2010) experiment involved a role-play task; the 

participants were told that they had just found out that their boss had died in a car 

accident, and that they were in the hospital where they would interact with the boss’s 

wife. During the role-play the participants interacted with an interlocutor, who was a 

woman playing the role of the wife. García (2010) then analyzed the strategies used 

during their interactions, and found that her participants used 14 different reactions, 

presented in Table 2.4 below. 

Table 2.4 García’s (2010) 14 reactions to a sympathy situation 

 
1. Claiming in-group membership 
2. Providing information 
3. Requesting information 
4. Expressing disbelief 
5. Expressing grief/sorrow 
6. Expressing empathy 
7. Offering comfort 
8. Expressing sympathy 
9. Giving advice 
10. Offering cooperation 
11. Praising the deceased 
12. Praising the addressee 
13. Criticizing the deceased 
14. Bringing up business issues 
 

García (2010) also found a significant difference between male and female 

participants: females favored the expression of empathy and involvement while males 

favored the expression of respect and empathy. Although García (2010) analyzed the 

strategies used by participants when expressing sympathy, she did not analyze the actual 
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phrases or expressions used to express sympathy. Also, her experiment consisted of one 

situation (the boss’s death), when it would be relevant to analyze how sympathy is 

expressed for situations of differing gravity. Finally, although the validity of role-play in 

pragmatic research has been supported by many (Félix-Brasdefer, 2003b; Hill et al., 

1986; Scarcella, 1979), participants in a role-play situation do not act with the same 

emotional attitude and intensity as they would in a real-life communicative context. 

Therefore, there is a need for similar research involving spontaneous or naturalistic data. 

In addition, there is a need for more studies concerning the expression of sympathy or 

compassion in other varieties of Spanish. 

2.5.7 Bardovi-Harlig et al. (2010): Conventional expressions for sympathizing 

One of the speech acts used in Bardovi-Harlig et al.’s (2010) experiment to 

examine the use of English conventional expressions was that of expressing condolences. 

In English, the standard formula used to express condolences or sympathy is the 

expression I’m sorry and its many variations, such as using intensifiers (e.g. I’m so sorry, 

I’m very sorry). Bardovi-Harlig et al. (2010) did a survey of ESL learners and native 

speakers using a wide array of expressions pertaining to various speech acts, and of all 

these, the expression I’m sorry was one of those most commonly used by both learners 

and native speakers. They heard 2 situations that would elicit condolences: in one 

scenario the speaker’s dog had been hit by a car, and in the other scenario the speaker’s 

father had passed away. The authors found that both learners and native speakers 

elaborated on this expression either by using intensifiers (I’m so sorry) or by adding a 

complement (I’m sorry to hear that). Their results also show that native speakers tended 

to elaborate more on the situation of the father’s death than on the situation about the 

dog, showing that elaboration is more common for more serious situations regarding 
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people. In addition, although learners also elaborated more for the father’s death 

situation, their responses to both situations were much more similar than those of the 

native speakers. Bardovi-Harlig et al. (2010) conclude that “the responses to this scenario 

suggest that both the grammar underlying the pragmalinguistic resources and the 

sociopragmatic knowledge of when to use these resources are developing at the same 

time” (p. 174). And although their argument refers to the use of conventional expressions, 

it closely relates to Rintell’s (1990) previously discussed idea that performing appropriate 

emotion speech acts in an L2 requires learners not only to master a variety of linguistic 

means, but also to have a pragmatic understanding of when, how, to whom, and to what 

extent a particular emotion can be expressed. 

2.6 CURRENT STUDY: RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND HYPOTHESES 

The literature review in this chapter has provided insight into the topic of 

language and emotion and has described the previous research relevant to the study of 

sympathy and compassion. More importantly, this chapter has pointed to research that is 

necessary to continue the exploration of these topics. We have noted particularly the need 

for more studies regarding L2 learners’ development of emotional perception and 

expression. Although some studies have examined how bilinguals express emotions in 

their different languages when producing narratives (e.g. Besemeres 2006, Koven 2006), 

emotivity is socially constructed; there is thus a need to study how bilingual speakers and 

L2 learners express and perceive emotions during interaction.  

When surveying the research that has been done regarding emotional and 

psychological aspects in foreign language learning, Dewaele (2012) finds that research 

has mostly focused on issues regarding the motivation of learners (e.g. Dörnyei & 

Ushioda, 2009; Ushioda & Chen, 2011), the influence of their emotions on language 
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learning (e.g. Dörnyei & Murphy, 2003, Garrett & Young, 2009), anxiety in foreign 

language learning (e.g. Dewaele 2007a, 2010a; Marcos-Llinas & Juan Garau, 2009) and 

the psychological aspects of the language-learning environment (e.g. Arnold & Fonseca, 

2007). Studies have also looked at aspects such as the perception or recognition of 

emotion in an L2 (e.g. Rintell, 1984; Graham, Hamblin & Feldstein, 2001), language 

choice for emotional expression in bilingual speakers (e.g. Paniayotou, 2004a, 2004b; 

Pavlenko, 2006; Koven, 2006), and word associations of emotion terms in an L2 (e.g. 

Grabois, 1999). However, there is a lack of research concerning the communication of 

emotions in an L2. Dewaele (2012) states that the communication of emotion “is largely 

absent in pragmatic research designs on LX acquisition and use” (p. 32). This dissertation 

contributes to filling that gap by performing a study that examines how L2 learners of 

Spanish express the emotion of compassion in the L2. 

An important step toward the understanding of L2 learners’ communication of 

emotions and emotional expression in an L2 would be to examine their ability to express 

particular emotions in their L1 and their L2 during interaction with another speaker of 

that language. Such data would allow us to determine the degree of transfer or cross-

linguistic influence that exists between the learners’ L1 and L2. In addition, in order to 

support the issue of learning to emote in an L2, it is important to perform studies 

exploring how native speakers would react to learners’ nonstandard emotional 

expressions. This type of study would contribute greatly to the SLA research because in 

order to determine ways of better developing learners’ L2 communicative competence, it 

is important to determine which areas of the L2 usage are most challenging for them as 

well as which areas are most crucial for successful communication. In this dissertation, I 

argue specifically for the need to examine learners’ abilities to express important 

emotions such as compassion. 
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When analyzing learners’ emotional expression, we must take into account any 

differences that may exist between how emotions are expressed by native speakers of the 

L1 and the L2, since there might be cultural and pragmatic differences that accompany 

the languages. According to Dewaele (2012), the communication of emotions is 

challenging because it covers a wide range of speech acts that are often culture specific. 

We have discussed some previous research that has been done concerning the expression 

of the emotion of compassion by both Spanish NSs and English NSs. However, we also 

noted that more investigation is necessary, particularly involving different varieties of 

Spanish and including situations of different levels of gravity in both languages. Also, 

regarding the need for further investigation on language and emotion Pavlenko (2005) 

states that 

the most important direction for future inquiry is the study of spontaneous talk in 
natural settings, which would reveal how understanding unfolds and emerges on-
line, in specific interaction, and in the context of local concerns, rights, 
obligations, and power relations, and not only remote cultural rules. (pp. 149-150) 

Pavlenko (2005)’s observation highlights an important gap in the research regarding the 

study of emotional interaction, which is the need for natural, spontaneous data. 

Particularly when dealing with emotional content, it is clear that role-play or discourse 

completion tasks fall short in providing authentic emotional responses. The present study 

contributes to filling this gap through an experiment involving natural conversation. 

In order to address the issues mentioned above, the following 3 research questions 

and hypotheses in Table 2.5 were posed for the current study: 
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Table 2.5 Research questions and hypotheses 

1. The expression of compassion in American English vs. Latin American Spanish 
 
Research question: Are there differences in how compassion is expressed by NSs of 
American English and NSs of Latin American Spanish? In other words, when a speaker 
shares bad news with an interlocutor, are there differences in the formulas used to express 
compassion, the speech acts that are performed or in how the conversation develops in 
the 2 cultures? Also, are there differences in the strategies used depending on the gravity 
of the situation? 
Hypothesis: Differences in how English versus Spanish NSs express compassion will be 
shown. Although there is a large variety of ways to express compassion, as well as many 
similarities between the 2 languages, there will be overall differences in the expressions 
and speech acts used by the NSs of English and Spanish. Also, differences will be found 
in the expressions used depending on the gravity of the situation. Based on preliminary 
research and observation of NSs, English speakers are expected to use compassion 
formulas for both low and high gravity situations, whereas Spanish speakers are expected 
to use formulas only for high gravity situations. 
 
2. Intermediate learners’ ability to express compassion in the L2 
 
Research question: How do intermediate learners of Spanish who are NSs of English 
express compassion in their L2? Do they transfer strategies from their L1, or are they able 
to produce appropriate L2 strategies? 
Hypothesis: Since the learners will not have had extensive contact with NSs of their L2, 
and since pragmatic strategies are normally not taught in language classrooms, the 
learners are expected to express compassion in the L2 in ways similar to their L1. They 
will often transfer strategies and phrases from the L1 to the L2. 
 
3. Native speakers’ reactions to L2 learners’ nonstandard expressions of compassion 
 
Research question: How would NSs of Spanish react to the nonstandard expressions of 
compassion used by L2 learners of Spanish when speaking the L2? For example, would 
unexpected responses make them feel uncomfortable? 
Hypothesis: NSs of Spanish are expected to understand that learners do not often know 
exactly how to express emotions such as compassion in the L2. However, they will also 
believe that unexpected expressions of compassion, or a lack of compassion, might make 
other NSs feel uncomfortable, thus causing problems in achieving intersubjectivity and 
alignment between interlocutors. 
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In summary, this dissertation aims to unveil any differences that may exist in how 

native speakers of Latin American Spanish and American English express compassion 

for situations of low and high gravity. Another goal of this dissertation is to provide 

relevant information on how native speakers of English who are intermediate L2 learners 

of Spanish express compassion in their L2, and whether their nonstandard expressions of 

compassion would cause communication problems with native Spanish speakers. Finally, 

this research contributes to understanding the pragmatics and emotional discourse of 

English and Spanish, and to the growing body of research on emotion and pragmatics in 

SLA. In order to answer the above research questions, a qualitative research experiment 

was designed and conducted. Chapter 3 explains the methodology for the study. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

In order to respond to the research questions posed at the end of chapter 2, I 

designed and conducted a qualitative experiment involving 3 distinct groups of 

participants.18 This chapter describes the participants in each group, the procedure carried 

out with each group, and how the data were analyzed. 

3.1 PARTICIPANTS 

The 3 groups of participants involved in this experiment comprised Spanish 

native speakers, English native speakers, and Spanish L2 learners. Each group consisted 

of 21 participants, all of them students at the University of Texas at Austin, and their ages 

ranged from 18 to 27, which is the typical age range for students enrolled in 

undergraduate college language classes. Another important characteristic of the 

participants in this study is that they were all females. It is commonly believed that men 

and women express emotions differently. Manstead (1992), in reviewing the literature on 

gender differences in emotion, concluded that “with the exception of situations likely to 

provoke aggression, males tend to be less expressive and more physiologically responsive 

than females” (p. 380). Also on this topic, Planalp (1999) mentions that although the 

differences are not great, “women may be more outwardly emotional than men (except 

for anger) and men may have more internal bodily reactions” (p. 36). As mentioned in 

chapter 1, related to the topic of this dissertation, Meyerhoff (1999) found that in 

Bislama, the Creole language spoken in Vanuatu, women and men express empathy in 

different ways, with women using the word sore (sorry) more frequently than men. Also, 

García (2010) found that when expressing sympathy, Peruvian men favored the 
                                                
18 The research experiment conducted for this dissertation was approved by the Institutional Review Board 
at the University of Texas at Austin on June 24, 2010 under IRB Protocol # 2010-02-0043. Documentation 
is found in Appendix 1. 
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expression of respect, while Peruvian women favored the expression of empathy. In 

addition, Clark (1997) found that sympathy-giving is a process that is guided by cultural 

expectations, which often vary between men and women. Finally, there are many 

arguments regarding differences in the language of men versus women related to 

politeness factors. For example, some researchers have argued that women are more 

‘polite’ than men (Lakoff, 1975; Holmes, 1995; Bonvillain, 1993). Therefore, based on 

these conclusions, and since this study involves emotional reactions and politeness issues, 

I elected to include only female participants in the present study in order to avoid the 

variable of gender differences.  

In order to protect the participants’ identity, they were each designated a letter (S 

for Spanish, E for English or L for learner) and a number between 1 and 21. Also, as 

mentioned earlier, language and culture go hand in hand. Therefore, the NS participants 

are treated in this research as both linguistic and cultural subjects. When eliciting 

language from the participants, their cultural values were also elicited; thus the goal was 

to be able to analyze their behavior from both linguistic and cultural points of view. The 

following 3 sections describe the characteristics that distinguished each group of 

participants, as well as how they were recruited to participate in the experiment.  

3.1.1 Group 1: Native speakers of Spanish 

The participants in this group were native speakers of Latin American Spanish of 

a variety of nationalities. There are many differences in linguistic and cultural behaviors 

among the many varieties of Spanish. One Spanish variety that is particularly different is 

Peninsular Spanish; in a pilot study that I conducted in preparation for this experiment I 

found that native speakers of Spanish from Spain expressed compassion differently from 

native speakers of Spanish of Latin America. For this reason, only Latin American 
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varieties of Spanish were included in the research (Mexico, Colombia, Venezuela, 

Guatemala, Peru, Bolivia, and Nicaragua).  

Although all of the Spanish NS participants claimed to have learned Spanish as 

their L1, they were all recruited at a university in the United States. Therefore, it is 

important to highlight that they were all bilingual speakers, since they were proficient in 

English and their time living in the U.S. ranged from 1 month to 21 years. These 

participants reflected a wide range of bilingualism, and their level of bilingualism is 

important to take into account, since their pragmatic behavior when speaking Spanish 

was likely influenced by English, especially since they lived in the U.S. at the time the 

study was conducted and used it daily. Therefore, perhaps monolingual NSs of Spanish 

would behave differently from these bilingual speakers. Throughout this dissertation, 

these participants are referred to as Spanish NSs because they claimed that Spanish was 

the first language they acquired. However, we must remember that these participants 

were Spanish/English bilingual speakers, which is an important factor that will be taken 

into account in the analysis of the data.  

These participants were recruited by sending recruitment emails to specific email 

lists that include Spanish NS members (see Appendix 2) and by asking participants to 

invite their Spanish NS friends to participate. They were offered $10 as compensation for 

their time. Also, although 21 Spanish NSs participated in the experiment, one of them 

(participant S13) was eliminated from the corpus since she was born in the US, and 

although her parents speak mostly Spanish, she showed the traits of an English L1 

speaker who was a Spanish heritage language learner. Therefore, there were a total of 20 

participants in this group. Table 3.1 below contains the information about these 

participants. 
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Table 3.1 Data from Spanish native speakers’ questionnaires 

Participant Age Where they 
are from 

Where they have lived 
and for how long 

When they 
started to 
learn 
English and 
in what 
context 

Other 
languages 

S1 20 Mexico  Mexico 20 yrs, Canada 
1 semester, USA 1 
month 

ES 7 yrs old NO 

S2 19 Bogota, 
Colombia 

Colombia 9 yrs, USA 
10 yrs 

ES 9 yrs old Basic German 

S3 19 Born in El 
Paso, TX, 
grew up in 
Juárez, 
Mexico 

Mexico 17 yrs, USA 2 
yrs, Brazil 2 months 

ES, summer 
intensive 
programs in 
US 

Portuguese 
30%, French 
25% 

S4 21 Venezuela Venezuela 0-9, USA 9-
18, France 18-19, USA 
19-21 

ES 9 yrs old French pretty 
fluent 

S5 27 Bogota, 
Colombia 

Colombia 23 yrs, USA 
3.5 yrs 

HS Basic French 

S6 21 Guatemala Guatemala 13 yrs, USA 
7 yrs 

HS, ESL 
classes 

Conversational 
French  

S7 19 Colombia Colombia 14.5 yrs, 
USA 4.5 yrs 

Vocab since 
age 7, 
grammar 9-
12 yrs old 

Pretty fluent in 
French 

S8 21 Lima, Peru Peru 11 yrs, USA 10 
yrs 

PS 4 yrs old French 2 yrs 
HS, 2 yrs 
college 

S9 20 Guadalajara, 
Mexico 

Mexico 6 yrs, USA 15 
yrs 

ES 6 yrs old NO 

S10 23 El Paso, TX Mexico 5 yrs, USA 18 
yrs 

ES 5 yrs old  NO 

S11 20 Ft.Lauderdal
e, FL 

USA 20 yrs ES 5 yrs old NO 

S12 22 Morelia 
Michoacán, 
Mexico 

Mexico 16 yrs, USA 1 
yr 

PS but 
didn’t 
understand 
it until HS 

NO but just 
started French 

S14 21 Houston, 
TX 

USA 21 yrs ES 7 yrs old NO 
 

S15 26 Bolivia Bolivia 25 yrs, 
Denmark 1 yr, US 7 mo 

ES Basic Danish 
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Table 3.1, continued 
 
S16 25 Nicaragua Nicaragua 5 yrs, USA 

20 yrs, Brazil 5 months 
ES – 5 yrs 
old 

Basic 
Portuguese 

S17 20 Dolores 
Hidalgo, 
Guanajuato, 
Mexico 

Mexico 11 yrs, USA 9 
yrs 

ES 6th grade, 
ESL in MS 

NO 

S18 19 Puebla, 
Mexico 

Mexico 16 yrs, USA 3 
yrs 

ES 7 yrs old Pretty fluent in 
German 

S19 20 Querétaro, 
Mexico 

Mexico 6 yrs, USA 
14.5 yrs 

ES NO 

S20 21 Oaxaca, 
Mexico 

Mexico 11 yrs, USA 10 
yrs 

ES 5th grade Starting 
Portuguese 

S21 20 Reynosa 
Tamaulipas, 
Mexico  

Mexico 3 yrs, USA 17 
yrs 

ES in USA NO 

3.1.2 Group 2: Native speakers of English 

The participants for this group were 21 NSs of English from the United States. 

Only speakers of American English were included in the experiment since there may be 

differences in the expressions used and in cultural norms used by speakers of different 

varieties of English. Since the participants were recruited at a university in Texas, the 

great majority of the English NSs were Texan and thus had a similar language 

background. The researcher recruited these participants by sending emails to first-

semester Spanish classes (see Appendix 2), so these participants had a very basic 

knowledge of the Spanish language. They were also offered $10 as compensation for 

their time. 

Although 21 English NSs participated in the experiment, participant E20 was 

eliminated because she was from Nigeria and thus not a NS of American English. 

Therefore, in this group I also analyzed the data for a total of 20 participants. Table 3.2 

below contains the information for these participants. 
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Table 3.2 Data from English native speakers’ questionnaires 

Participant Age Where they were 
born 

Countries and states 
where they have 
lived 

Other languages 

E1 18 Boling, TX TX 18 yrs NO 
E2 20 Houston, TX TX 20 yrs Moderate amounts 

of Gujarati 
E3 20 Houston, TX TX 20 yrs Very basic 

Spanish 
E4 23 Wharton, TX TX 23 yrs NO 
E5 19 Houston, TX TX 19 yrs NO 
E6 22 Houston, TX TX 22 yrs NO 
E7 20 College Station, TX TX 16 yrs, CA 2 yrs, 

WA 2 yrs 
Can understand 
some Kannada 

E8 19 San Marcos, TX TX 19 yrs Very little Spanish  
E9 19 TX TX 19 yrs NO 
E10 19 Austin, TX TX 19 yrs NO 
E11 19 Houston, TX TX 19 yrs NO 
E12 20 Kerrville, TX TX 20 yrs Beginner Spanish 
E13 19 Plano, TX USA 20 yrs NO 
E14 18 Austin, TX TX 18 yrs NO 
E15 19 Lincoln, NE NE 2.5 yrs, MI 4 yrs, 

AL 2 yrs, TX 10.5 yrs 
Very basic Latin, 
Spanish and 
French 

E16 20 Dallas, TX TX 20 yrs NO 
E17 18 Los Angeles, CA US 17 yrs Beginning French 
E18 21 EL Paso, TX TX 21 yrs Basic Spanish 
E19 18 Minnesota MN 3 yrs, HI 1 yr, CA 

6 yrs, TX 8 yrs 
A little bit of 
Spanish 

E21 19 Dover, Delaware TX 15 yrs, MD 3 yrs, 
KY 1 yr 

 

3.1.3 Group 3: Learners of Spanish 

The participants for the third part of the experiment were 21 NSs of English who 

were intermediate learners of Spanish, and they were all enrolled in the same third-

semester Spanish course (SPN 611D – Intermediate Spanish II). Since all of these 

participants were enrolled in the same college level Spanish course, it was assumed that 

they all had a similar proficiency level, and any variation in proficiency among the 

participants would not be significant enough to alter the overall results of the experiment. 
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This proficiency level was selected because intermediate learners are able to express 

themselves to a certain degree and maintain a conversation in the L2. This research aims 

to analyze their expressions of compassion, and any lower proficiency learners would 

have much greater grammatical and lexical limitations, whereas the intermediate-level 

learners might have different limitations, such as a lack of pragmatic knowledge, which 

are relevant for this research. Also, more advanced learners were not included since I 

wanted to include participants who did not have extensive experience or contact with 

Spanish-speaking cultures; any higher-level learners were more likely to have spent time 

in a Spanish-speaking country or community. 

None of the learner participants were heritage speakers of Spanish, since this 

population is usually exposed to more language use by family members, and they might 

have learned cultural or pragmatic behaviors that typical L2 learners do not acquire in the 

classroom. Also, as mentioned above, the participants could not have had any experience 

living in a Spanish-speaking country, since this factor could also provide knowledge of 

cultural or pragmatic rules that might affect their performance in the experiment. Finally, 

they could not have studied or learned any other foreign languages, in order to avoid 

transfer of expressions or pragmatic information from other languages except English.  

The researcher recruited the learner participants by sending recruitment emails to 

intermediate Spanish courses (Appendix 2), and also by visiting these classes and asking 

for their participation. Like the English NSs, since the learner participants were recruited 

at a university in Texas, most of them were originally from Texas. Participants were also 

offered $10 as compensation for their time. And once again, although 21 learners 

participated in the experiment, participant L5 was eliminated from the analysis since she 

admitted that her mother was a native speaker of Spanish, and she showed several 

indications of being a heritage language learner. Therefore, the analysis for the Spanish 
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learners was also based on a total of 20 participants. Table 3.3 below contains the 

information for these participants. 

Table 3.3 Data from learners’ questionnaires 

Participant Age Time 
studyin
g 
Spanish 

Spanish 
learning 
contexts 

Travel to 
Spanish- 
speaking 
countries 

Use of 
Spanish 
outside of 
class 

Contact 
with NS 

Speaks 
Spanish 
with NS 

L1 19 2 yrs 
HG 
3 sem 
college 

HS, college NO Music once a 
week 

Friends 
and 
relatives 

NO 

L2 21 2 yrs College NO Listens to 
Spanish 
dialogues 
often 

Parents 
speak 
Spanish 

NO 

L3 21 6 yrs HS, college Panama 1 
week 

Never Relatives 
in 
Panama 

NO 

L4 22 5 yrs 3 yrs HS, 2 
yrs college 

NO Never Friends NO 

L6 20 4.5 yrs From 
mother - 
childhood, 
3 yrs HS, 3 
sem college 

Mexico 2-
3 times 
for 1 week 

Rarely Mother is 
NS from 
Mexico 

Rarely  

L7 19 9 yrs MS, HS, 
college 

NO Not very 
often 

Yes Not very 
often 

L8 22 3.5 yrs College Mexico 2 
weeks 

Almost never Yes No 

L9 18 6 yrs HS, 
college, 
working in 
a kitchen 

NO Often speaks 
with friends 
and watches 
Mex soccer 

Friends Often 

L10 20 6 yrs HS, college Mexico 
and Dom 
Rep 2 
weeks  

Very rarely One of 
best 
friends is 
Mexican  

Rarely 

L11 18 5 yrs HS, college Mexico 
10 days 

Not often at 
all 

Friends Every other 
day 

L12 19 HS, 1 yr 
college 

HS, 2 sem 
college 
 

NO Rarely Yes No 
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Table 3.3, continued 
 

L13 19 5-6 yrs MS, HS, 
college 

Mexico 4 
days 

~6 hrs/week 
(TV, movies, 
music, 
soccer) 

Friends 
and 
parents of 
friends 

Not often 

L14 18 4 yrs HS, college NO 2-3 
times/week 

Yes ~once 
every 2 
weeks 

L15 19 5 yrs HS, college Spain 3 
weeks 

Not often at 
all, songs 
only 

NO NO 

L16 19 4-5 yrs HS, college NO Once a month NO NO 
L17 18 6 yrs HS, college C.R. 10 

days 
Never NO NO 

L18 18 5 yrs 4 yrs HS, 2 
yrs college 

Spain 4 
days 

Rarely with 
friends 

A couple 
of friends 

Rarely 

L19 20 4.5 yrs 3 yrs HS, 2 
sem college 

NO Not often NO NO 

L20 18 7 yrs Basic in 
3rd-4th 
grade, 6-
12th grade, 
2 sem 
college 

Spain 5 
days 

Occasionally 
(movies, TV, 
soccer) 

Sister’s 
friend 

3 weeks 
every 
summer 

L21 18 6 yrs 2 yrs ES, 3 
yrs HS, 2 
sem college 

NO Very rarely NO Sometimes 
practices 
with her 
dad (NNS) 

3.2 PROCEDURES AND MATERIALS 

Each group of participants performed several steps in the experiment, which took 

between 20 and 30 minutes to complete. The procedure for each group was quite similar, 

although some steps were carried out in English and others in Spanish, depending on the 

group. Also, the Spanish NS group performed an extra step. Table 3.4 below summarizes 

the steps carried out by each group of participants in the experiment. The parts marked in 

italics signal the differences among the groups. 
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Table 3.4 Procedures for each group of participants 

Steps Group 1 – Spanish NS Group 2 – English NS Group 3 - Learners 
1 Reading and signing a 

consent form in English 
Reading and signing a 
consent form in English 

Reading and signing a 
consent form in English 

2 Completing a written 
background 
questionnaire in Spanish 

Completing a written 
background questionnaire 
in English 

Completing a written 
background 
questionnaire in English 

3 Having an informal 
conversation with the 
researcher in Spanish 

Having an informal 
conversation with the 
researcher in English 

Having an informal 
conversation with the 
researcher in Spanish 

4 Answering questions in 
a retrospective interview 
in Spanish 

Answering questions in a 
retrospective interview in 
English 

Answering questions in 
a retrospective interview 
in English 

5 Listening to and 
commenting on 2 audio 
clips 

  

Each participant arrived individually at an office in the Spanish Department at the 

University of Texas at Austin, where a computer was set up to use the program Garage 

Band to audio record the conversations. The researcher welcomed the participants and 

explained that the experiment was for the researcher’s dissertation. The first step was 

providing the participants with a consent form to sign (see Appendix 1) that explained 

their role in the study and that they could withdraw from participation at any time. Next, 

the participants completed a background questionnaire, had an informal conversation 

with the researcher eliciting sympathetic reactions, and finally they answered questions in 

a retrospective interview. Also, as seen in Table 3.4, the Spanish NS participants also 

listened to and commented on some audio clips.  The next 5 sections describe these steps 

in detail. 

3.2.1 Written background questionnaire 

After signing the consent form, the researcher asked each participant to complete 

a written background questionnaire about her language learning history (found in 
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Appendix 3). The questionnaires for the Spanish and English NS groups were identical, 

except they were written in the participants’ native language: either Spanish or English. 

This questionnaire asked them their age, where they were from, what countries they had 

lived in, when and in what contexts they had learned English, and whether they spoke 

any other languages fluently. The purpose of asking these questions was to learn about 

any contact with other languages that might influence the way that the participants 

perform when speaking their native language.  

The background questionnaire for the learner participants was somewhat 

different. It was written in English (the learners’ L1) and it asked the participants their 

age, how long they had been studying Spanish and in what type of contexts, whether they 

had traveled to any Spanish-speaking countries and for how long, how often they used or 

listened to Spanish outside of class, and whether they had contact with any native 

Spanish speakers, and if so, how often. The purpose of asking these questions was to 

learn about any contact with the Spanish language that might provide the learners with 

knowledge of the language other than that gained from their formal instruction. Any 

contact with Spanish outside of class could increase the learners’ pragmatic knowledge, 

which might influence their performance in the L2.  

3.2.2 Conversation with the researcher 

This part of the experiment was designed to address the first and second research 

questions: 

(1) Are there differences in how compassion is expressed by native speakers of American 

English and native speakers of Latin American Spanish? In other words, when a 

speaker shares bad news with an interlocutor, are there differences in the formulas 

used to express compassion, the speech acts that are performed or in how the 
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conversation develops in the 2 cultures? Also, are there differences in the strategies 

used depending on the gravity of the situation?  

(2)  How do intermediate learners of Spanish who are native speakers of English express 

compassion in their L2? Do they transfer strategies from their L1, or are they able to 

produce appropriate L2 strategies?  

In order to answer these questions and learn about how the participants express 

compassion, a task was designed to elicit their reactions of compassion. Each participant 

had an audio-recorded informal conversation with the researcher and, during this 

conversation the researcher provided 2 elicitations for compassion of different gravity. 

The researcher was a female native speaker of Spanish from Costa Rica with a native-like 

proficiency in English, age 28. Whenever the researcher participates in an experiment 

eliciting data from participants, the possibility of an ‘observer’s paradox’ exists. 

According to Labov (1972), “the aim of linguistic research in the community must be to 

find out how people talk when they are not being systematically observed, yet we can 

only obtain these data by systematic observation” (p. 209). The possible problem 

presented by the observer’s paradox is that when the researcher is present during an 

interview and participants know that they are being observed and that their language is 

being analyzed, they might be self-aware of their speech and would thus not produce 

natural language. However, for this study it was valuable for the researcher to conduct the 

experiment herself for several reasons. First, in order to obtain consistent results, it was 

important for the same person to conduct the experiment with all the learners; therefore 

this person had to be fluent in both English and Spanish. As a native speaker of Spanish 

and a near-native speaker of English, the researcher met this requirement and also had the 

time, ability and motivation to conduct all of the data collection. Also, the goal of this 

part of the data collection was to analyze the participants’ responses to certain elicitations 
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of compassion, so as long as the elicitations were consistent for each participant, the 

results for all of them would be comparable. Therefore, in order to avoid an observer’s 

paradox, the researcher aimed to perform in a similar way with each participant. The 

intended task was designed as part of a natural, informal conversation, and the elicitations 

were inserted into the conversation in the most casual way possible.  

The participants were told that they would simply have an audio-recorded, 

informal conversation with the researcher for about 15 minutes, in Spanish for the 

Spanish NS group and the learner group, and in English for the English NS group. During 

this conversation the participant and the researcher would get to know each other, and 

then the researcher would ask them a few questions. Prior to starting, the participants 

were presented with a list of possible conversation topics (in Spanish or English as 

appropriate for the language of the conversation), such as how the semester was going 

and their plans for the summer (the full list of topics can be found in Appendix 3). This 

list of possible topics involved talking about events that happened in the past and also 

about future events, which could provide a language sample suitable for an analysis of 

the learners’ proficiency level. The participants were told that the list was there simply in 

case they needed conversation topics, and it was not necessary to talk about those 

particular topics. Also, they were told that both the participant and the researcher could 

suggest any topic and ask questions at any time.  

In order to elicit an expression of sympathy or compassion, there were 2 times 

during the conversation when the researcher shared some bad news with the participants. 

The elicitations used for the 3 groups of participants were identical, so as to be able to 

compare the expressions of compassion used by NSs of Spanish, NSs of English, and 

Spanish learners for the same situations. The 2 pieces of bad news differed in gravity; one 

was more serious than the other. These 2 elicitations are presented in Table 3.5 below. 
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Table 3.5 Elicitations for compassion 

 Spanish English 
1. Headache 
(Low gravity) 

Tengo un dolor de cabeza terrible. I have a terrible headache. 

2. Death 
(High gravity) 

Mi tío murió de un ataque del 
corazón. 

My uncle died from a heart attack. 

As seen in Table 3.5, one of the elicitations involved a low gravity situation, 

whereas the other elicitation involved a serious, or high gravity situation. For the first 

prompt the researcher told the participants that she was having a very bad headache, 

while for the second prompt the researcher shared the news that her uncle died of a heart 

attack recently and she had to take an emergency trip to her hometown in Costa Rica. The 

purpose of having these different types of elicitations was to see how reactions differ 

depending on how serious the situation may be. Having a headache is a more common 

occurrence, while the death of the uncle is a more serious, personal issue. These 2 

situations of highly differing levels of gravity were likely to evoke different levels of 

emotional reaction, or perhaps the low gravity situation would not evoke any emotional 

reaction at all. Therefore, the participants’ responses to these 2 situations could reveal 

different emotional reactions and distinct ways of approaching these situations, whether 

reacting sympathetically or not. As mentioned above, the participants are treated as both 

linguistic and cultural subjects. In other words, this experiment elicited their language but 

also their cultural values. 

In order to obtain the most natural and spontaneous data as possible, the 

researcher was careful to insert the 2 prompts at natural points during the conversation. 

The first was usually mentioned while speaking about the weather or how the day was 

going, and the second was usually mentioned while talking about how often the 

interlocutors were able to visit their hometowns. The researcher tried to say the same 

things and act the same way with each participant in order to obtain consistent results. 
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However, there was some variation due to the nature of each conversation and the 

personal characteristics of each interlocutor. The wording of the elicitations varied, as 

they were embedded within different conversation topics. Sometimes one topic would 

arise unexpectedly before the other, so the order of the 2 elicitations varied as well. 

Finally, variation occurred because the researcher aimed to make the conversations as 

natural as possible. These variations are addressed in the reporting of the results. 

3.2.3 Retrospective interview 

After about 15 minutes of conversation, the researcher indicated that she would 

then ask the participants a few questions. The Spanish and English NS participants 

continued speaking in their L1, but at this point the researcher told the learner 

participants that they would switch from speaking in their L2 (Spanish) to speaking in 

their L1 (English). In this way, all the participants answered the questions in their native 

language, which would allow them to feel more comfortable and answer the questions 

more easily and thoroughly. 

The first 2 questions in the retrospective interview asked to the Spanish NS group 

and the English NS group were identical, except they were asked in their corresponding 

L1s. The third question was somewhat different, since the Spanish NSs were asked to 

comment on any differences between how sympathy is expressed in English and Spanish, 

while the English NSs were asked to comment only on how sympathy is expressed in 

English. Table 3.6 below contains the 3 questions that were asked to each NS group in 

the retrospective interview: 
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Table 3.6 Retrospective interview questions for NS groups 

Questions Spanish English 
 

1 ¿Notaste durante nuestra 
conversación que te conté dos 
malas noticias o situaciones 
negativas? (If they did not 
remember, the researcher 
reminded them.) 

Did you notice that during our 
conversation I told you 2 pieces of 
bad news or negative situations? (If 
they did not remember, the researcher 
reminded them.) 

2 ¿Puedes comentar sobre cómo 
reaccionaste a estas noticias, y 
por qué reaccionaste como lo 
hiciste? 

Can you comment on how you 
reacted to these bad news, and why 
you reacted the way you did? 

3 ¿Crees que hay diferencias entre 
cómo se expresa la compasión en 
inglés y en español? ‘Do you think 
that there are there any differences 
between how sympathy is 
expressed in English and in 
Spanish?’ 

Can you comment on how English 
speakers in general express 
sympathy, like what expressions 
people use or how they are expected 
to react to certain situations? 
 

The purpose of asking the first question was to find out whether the participants 

judged the headache and the uncle’s death as bad news or negative situations or whether 

they were significant enough that they would remember them. The purpose of the second 

question was to learn about any compassion strategies that might have been used by the 

participants and were not obvious in the data. For example, some participants claimed to 

have avoided the topic, which, depending on their reasons, may also be considered to be a 

way of showing compassion for the other speaker. Also, the answers to these questions 

could help understand the participants’ reactions to the sympathy elicitations that were 

uttered during the conversation with the researcher. Finally, the third question was 

intended to learn the participant’s perceptions about sympathy in their languages and 

cultures. Since the Spanish NSs were all competent bilingual speakers of Spanish and 

English, the question asked whether they had noticed differences in how sympathy is 



 98 

expressed in English as opposed to Spanish. On the other hand, the English NSs had a 

limited knowledge of Spanish; thus the third question was about their perceptions of the 

emotion of sympathy in only the English language and American culture. 

Some of the questions asked of the learner participants were the same as those 

asked of the NS participants, but there were some differences as well. Table 3.7 below 

presents the questions for the learner participants. 

Table 3.7 Retrospective interview questions for learner group 

 
1. There were 2 instances during our conversation when I shared some bad news or 

negative situations with you. Do you remember those? (If the learners did not 
remember, the researcher reminded them.) 
 

2. What did you feel, think or say when I told you these 2 things?  
 
3. Did you have a hard time expressing those feelings in Spanish? If so, why? 
 
4. When expressing sympathy in Spanish, did you translate what you would say in 

English, or did you know other words or expressions that are appropriate to use in 
Spanish?  

 
5. If you had done this task in English, what would you have done or said differently? 
 
6. Do you think that sympathy is expressed differently in English and Spanish? If so, 

what are some differences? 
 

The purpose of asking these questions was to find out about the participants’ 

abilities to express compassion in the L2, why they reacted the way they did, whether 

they employed strategies from their L1, or whether they were able to produce appropriate 

L2 strategies. Also, these questions could reveal any compassion strategies that might 

have been used by the participants and were not obvious in the data, or how the language 

factor may have been a barrier for expressing sympathy.  



 99 

The retrospective interview was the final step for the English NS group and the 

learner group. Therefore, after answering these questions, the experiment ended and the 

participants received their $10 compensation. The Spanish NS group, however, 

completed one more step, explained in section 3.2.4 below. 

3.2.4 Audio clips 

The last section of the experiment with the Spanish native speaker participants 

was designed to answer the third research question: 

(3) How would native speakers of Spanish react to the nonstandard expressions of 

compassion used by L2 learners of Spanish when speaking the L2? For example, 

would unexpected responses make them feel uncomfortable? 

In order to answer this question, the researcher played for each participant 2 audio clips 

of a learner’s nonstandard reactions to the sympathy prompts (headache and death of an 

uncle) obtained from an intermediate learner of Spanish who participated in the 

experiment. This learner’s reactions were selected since they were ‘unnatural’ and 

differed from typical NS reactions. In the first audio clip, the researcher tells the learner 

that she had a headache, and the learner responds by saying “oh” and laughing. When the 

researcher says that the cause is possibly due to allergies, the learner responds that she 

does not have allergies herself. In the second audio clip, the researcher tells the learner 

that her uncle passed away from a heart attack, and she had to travel and miss 2 weeks of 

school. The learner reacts by saying “mhm” and then she changes the topic by asking if 

the researcher has another job. Therefore, this learner’s reactions could give an 

interlocutor the impression of a lack of compassion. The transcriptions for these audio 

clips are found in chapter 5 of this dissertation with the discussion of the results. 
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The same computer that was set up to record the conversation was also used to 

play the 2 audio clips. The Spanish NS participants listened to each audio clip once, after 

which the researcher asked them several questions in Spanish, displayed in Table 3.8 

below. 

Table 3.8 Audio clip questions for Spanish NS group 

 
1. ¿Qué te parece esta reacción? 
     ‘What do you think of this reaction?’ 
 
2. ¿Qué pensarías o cómo te sentirías si alguien te dijera esto después de que tú le 

contaras que estás en esa situación? 
     ‘What would you think or how would you feel if someone told you this after you told 
       her that you were in that situation?’ 
 
3. ¿Causaría problemas de comunicación? 
     ‘Would it cause communication problems?’ 
 
4. ¿Crees que afectaría la relación que se podría formar con esa persona? 
     ‘Do you think it would affect the relationship that could be formed with that person?’ 

 

These questions were intended to answer the third research question, which asks 

how native speakers of Spanish react to the nonstandard expressions of compassion used 

by L2 learners of Spanish. The fourth question is particularly important because, as Clark 

(1997) states, since “sympathy can create social bridges and produce social bonds, a 

sympathy transaction may determine how the people involved will relate to each other in 

the future” (p. 19). Therefore, these questions could provide insight as to whether these 

nonstandard expressions could cause communication failure or create problems in the 

relationship between speakers. 

After answering these questions, the experiment ended and the Spanish NS 

participants received their $10 compensation. 
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3.3 ANALYSIS 

 The data from this experiment were analyzed qualitatively, although some 

quantitative analyses were also performed. First, the researcher transcribed the audio-

recordings for each participant. The recordings included the informal conversations, the 

retrospective interviews, and the responses to the audio clips. For the native speaker 

participants, the retrospective interviews and the Spanish NSs’ responses to the audio 

clips were all transcribed, but for the conversation with the researcher only certain parts 

were transcribed. The transcribed sections were those leading up to the elicitation of 

compassion, the elicitation and reactions, and the part following the reaction, in order to 

see how the conversation developed afterward. For the learner participants, however, the 

entire recordings were transcribed so as to have a large language sample that could reveal 

the participants’ proficiency level.  

3.3.1 Conversation with the researcher 

The first part of the analysis involved examining the participants’ reactions to the 

elicitations for compassion during their conversation with the researcher. Section 3.3.1.1 

below explains how these data were categorized and analyzed, and section 3.3.1.2 

discusses the comparison among groups that was performed for the 3 participant groups.  

3.3.1.1 Reactions to elicitations of compassion 

Once all the data were transcribed, the participants’ responses to the elicitations of 

compassion were categorized. The reactions were analyzed to determine whether 

compassion was expressed, and what strategies were used to react to the elicitations, such 

as linguistic expressions used and speech acts performed. Some examples of strategies 

found in the data are: sympathy expressions, sympathy interjections, acknowledging the 

bad news, and asking questions about the situation. Also, the reactions were analyzed in 
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terms of politeness theory (Brown and Levinson, 1987), taking into account any face-

threatening acts produced and the degree of imposition involved in the reactions. In 

addition, the participants’ reactions were analyzed using Clark’s (1997) theory of the 

sympathy-giving process. Finally, the exchanges between the researcher and the 

participant were also coded in terms of focus; it was important to analyze how the 

researcher delivered the elicitation for compassion, in order to determine whether the 

focus of the utterance was on the actual hardship that would elicit compassion, or on 

another part of the utterance. This categorization led to an analysis of preference 

organization using aspects of conversation analysis, in order to understand why speakers 

react to certain parts of a discourse and to discuss the possibility of adjacency pairs 

corresponding to the delivery of bad news and sympathy reactions. 

3.3.1.2 Comparison among groups 

 Once the data for each group of participants were categorized, an analysis was 

performed to compare the reactions and compassion strategies uttered by the 3 groups of 

participants. The comparison among participant groups was relevant for answering the 

study’s first 2 research questions. To answer the first research question, concerning 

whether there are differences in how compassion is expressed by NSs of American 

English and NSs of Latin American Spanish, a comparison was made of the utterances of 

these 2 groups of participants, focusing on what strategies were used by the NSs of each 

language when reacting to the elicitation of compassion. For example, the analysis 

included counting the number of instances a particular linguistic expression such as I’m 

sorry or lo siento was uttered, or the number of times that advice was offered in each 

language. Also, the first research question asks whether there are differences in the 

strategies used depending on the gravity of the situation, so the analysis included 



 103 

counting the expressions and strategies used for each situation (low and high gravity) in 

each language. Also, a statistical test was used in order to determine whether differences 

between the 2 groups of NSs were significant. 

The comparison among groups was also important when answering the second 

research question, concerning how intermediate learners of Spanish who are NSs of 

English express compassion in the L2, whether they employ strategies from their L1, or 

whether they are able to produce L2 appropriate strategies. Once the data for each 

participant group were categorized, it was possible to compare the learners’ responses to 

those of the other 2 groups. This was done in order to see if the learners performed 

similarly to NSs of Spanish when reacting to elicitations of compassion in Spanish, or 

whether they reacted similarly to NSs of English like themselves. These results provided 

information about whether these intermediate learners have acquired the necessary 

information to react appropriately in the L2, or whether they display pragmatic transfer, 

or the use of strategies from their L1 when speaking the L2. Finally, a statistical test was 

used to determine whether differences in the reactions for the 3 groups of participants 

were significant. 

3.3.2 Retrospective interviews 

Next, the participants’ responses to the retrospective interview were analyzed. 

Their answers were used to understand better their reactions to the elicitations of 

compassion, such as why they reacted the way they did, or what factors contributed to 

their reactions. The participants’ responses to the retrospective interview also provided an 

insight into whether the sympathy process took place when they reacted to the elicitations 

for compassion. If the sympathy process did take place, their responses could also 
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indicate whether they experienced genuine overt sympathy, surface sympathy or covert 

sympathy.  

One important detail obtained from the learners’ retrospective interviews was 

whether they had actually understood the elicitation that was uttered by the researcher. It 

was possible that the learners did not express sympathy or compassion because they did 

not understand what was said. Also, when the learners did understand the elicitation, their 

comments from the retrospective interview helped to understand why they reacted in the 

way they did. In addition, the learners’ answers were used to learn about their knowledge 

of strategies for expressing sympathy and compassion in Spanish as compared to their L1 

English, and their perception of their ability to express emotions such as sympathy in the 

L2.  

Finally, the analysis of the retrospective interviews revealed information about the 

English NSs thoughts about expressing sympathy in their language and culture, and about 

the Spanish NSs’ thoughts on differences between the expression of compassion in 

English and Spanish. 

3.3.3 Audio clips 

The last part of the data analysis involved examining the Spanish NSs’ reactions 

to the audio clips. These responses were used to determine how they would react to a 

learner’s unexpected reactions to an elicitation that was expected to trigger compassion, 

as well as their thoughts about any communication failure or problems in the relationship 

among interlocutors that this type of reaction could create.  

3.4 SUMMARY OF THE CHAPTER 

This chapter described the methodology used in the study for this dissertation, as 

well as the analysis used to interpret the data. The study involved 3 groups of 
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participants: Spanish NSs, English NSs and L2 learners of Spanish. Each participant 

completed a background questionnaire, had a conversation with the researcher and 

participated in a retrospective interview. Also, the Spanish NSs listened to 2 audio 

recordings and answered questions about them. The following 2 chapters present the 

results obtained with this experiment.  
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Chapter 4: Reactions to the sympathy elicitations 

The results of the experiment described in chapter 3 are presented in chapters 4 

and 5. In this chapter I describe the results obtained from the conversation between the 

researcher and the 3 groups of participants, and include a description of the reactions 

from each group to the 2 sympathy elicitations, as well as comparisons among the 3 

groups. These results are supported with data obtained from the participants’ 

retrospective interviews.  

4.1 FOCUS, ADJACENCY PAIRS AND PREFERENCE ORGANIZATION 

As mentioned in the methodology chapter of this dissertation, an important step in 

the analysis of the data for this experiment was examining the focus of the elicitations 

uttered by the researcher during her conversation with the participants. In order to make 

the conversations as natural as possible, there were variations in how the researcher 

subconsciously uttered the elicitations for compassion, depending on the nature of each 

conversation. One constant factor was that the first elicitation (the headache) was usually 

mentioned during a discussion of the current weather, while the second elicitation (the 

uncle’s death) was usually mentioned during a discussion about how often the researcher 

traveled to her home country (Costa Rica). However, an important variation in the 

delivery of the elicitations was the focus of the hardship. Although all of the elicitations 

used similar words to describe the hardship, these elicitations were embedded within 

various types of discourse; for this reason, the actual hardship was not always the focus 

of the utterance. Examples 4.1 and 4.2 below exemplify this phenomenon. 

Example 4.1 Participant E9, second situation: Focus is on hardship (R = researcher) 
 

1 R Yeah I’m looking for plane tickets right now for my mom to come and it’s  
so expensive, it’s like seven hundred and something. 
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2 E9 That’s nuts. 

 
3 R Last time I went recently was actually not planned, it was kind of an  

emergency. 
 
4 E9 Mhm. 
 
5 R My uncle had a heart attack and passed away. 
 
6 E9 Oh I’m sorry. 
 
7 R So, I just had to go and, it’s like crazy. 

Example 4.1 demonstrates a time when the researcher said the elicitation with the 

focus on the hardship, which in this case was her uncle’s death. The researcher and the 

participant were talking about the cost of airplane tickets to and from Costa Rica. In line 

3 the researcher mentioned that last time she traveled there was due to an emergency, and 

in line 5 she said that her uncle had had a heart attack and passed away. Therefore, she 

uttered the elicitation in a direct manner, and when she finished the utterance she paused 

to allow the participant to take her next turn, or to react to the elicitation; thus the 

participant reacted in line 6 with the sympathy expression ‘Oh I’m sorry’. In this case, 

following conversation analysis, we can posit that the bad news and the sympathy 

expression form an adjacency pair (Schegloff & Sacks, 1973). To determine whether 

lines 5 and 6 in example 4.1 actually form an adjacency pair, we can use the 5 features 

that characterize an adjacency pair mentioned in section 1.7.6 of this dissertation. The 5 

features are:  

(1) there are of 2 turns: in example 4.1, one part of the pair (one turn) was said in line 5 

and the other part of the pair (turn 2) was said in line 6; 

(2) the 2 turns are taken by 2 different speakers: the first turn was taken by the researcher 

(R), and the second turn was taken by the participant (E9);  
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(3) they are adjacent to each other: the second turn (line 6) occurred immediately after 

the first turn (line 5); 

(4) they occur in order, meaning that the FPP (first pair part) always comes before the 

SPP (second pair part): the FPP in this case is the bad news, the SPP in this case is the 

sympathy expression, and they must always occur in that order; and  

(5) they are differentiated into pair types: a sympathy expression is a logical SPP to the 

bad news FPP, although it is not the only possible SPP for the bad news FPP. 

The previous discussion demonstrates that lines 5 and 6 in example 4.1 indeed 

fulfill the 5 features that characterize an adjacency pair. Therefore, this adjacency pair 

can be analyzed in terms of preference organization (Atkinson & Heritage, 1984). As 

mentioned in section 1.7.6 of this dissertation, following conversation analysis, there are 

2 types of preference: preference for agreement and preference for contiguity. In this 

case, in order to determine if there is preference for agreement between a statement of 

bad news and a sympathy expression, we must consider the speaker’s expectations when 

sharing a piece of bad news with an interlocutor. According to Wispé (1991), due to 

social and moral norms, people are expected to be sympathetic to other people’s 

hardships. Therefore, when speakers share their bad news with an interlocutor, they 

expect to receive some sort of sympathetic response; thus in this situation, expressing 

sympathy is a reaction that conforms to preference for agreement. Also, lines 5 and 6 in 

example 4.1 show preference for contiguity, since the SPP occurs immediately after the 

FPP. As was mentioned in section 1.7.6, speakers tend to react to the last utterance they 

hear, so participant E9 probably responded with a sympathy expression in example 4.1 

because the last part she heard was the researcher’s statement about her uncle’s death. 
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In contrast, example 4.2 demonstrates a time when the researcher ended the 

elicitation with the focus on another aspect of the conversation, thus not resulting in an 

adjacency pair nor conforming to the rules of preference organization. 

Example 4.2 Participant E17, second situation: No uptake, focus not on hardship  
 
1 R But, they come here a lot, my parents do. 
 
2 E17 They visit you. 
 
3 R I mean not a lot, but if I can’t go then maybe they’ll come. But yeah I still  

try to go like once a year and save money for that.  
 
4 E17 That’s cool. 
 
5 R Like last time I had to go was actually an emergency, because my uncle  

passed away from a heart attack… Um, and buying a ticket at the last 
minute is crazy. 
 

6 E17 Yeah it’s probably expensive. 
 
7 R But next time we go will probably be Christmas, and I’m gonna have a  

baby by then. 

In this example, the researcher was talking about how often her parents came to 

visit her in Austin, and about how often she was able to travel to visit them in Costa Rica. 

In line 5 she explained that last time she went was due to an emergency; her uncle passed 

away from a heart attack, and buying the ticket at the last minute was expensive. She 

mentioned the uncle’s death, made a short pause, and then talked about buying a plane 

ticket. The short pause made by the researcher after mentioning the uncle’s death marked 

a possible point of completion that could have marked a transition relevant place (TRP) 

in the turn-taking structure of the conversation. However, there was no uptake, meaning 

that the participant did not take the next turn, so the researcher extended her turn by 

talking about having to buy a plane ticket; thus the focus switched from the uncle’s death 
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to the cost of airplane tickets. Since that was the last utterance the participant heard, it 

allowed her to respond to that, and not necessarily react to the bad news. In example 4.2 

we see that participant E17 in fact responded by saying “yeah it’s probably expensive”, 

referring to buying a plane ticket at the last minute. In this example, the bad news FPP 

did not have a sympathy reaction SPP, so the adjacency pair was not completed. This 

result can be explained in terms of preference organization. Since the researcher said 

something else after the bad news, the contiguity between the FPP and the SPP was lost. 

The participant opted to respond to the last part of the turn (about buying plane tickets at 

the last minute) since, as stated above, speakers tend to react to the last utterance they 

hear.   

In example 4.2, the researcher extended her turn and changed the focus of the 

elicitation due to the participant’s lack of uptake. However, in other cases where the 

elicitation was given without the focus on the hardship, the researcher did not pause after 

mentioning the death; she simply said the elicitation with the focus on another topic, as 

seen in example 4.3 below. 

Example 4.3 Participant S4, second situation: Focus not on hardship 
 
R Hace poco tuve que ir pero fue como de emergencia. Un tío tuvo un ataque del 

corazón y murió y fue como, de pronto me tuve que ir. 
 Not too long ago I had to go, but it was like an emergency. An uncle had a heart 

attack and died and it was like, all of a sudden I had to go. 
 
S4 Sí. Pero ya, a cuántos meses es que ya no puedes viajar? 
 Yes. But now, at how many months is it that you can’t travel anymore? 

In example 4.3, when the researcher mentioned her uncle’s death, she 

immediately added that she suddenly had to leave, thus changing the focus of the 

utterance from the death to the fact that she had to travel unexpectedly. Since the 

researcher was pregnant at the time, the participant responded by asking a question about 
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how far into pregnancy one is allowed to travel. Therefore, the change in focus in this 

example was not due to the participant’s lack of uptake. Instead, the researcher herself 

delivered the elicitation with the focus on a different aspect than the death, which allowed 

the participant to react to the part about the travel instead of the death. 

In summary, the way in which the researcher uttered the elicitation and where the 

focus was placed is an important aspect to analyze, as it could have influenced the 

participants’ reactions to the sympathy elicitations. Table 4.1 below presents the number 

of times the hardship was expressed as the focus of the elicitation (or as the last part of 

the turn) in the conversations with the researcher for each group of participants. 

Table 4.1 Hardship as the focus of the elicitations provided by the researcher 

Elicitation Spanish NSs 
n=20 participants 

English NSs 
n=20 participants 

Learners 
n=20 participants 

Headache  Yes – 19 (95%) 
No – 1 (5%) 

Yes - 19 (95%) 
No – 1 (5%) 

Yes – 20  (100%) 
No – 0  

Death 
 

Yes – 10 (50%) 
No – 10 (50%) 

Yes – 16 (80%) 
No – 4 (20%) 

Yes – 18 (90%) 
No – 2 (10%) 

As seen in Table 4.1, the majority of times the researcher did express the hardship 

as the focus of the elicitation, although it varied in each group of participants. In the 

Spanish NS group, in the first situation the focus was on the headache 95% of the time, 

and in the second situation the focus was on the death of the uncle 50% of the time. In the 

English NS group, in the first situation the focus was on the headache 95% of the time, 

while in the second, the focus was on the death of the uncle 80% of the time. Finally, in 

the learner group, the focus in the first situation was on the headache 100% of the time, 

while in the second, the focus was on the death of the uncle 90% of the time. The 

headache was de-focused only once in the Spanish NS group and once in the English NS 

group, and it did not occur at all in the learner group. On the other hand, in the second 
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elicitation there were more cases in which the death of the uncle was not the focus. In the 

Spanish NS group, the death was de-focused 10 times (50%), while in the English NS 

group the death was de-focused 4 times (20%) and twice (10%) in the learner group.  

As mentioned above, the phenomenon of the hardship being de-focused occurred 

much more frequently during the death elicitation than during the headache, particularly 

in the Spanish and English NS groups. As shown with example 4.2, in some cases the 

change in focus was due to the participants’ lack of uptake immediately following the 

mention of the death. In the Spanish NS group, of the 10 times that the utterance was de-

focused, 3 of those were due to the participants’ lack of uptake, while in the English NS 

group, this occurred twice out of the 4 times that the death was de-focused. As shown 

with example 4.3, the rest of the times when the death was not the focus of the elicitation, 

it was not due to the participants’ lack of uptake. Instead, the researcher simply ended her 

turn with the focus on a different topic than the death. A possible explanation for this 

result stems from the nature of the elicitations, or the gravity of each situation. Since the 

headache was a low gravity situation, it was more natural for the researcher to state it 

bluntly and make it the focus of the elicitation. In contrast, the death was a high gravity, 

more serious situation, which was not as easy to state bluntly. Especially since the 

conversation was between 2 people who did not know each other well, the researcher felt 

the need to justify the sharing of this information and to contextualize the death 

elicitation more by embedding it within the discussion of traveling to her home country, 

and this sometimes resulted in the death situation becoming de-focused. Therefore, the 

following discussion of the participants’ reactions to the elicitations for compassion takes 

into account the factor of the focus of the elicitations and how it affected the preference 

organization of possible adjacency pairs in the conversations.  
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4.2 REACTIONS TO THE ELICITATIONS 

The first step in categorizing the data from the 2 elicitations for compassion was 

to analyze the different types of reactions displayed by the participants. In section 2.5 I 

discussed the results of previous studies that have found several categories of ways of 

expressing sympathy or compassion (Pudlinski, 2005; Williams, 2006; García, 2010). In 

the data from the current study, some of the categories described in those previous studies 

are seen, such as García’s expressing sympathy, expressing empathy and giving advice. 

However, in each of these studies, the situations eliciting compassion were quite 

different; thus the reactions obtained among the experiments varied. For this study, a new 

set of categories is presented, based on the results found in the data. From the audio 

recordings of the conversations between the researcher and the participants, I noted what 

each participant said during their next turn after the researcher delivered the elicitations 

for compassion. Among the 3 groups of participants I found a total of 13 different 

categories used in reaction to the headache and the death situations. Table 4.2 contains a 

list of the categories and an explanation of each one, as well as example hypothetical 

reactions to a headache elicitation.   



 114 

Table 4.2 Reactions to the sympathy elicitations  

Reaction Explanation and example 
 

1. Did not understand The participant does not understand the researcher’s problem 
(headache or death of uncle) and therefore is not able to react 
with sympathy or compassion. 

2. Sympathy expression The participant utters an expression or formula that is 
commonly used for expressing sympathy or compassion in 
Spanish or English (e.g. I’m sorry). 

3. Sympathy 
exclamation 

The participant utters a phrase that is used to express emotion, 
but that is not necessarily a typical Spanish or English 
compassion expression (e.g. That sucks). 

4. Sympathy interjection The participant utters a single word or sound that expresses 
emotion (e.g. Aw). 

5. Relate to the situation The participant talks about when she or someone close to her 
has been in a similar situation (e.g. I get headaches all the 
time too). 

6. Provide a positive 
outlook 

The participant comments on how the situation might 
improve, or mentions something positive to consider (e.g. At 
least the sun came out today). 

7. Discuss the cause The participant talks about what may have caused the 
researcher’s problem (e.g. Maybe you didn’t sleep enough). 

8. Offer advice The participant offers some type of advice or recommendation 
to the researcher as to how to solve the problem (e.g. You 
should take some aspirin). 

9. Ask a question The participant asks the researcher a question about her 
situation (e.g. How long have you had the headache?). 

10. Comment The participant makes a comment about the researcher’s 
situation (e.g. That’s terrible). 

11. Acknowledge the 
elicitation 

The participant provides a simple acknowledgment that she 
heard and understood what the researcher said, and the 
conversation continues without any other reaction from the 
participant (e.g. Mhm). 

12. Continue the 
conversation 

The participant simply continues to talk about the topic of 
conversation that was being discussed before the researcher 
mentioned her situation, without any acknowledgement of the 
elicitation (e.g It’s supposed to snow next week).  

13. Change the topic The participant completely changes the topic of conversation 
without acknowledging the elicitation (e.g. Do you have 
another job?)  
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The first category in Table 4.2, labeled “did not understand”, represents a lack of 

reaction, since it occurred in instances when the learner participants did not understand 

the elicitation, and thus were not able to react in any way. The other 12 categories 

represent reactions to the sympathy elicitations. Of these 12 reactions, reactions 2-10 can 

be considered different ways of expressing sympathy or, at a minimum, expressing 

concern. However, the last 3 (acknowledge the elicitation, continue the conversation and 

change the topic) are reactions that could be interpreted as exhibiting a lack of sympathy 

or compassion. Also, in terms of speech acts, we can say that the first 3 reactions 

(sympathy expression, sympathy exclamation and sympathy interjection) can be labeled 

as ways of performing the speech act of expressing sympathy. Although other categories 

such as relating to the situation and asking a question may also be ways of expressing 

sympathy, these also involve producing a separate action, such as giving advice or 

discussing the cause. Therefore, reactions 5 through 13 can also be considered different 

types of speech acts that may express sympathy indirectly. The sections to follow 

describe how the participants in this study used the reactions. 

4.3. REACTIONS TO THE HEADACHE SITUATION 

The next step in categorizing the data was counting the number of times the 

reactions were produced by each group of participants. The next 3 sections describe the 

results for the 3 groups of participants for the first situation or elicitation for sympathy, 

which was when the researcher said she had a bad headache. Tables 4.3, 4.4 and 4.5 

below list the reactions found for each group in order of highest to lowest frequency of 

occurrence. In addition to the tables containing the number of reactions for each group, 

the next 3 sections contain a discussion about the most frequent reactions found for each 

group. As can be seen in these tables, in some cases the total number of reactions for a 
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group of participants was greater than the number of participants in the group (20 

participants per group). The reason for this pattern is that often participants would use 

more than one reaction. Of the 12 possible responses, 3 of them always occurred as single 

responses: acknowledge the elicitation, continue the conversation, and change the topic. 

The other 8 possible responses either occurred individually, or the participants used a 

combination of 2 or 3 reactions. For example, in the first situation participant S4 uttered a 

sympathy exclamation and then discussed the cause, and participant E8 first asked a 

question, then discussed the cause, and finally related to the situation. A table with the 

information on the reactions used by each participant is found in Appendix 4. Finally, the 

following 3 sections contain the results for each participant group. Section 4.3.1 presents 

the results for the Spanish NS group, section 4.3.2 shows the results for the English NS 

group, and section 4.3.3 discusses the results for the learner group. 

4.3.1 Spanish native speakers: Headache situation 

For the headache situation, as seen in Table 4.1, when the researcher gave the 

elicitation, the hardship was de-focused for only 1 of the 20 participants (S16), and that 

participant reacted by acknowledging the elicitation. This result is indicated in Table 4.3 

below, which contains the list of the reactions found in the Spanish NS group as well as 

the number of times they occurred.  
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Table 4.3 Reactions to the headache situation: Spanish NS group  

Reaction Number of instances (n=20 participants) 
Discuss the cause 10 (50%) 
Ask a question 5 (25%) 
Acknowledge elicitation 5 (25%) – 1 de-focused elicitation 
Relate to the situation 3 (15%) 
Sympathy exclamation 2 (10%) 
Offer advice 2 (10%) 
Comment 2 (10%) 
Positive outlook 1 (5%) 
Change the topic  1 (5%) 
Sympathy expression 0 
Sympathy interjection 0 
Continue the conversation 0 
Did not understand 0 
Total 31  

As discussed in the methodology chapter of this dissertation, an important 

characteristic of the Spanish NSs is that they were all bilingual speakers of English and 

Spanish with different levels of bilingualism. Of the 20 Spanish NS participants, 13 had 

spent a great part of their lives living in the U.S. (7 - 21 years), while some of them had 

recently arrived in the U.S. (1 month - 4 years). However, when analyzing the results of 

the speakers who had arrived recently and comparing them to the results of the 

participants who had lived in the U.S. for most of their lives, no differences were found 

in their reactions. The most frequently used reactions were produced by both types of 

participants. For example, of the 10 instances of discussing the cause, 6 of them were said 

by participants who had lived in the U.S. during most of their lives, and the other 4 were 

uttered by participants who had spent less time in the U.S. Similarly, both types of 

Spanish NS participants produced the reactions of asking questions and acknowledging 

the elicitation. Therefore, since no differences were found in the data for the Spanish NSs 
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who had lived in the U.S. for most of their lives, and for those who had arrived in the 

U.S. recently, the data for all the Spanish NSs were analyzed together. 

  As seen in Table 4.3, the 3 main reactions displayed by the group of Spanish 

NSs were: discuss the cause (10 instances), ask a question (5 instances), and 

acknowledge the elicitation (5 instances). The most common reaction, displayed by 50% 

of the Spanish NS participants, was to discuss the cause of the problem, which in this 

case was the researcher’s headache. Certain participants (S4, S5, S6, S8, S12, S14, S15, 

S18, S19, S21) tended to discuss the source of the headache, suggesting it might be due 

to factors such as the weather, allergies, or the lack of windows in the room where the 

conversation was taking place. Example 4.4 shows an excerpt of the conversation with 

participant S15 of a reaction of discussing the cause: 
 
Example 4.4.  Participant S15: Discuss the cause  
 
1 R Pero no ahora está bien, lo único es que hoy me duele mucho la cabeza. 
  ‘But no now it’s fine, the only thing is that today my head hurts a lot.’ 
 
2 S15 Oh… has estado aquí, especialmente en este cuarto que no tiene ventanas. 
  ‘Oh…you have been here, especially in this room with no windows.’ 

In this example, the researcher mentioned her headache in line 1 as the focus of 

the elicitation. She paused to allow participant S15 to take the next turn and, in line 2, the 

participant responded by saying that the researcher had been in a room with no windows, 

implying that this might be the cause of her headache. In addition, of the 10 participants 

who discussed the cause, 5 of them (25%) also asked a question about the headache (S5, 

S8, S12, S19, S21). Although discussing the cause and asking questions were categorized 

as separate reactions, all 5 questions found in the Spanish NS data were related to the 

cause of the headache. The participants asked the researcher why she had a headache, if 

she was catching a cold, if she was tired, if she did not sleep well, and whether the 
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headache was due to the humidity. Example 4.5 shows the reaction by participant S5, 

who asked a question concerning the cause of the headache. 
 
Example 4.5 Participant S5: Question about cause 
 
1 R No horrible y además hoy tengo este dolor de cabeza terrible. 
  ‘No horrible and also today I have this terrible headache.’ 
 
2 S5 Te va a dar una gripa? 
  ‘Are you catching a cold?’ 
 
3 R No sé. 
  ‘I don’t know.’ 

In this example, the researcher also said the elicitation with the headache as the 

focus and at the end of the turn. Participant S5 took the next turn to ask a question that 

suggests that perhaps the researcher’s headache was due to catching a cold. Similarly, in 

all of the other cases when the participants asked a question, it was related to the cause of 

the headache. Using Clark’s (1997) theory about the process of giving sympathy, the 

reactions of discussing the cause and asking questions may or may not exhibit the 3 steps 

of the sympathy-giving process (empathy, sympathy sentiments and display). If we 

consider asking questions or discussing the cause of the problem to be displays of 

sympathy, then we can say that the participants’ reactions reveal the display of sympathy. 

It is possible that the participants experienced cognitive empathy and understood the 

situation that the researcher was in, and that led them to feel sympathy sentiments and to 

display the sentiment in the form of a question or to discuss the source of the headache. 

In that case, these participants would be expressing genuine, overt sympathy, completing 

the 3 steps in the process of giving sympathy. However, their reactions may also be 

interpreted as surface sympathy, since it is possible that they did not actually feel real 
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sympathy sentiments. Also, their reactions may be seen as a display of concern more than 

a display of compassion. 

The other reaction that was displayed by 5 (25%) of the Spanish NS participants 

was simply acknowledging the elicitation (S1, S2, S3, S9, S16). In these cases, the 

participants said a word or short phrase to acknowledge that they had heard and 

understood the researcher when she said she had a headache, but they did not comment at 

all on the situation; they simply continued with the topic of conversation. The following 

is an example of acknowledging the elicitation by participant S2: 

Example 4.6 Participant S2: Acknowledge hearing the utterance 
 
1 R Sí. Ay no pero a mí no me gusta para nada, yo sufro con el frío. Y además  

hoy tengo un dolor de cabeza terrible.  
‘Yes. Oh no but I don’t like the cold at all, I suffer with the cold. And also 
today I have a terrible headache.’ 

 
2 S2 Sí? No, yo y, también de pronto por lo que tampoco es que hace mucho  

frío acá, entonces cuando hace frío es como ah qué chévere, y ahorita que 
dicen que supuestamente va a nevar esta noche, no chévere que, que 
nieve, pero. 
‘Really? No, and I, also maybe because it’s not very cold here, then when 
it’s cold it’s like oh how cool, and now that they say that it’s supposed to 
snow tonight, no how cool, that it might snow, but.’ 

In this example, when talking about the weather, the researcher brought up in line 

1 the fact that she had a bad headache. Although the researcher provided the headache 

elicitation during a discussion of the weather, she said it directly and paused right after it 

to allow the participant to react; thus it can be considered to be the focus of the utterance. 

This allowed for preference for contiguity, since the participant would likely react to the 

last utterance she heard, which was about the headache. In line 2 we can see that the S2 

responded with a Sí?, which literally means ‘yes?’ but it is better translated as ‘really?’ or 

a type of simple backchannel utterance that lets the interlocutor know that their previous 
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comment was heard and understood. Then immediately she continued to talk about the 

weather without any discussion about the researcher’s headache. It seems that the 

participant did not feel the need to express any sympathy or react to the headache 

situation, and preferred to continue discussing the weather. However, since the headache 

was the last part of the researcher’s utterance, the participant felt obliged to acknowledge 

it at least with a ‘sí?’. This is another example of how preference organization has an 

impact on the development of a conversation. 

As mentioned above, in one of the 5 cases where the participants simply 

acknowledged the elicitation and moved on, the focus of the utterance said by the 

researcher was clearly not on the hardship, as seen in example 4.7 below. 

Example 4.7 Participant S16: Acknowledge hearing the conversation, hardship not the 

focus 
 
1 S16 Este es tu primer hijo? 
  ‘Is this your first son?’ 
 
2 R Sí. Primero. Y, no, me ha ido muy bien. Por suerte. No me puedo quejar  

mucho.  Hoy solo que me duele mucho la cabeza, pero estoy como  
mareada,  

  ‘Yes. First. And no, it has gone really well. Luckily. I can’t complain too  
much. Today the only thing is my head hurts a lot, but I’m kind of dizzy,’ 
 

3 S16 Mjm. 
  ‘Mhm.’ 
 
4 R De pronto así como que me da vueltas todo pero, em. 
  ‘All of a sudden it’s like everything is spinning but, um.’ 
 
5 S16 No te ha dado esas nauseas? 
  ‘Have you gotten that nausea?’ 
 
6 R No gracias a Dios no, peor sí de verdad que me ha ido muy bien. 
  ‘No thank God no, but yes really it has gone really well.’ 
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In line 2 of the example above we can see that when the researcher said the 

elicitation about the headache, she also said that she was dizzy, and all of this was in the 

context of how her pregnancy was going. Then in line 3 the participant said ‘mhm’ to 

acknowledge that she understood what the researcher just said, but did not say anything 

else. Once again, due to the preference for contiguity, participant S16 was likely reacting 

to the last part she heard, which was that the researcher felt dizzy. Thus it was natural and 

appropriate for the participant not to comment on the headache at all, and subsequently, 

the topic of being dizzy became the focus of the conversation.  Therefore, in these 

examples, it is clear that often the participants acknowledged the elicitation and moved 

on because they were following the natural flow of the conversation and preference 

organization. Also, in analyzing their retrospective interviews, when asked why they 

reacted in the way they did, these 5 participants said that they saw having a headache as a 

common, frequent situation that many people have; thus it did not warrant any discussion 

or expression of sympathy. This explains why some participants (such as S2 in example 

4.5) did not comment or react with a more sympathetic reaction regardless of whether or 

not the hardship was the focus of the utterance. Also, when analyzing these reactions 

using Clark’s (1997) theory of the sympathy process, we can say that when 

acknowledging the situation, these participants did not display sympathy because they did 

not feel sympathy sentiments, regardless of whether they were able to empathize with the 

situation. 

Other less common reactions by the group of Spanish NS participants as seen in 

Table 4.3 were: relate to the situation (3 instances), utter a sympathy exclamation (2), 

offer advice (2), comment (2), show a positive outlook (1) and change the topic (1). The 

participants who related to the situation did so because they were also feeling badly that 

day or had experienced a similar situation. Participant S11 said she felt the same way, S8 
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said she had a sore throat, and S10 said she frequently gets headaches and migraines. The 

reaction of relating to the situation is the one that best reflects the first step in Clark’s 

(1997) 3-step process of giving sympathy, which is to empathize. Chapter 1 of this 

dissertation discussed 3 different ways of empathizing: cognitively, physically and 

emotionally. In this situation, we can say that the fact that these participants had been 

through similar situations made it easy for them to empathize cognitively, since they 

understood what the researcher was experiencing. 

For this situation, 2 of the Spanish NS participants also uttered sympathy 

exclamations: ay no ‘oh no’ (S7), and ay qué feo ‘oh how ugly’ (S4). In this context, the 

latter is used to express a negative evaluation of the situation; an equivalent in English 

would be the colloquial expression ‘that sucks’. Also, 2 of the participants gave advice: 

S5 told the researcher to take Vitamin C, while S10 told her to take care of herself. Also, 

2 of the participants (S10 and S17) made comments about how terrible it feels to have a 

headache, one (S19) provided a positive outlook (saying that spring break was coming 

up), and another (S20) reacted by changing the topic (to ask about the researcher’s 

pregnancy). Changing the topic is a reaction that can be seen as lacking sympathy, but in 

her retrospective interview, participant S20 said that she was going to suggest taking 

some pills. However, since the researcher was pregnant at the time, she was not sure 

whether the researcher could take any medicine, so she decided not to say anything about 

it. We cannot know whether in fact this participant experienced sympathy sentiments but, 

if she did, this might be a case of covert sympathy, since she decided not to react to the 

headache because she was unsure of the researcher’s situation. 

Finally, as seen in Table 4.3, the 3 reactions that were absent in the responses of 

the Spanish NS group were sympathy expression, sympathy interjection, and continuing 

the conversation. Of these 3, the most relevant are the absence of the sympathy 
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expression and sympathy interjection reactions since, as will be seen in the next section, 

those reactions did occur among the English NS group and thus differentiate the behavior 

of the English and Spanish NSs. 

4.3.2 English native speakers: Headache situation 

As in the Spanish NS group, for the first situation when the researcher gave the 

elicitation about the headache, the hardship was only de-focused for 1 of the 20 

participants (E18), and that participant reacted by discussing the cause of the problem. 

The 4 main reactions displayed by the English NS group were: sympathy interjection (6 

instances), relating to the situation (5), sympathy exclamation (4), and sympathy 

expression (4). These and the other reactions found are displayed in Table 4.4 below. 

Table 4.4 Reactions to the headache situation: English NS group  

Reaction Number of instances (n=20 participants) 
Sympathy interjection 6 (30%) 
Relate to the situation 5 (25%) 
Sympathy exclamation 4 (20%) 
Sympathy expression 4 (20%) 
Acknowledge elicitation 2 (10%) 
Discuss the cause 1 (5%) – 1 de-focused elicitation 
Offer advice 1 (5%) 
Ask a question 1 (5%) 
Comment 1 (5%) 
Continue the conversation 1 (5%) 
Positive outlook 0 
Change the topic 0 
Did not understand 0 
Total 26 

As seen in Table 4.4 above, the most common reaction to the headache situation 

by the English NS group was to provide a sympathy interjection, used by 30% of the 

participants (S5, S7, S9, S10, S17, S19); in every case, the interjection was aw. The 

following is an example by participant E19: 
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Example 4.8 Participant E19: Sympathy interjection 
 
1 R I really like it when it’s sunny like this but, today I have this horrible  

headache for some reason. 
 
2 E19 Aw. 
 
3 R And, I think it’s allergies are starting again. 
 
4 E19 Oh yeah. That’s not good. 

According to the Merriam-Webster Dictionary, the word aw is an interjection 

“used to express mild disappointment, gentle entreaty, or real or mock sympathy or 

sentiment”.19 In the contexts in this study where it was found, it is used to express 

sympathy, and apparently is a common reaction to this type of low-gravity situation. The 

interjection is sometimes followed by another reaction, such as relating to the situation or 

commenting on the situation but, as shown in example 4.8, it also occurred as the only 

reaction produced. The use of the interjection aw in a way seems to be a simple 

acknowledgement of the situation, but it also conveys sympathy more than other 

interjections such as hm, or oh would. In this example, the researcher said the elicitation 

at the end of her turn, creating a TRP. The participant took the next turn, in which she 

was compelled to react to the headache situation. These 2 turns seem to form an 

adjacency pair, where the FPP is the bad news statement uttered by one interlocutor, and 

the SPP is the interjection aw uttered by the other interlocutor. Since the interjection aw 

may express sympathy, it could be seen as displaying genuine, overt sympathy, but if the 

participants did not actually experience sympathy sentiments, it can also be seen as 

surface sympathy that is uttered in order to complete an adjacency pair and fulfill 

preference for agreement. 

                                                
19 Retrieved November 2012 from http://www.merriam-webster.com. 
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The next most common reaction in the English NS group was to relate to the 

situation, used by 5 (25%) of the participants (E2, E3, E8, E10, E16). Some related by 

saying that they also had a headache, sharing that their roommate was in a similar 

situation, or talking about their own allergies. Example 4.9 presents an excerpt of the 

conversation with learner E2, who related to the situation. 
 
Example 4.9 Participant E2: Relate to the situation 
 
1 R Yeah I’ve been walking outside and like, is this really happening? You  

know, and plus today I have this horrible headache. 
 
2 E2 Oh, me too. Well since last night I’ve been like, I’m going to get sick with  

this weather. 

In this example the researcher mentioned her headache at the end of her turn, and 

in the next turn participant E2 immediately responded oh me too, and talked about how 

she felt like she was getting sick. In this example it seems that the bad news and the oh 

me too form an adjacency pair; the participants’ immediate reaction fulfills the preference 

for contiguity, and her empathetic utterance is also a way to fulfill preference for 

agreement. Also, as discussed in chapter 1 of this dissertation, expressing compassion is 

an important way in which interlocutors may establish intersubjectivity and alignment. 

Intersubjectivity is “the notion that dialogue participants can come to share each other’s 

points of view and conceptions of their social reality” (Koike, 2009, p. 37), and alignment 

is “the achievement of cooperation and affiliation with the other participant, [which] 

implies a degree of understanding of the other in social and cultural dimensions” (Koike, 

2009, p. 37). In this case, it is evident that relating to the situation is a way of showing 

empathy (cognitive empathy), which is a particularly useful means to establish 

intersubjectivity and alignment, since the speaker shares with the interlocutor that she or 
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someone close to her has been through a similar situation; thus making her feel that she is 

not alone or that they understand each other. 

The next 2 most frequent reactions for the headache situation by the English NS 

group were sympathy exclamations and sympathy expressions. The sympathy 

exclamations used by 4 (20%) of the participants were oh man (E3), oh no (E4 and E13), 

and that sucks (E10), which are informal American English phrases that may be used to 

express sympathy. Also, 4 (20%) participants (E6, E11, E15, E17) gave sympathy 

expressions, all of which consisted of the phrase I’m sorry, which seems to be the most 

typical conventional sympathy expression in English. The following example shows use 

of I’m sorry by participant E11: 

Example 4.10 Participant E11: Sympathy expression 

1 R Yeah I have a long day today too. Plus I have this horrible headache today. 

2 E11 Oh I’m sorry. 

3 R Yeah I don’t know, I think it’s the cold and… 

4 E11 Mm. 

This example shows how participant E11’s reaction is simply to utter the 

sympathy expression I’m sorry, with no further discussion of the issue. As stated in 

section 4.1 above, the bad news and the I’m sorry sympathy expression form an 

adjacency pair. In this case there is preference for contiguity, as the sympathy expression 

immediately follows the bad news. If we consider that when speakers share bad news 

they expect some sort of sympathetic reaction, then this example also shows preference 

for agreement. When analyzing why participants react with these sympathy expressions 

and exclamations for the headache situation, it is possible that these expressions and 

exclamations are in fact displays of genuine, overt sympathy. However, they may also be 
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displays of surface sympathy that are uttered as automatic responses, since they are 

typical ways of responding to negative situations and they complete adjacency pairs. 

For the headache situation in the English NS group there was also one instance of 

discussing the cause, in which participant E18 suggested the headache might be due to 

allergies. Also, this case was the only one by the English NS group where the focus of the 

researcher’s utterance was not the hardship itself. In example 4.11, participant E18 was 

talking about the differences between her hometown, El Paso, and Austin, and one of the 

differences mentioned was that in Austin she suffered from allergies. 

Example 4.11 Participant E18: Discuss the cause, focus not on hardship 
 
1 R Funny that you say that cause today I woke up with a runny nose and a  

headache and I don’t know. 
 

2 E18 Allergies, they’ve been getting to me for like a week now. 
 
3 R For me just today it started, and I’m like, why do I have a headache? It’s a  

nice day and.  
 

4 E18 The winds maybe yesterday brought whatever it is, brought all of it. 

In this example, the researcher mentioned her headache in the same utterance that 

she mentioned having a ‘runny nose’, and also it was in the context of a discussion about 

allergies. Therefore, it was natural for the participant to continue talking about the cause 

of the researcher’s problems, since she was already talking about that topic before. This is 

another example of how the focus of the elicitation influenced the participant’s reaction. 

The English NS participants also produced 2 instances of acknowledging the 

elicitation (E14, E21). In their retrospective interviews, E14 said that she did not react 

because having a headache is a natural situation that she suffers every morning. This 

comment shows that although she understood the situation and empathized cognitively 

with the researcher, this participant did not feel any sympathy sentiments and thus did not 
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display any type of sympathetic reaction. Also, participant E21, who also simply 

acknowledged the elicitation said in her retrospective interview that she thought she had 

said sorry, and was going to talk about her brother’s migraines. However, the researcher 

then said something and she forgot. In that example, E21 did intend to express sympathy 

and relate to the situation, but did not do so because the researcher continued with the 

conversation. Finally, in the English NS group, there was one instance each of offering 

advice (E12 – suggesting a hat or earmuffs to keep her head warm), asking a question (E8 

- asking about the cause of the headache), commenting (E9 – commenting about the 

negative situation of having a headache), and continuing the conversation (E1).  

4.3.3 Comparison between Spanish and English NSs: Headache situation 

This section discusses the results obtained for the 2 NS groups of participants in 

the first situation, when the researcher said she had a bad headache. For this first 

situation, there are some notable differences between the reactions produced in the 

Spanish NS and the English NS groups. This result is particularly interesting due to the 

fact that the Spanish NSs were bilingual speakers of English and Spanish who had 

extensive contact with the English language and American culture, and some of them had 

lived in the U.S, for most of their lives. It is noteworthy that they continued to use 

behavior that is different from that of the English NSs despite their bilingualism, which 

could be a source of linguistic and pragmatic transfer. 

The results for these 2 groups of participants are displayed in Table 4.5 below. 

The first column contains the 13 possible reactions, and the next 2 columns present the 

number of times each reaction was expressed by each group of participants, as well as the 

percentage of participants that used the reactions for each group.  
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Table 4.5 Headache situation: comparison between groups of NS participants 

Reaction Spanish NSs 
(n=20 participants) 

English NSs 
(n=20 participants) 

1. Did not understand 0 0 
2. Sympathy expression* 0 4 (20%) 
3. Sympathy exclamation 2 (10%) 4 (20%) 
4. Sympathy interjection* 0 6 (30%) 
5. Relate to the situation 3 (15%) 5 (25%) 
6. Positive outlook 1 (5%) 0 
7. Discuss the cause* 10 (50%) 1 (5%) 
8. Offer advice 2 (10%) 1 (5%) 
9. Ask a question 5 (25%) 1 (5%) 
10. Comment 2 (10%) 1 (5%) 
11. Acknowledge elicitation 5 (25%) 2 (10%) 
12. Continue the conversation 0 1 (5%) 
13. Change the topic 1 (5%) 0 
Total 31 26 
*p = 0.001, categories that contributed to the significance: sympathy expression, 
sympathy interjection and discuss the cause 

As seen in Table 4.5, 2 of the most frequent reactions produced by the Spanish 

NS group were discussing the cause and asking a question, both of which address the 

reason for the researcher’s headache. On the other hand, these reactions were not 

commonly found in the English NS data. The Spanish NSs produced 10 instances of 

discussing the cause, while the English NSs displayed only 1, which was a case where the 

focus of the conversation was about allergies. It was thus natural for the participant to 

comment on allergies as a possible source of the researcher’s headache. Also, the Spanish 

NSs produced 5 instances of asking a question about the cause of the headache, while the 

English NSs expressed only 1. As mentioned above, in terms of Clark’s (1997) theory of 

the sympathy-giving process, we can say that discussing the cause and asking questions 

about the situation could be displays of genuine, overt sympathy, but they could also be 

displays of surface sympathy if the participants did not actually feel sympathy 

sentiments. 
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 In terms of politeness theory, these reactions can be considered forms of positive 

politeness (Brown & Levinson, 1987), since they are ways in which the speakers 

demonstrate their concern for the interlocutor’s situation. For this reason also, asking 

questions and discussing the cause of the problem may be seen as indirect speech acts 

that perform the act of sympathizing without expressing sympathy directly. However, 

these reactions can also be face threatening and imply a higher degree of imposition, 

since by discussing the cause of the headache the speaker addresses the topic and makes 

the interlocutor talk about a personal situation, thus threatening the latter’s negative face. 

Since the reactions of discussing the cause and asking questions were used much more 

frequently by the Spanish NS group than by the English NS group, it seems that for this 

low gravity situation, the Spanish NSs preferred using a more direct approach that could 

be face threatening or imposing on the interlocutor, while the English NSs favored other 

less imposing or face-threatening strategies. Therefore, we can posit that cultural factors 

make this type of reaction more acceptable in one language than in the other. 

Another frequent reaction found in the Spanish NS group was simply 

acknowledging the elicitation. According to their retrospective interviews, the 5 

participants who used the acknowledge reaction did not see the headache situation as 

requiring comment or discussion. Also, in the Spanish NS participants’ retrospective 

interviews, 4 other participants commented that they saw the headache situation as a 

common, not too serious occurrence (although during the conversation these participants 

had reacted by discussing the cause and, in one case, by uttering a sympathy 

exclamation). Therefore, in total there were 9 (45%) Spanish NSs who commented on the 

fact that having a headache is a common, not too serious situation. On the other hand, 

only 2 (10%) English NSs used the acknowledging reaction, and only 3 (15%) mentioned 

in their retrospective interviews that the headache was not such a serious occurrence. This 
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result suggests that the English NSs saw the headache situation as requiring a 

sympathetic response, whereas the Spanish NSs did not, which might also explain why 

the Spanish NSs were more likely to approach the subject and discuss it than the English 

NSs. In addition, simply acknowledging the elicitation without expressing sympathy 

might be considered impolite and face threatening, since it can threaten the interlocutor’s 

positive face, or disregard their need to be supported (Williams, 2006). 

Another way that the English NSs reacted more sympathetically to the headache 

situation than the Spanish NSs is seen in the use of sympathy interjections, exclamations 

and expressions. As seen in Table 4.4, these 3 reactions (as well as relating to the 

situation), the most frequent reactions found in the English NS group, involve expressing 

sympathy directly. A major difference between the 2 groups is that the English NSs 

produced a total of 6 sympathy interjections, each time saying aw. This interjection does 

not seem to have an equivalent in Spanish, and there are no sympathy interjections in the 

Spanish NS data for the first situation. Also, the Spanish NSs used 2 (10%) sympathy 

exclamations while the English NSs used 4 (20%).  

The main difference, however, is that 4 English NSs used the sympathy 

expression I’m sorry while none of the Spanish NSs said lo siento for this situation. This 

result does not entirely support Borkin and Reinhart’s (1978) claim that the use of I’m 

sorry to express sympathy is reserved for fairly serious situations, and that for less 

serious ones, saying I’m sorry would be inappropriate, unless having a headache were 

considered to be a serious situation. Instead, cultural differences would appear to be a 

determining factor. In this study, having a headache is considered to be a low gravity 

situation; the findings of the present study demonstrate that in English, the expression I’m 

sorry may in fact be used for low gravity situations, whereas in Spanish, the equivalent 

expression lo siento is not used for such situations. I also found that an expression of bad 
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news followed by an expression of sympathy such as I’m sorry or aw commonly form an 

adjacency pair in English that follow preference for contiguity and agreement. In 

summary, I found that in English it is appropriate to express sympathy for a low gravity 

situation with an interjection, exclamation or conventional expression, while in Spanish it 

is more appropriate to discuss the cause or ask a question about it. Once again, it seems 

that the English NSs favored strategies that are less imposing and face threatening, as 

opposed to the Spanish NSs. 

The only reaction that the 2 groups of native speakers had in common was 

relating to the situation (e.g. Yeah, I get allergies too). The Spanish NSs produced a total 

of 3 (15%) reactions relating to the situation and the English NSs produced 5 (25%). In 

both groups, if the participants themselves or someone they knew was going through a 

similar situation, they tended to share it with the interlocutor. As mentioned above, 

relating is a way of showing empathy, and empathizing is an important part of 

conversation that allows interlocutors to establish intersubjectivity and alignment; thus it 

is not surprising that it was found in the reactions of both English and Spanish NSs. Also, 

when relating to the situation the speakers give anecdotes about themselves or another 

person, and do not directly address the interlocutor’s problem, which avoids producing 

any FTAs or making the interlocutors talk more about their own situation.  

In order to support my claims about the differences between the results of the 

Spanish versus the English NS groups, I performed a statistical analysis. I ran the Fisher’s 

Exact test20 to determine whether the differences in the reactions used by the participants 

in the 2 groups were significant. Since there were some cases in which a single 

participant used more than one category, the data violate the assumption for independent 

                                                
20 The Fisher’s Exact test is used in place of the Chi Squared test when the data do not satisfy the 
assumption of having no empty cells. 
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observations. However, the Fisher’s Exact test could still reveal any patterns of 

significant differences in the data. The results of this test indicate that the differences are 

indeed significant, p = 0.001. The categories that contributed to this significance are: 

sympathy expressions, sympathy interjections and discussing the cause. The English NS 

group favored the first 2 reactions (sympathy expressions and interjections), while the 

Spanish NS group favored the reaction of discussing the cause. In other words, the 

difference in the use of those reactions by the Spanish and the English NSs was 

significant. 

In summary, we can say that the major difference found between the 2 groups of 

NSs is how they perceived the headache situation and hence how they reacted to it. The 

English speakers perceived it as a more serious circumstance requiring some type of 

sympathy utterance, either consisting of a display of genuine sympathy or of emotion 

work (Hochschild, 1979, 1983), resulting in surface sympathy. On the other hand, the 

Spanish speakers perceived the headache as a less serious situation that does not 

necessarily elicit sympathy or emotion work; hence they either did not address the issue, 

or addressed it with what seems to be a more practical approach such as discussing the 

reason for the headache. Finally, it is important to note that the Spanish NSs did not use 

the phrase lo siento at all and they reacted quite differently from the English NSs despite 

their high levels of bilingualism and extensive contact with the English language and the 

American culture. 

4.3.4 Learners: Headache situation 

The participants in the learner group were intermediate level learners of Spanish. 

As was expected, the learners often did not understand everything that was spoken by the 

researcher (a NS of Spanish) during their conversation, although the researcher attempted 
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to speak slowly and clearly (while still trying to sound natural). Also, as seen in Table 

1.1, with the learner participants the researcher subconsciously always said the headache 

elicitation with a focus on the hardship, which made it easier for them to understand the 

elicitation. Evidence of the learners’ lack of understanding can be seen when they would 

ask the researcher for clarification. However, the learner often would simply not react to 

something the researcher said. When this behavior occurred during the elicitations for 

compassion, the researcher would often restate the elicitation, to see if the learner would 

understand and react the second time, as seen in example 4.12. 

Example 4.12 Participant L15: Did not understand + restatement of elicitation + relate to 

the situation 
 
1 R Y salí hoy y dije ah! Hace frío. Y además hoy me duele mucho la cabeza. 

‘And I went outside today and I said ah! It’s cold. And also today I have a 
bad headache.’ 

 
2 L15 Sí eh yo tuve un, chaqueta? 
  ‘Yes uh I had a, jacket?’ 
 
3 R Mm, creo que es cuando hace frío me duele la cabeza. 
  ‘Mm, I think it’s when it’s cold that I get a headache.’ 
 
4 L15 Uh yo sé, or conozco muchas personas con la misma situación de la  

cabeza 
  ‘Uh I know, or I know a lot of people with the same situation of the head’ 

In line 1 the researcher said the headache elicitation, and in line 2 the learner 

either ignored it, or focused only on the weather, or did not understand the elicitation, 

since she commented only on the weather, which was the first topic of conversation. 

Then in line 3 the researcher restated the headache elicitation, which the learner did seem 

to understand, since in line 4 she reacted by relating to the situation. Although the 

researcher was able to restate the elicitation so that the learner could understand, the goal 
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was to maintain the conversation as natural as possible. In several cases it was not 

possible to restate the elicitation and maintain naturalness. Also, it was not always clear 

whether the learner did not react verbally due to a lack of understanding, or due to 

another reason, such as preferring not to react or being unable to react in the L2. 

Therefore, in some cases when the learner did not react ostensibly, the researcher would 

simply continue with the conversation. 

When analyzing the reactions for the first situation, we find that 5  (25%) of the 

learners (L2, L8, L10, L16, L21) did not understand the researcher when she said she had 

a headache; therefore, they were unable to respond. This result was obtained by finding 

the cases when the learner did not react to the headache elicitation, and confirming it in 

their retrospective interview. In these 5 cases, during the retrospective interview the 

learners admitted not remembering at all that the researcher mentioned having a 

headache. This result shows that at this intermediate level of language learning, many 

learners have trouble understanding their interlocutor, or they do not hear certain parts of 

the talk since they are focusing on other aspects of the message.  This lack of continued 

processing could pose a significant problem when communicating in the L2.  

For this first situation, among the 15 learners who did understand the elicitation, 

the only 4 reactions displayed by the group of learners were: acknowledge (9 instances), 

relate to the situation (3), sympathy expression (2), and sympathy interjection (1). These 

reactions are presented in Table 4.6 below. 
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Table 4.6 Reactions to the headache situation: Learner group  

Reaction Number of instances (n=20 participants) 
Acknowledge elicitation 9 (45%) 
Did not understand 5 (25%) 
Relate to the situation 3 (15%) 
Sympathy expression 2 (10%) 
Sympathy interjection 1 (5%) 
Sympathy exclamation 0 
Positive outlook 0 
Discuss the cause 0 
Offer advice 0 
Ask a question 0 
Comment 0 
Continue the conversation 0 
Change the topic 0 
Total  20 

As seen in Table 4.6, the most frequent reaction found in the learner group for the 

headache situation was acknowledging the elicitation. When analyzing the learners’ 

retrospective interviews, several reasons are evident why 45% of these participants 

tended simply to acknowledge the elicitation and move on. When asked why they reacted 

the way they did, 2 of the participants (L3, L13), said they wanted to empathize but they 

were unable to do so in Spanish, and one person (L3) said she lacked the vocabulary to 

talk about allergies and congestion in Spanish. These comments show that the 

participants empathized cognitively with the researcher and perhaps experienced 

sympathy sentiments. However, if these sympathy sentiments were actually felt, they 

resulted in covert sympathy due to the participants’ lack of proficiency in the L2.  

Four other participants who simply acknowledged the comment (L6, L12, L18, 

L20) said they did so because they saw the headache situation as a common, everyday 

occurrence and did not feel the need to react to it, although L12 did say she felt badly for 

the interlocutor. Finally, the other 3 participants (L1, L7, L14) focused their explanations 
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on the second, more serious elicitation, and did not address the topic of the headache at 

all. Therefore, for those 3 learners there is no information as to why they only 

acknowledged the situation and did not react in a different way, as seen in example 4.13: 

Example 4.13 Participant L7: Acknowledge 
 
1 R Sí. Solo que hoy tengo un dolor de cabeza terrible. 
  ‘Yes. Only today I have a terrible headache.’ 
 
2 L7 Sí. 
  ‘Yes.’ 
 
3 R Creo que puede ser por las alergias. 
  ‘I think it might be because of allergies.’ 
 
4 L7 Mhm. Sí, uh tengo alergias en Houston pero no en Austin porque no, no  

tenemos mold en Austin? 
‘Mhm. Yes, uh I have allergies in Houston but not in Austin because we 
don’t, we don’t have mold in Austin?’ 

The example above shows that in line 2, learner L7 used the word sí ‘yes’ as a 

backchannel to acknowledge what the researcher just said. Then in line 3 the researcher 

mentioned that her headache might be due to allergies, which allowed the learner in line 4 

to discuss her own experience with allergies. In this case it is not clear why the learner 

reacted the way she did. Although in the retrospective interview the learner said she did 

understand the headache elicitation, she did not explain her reaction. One possibility is 

that she did not know how to react in Spanish, but after the researcher mentioned 

allergies, she found something that she could actually talk about. As mentioned above, 

for at least 2 of the learner participants, the reason why they simply acknowledged and 

continued the conversation was that they did not have the necessary language skills to 

express themselves. It is clear that acknowledging comprehension is an easy and simple 

way of reacting to the sympathy elicitation. With this strategy the learner needs to utter 
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only a simple sí, mhm, or any short confirmation to acknowledge that she understood the 

interlocutor. Also, the learner may use other means such as using a certain intonation or 

accompanying the utterance with a facial expression or gesture to express sympathy or 

concern without using more language.  

In the learner participant data there were also 3 instances (15%) of relating to the 

situation. Participant L4 shared that she often suffers from allergies, L11 said she also 

gets a headache when it’s cold, and L15 said she knows a lot of people in a similar 

situation. One reason why relating to the situation might have been one of the reactions 

used by the learners is that it involves the speakers talking about themselves, and one of 

the first skills that learners practice in a language class is precisely that. Therefore, telling 

a story about when the speaker herself was in a similar situation might be seen as an easy 

way of dealing with the elicitation. Another reason why this reaction might have been 

one of the few produced by the learners is the same one posited for the NS groups: 

relating to the situation demonstrates empathy, and empathizing is an important way to 

establish intersubjectivity and alignment among interlocutors. Using Clark’s (1997) 

theory of the sympathy-giving process, we can say that these participants might have 

undergone the 3 steps of the process: empathizing cognitively, experiencing sympathy 

sentiments, and displaying the sentiments by relating to the situation. However, if they 

displayed their empathy without feeling sympathy sentiments, it would be a case of 

surface sympathy. Learners might feel compelled to show surface sympathy in order to 

continue the conversation in a logical manner. 

Another reaction produced by 2 of the learner participants (L9, L17) was a 

sympathy expression: lo siento, ‘I’m sorry’. There are several factors that might account 

for the learners’ use of this expression. First, it is clear that this expression, lo siento in 

Spanish and I’m sorry in English, is the most conventional phrase used to express 
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sympathy or compassion. Also, I found that in English an expression of bad news and a 

sympathy expression such as I’m sorry tend to form an adjacency pair in conversation, 

which the learners might translate and use when speaking Spanish. Also, lo siento is one 

of the formulas or phrases to which L2 learners are exposed in their language textbooks 

and classes. However, it is not clear whether these textbooks and classes provide 

appropriate contexts or teach the appropriate use of phrases such as lo siento, since none 

of the Spanish NS participants used the expression lo siento for the headache situation. In 

any case, formulaic expressions are a useful tool for learners because, as stated by Yorio 

(1989), they might make a learner’s language appear more native-like. Therefore, it is not 

surprising that it was one of the tools used by the learners to react to the sympathy 

elicitation. However, the use of this sympathy expression does not necessarily mean that 

the learners actually experienced sympathy sentiments, in which case this situation would 

be another involving surface sympathy. 

Finally, in the learner participant group there was also one instance of a sympathy 

interjection, when participant L19 said aw. As was discussed in the previous section, aw 

is an English interjection that was frequently employed by the English NS participants to 

react to the headache elicitation. Therefore, although the conversation was completely in 

Spanish, L19 used an interjection in her L1 to express her sympathy, which is another 

indication that learners at this level lack the linguistic resources to express their sympathy 

in the L2. As seen in Table 4.5, in the learner group there were no instances of the 

following reactions: sympathy exclamation, positive outlook, discuss the cause, offer 

advice, ask a question, comment, continue the conversation and change the topic. These 

results show that the learner group displayed a much reduced variety of reactions than the 

NS groups. In section 4.3.5, the results for the 3 groups of participants are compared in 

detail. 
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4.3.5 Comparison between learners and NSs: Headache situation  

The results for the 3 groups of participants are displayed in Table 4.7 below. The 

first column contains the 13 possible categories, and the next 3 columns present the 

number of times each reaction was used by each group of participants, as well as the 

percentage of participants that used the reactions for each group. We will refer to Table 

4.7 in the discussion to follow comparing the 3 groups of participants.  

Table 4.7 Headache situation: comparison of 3 participant groups 

Reaction Spanish NSs 
(n=20 
participants) 

English NSs 
(n=20 
participants) 

Learners 
(n=20 
participants) 

1. Did not understand* 0 0 5 (25%) 
2. Sympathy expression 0 4 (20%) 2 (10%) 
3. Sympathy exclamation 2 (10%) 4 (20%) 0 
4. Sympathy interjection* 0 6 (30%) 1 (5%) 
5. Relate to the situation 3 (15%) 5 (25%) 3 (15%) 
6. Positive outlook 1 (5%) 0 0 
7. Discuss the cause* 10 (50%) 1 (5%) 0 
8. Offer advice 2 (10%) 1 (5%) 0 
9. Ask a question 5 (25%) 1 (5%) 0 
10. Comment 2 (10%) 1 (5%) 0 
11. Acknowledge elicitation* 5 (25%) 2 (10 %) 9 (45%) 
12. Continue the conversation 0 1 (5%) 0 
13. Change the topic 1 (5%) 0 0 
Total 31 26 20  
*p < 0.001, categories that contributed to the significance: did not understand, sympathy 
interjection, discuss the cause and acknowlede elicitation  

Also, Table 4.8 below contains the sympathy expressions, sympathy 

exclamations, and sympathy interjections found in the data for each group of participants 

for the headache situation. The number placed after the reaction indicates the number of 

times it was found in the data.  
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Table 4.8 Headache situation: sympathy expressions, exclamations, and interjections 

Group Sympathy expressions Sympathy 
exclamations 

Sympathy 
interjections 

Spanish 
NSs 

Ø Ay qué feo (1) 
Ay no (1) 

Ø 

English 
NSs 

Oh I’m sorry (2) 
I’m sorry (1) 
Aw, I’m sorry (1) 

Oh man (1) 
Oh no (2) 
That sucks (1) 

Aw (5) 

Learners Oh lo siento (1) 
Lo siento (1) 

Ø Aw (1) 

A main difference between the learner group and the NS groups is the existence 

of the category ‘did not understand’. As expected of native speakers, the participants in 

the Spanish and English NS groups understood everything that the researcher said during 

their conversation. However, that was not the case for the learner participants. For the 

first situation, 25% of the learners did not understand the elicitation and thus could not 

react in any way. The learners who did understand simply acknowledged the elicitation 

and moved on, related to the situation, or used a sympathy expression.  

Acknowledging the elicitation was the most common reaction by the learner 

group (used by 45% of the learners who understood the elicitation) for several reasons. 

One reason was that the learners were not able to express themselves appropriately in the 

L2; 2 learners said they wanted to empathize but were not able to do so, and of those one 

specifically mentioned not having enough vocabulary in Spanish to empathize 

appropriately. Also, 3 learners did not address the topic of the headache during their 

retrospective interview; we do not know the reason for these learners’ reactions. It is 

possible that they also did not react more due to difficulties with the L2. As mentioned 

above, the learners’ lack of proficiency might have resulted in covert sympathy, or 

sympathy that was not displayed. This is a significant difference between the learner 

group and the NS groups, because the NSs did not have language deficiencies that would 
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cause them to experience covert sympathy. In other words, if the NSs wanted to display 

their sympathy they were able to do so, while the learners were limited by their L2 

language and expressive skills. 

As mentioned above, during their retrospective interviews, a total of 9 participants 

(45%) in the Spanish NS group expressed that they considered the headache to be a 

common, everyday situation. In contrast, only 3 participants (15%) in the English NS 

group expressed a similar opinion. On the other hand, a total of 5 learners (33% of the 15 

who understood the elicitation) expressed this opinion during their retrospective 

interviews (4 used the acknowledging reaction and 1 used a sympathy expression). It is 

interesting to note that in all 3 groups we find some participants with a similar attitude of 

considering the headache to be a common occurrence. However, the large difference 

between the Spanish and the English NS groups (9 versus 3 participants) suggests that 

speakers of these 2 languages perceive the headache situation differently. Also, when 

comparing the number of learners who expressed the same opinion (5), we find only a 

small difference between the learner group and the native speaker groups. If the results 

from the learner group were more similar to the English NS group, we could posit that 

the learners were using the pragmatic information or cultural scripts from their L1 when 

speaking their L2. Since such is not the case, it is more likely that the participants’ 

attitudes, or their ways of perceiving and reacting to the headache situation may be 

related to their individual personalities, since not all people are equally expressive and 

they display a wide range of emotional expressiveness due to factors such as cultural 

norms, class, gender roles, family norms and temperamental differences (Planalp, 1999). 

Another important result found in the learner group is that none of these 

participants asked a question or discussed the cause of the headache. As mentioned 

above, those were the most frequent reactions in the Spanish NS group, whereas in the 
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English NS group, only 1 participant discussed the cause and only 1 participant asked a 

question about it. The result for the total number of participants who either discussed the 

cause or asked a question about the headache differentiates the Spanish NS group (50%) 

from the English NS (10%) and learner groups (0%), showing that the learners do not 

react similarly to Spanish NSs, but instead more similarly to English NSs. Therefore, 

discussing the cause or asking questions, which might be considered to be FTAs that 

carry a high degree of imposition, seem to be acceptable for Spanish NSs but not as much 

for English NSs. Since the learners were also English NSs, the results suggest that they 

were acting according to their L1 norms or cultural scripts while speaking their L2.  

Several factors could account for the learners’ behavior. One of the possibilities 

can be described by the concept of pragmatic transfer, in that the learners were possibly 

transferring their pragmatic knowledge from their L1 into the L2. In this case it would be 

negative transfer, since the difference between the 2 languages might cause a problem. It 

seems that when interlocutors share that they have a bad headache, it is common in 

Spanish to ask a question or discuss the cause for the headache, whereas in English it is 

not. Therefore, we could say that when the learners fail to comment on or discuss the 

cause for their interlocutor’s headache, there is a negative transfer of pragmatic behavior. 

However, since some Spanish NSs also tended not to address the topic, this particular 

case of negative transfer may not necessarily result in pragmatic failure. In addition, 

another possibility as to why the learners did not react by discussing the cause of the 

headache is related to the learners’ lack of proficiency. It is possible that although they 

would have wanted to react by asking a question or discussing the source of the 

headache, they did not have or did not think they had the linguistic proficiency necessary 

to do so. 
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Another difference between the learner group and the NS groups is the use of 

sympathy expressions. As mentioned above, for the headache elicitation 4 (20%) English 

NS participants uttered a version of the conventional expression I’m sorry. It is clear that 

the phrase I’m sorry is the most common way of expressing sympathy in English, and it 

seems to be a common SPP in an adjacency pair with an expression of bad news FPP. 

However, the equivalent of this phrase in Spanish (lo siento) was not used at all by the 

Spanish NSs in their responses to the headache elicitation, while it was used twice by the 

learner participants who were speaking L2 Spanish. Here again is a similarity between 

the learner group and the English NS group that suggests that some learners may transfer 

their L1 pragmatic norms while speaking their L2. Once again this could be due to 

negative pragmatic transfer, since the learners used pragmatic behavior from their L1 that 

does not function the same way in the L2. Perhaps these 2 learners were simply 

translating the phrase that they would say in English and using it for the same context in 

Spanish. However, it appears that in Spanish the conventional expression lo siento is not 

appropriate for this type of low gravity situation, whereas in English the phrase I’m sorry 

is indeed appropriate. Therefore, it is possible that the learners overgeneralized the use of 

the formula due to L1 influence. As stated above, conventional expressions are a useful 

resource for learners, and the formula lo siento is one that they may have learned in their 

language classes, although perhaps it was not necessarily adequately contextualized in 

that setting. For example, although learners might acquire the formula lo siento, they are 

likely exposed to it as a means to apologize, and not as a means to express compassion. 

Another example of the learners using their L1 knowledge when speaking the L2 

was seen when learner L19 used the English sympathy interjection aw. As was discussed, 

Spanish does not seem to have an equivalent sympathy interjection, which we have found 

to be a common way of expressing sympathy for a low gravity situation in English. 
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Therefore, this learner used an L1 form when speaking the L2. Since the interlocutor (the 

researcher) was fully bilingual, the use of that interjection was understood and did not 

cause any difficulty. However, in another context, the use of an interjection of this sort 

that does not exist in the L2 might cause communication problems during a conversation 

between a learner and a native speaker. 

Although there are several differences in results between the learner group and the 

NS groups, there is one similarity among all 3 groups, which is the reaction ‘relate to the 

situation’. This reaction was found in the data 3 times in the Spanish NS group, 5 times in 

the English NS group, and 3 times in the learner group. Also, 2 of the learners said they 

wanted to empathize but were not able to do so in the L2, thus resulting in covert 

sympathy. It seems that whenever the participants themselves or someone they knew was 

going through a similar situation, they felt the need to share it with their interlocutor. 

Sharing an anecdote was their way of displaying their sympathy, although it is not 

possible to know whether it was genuine sympathy involving sympathy sentiments or 

surface sympathy. Also, as mentioned above, it is possible that relating to the situation 

occurred in all 3 groups because it is an important way in which interlocutors establish 

intersubjectivity and alignment, and because it involves a low degree of imposition and is 

not a face-threatening act. 

Finally, in order to determine whether the differences in the reactions used by the 

3 groups of participants were statistically significant, I ran the Monte Carlo method21 and 

found significance among the groups, p < 0.001. The categories that contributed to the 

significance are: did not understand (since it only occurred in the learner group), 

sympathy interjections (mostly used by the English NSs), discussing the cause (mostly 

                                                
21 The Monte Carlo method is a simulation method that was used in place of the Fisher’s Exact test due to 
the numerous cells with a low count in the data set. 
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used by the Spanish NSs) and acknowledging the elicitation (used more frequently by the 

learners). Therefore, this statistical test confirms the significance among the different 

reactions used by the 3 groups of participants. 

To conclude the comparison among the learner group and the NS groups, it is 

important to note the variety of reactions found in each group. Among the 3 groups of 

participants, there were 12 different reactions produced for this first situation (excluding 

the ‘did not understand’ category). Of the 12 possible reactions, the Spanish NS group 

produced a total of 9 different reactions and the English NS group produced a total of 10 

different reactions, while the learner group only exhibited 4 reactions. Of those 4 

reactions, one was the English sympathy interjection aw; thus it is not considered a 

reaction performed in the L2. Therefore, although each group favored some reactions 

more than others, it is evident that the NS participants produced a wide variety of 

reactions, while the learner participants were able to produce only a limited number of 

them. One factor that contributes to this low number is the fact that 5 learners did not 

understand the elicitation and were not able to react, so this number includes the reactions 

for 15 participants as opposed to 20 as in the NS groups. However, despite the reduced 

number of participants, there is still a great difference in the variety of reactions produced 

by the learners and the NS participants. The learners were limited to acknowledging, 

relating to the situation, and producing a sympathy expression (lo siento) and, as 

discussed above, these 3 strategies in some ways might be ‘easy’ ways for learners to 

react. In other words, by using these reactions the learners can respond without having to 

formulate syntactically complex phrases or use vocabulary of which they may be unsure. 

What is clear is that at the intermediate level, learners do not possess the language or the 

skills in the L2, whether it may be vocabulary, grammar, fluency, etc. to produce a wide 

variety of reactions as do native speakers.  



 148 

Apart from the variety of reactions, another important aspect of comparison 

among the 3 groups of participants is the total number of reactions found in each group. 

As mentioned above, the total number of reactions for each group could exceed the total 

number of participants in the group, since each participant could produce more than one 

reaction. However, this result was only the case for the NS groups, and not for the learner 

group. When adding the numbers in each column in Table 4.6, although there were only 

20 participants in each group, the Spanish NS group produced a total of 31 reactions, and 

the English NS group produced 26 reactions. On the other hand, the learners produced a 

total of 20 reactions (including the 5 who did not understand the elicitation). Therefore, 

for the headache situation, each learner participant produced only one reaction, while 

several Spanish and English NS participants produced more than one reaction. For 

example, participant E10 uttered an interjection, an exclamation and also related to the 

situation (“Aw… That sucks. Yeah I was like the first week of classes this semester I had 

like a cold for two weeks and I was just like I don’t want to go to classes I want to stay in 

bed…”).  

In order to determine whether the difference in the number of reactions produced 

by the participants in each group was statistically significant, I ran the Kruskall Wallis 

statistical test22. This test shows a significant difference between the 3 groups in the 

number of responses per participant, p = 0.017. However, pairwise comparisons show 

that the only significant difference is between the learner group and the Spanish NS 

group, p = 0.015. The result that contributes to this significance is that, as stated above, 

the learners produced only one reaction each, whereas several Spanish NSs often 

produced 2 or 3 reactions. Finally, this difference in the number of reactions produced by 

                                                
22 The Kruskall Wallis test is a non-parametric equivalent to an ANOVA. 
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the learners versus the NSs shows the learners’ lack of linguistic resources necessary to 

elaborate their responses when reacting to the elicitation for compassion. 

4.3.6 Summary of results for the headache situation 

Several important results were obtained from the first elicitation for compassion. 

First, the one common reaction among the 3 groups of participants was relating to the 

situation. This is a useful way to express one’s compassion due to the fact that it displays 

empathy, which is an important tool that interlocutors may use to establish 

intersubjectivity and alignment. Also, it is a way to display sympathy, whether it is 

superficial or genuine. 

Another important finding from the headache elicitation is that the NSs of Spanish 

and the NSs of English had different reactions or expressed themselves differently when 

faced with a low gravity sympathy elicitation. Also, it is important to point out that these 

differences were found despite the Spanish NSs’ bilingualism and their extensive contact 

with English. The English NSs seemed to perceive the situation as requiring a 

sympathetic utterance, while Spanish NSs often perceived it as a common, less serious 

situation that does not necessarily warrant an expressed sympathetic response. Perhaps 

for this reason, the most frequent responses by the Spanish NSs involved discussing the 

cause of the problem, which may be a face-threatening and imposing reaction, or simply 

acknowledging it and moving on. On the other hand, in English it was more common to 

provide a sympathy interjection (aw) or sympathy expression (I’m sorry), both of which 

are less face threatening and carry a lower degree of imposition than, for example, asking 

a question about the situation (a reaction that would force the sympathizee to speak more 

about the hardship). One important aspect to keep in mind, however, is that these 

reactions were produced when speaking with an unfamiliar person, or essentially a 
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stranger, and that participants might react differently when interacting with a person that 

is familiar to them.  

 An important finding regarding the learner participants is that they tended to 

react more similarly to the English NSs than to the Spanish NSs, thus suggesting that 

intermediate learners tend to transfer their L1 pragmatic knowledge or cultural scripts 

while speaking the L2. In addition, the learners produced fewer responses of less variety 

to the elicitation than the NSs in both groups, showing that learners at this level are not 

able to produce as much or as varied language as NSs, which often resulted in covert 

sympathy. However, before drawing any conclusions, we must consider the results for 

the second elicitation for compassion, which are presented in section 4.4 to follow. 

4.4 REACTIONS TO THE DEATH SITUATION 

In this section, the results from the participants’ reactions to the second situation 

about the uncle’s death are discussed. In the subsections below, Tables 4.9, 4.10 and 4.11 

list the reactions found for each group in order of highest to lowest frequency of 

occurrence. The discussion following the tables is focused on the most common reactions 

for each group of participants. Once again, these tables show that in some cases, the total 

number of reactions for a group of participants may be greater than the number of 

participants in the group, since some participants used more than one reaction. Section 

4.4.1 presents the results for the Spanish NS group, while sections 4.4.2 and 4.4.3 present 

the results for the English NS group and the learner group, respectively. 

4.4.1 Spanish native speakers: Death situation 

When discussing the results for the Spanish NS group for the death situation, we 

must take into account the discussion in section 4.1 about the focus of the elicitation and 

preference organization. As seen in Table 4.1, when the researcher said the elicitation 
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about the uncle’s death, in the Spanish NS group, 50% of the time the focus was not on 

the hardship, but on another part of the conversation. When analyzing the results for this 

part of the experiment, we find that those times when the hardship was de-focused, 5 

participants responded by simply acknowledging the elicitation, 3 participants reacted by 

continuing the conversation, 1 participant gave a sympathy expression, and 1 participant 

gave a sympathy exclamation. As we will see below, the factor of the focus of the 

elicitation greatly influenced the participants’ reactions. The results for the death situation 

are presented in Table 4.9 below. 

Table 4.9 Reactions to the death situation: Spanish NS group  

Reaction Number of instances (n=20 participants) 
Acknowledge elicitation 8 (40%) – 5 de-focused elicitations  
Sympathy expression 4 (20%) – 1 de-focused elicitation 
Sympathy exclamation 3 (15%) – 1 de-focused elicitation  
Continue the conversation 3 (15%) – 3 de-focused elicitations 
Sympathy interjection 2 (10%) 
Relate to the situation 0 
Positive outlook 0 
Discuss the cause 0 
Offer advice 0 
Ask a question 0 
Comment 0 
Change the topic 0 
Did not understand 0 
Total 20 

Another important factor is the participants’ exposure to English and their level of 

bilingualism. As mentioned earlier, some of the Spanish NS participants had spent a 

majority of their lives living in the US, while others had arrived in the U.S. more 

recently. For the headache situation, no differences were found in the 2 types of Spanish 

NS participants. Similarly, for the death situation, I found that the 5 reactions produced 

by the Spanish NSs were uttered by both participants who had spent most of their lives in 
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the U.S. and by participants who had arrived recently. Therefore, for this situation as 

well, the results for all the Spanish NSs are analyzed as part of one group. As seen in 

Table 4.9 there were 5 different reactions displayed by the Spanish NS group for the 

death situation: acknowledge the elicitation (8 instances), sympathy expression (4), 

sympathy exclamation (3), continue the conversation (3 instances), and sympathy 

interjection (2). First, 8 (40%) of the Spanish NS participants (S3, S4, S9, S12, S14, S16, 

S17, S21) acknowledged that they heard the researcher say her uncle had passed away 

and they did not address the issue further, but in 5 of those cases the hardship had been 

de-focused. An example of this type of situation was shown in section 4.1 during a 

discussion of the focus of the elicitations. This example is restated below to show how a 

Spanish NS participant acknowledged the de-focused elicitation: 

Example 4.14 Participant S4: Acknowledge 

1 R Entonces es caro. Pero vamos a ver si pronto vuelvo con el bebé. 
  ‘So it’s expensive. But we’ll see if I can go back soon with the baby.’ 
 
2 S4 Ay sí porque tienen que conocerlo. 
  ‘Oh yes because they have to meet him.’ 
 
3 R Hace poco tuve que ir pero fue como de emergencia. Un tío tuvo un  

ataque del corazón y murió y fue como, de pronto me tuve que ir. 
  ‘Not long ago I had to go but it was like an emergency. An uncle had a  

heart attack and died and  it was like, all of a sudden I had to go.’ 
 
4 S4 Sí. Pero ya, a cuántos meses es que ya no puedes viajar? 
  Yes. But then, at how many months is it that you can no longer travel?’ 

In the example above, the conversation topic was about how often the researcher 

traveled to her hometown in Costa Rica. Since at the time of the data collection the 

researcher was pregnant, she mentioned taking the baby on her next trip in line 1. The 

participant agreed in line 2, and in line 3 the researcher delivered the elicitation about the 

death of her uncle. However, since the topic was about traveling to her hometown, 
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immediately after stating that her uncle died, she said that she suddenly had to go. Thus 

the focus switched from the uncle’s death to the fact that she had to travel to her 

hometown. Since that was the last part of the utterance, it allowed the participant to focus 

her response on the travel and not on the death. In other words, when the researcher 

inserted the part about traveling, the option for contiguity with the bad news was lost. In 

line 4 we see the participant’s reaction, which was saying sí ‘yes’ to acknowledge that 

she heard the researcher’s elicitation. Then she proceeded to ask a question about 

traveling during pregnancy, continuing with the topic of conversation that was occurring 

before the researcher mentioned her uncle’s death.  

Similarly, the 3 times when Spanish NS participants reacted by continuing the 

conversation, the hardship had been de-focused. These participants (S5, S8, S20) did not 

address the death of the uncle at all, but simply continued the conversation with the topic 

that was in focus when the elicitation about the uncle’s death was uttered. In the 

following example, the conversation topic was the high cost of airplane tickets to travel 

to Central and South America, and the researcher used this opportunity to mention her 

uncle’s death. 

Example 4.15 Participant S5: Continue the conversation 
 
1 S5 Mi hermano se fue ahorita a estudiar francés a Francia, y digo no si tengo  

plata, no voy a gastar mil doscientos dólares para un tiquete a Colombia, 
prefiero pagarlo, 
‘My brother just left recently to study French in France, and I mean if I 
have money, I’m not going to spend one thousand two hundred dollars for 
a ticket to Colombia, I’d rather pay it’ 
 

2 R Mejor ir a Francia. 
 ‘It’s better to go to France.’ 
 

3 S5 Para ir a Europa. 
 ‘To go to Europe.’ 
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4 R Sí yo me tuve que ir de emergencia hace poco porque tuve un tío que  
murió de un ataque del corazón… Y sí, fue una locura. 
‘Yes I had to go for an emergency recently because I had an uncle who 
died from a heart atack… And yes, it was crazy.’ 
 

5 S5 No, por nada se aprovechan así, toda esa plata, ridículo. 
 No, for nothing they take advantage like that, all that money, ridiculous.’ 

As seen in lines 1-3, the conversation was about the high cost of airplane tickets. 

Using this context, in line 4, the researcher said the sympathy elicitation about the uncle’s 

death, and at that point she paused to allow the participant to react. Since there was no 

immediate uptake by the participant, the researcher extended her turn by saying “y sí, fue 

una locura” (‘and yes, it was crazy’), referring to buying a plane ticket at the last minute. 

In a way it seems that the researcher provided her own SPP to the FPP about the death. 

Therefore, the researcher’s turn ended with the focus on having to buy an expensive 

plane ticket, and not on the uncle’s death. In line 5 the participant reacted by commenting 

again on how airlines take advantage of people and charge a lot of money. Since the 

focus was not actually on the uncle’s death, and the last part of her utterance was about 

how crazy it was to buy a last minute ticket, it was natural for the participant to comment 

about the plane tickets and to continue the conversation without addressing the topic of 

the uncle’s death. Therefore, it is clear that how the elicitation was uttered greatly 

impacted the participants’ responses.  

When analyzing these participants’ retrospective interviews, we can understand 

better why they chose simply to acknowledge the elicitation or to continue the 

conversation. Of the 5 participants who acknowledged the elicitation, 4 of them (S2, S4, 

S16, S17) said that they could not identify with the situation, they became nervous, or 

they did not know how to react. It can be said that these participants were not able to 

empathize with the researcher, because they did not understand what it was like to be in 
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that situation. Since empathizing is the first step in the sympathy-giving process (Clark, 

1997), those participants did not experience or display any sympathy. 

Another reason for simply acknowledging the elicitation mentioned by 2 of the 

participants (S12, S14) in their retrospective interview was the fact that they did not 

know the interlocutor well. For example, participant S14 said she thought it was a bit 

awkward and because she never knows how to react in those situations, especially 

because she barely knew her interlocutor, saying I’m sorry would not have made the 

researcher feel better. These types of comments are significant because they reveal the 

speakers’ evaluation of the social distance between them and the researcher. As 

mentioned in chapter 1, social distance is defined by Brown and Levinson (1987) as “the 

symmetric social dimension of similarity/difference within which [the speaker and the 

hearer] stand for the purposes of this act”, and it can be based on “the frequency of 

interaction and the kinds of material or non-material goods (including face) exchanged” 

between the parties (p. 77). Brown and Levinson state that the social dimension is one of 

the variables that speakers consider when deciding what approach to use when producing 

an FTA. Here it seems that these 2 participants chose to acknowledge the elicitation and 

not react further due to the social distance between them and the researcher, particularly 

concerning the frequency of interaction, since this was the first time that the researcher 

and participant interacted face-to-face. 

An interesting case of a participant who simply acknowledged the elicitation is 

that of S9, who during her retrospective interview said she paid attention to the elicitation 

because it was something tragic. Wanting to say I’m sorry but being unable to remember 

how to say it in Spanish, she knew she could say lo siento, but she also knew that it is not 

as common as I’m sorry is in English. Although this participant was a Spanish NS, she 

had moved to the U.S. when she was 6 years old and had spent the past 15 years living in 
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this country and spoke English most of the time. Therefore, she was a highly bilingual 

speaker who had much influence from English. This exposure to English could explain 

why at that moment she was at a loss for another way to say I’m sorry in Spanish. Since 

she believed that saying lo siento is not as common as saying I’m sorry is in English, and 

since she could not think of another way to express her sympathy, she opted not to say 

anything at all. Therefore, if this participant experienced sympathy sentiments, her 

reaction was one of covert sympathy.  

Apart from the case of participant S9, the main reason why many of the Spanish 

NSs used the reaction of simply acknowledging and not discussing the situation was 

because they did not feel comfortable talking about the topic, either because they could 

not identify with the situation, or because they did not know the interlocutor well. It is 

likely that social distance was a factor involved in whether empathy took place, since, as 

stated by Clark (1997), people choose carefully with whom to be empathetic, and the 

ability to empathize with another is greatly conditioned by social factors. In addition, as 

mentioned above, when the hardship was not the focus of the elicitation, it was natural 

for the participants to focus on other parts of the conversation and not necessarily to 

comment on the uncle’s death.  

When analyzing the retrospective interviews of the participants who continued the 

conversation, we also find some interesting comments. For example, participant S5 

claimed that she did not say she was sorry and she just made a facial expression because 

they were previously talking about plane tickets, so she did not want to start talking about 

the uncle. She did not want to intrude so she though it was best to keep some distance and 

continue talking about the plane tickets, which was a less serious topic. This particular 

comment illustrates how the participants understood the focus of the conversation to be 

about plane tickets, which was an easier topic to address in terms of gravity. Also, this 
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comment about not wanting to intrude exemplifies how some ways of expressing 

sympathy could result in an FTA, since they could threaten the interlocutor’s negative 

face by making her talk about a personal and delicate situation.  

Another important detail about participant S5’s comment was that she made a 

facial expression instead of verbalizing her sympathy. Similarly, S8 said she felt ‘bad’ 

but did not say anything; instead using a gesture to express her sympathy. It is interesting 

to note that for this high gravity situation, 2 participants mentioned the use of facial 

expressions or gestures to express sympathy. Fussel (2002) claims that “it is well 

established that humans use a wide range of nonverbal and paralinguistic mechanisms to 

express emotion, including facial expressions, gestures, posture, tone of voice, and the 

like” (p.2). Similarly, there are many different ways of displaying sympathy. However, 

since the data for this experiment are represented in only audio and not video form, it is 

not possible to analyze the participants’ physical expressions and gestures. But it is 

important to note that some participants mentioned the use of these gestures as a means to 

express their sympathy.  

Another reaction found several times in the Spanish NS group data was providing 

a sympathy expression. Four of the participants (S1, S2, S6, S19) used a version of the 

conventional expression lo siento. The following is an example: 

Example 4.16 Participant S2: Sympathy expression 

1 R Yo trato de ir a Costa Rica como una vez al año, pero, a veces no se  
puede. 

  ‘I try to go to Costa Rica like once a year, but, sometimes it’s not  
possible.’ 
 

2 S2 Sí sí sí. 
  ‘Yes yes yes.’ 
 
3 R No y más bien ahora no tenía planeado ir, las vacaciones, pero me tuve  
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que ir porque tuve una emergencia,  
‘No and actually now I hadn’t planned to go, during vacations, but I had to 
go because I had an emergency,’ 
 

4 S2 Mhm. 
   
5 R Un tío murió de un ataque del corazón. 
  ‘An uncle died from a heart attack.’ 
 
6 S2 Oh lo siento. 
  ‘Oh I’m sorry.’ 
 
7 R Gracias, entonces, ya ahí no o sea no queda de otra. 
  Thank you, so, then in that case there’s no I mean there’s no other option. 

In this conversation, the researcher was talking about traveling to Costa Rica. In 

line 3 she mentioned having to go due to an emergency and in line 5 she explained that 

her uncle passed away. In this example, the researcher uttered the elicitation with the 

hardship clearly as the focus, since, as seen in line 5, the entire utterance was about the 

uncle’s death. She then paused and allowed the participant to react; the latter responded 

in line 6 by saying oh lo siento, ‘oh I’m sorry’. In this example we see again that the bad 

news and the sympathy expression form an adjacency pair where the 2 parts of the pair 

occur in contiguous turns. A similar situation occurred 2 other times when a Spanish NS 

used a sympathy expression. When these sympathy expressions were used, it is unclear 

whether the participants experienced real sympathy sentiments and were displaying 

genuine sympathy, or whether their display was actually surface sympathy that was used 

due to social factors or preference organization. However, there was one case in which a 

sympathy expression was given although the focus of the elicitation was not on the 

hardship and there was no contiguity, seen in example 4.17 below. 

Example 4.17 Participant S1: Sympathy expression, focus not on hardship 
 
1 R Y sí el semestre pasado según yo iba a hacer casi todo verdad y dejarlo  
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todo listo, pero nunca sucede como uno piensa. No y además tuve que 
volver a mi casa de emergencia, un tío, es una larga historia pero un tío 
murió de un ataque del corazón, y fue así como de repente y, horrible. Y 
entonces, como que se me desajustó todo. 
‘Yes and last semester I thought I was going to do almost everything, right 
and leave everything ready, but it never happens as you think. No and 
besides I had to go back home for an emergency, an uncle, it’s a long story 
but an uncle died of a heart attack, and it was like all of a sudden, and 
horrible. And so, like everything got messed up.’ 

 
2 S1 Sí. Ay lo siento por lo de tu tío. 
  ‘Yes. Oh I’m sorry about your uncle.’ 

 
3 R Gracias, sí entonces este semestre, ahora sí tengo que trabajar. 
  ‘Thanks, yes so this semester, now I really have to work.’ 

In the example above, the researcher said the elicitation about the uncle’s death in 

the context of how much work she had to do. The focus of her utterance was about her 

work, while her uncle’s death was a side note that was said because it affected how much 

work she was able to do the previous semester. Despite the fact that the focus was on the 

work, participant S1 reacted by giving a sympathy expression. She first said sí ‘yes’, as to 

acknowledge comprehension of everything she just heard, but followed it with ay lo 

siento por lo de tu tío, ‘oh I’m sorry about your uncle’. It is interesting to note that this 

participant specified what she felt sorry about, thus bringing the focus back to the part 

about the uncle, despite the fact that the last part of the researcher’s utterance was about 

how her work got side-tracked. A possible reason for this participants’ reaction is the fact 

that when the researcher uttered the elicitation about her uncle’s death, she used the word 

horrible to evaluate the situation. This negative evaluation shows that the situation really 

affected the researcher, and it can be said that it brings the focus back to the death. 

Perhaps for this reason the participant decided to react sympathetically. Regardless of 

why the participant reacted the way she did, this example is a case of an adjacency pair 

where there is extra material between the 2 parts of the pair, thus there is no contiguity. 
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Therefore, it demonstrates that although contiguity is preferred, it is not absolutely 

necessary, since even in cases where the hardship is not at the end of the utterance, the 

participant might still decide to bring the focus back to the uncle’s death and respond 

sympathetically. In this case, the participant’s use of the sympathy expression seems to 

reflect real sympathy sentiments, although all we can see is the display of sympathy, and 

it is not possible to tell whether it is genuine or surface sympathy. 

The next most common reaction, used by 3 of the Spanish NS participants, was 

providing a sympathy exclamation. Participants S7 and S10 said ay no ‘oh no’, and 

participant S18 said ay cómo crees. This last phrase literally means ‘oh how do you 

believe’, but it is an informal exclamation commonly used, particularly in the variety of 

Spanish spoken in Mexico, for many situations to express surprise or incredulity, such as 

you’re kidding. In this case, when the participant heard about the researcher’s uncle’s 

death, she used the phrase cómo crees as a way to express surprise and sympathy at the 

same time. The English equivalent in this context would be something like oh no! 

really?.  Therefore, it seems that for a high gravity situation such as one’s relative’s 

death, it is appropriate for Spanish NSs to display their sympathy by using either a 

sympathy expression or an exclamation. An important point to mention is that in the 

conversations with one of the 3 participants who gave sympathy exclamations, the 

researcher said the elicitation without the focus on the actual hardship. In the 

conversation with participant S7, the focus was on having to travel back to Costa Rica 

(due to the uncle’s death), and the participant responded with the exclamation ay no. In 

this case, her reaction might have been to the part about the uncle’s death, but it might 

have also been a reaction to the fact that she had to travel back home, or most likely to 

both issues together. 
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When analyzing these participants’ retrospective interviews we find some 

interesting responses as to what they thought when they heard about the researcher’s 

uncle. For example, 2 of the participants (S1, S10) mentioned that they did not go into 

detail because it is difficult to talk about that kind of tragedy. Therefore, in a way they 

were protecting the interlocutor by not continuing the talk about such a topic. Perhaps we 

can say these are examples of covert sympathy: the participants maybe did feel sympathy 

sentiments, but they chose not to display them. Another participant (S18) said that 

although she has been in that situation, she tries to avoid talking about those things 

because she is not ‘good’ with those topics. An interesting case is that of participant S2, 

who reacted with the sympathy expression lo siento ‘I’m sorry’. In her retrospective 

interview she said she did not know how to react because she barely knew her 

interlocutor, so she “apologized and that was it” (“me disculpé y ya”). As discussed in 

chapter 1, in both English and Spanish the most common conventional expressions used 

to apologize, I’m sorry and lo siento, are also used to express compassion. In this case, 

participant S2 used the phrase to express sympathy but not to apologize, since 

apologizing would occur if an offense had been committed, which had not occurred in 

this case.  However, she used the verb “disculparse” ‘to apologize’ or ‘to excuse oneself’ 

when describing her reaction, probably because she associates the expression lo siento 

with apologizing. This example demonstrates that the line between the use of this 

conventional expression for apologizing and expressing sympathy in Spanish may 

actually be quite unclear, which could be a source of misunderstanding, particularly for 

L2 speakers.  

The only other reactions found in the Spanish NS data for the death situation were 

sympathy interjections. There were 2 instances of this reaction. First, participant S11 said 

wow, which is actually an English interjection. Although she was raised speaking only 
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Spanish for the first 5 years of her life, this participant had been living in the U.S. her 

entire life. Therefore, she is another example of a highly bilingual speaker who uses 

English most of the time, which could explain her use of English pragmatics when 

speaking Spanish. In her retrospective interview this participant said that when she heard 

about the researcher’s uncle, “me dio cosa” ‘it made her feel uneasy’ because she had 

recently found out that her own uncle was sick, so she did not know what to say. 

Therefore, this participant’s reaction probably was not actually one of feeling sympathy 

for her interlocutor, but instead indicated worry about her own personal situation. 

The other interjection found in the Spanish NS group was the word híjole, 

produced by participant S15. According to the DRAE, híjole is a colloquial interjection 

used to express astonishment or surprise at something unexpected23 (translation mine). 

Also, it is used particularly by Mexican and Mexican-American speakers. There is no 

direct translation of híjole to English, but an equivalent colloquial interjection would be 

an expression such as ‘geez’. In this case, the speaker uttered the interjection híjole 

immediately after hearing that the researcher’s uncle had died from a heart attack. 

Therefore, based on her intonation, it could be considered an interjection expressing 

sympathy as well as surprise. It is interesting to note that híjole is the only Spanish 

interjection found in all the data obtained from the 20 participants’ reactions to both 

situations. Also, it was used in the more serious situation, although it is normally 

considered an informal, colloquial interjection. 

In summary, in this high gravity situation where the interlocutors did not know 

each other well, the Spanish NSs tended to not address the topic. Often they only 

acknowledged the situation and sometimes they simply continued the conversation on 

                                                
23 Retrieved November 2012 from http://www.rae.es: “interj. coloq. para expresar asombro o sorpresa ante 
algo inesperado”. 
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another topic, particularly when there was another focus in the conversation that they 

could address instead. When Spanish NSs did address the hardship, they provided a 

sympathy expression or sympathy exclamation.  Also, as seen in Table 4.9, in the death 

situation the Spanish NSs did not produce any of the following reactions: relate to the 

situation, positive outlook, discuss the cause, offer advice, ask a question, comment, or 

change the topic. This pattern shows that the Spanish NSs reacted quite differently to the 

2 sympathy elicitations. A detailed comparison of the results for the 2 situations is 

presented in section 4.5.1. 

4.4.2 English native speakers: Death situation 

When discussing the results for the English NS group for the death situation, we 

must also take the focus of the elicitation into account. In this group, out of the 20 

participants, 4 of them heard the elicitation without the focus on the actual hardship. Of 

these participants, 2 reacted by acknowledging the elicitation, 1 continued the 

conversation, and 1 responded by relating to the situation and making a comment. 

Overall, the 2 most frequent reactions produced by the English NS group in the second 

situation were sympathy expressions (12 instances), and acknowledging the elicitation 

(5). These and the other reactions found are presented in Table 4.10 below. 
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Table 4.10 Reactions to the death situation: English NS group 

Reactions Number of instances (n=20 participants) 
Sympathy expression 12 (60%) 
Acknowledge elicitation 5 (25%) – 2 de-focused elicitations 
Sympathy exclamation 1 (5%) 
Relate to the situation 1 (5%) – 1 de-focused elicitation 
Positive outlook 1 (5%) 
Comment 1 (5%) – 1 de-focused elicitation 
Continue the conversation 1 (5%) – 1 de-focused elicitation 
Sympathy interjection 0 
Discuss the cause 0 
Offer advice 0 
Ask a question 0 
Change the topic  0 
Did not understand 0 
Total 22 

As seen in Table 4.10, providing a sympathy expression was used by 12 (60%) 

participants (E2, E3, E6, E7, E8, E9, E12, E15, E16, E18, E19, E21), and all of those 

reactions consisted of a version of the conventional expression I’m sorry. The following 

is an example of the use of this expression by participant E2: 

Example 4.18 Participant E2: Sympathy expression 

1 R Yeah I hadn’t planned on going for a while but actually I had to go back  
recently cause I had a, there was a death in the family 

 
2 E2 Oh. 
 
3 R My uncle had a heart attack. 
 
4 E2 I’m sorry. 

In example 4.18, the researcher delivered the elicitation about her uncle’s death in 

line 3, to which the participant said I’m sorry in line 4. It seems that this response was an 

immediate reaction to the negative situation, also appearing to form an adjacency pair 

with the bad news. During her retrospective interview when asked why she reacted in this 
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way, this participant said that she never knows how to react in these situations, so “I just 

say sorry”. In this explanation, it is interesting to note her use of the word just. Three 

other participants (E3, E9, E19) who also said sympathy expressions used the word just 

when describing why they reacted as they did: participant E3 said that she “just wanted to 

say sorry” and not dwell on it, E9 said “I was just like ooh, I’m sorry”, and E19 said “I 

just said that I’m sorry”. When these participants report that they “just said sorry”, it 

gives the impression that they believed this was a short, simple way of reacting, or that 

saying sorry is a minimal utterance that one should say in that situation. Also, it is not 

possible to determine whether these participants’ use of the sympathy expression reflects 

genuine sympathy or surface sympathy. 

The next most common reaction found in the English NS group was 

acknowledging the situation, since 5 (25%) of the English NS participants (E1, E4, E5, 

E13, E14) produced some type of utterance to indicate that they heard the researcher 

mention her uncle’s death, but they did not address the issue at all. As mentioned above, 

we find that in the conversations with 2 of these participants, the researcher uttered the 

elicitation without the focus on the hardship. For these participants (E5, E15), the 

acknowledgement reaction may be due to the fact that the focus of the elicitation was not 

on the uncle’s death, or perhaps due to preference organization they reacted to the last 

part of the utterance, which was not about the uncle’s death. However, the other 3 

English NS participants who acknowledged the situation and moved on, did hear it as the 

focus of the elicitation, as in example 4.19 below. 

Example 4.19 Participant E1: Acknowledge 

1 R But it didn’t work out, well actually it was, my uncle passed away from a  

heart attack. 

2 E1 Oh. Yeah. 
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3 R So I had to like you know I had to you know go away for a couple of  

weeks. 

In this example, the conversation was about the researcher not being able to do 

enough work the previous semester. When explaining why, in line 1 she clearly stated 

that her uncle died from a heart attack, and in line 2 the participant responded by saying 

Oh. Yeah. Then the researcher went on to say that she had to go out of town, and the 

conversation continued without the participant or the researcher further addressing the 

topic of the uncle’s death. When asked why she reacted in that way, this participant said 

that it was shocking news, and she did not know how to react since she had just met the 

interlocutor. Similarly, participant E4 said she tends not to know what to say in those 

situations, and that she did not want to discuss it since they did not know each other well. 

Also, participant E5 said that, although she had experienced several deaths in her family, 

she never knows how to deal with those situations, while participant E13 said that she did 

not know how to respond and she could not say anything that would change anything. 

Therefore, the reasons why some participants acknowledged the situation but did not 

address it further were related to the fact that they believed they did not know the 

interlocutor well enough to discuss that topic, or because they did not feel comfortable 

with the topic. Once again we see that some participants evaluated the factor of social 

distance and opted not to address the topic to avoid producing an FTA. Finally, another 

explanation given by participant E14 was that she only acknowledged the elicitation but 

did not address it because she did not want to upset the researcher. This strategy is also a 

way to avoid threatening the interlocutor’s face; since one goal of communication is to 

protect the interlocutor’s feelings, this avoidance strategy can also be considered a way of 

showing sympathy. Therefore, these participants’ reasons for acknowledging the 

elicitation and not commenting further show that perhaps they experienced covert 
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sympathy, since they chose not to display any sympathetic sentiments that they might 

have felt. 

As seen in Table 4.10, apart from giving sympathy expressions and 

acknowledging the elicitation, the other reactions used by the English NS group for the 

second situation were produced only once each. Participant E11 uttered a sympathy 

exclamation (oh no) followed by a statement giving a positive outlook, E10 related to the 

situation and made a comment, and E17 continued the conversation with no 

acknowledgement of the death. It is important to note that for both E10 and E17, the 

elicitation about the death was provided without the death being the actual focus of the 

utterance. In both cases the researcher gave the elicitation while talking about buying 

plane tickets to Costa Rica, and the last part of the researcher’s utterance was about plane 

tickets. Therefore, due to preference for contiguity, both of these participants had the 

option of continuing with the topic of plane tickets without addressing the uncle’s death. 

Participant E17 did so with a comment about how expensive plane tickets are, but on the 

other hand, E10 instead chose to relate to the situation and to comment on how sad the 

situation was. Therefore, when the researcher gave the elicitation without the focus on the 

hardship, the participants could still have opted to focus on the hardship and react 

sympathetically.  

This group did not produce any instances of uttering sympathy interjections, 

discussing the cause, offering advice, asking a question, or changing the topic. Therefore, 

it seems that for a high gravity situation where the interlocutors do not know each other 

well, most English NSs tended to react by simply providing the sympathy expression I’m 

sorry. Also, some English NSs did not address the topic and simply acknowledged the 

situation and moved on. There are also differences between their reactions for the first 

and second situations, which are addressed in section 4.4.3 to follow. 
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4.4.3 Comparison between Spanish and English NSs: Death situation 

In this section, I compare the results obtained for the 2 groups of NS participants 

in the death situation. As mentioned earlier, the reactions of the Spanish and English NSs 

for the headache situation were quite dissimilar. On the other hand, for the death 

situation, although some differences were found, the reactions of the Spanish and English 

NSs were not so different. Their results for the headache situation are displayed in Table 

4.11. The first column contains the 13 possible reactions, and the next 2 columns present 

the frequency with which each reaction occurred by each group of participants.  

Table 4.11 Second situation - comparison between Spanish and English NS participants 

Reaction Spanish NSs 
(n=20 participants) 

English NSs 
(n=20 participants) 

1. Did not understand 0 0 
2. Sympathy expression* 4 (20%) 12 (60%) 
3. Sympathy exclamation 3 (15%) 1 (5%) 
4. Sympathy interjection 2 (10%) 0 
5. Relate to the situation 0 1 (5%) 
6. Positive outlook 0 1 (5%) 
7. Discuss the cause 0 0 
8. Offer advice 0 0 
9. Ask a question 0 0 
10. Comment 0 1 (5%) 
11. Acknowledge elicitation 8 (40%) 5 (25%) 
12. Continue the conversation 3 (15%) 1 (5%) 
13. Change the topic 0 0 
Total 20 22 
*p = 0.062, category that most approached significance: sympathy expression 

As seen in Table 4.11, it seems that in both languages the conventional expression 

I’m sorry or lo siento is an appropriate reaction used to express sympathy in this high 

gravity situation, and it can form an adjacency pair with an expression of bad news. One 

possible explanation for this similarity is the fact that the Spanish NSs were bilingual 

speakers of English and Spanish, and they might have been influenced by English when 
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expressing their sympathy. However, as seen in the headache situation, the Spanish NSs 

did not seem to exhibit much pragmatic influence from English when speaking Spanish. 

Also, the English NS group produced many more sympathy expressions (12 instances) 

than the Spanish NS group (4), which suggests that this conventional expression is 

appropriate in both languages, but much more frequently used in English. Another 

reaction found in both the Spanish and the English NS group was acknowledging the 

situation, used by 8 participants in the Spanish group and 5 in the English group. 

However, as mentioned above, 5 of these cases in Spanish and 2 in English may be 

explained by preference organization and the fact that the elicitations were given without 

the focus on the hardship. Also, when these participants were asked why they reacted the 

way they did, participants in both groups mentioned that they did not feel comfortable 

with the topic, they could not identify with the situation, or they did not know the 

interlocutor well enough to discuss the situation.  

A reaction that is similar to acknowledging the elicitation is simply continuing the 

conversation, which was used 3 times in the Spanish NS group and once in the English 

NS group. This reaction is a type of avoidance strategy that could be interpreted as 

impolite. Withholding an expression of sympathy when it is required could be considered 

a serious pragmatic fault (Clark, 1997). Also, a lack of commiseration might disregard 

the hearer’s need to be supported during a difficult time (Williams, 2006). However, as 

noted above, when this reaction was used, it was also at times when the researcher 

embedded the comment about the uncle’s death in a conversation on another topic, thus 

de-focusing the hardship in the elicitation and allowing the participants to continue the 

conversation on the topic that was present before the death was mentioned. Once again, 

these results stress the importance of how the elicitation was uttered, since the factor of 

preference organization had a great impact on the participants’ reactions. 
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An additional point of comparison between the 2 NS groups is that in the Spanish 

NS group there were 3 instances of sympathy exclamations and 2 of sympathy 

interjections, while in the English NS group there was only one instance of a sympathy 

exclamation and no sympathy interjections. This result is interesting since these 2 

reactions were used several times by the English NSs for the headache situation. These 

findings suggest that when expressing sympathy for a high gravity situation, the English 

NSs preferred to use the more formal, conventional expression I’m sorry, while in 

Spanish, although the equivalent conventional expression lo siento was also used, some 

Spanish NSs also expressed their sympathy with more emotional, spontaneous utterances 

such as ay no or híjole.  

In order to determine whether the results for the Spanish and English NS groups 

were significantly different, I ran the Fisher’s Exact test (again, knowing that the 

assumption for independence is violated with these data), and found that the results 

approach significance, p = 0.062.  The category that most approached significance was 

sympathy expressions, since the English NSs used it much more frequently than the 

Spanish NSs. Finally, the fact that the Fisher’s Exact test comparing the NSs’ results for 

the headache situation showed significance, while it did not show significance for the 

results of the death situation, reflects my interpretation that there were greater differences 

between the 2 NS groups’ reactions to the headache than to the death situation. 

4.4.4 Learners: Death situation 

For the situation of the uncle’s death, there were only 2 learner participants who 

did not understand the elicitation (L2, L6). Also, in this group only 2 of the learners (L7, 

L20) heard the elicitation with the hardship de-focused, and both participants reacted by 

acknowledging the elicitation. Table 4.12 shows the learners’ reactions to the death. 
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Table 4.12 Reactions to the death situation: Learner group  

Reactions Number of instances (n=20 participants) 
Sympathy expression 10 (50%) 
Acknowledge elicitation 5 (25%) – 2 de-focused elicitations 
Sympathy exclamation 4 (20%) 
Did not understand 2 (10%) 
Ask a question 2 (10%) 
Relate to the situation 1 (5%) 
Comment  0 
Sympathy interjection 0 
Positive outlook 0 
Discuss the cause 0 
Offer advice 0 
Continue the conversation 0 
Change the topic 0 
Total 24 

As seen in Table 4.12, the 18 learners who did understand the elicitation produced 

6 different reactions: sympathy expression (10 instances), acknowledgment of the 

elicitation (5), sympathy exclamation (4), asking a question (2), and relating to the 

situation (1). Therefore, 50% of the learners provided a sympathy expression. In every 

case the sympathy expression used was a variation of the conventional expression lo 

siento ‘I’m sorry’, as in the example below:  

Example 4.20 Participant L18: Sympathy expression 

1 R Porque hace poco fui pero fue como, fue de emergencia,  
  ‘Because recently I went but it was like, it was an emergency,’ 
 
2 L18 Mhm. 
 
3 R Porque mi tío murió de un ataque del corazón.  
  ‘Because my uncle died from a heart attack.’ 
 
4 L18 Oh lo siento. 
  ‘Oh I’m sorry.’ 
 
5 R Y entonces, no fue un viaje planeado. 

‘And so, it was not a planned trip.’ 
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In example 4.20, the researcher was talking about going back to her home country 

for an emergency. In line 3 she explained that her uncle passed away, and in line 4, 

participant L18 immediately said oh lo siento. The fact that this learner and 9 others were 

able to quickly retrieve and say this formula as an SPP to the bad news FPP, is an 

indication that it is common for intermediate level learners to have acquired the form and 

use of the conventional expression lo siento in the context of expressing compassion. 

However, when these learners were asked in their retrospective interview why they 

reacted the way they did, several of them (L1, L8, L12, L18, L21) described the use of 

the expression lo siento as the ‘only’ way they knew how to express their sympathy. For 

example, L1 said that although she felt the need to comfort or sympathize, she did not 

know how to do it in Spanish or did not have the vocabulary to do so except for qué 

lástima or lo siento. Therefore, it seems that learners believe that knowing these 

conventional expressions is not sufficient to express their compassion appropriately. 

The next most common reaction produced by the learners for this second situation 

was acknowledging the elicitation, exhibited by 5 (25%) of the learners (L7, L10, L14, 

L19, L20). As mentioned above, 2 of these occurred when the researcher said the 

elicitation about the uncle’s death without an actual focus on the hardship. However, 

there were also 3 cases where the focus was on the hardship, but the learners also opted to 

acknowledge the elicitation and not address the hardship at all. The following is an 

example of a learner who acknowledged the elicitation but did not address it or express 

her sympathy. 

Example 4.21 Participant L19: Acknowledge  

1 R Pues para Costa Rica como es internacional también es muy caro, y como  
muchos turistas van a Costa Rica, es muy popular y 
‘Well for Costa Rica since it’s international it’s also very expensive, and  
since many tourists go to Costa Rica, it’s very popular and’ 
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2 L19 Sí 
  ‘Yes’ 
 
3 R las aerolíneas suben los precios y es como, setecientos, ochocientos, y más  

bien la última vez que fui fue como de emergencia, porque mi tío murió de 
un ataque del corazón. 
‘the airlines raise the prices and it’s like, seven hundred, eight hundred, 
and actually last time I went was like an emergency, because my uncle 
died from a heart attack.’ 
 

4 L19 Mm. 
   
5 R Y tuve que comprar el boleto de último minuto, y es muy caro. 
  ‘And I had to buy the ticket at the last minute, and it’s very expensive.’ 
 
6 L19 Sí um, voy a ir um a Inglaterra en el ver- verano. Sí en julio. 
  ‘Yes um, I’m going to go to England in the su- summer. Yes in July.’ 

In example 4.21 the conversation was about the high cost of airplane tickets, and 

in line 3 the researcher mentioned having to travel for an emergency when her uncle 

passed away. Although the conversation was about airplane tickets, the researcher 

mentioned the death of her uncle directly and at the end of her utterance, and she paused 

to allow the participant to react and take her next turn. Participant L19 simply responded 

mm in line 4, so in line 5 the researcher continued to talk about buying her ticket at the 

last minute, in order to continue with the natural flow of the conversation. In line 6, the 

learner took advantage of this utterance to continue on the topic of air travel and did not 

address the elicitation about the uncle’s death. When this learner was asked in the 

retrospective interview to comment on her reaction, she explained that she did not know 

how to react in Spanish except to say qué triste ‘how sad’, and remarked that it is 

something you do not learn unless you are a native speaker. This comment is interesting 

because it shows that the learner is aware of certain communicative skills that are 

normally not acquired during language classes.  
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Similarly, 2 other learners who also simply acknowledged the elicitation 

mentioned in their retrospective interviews that they did not feel capable of expressing 

themselves appropriately in Spanish. Participant L14 said that although she felt sad, she 

did not say anything. Instead, she made a facial expression because she did not think she 

could express herself as well in Spanish. She said she could not say much beyond lo 

siento. This is a clear example of a participant who experienced sympathy sentiments, but 

her lack of proficiency led her to react with covert sympathy. The only display of 

sympathy that the interlocutor might have interpreted was a facial expression. Also, 

participant L20 said that she did not know how to say oh my gosh I’m so sorry for your 

loss in Spanish and, since the researcher seemed to handle the situation well, she just 

continued with the conversation. This is an example of when a sympathizer evaluates the 

sympathizee’s mood or current condition before deciding whether to display sympathy. 

The next most frequent reaction found in the learner data for the second situation 

was the use of sympathy exclamations by 4 (20%) of the learner participants. Two of the 

learners (L3, L9) said the exclamation oh no, an English exclamation. However, the 2 

other learners (L13, L15) did use Spanish exclamations (qué lástima ‘what a pity’, qué 

triste ‘how sad’, qué mal ‘that’s too bad’). Spanish exclamations often are formed using 

the exclamative pronoun qué followed by an adjective, adverb or noun. The equivalent of 

the word qué in English for these contexts would be how -, or what a- and, although these 

exclamations can be translated to English, they are not as commonly used in English as 

they are in Spanish. For example, the exclamation qué mal literally means how bad, but it 

is better translated as that’s too bad. Also, one does not hear phrases such as what a pity 

in English as frequently as one hears the equivalent qué lástima in Spanish. Therefore, 

the use of these exclamations suggests that the intermediate level learners were not 

simply translating phrases from English to Spanish. At least some of them had acquired a 
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variety of phrases or conventional expressions that are particular to the L2 (e.g. qué 

lástima ‘what a pity’, qué triste ‘how sad’, qué mal ‘that’s too bad’) and were able to 

retrieve and produce them appropriately during the conversation. However, in their 

retrospective interviews, these 2 learners also commented that they did not feel that they 

had expressed their sympathy adequately. In fact, of the 18 learners who understood the 

elicitation, 16 of them mentioned in their retrospective interview that they were not able 

to express their sympathy as well as they wanted to since they were speaking their L2. 

Therefore, regardless of whether they were able to produce a sympathy expression, a 

sympathy exclamation, or nothing at all, they felt that their responses were not sufficient, 

and often it resulted in covert sympathy, or sympathy that was not displayed. In chapter 5 

of this dissertation I discuss the results for the learners’ retrospective interviews and 

address this issue further. 

The only other reactions found in the learner data were one instance of relating to 

the situation (L19 talked about her aunt who was sick) and 2 occurrences of asking a 

question, both of which were about when the death of the uncle had occurred (L9 asked if 

it had happened recently, and L17 asked if the death had occurred the previous year). 

This result is important because, especially for this high gravity situation, asking a 

question ccould be interpreted as an FTA, since it puts the interlocutors in a position 

where they have to talk about a potentially emotionally difficult topic. It is possible that 

these learners asked a question because they felt capable of formulating a question, 

whereas they had greater difficulty knowing how to express their sympathy. Finally, the 

learners did not produce the following reactions: comment, sympathy interjection, 

positive outlook, discuss the cause, offer advice, continue the conversation, and change 

the topic. As in the first situation, they exhibited a limited repertoire of reactions. In the 

next section, the reactions of the learner groups are compared to those of the NS groups. 
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4.4.5 Comparison between learners and NSs: Death situation 

The results for the 3 groups of participants are displayed in Table 4.13. The first 

column contains the 13 possible categories, and the next 3 columns present the frequency 

with which each reaction occurred by each group of participants.  

Table 4.13 Death situation: comparison of 3 groups of participants 

Reaction Spanish NSs 
(n=20 
participants) 

English NSs 
(n=20 
participants) 

Learners 
(n=20 
participants) 

1. Did not understand* 0 0 2 (10%) 
2. Sympathy expression 4 (20%) 12 (60%) 10 (50%) 
3. Sympathy exclamation 3 (15%) 1 (5%) 4 (20%) 
4. Sympathy interjection* 2 (10%) 0 0 
5. Relate to the situation 0 1 (5%) 1 (5%) 
6. Positive outlook 0 1 (5%) 0 
7. Discuss the cause 0 0 0 
8. Offer advice 0 0 0 
9. Ask a question* 0 0 2 (10%) 
10. Comment 0 1 (5%) 0 
11. Acknowledge elicitation 8 (40%) 5 (25%) 5 (25%) 
12. Continue the conversation* 3 (15%) 1 (5%) 0 
13. Change the topic 0 0 0 
Total 20 22 24  
*p = 0.055, categories approaching significance: did not understand, sympathy 
interjection, asking a question and continue the conversation  

Also, Table 4.14 below presents the sympathy expressions, sympathy 

exclamations, and sympathy interjections found in the data for each group of participants 

for the uncle’s death situation. The number placed after each reaction indicates the 

number of times it occurred in the data. We will refer to these tables in the discussion to 

follow comparing the 3 groups of participants. 
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Table 4.14 Death situation: sympathy expressions, exclamations, and interjections 

Group Sympathy expressions Sympathy 
exclamations 

Sympathy 
interjections 

Spanish 
NSs 

Ay lo siento por lo de tu tío (1) 
Oh lo siento (1) 
Lo siento mucho (1) 
Ay lo siento (1) 

Ay no (2) 
Ay cómo crees (1) 

Wow (1) 
Híjole (1) 

English 
NSs 

I’m sorry (3) 
Oh I’m sorry (5) 
I’m sorry to hear that (1) 
Oh sorry (2) 
Sorry (1) 

Oh no (1) Ø 

Learners Lo siento (4) 
Ay lo siento  (1) 
Oh lo siento (3) 
Mm lo siento (2) 

Oh no (2) 
Oh qué lástima (2) 
Qué triste (1) 
Qué mal (1) 

Ø 

As discussed above, the most frequent reactions found in the Spanish and English 

NS groups for the second situation were sympathy expressions and acknowledging the 

elicitation. This was also the case for the learner participant group. As for acknowledging 

the situation, a difference between the groups is that when the learners used this reaction, 

it was sometimes due to their linguistic limitations and not knowing what to say in such a 

situation when speaking the L2, while the NS participants used this reaction for other 

reasons. Also, the result concerning the sympathy expressions is notable. The learner 

group produced a total of 10 sympathy expressions, all including the conventional 

expression lo siento. As can be seen in Table 4.13, these numbers are similar to those 

produced by the English NS group, where we find 12 occurrences of sympathy 

expressions involving the word sorry. From this result we can conclude that the learner 

participants acted similarly to speakers of their L1. If the learners were translating the use 

of I’m sorry from their L1 into their L2 as lo siento, we could speculate that they were 

acting according to their L1 pragmatic rules while speaking their L2. However, the 

Spanish NSs also produced 4 instances of sympathy expressions using the phrase lo 
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siento. Although these participants were bilingual speakers and their behavior might have 

been influenced by their knowledge of English, it does seem that using the sympathy 

expression lo siento is appropriate for high gravity situations in Spanish. Therefore, it is 

not clear whether the learners were able to express themselves appropriately due to 

knowledge of L2 reactions, or due to positive pragmatic transfer. In this case, results 

could reflect positive transfer since the use of the same conventional expression is 

appropriate in both languages; therefore, knowing the translation of the phrase I’m sorry 

would be enough for these learners to be able to react adequately to the sympathy 

elicitation.  

It is interesting to note that many of the learners expressed in their retrospective 

interview that lo siento was the only phrase they were able to say in Spanish, and that 

they were not able to express themselves well since they were speaking the L2. However, 

because several Spanish NSs also said only lo siento and nothing more in this situation, 

the reactions of the learners were not really different from those of the Spanish NSs. 

Therefore, although the learners believed they did not have the ability to express 

themselves appropriately in the L2, many of them were able to react appropriately to this 

high gravity situation due to positive pragmatic transfer and the knowledge of the 

conventional expression lo siento. Similarly, 3 of the learners who simply acknowledged 

the elicitation mentioned in their retrospective interview that they did not react in a 

different way because they did not know how to do so in Spanish. However, several 

Spanish NSs also reacted by simply acknowledging the elicitation. Therefore, although 

their reasons for reacting in such a way were different, these learners reacted similarly to 

some of the NSs. 

Another important point of comparison between the sympathy expressions used 

by the learners and the NSs is the use of elaboration. In Bardovi-Harlig et al.’s (2010) 
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results, when expressing sympathy, both learners and native speakers elaborated on the 

expression I’m sorry either by using intensifiers (e.g. I’m so sorry) or by adding a 

complement (e.g. I’m sorry to hear that), although native speakers tended to elaborate 

more on serious situations than on less serious situations. As seen in Table 4.14, in the 

results of the present study, for the more serious situation, of the 4 instances of lo siento 

produced by the Spanish NSs, 2 of them (50%) involved elaboration: one intensifier (lo 

siento mucho ‘I’m very sorry’) and one complement  (lo siento por lo de tu tío ‘I’m sorry 

about your uncle’). On the other hand, of the learners’ 10 instances of sympathy 

expressions, none of them involved elaboration, as they simply used the phrase lo siento 

without intensifiers or complements. Also, of the English NSs’ 12 instances of lo siento, 

only 1 of them (8.12%) involved elaboration, with use of a complement (I’m sorry to 

hear that). Therefore, the results of this study demonstrate that the Spanish NSs tended to 

elaborate on the conventional expression more than the English NSs, and that the 

intermediate level learners did not use elaboration at all. 

An additional finding for this situation is that 2 of the learners asked a question 

about the death of the uncle, whereas none of the Spanish or English NSs reacted in this 

way. As mentioned above, asking a question about the uncle’s death could be considered 

to be an FTA with a high degree of imposition, since having a death in the family is a 

delicate, personal matter. Also, we saw that most participants reacted by providing a short 

sympathy expression or exclamation, or they simply acknowledged the situation and 

moved on, all of which are strategies that involve a low degree of imposition and are not 

FTAs. It is therefore interesting that 2 of the learners did ask a question about when the 

death had occurred, thus seeming to be bold enough to produce an FTA. These 2 learners 

in their retrospective interviews mentioned not knowing what to say in Spanish for this 

type of situation, so perhaps asking a question was an ‘easy’ way to show concern 
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without having to express their sympathy explicitly. However, this ‘easy’ strategy (asking 

a question about the uncle’s death) was a more face-threatening response to the sympathy 

elicitation, which is an interesting result as it demonstrates how learners’ lack of 

proficiency may inadvertently result in pragmatic errors.  

Another noteworthy result is that none of the learners mentioned the social 

distance between them and the researcher, as did many NSs. This in fact could be a 

greater factor for the learners than for the NSs, since in the learner-researcher pairs there 

was also the factor of relative power. There was obviously a large difference in the 

language abilities of the learners as compared to the researcher, who was a native speaker 

of Spanish. Also, the learners knew that the researcher was a Spanish instructor, so there 

was an unbalanced relationship of learner-instructor. It is possible that it was due to this 

unbalanced relationship that the learners did not address the factor of social distance, 

since mentioning it might have made the situation awkward and would likely have 

increased the gap between the learner and the researcher. 

For these data I also ran the Fisher’s Exact test to determine whether the 

differences among the 3 groups of participants were significant, and the results of this 

statistical test show near-significance, p = 0.055. None of the categories are significant, 

but the ones that most approach significance are: did not understand (since it occurred 

only in the learner group), sympathy interjections (used only by the Spanish NSs), asking 

questions (used only by the learners) and continuing the conversation (mostly used by the 

Spanish NSs). Once again, the fact that no significance was found for these data reflects 

that the reactions for the death situation were more similar among the 3 groups of 

participants than the reactions for the headache situation (for which significance was 

actually found). 
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Finally, an additional point of comparison among the 3 participant groups are the 

number and variety of total reactions produced for the elicitation for compassion. First, 

among the 3 groups of participants, there was a total of 9 distinct reactions (excluding the 

“did not understand” reaction); the Spanish NS group uttered a total of 5 different 

reactions, the English NS group had a total of 7 different reactions, and the learner group 

also produced a total of 5 different reactions. This result differs from that of the headache 

situation, where the NS groups produced a much greater variety of reactions than the 

learner group. Since most participants used the same types of reactions for the death 

situation, it seems that for the more serious situation, there are more conventionalized or 

routinized ways of reacting, such as providing a sympathy expression, whereas for the 

less serious situation, speakers have a wider variety of ways in which they can react.  

Regarding the total number of reactions produced, when adding the numbers in 

each column of Table 4.13, we find that the Spanish NSs produced a total of 20 reactions, 

the English NSs gave a total of 22 reactions, and the learner group uttered a total of 24 

reactions (including 2 learners who did not understand the elicitation). Therefore, there is 

not much difference in the total number of reactions produced by the 3 groups. I 

confirmed this result by running the Kruskall Wallis test on these data, which showed 

that there is no significance in the number of reactions produced by the participants of the 

3 groups, p = 0.112. For the death situation, the Spanish NSs produced only one reaction 

each, and in the English NS group only one participant gave 2 different reactions. 

However, in the learner group there were 4 participants who produced 2 reactions. 

Although these results are not statistically significant, they are quite dissimilar from those 

in the headache situation, where the NSs produced a much greater number of total 

reactions than the learners. Therefore, it seems that for this serious, high gravity situation 

it is common for both English and Spanish NSs to produce short, concise reactions. Some 
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learners, perhaps feeling that they were not competent enough to react appropriately in 

the L2, overcompensated by using more than one strategy when reacting to the elicitation 

for compassion. This overcompensation might be a sign of insecurity when speaking the 

L2. 

4.4.6 Summary of results for the death situation 

There are several important results found for the uncle’s death elicitation. First, in 

all 3 groups of participants, the most frequent reactions produced were simply 

acknowledging the elicitation or providing a sympathy expression, I’m sorry in English 

and lo siento in Spanish. Acknowledging the elicitation was likely frequent due to the 

hardship being de-focused when the researcher uttered the elicitation, mainly as a 

consequence of preference organization. Also, providing a sympathy expression was 

more frequent among the English NSs and the learners than among the Spanish NSs. 

Both reactions, acknowledging the elicitation and giving a sympathy expression, involve 

a low degree of imposition. In their retrospective interviews, many NSs of both Spanish 

and English mentioned not feeling comfortable discussing that type of topic, or not 

feeling comfortable discussing it with someone that they hardly knew. These comments 

reveal the influence of the social distance between the interlocutors on the speakers’ 

reactions to the sympathy elicitations, and explain why many participants gave short, 

concise reactions such as acknowledging or giving a sympathy expression. On the other 

hand, most of the learner participants mentioned not feeling competent enough in the L2 

to express their sympathy appropriately. However, most learners knew and were able to 

use the conventional expression lo siento or another sympathy exclamation in Spanish, 

and were thus able to react appropriately to the elicitation.  
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In terms of Clark’s (1997) distinct types of sympathy, among the 3 groups of 

participants we find instances of genuine sympathy, covert sympathy, and surface 

sympathy. First, some participants were not able to empathize with this situation; thus the 

sympathy process did not take place with them. In other cases participants did empathize 

and displayed sympathy using sympathy expressions, which might reflect genuine 

sympathy or surface sympathy, as it is not possible to determine whether the participants 

indeed experienced sympathy sentiments or whether they said the sympathy expressions 

to follow politeness norms or to follow the conversational structure. Also, there were 

instances of covert sympathy by all 3 groups; some participants in all 3 groups did not 

display sympathy due to social distance or feeling uncomfortable with the topic, while 

some in the learner group did not display their sympathy due to linguistic limitations. 

Finally, the results for the second situation show that in more serious situations there are 

more conventionalized ways of reacting to show sympathy, and that reactions are usually 

concise so as to avoid addressing a delicate, personal matter. 

4.5 COMPARISON OF HEADACHE AND DEATH SITUATION 

The research design for this experiment purposefully included elicitations for 

compassion consisting of 2 situations of different gravity or seriousness. The researcher’s 

headache was a low gravity situation, while the death of the researcher’s uncle was one of 

high gravity. It was thus expected that the reactions to these 2 elicitations would be 

different, as they would trigger distinct emotional reactions. The results of the experiment 

indeed indicate that many participants viewed the headache as a common, everyday 

situation that many people often face. While many participants reacted to it by displaying 

sympathy, others did not find it necessary to react sympathetically to it. On the other 

hand, the participants of this experiment viewed the death of the uncle as a serious matter 
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that definitely elicits sympathy, although sometimes sympathy was not expressed. An 

important factor that determined whether participants expressed sympathy for the death 

situation was whether the elicitation was uttered with the death as the actual focus. Also, 

according to the participants, the main reason why sympathy was sometimes not 

expressed is that this type of topic is not typically discussed with someone one does not 

know well. Therefore, due to the social distance between the interlocutors, it could be 

face threatening and imposing to discuss such a serious situation. In contrast, for many 

participants it was acceptable to discuss a low gravity situation such as the headache, 

regardless of the social distance between the interlocutors.  

The distinct nature of the 2 situations was reflected in the variety and total number 

of reactions produced by the 3 groups of participants. For the first situation, among the 3 

groups of participants there were a total of 12 different reactions produced, while in the 

death situation there were 9. Although these numbers are not so different, they show that 

3 reactions were absent in the data for the death situation. Those reactions were: discuss 

the cause, offer advice, and change the topic. Due to the high gravity of the situation and 

the fact that the interlocutors did not know each other well, discussing the cause for the 

uncle’s death or offering advice would be face-threatening acts that would oblige the 

researcher and the participant to talk about a potentially difficult and personal issue. Also, 

since it is such a serious matter that the researcher decided to share, changing the topic 

for this situation might have been considered impolite. Also, withholding sympathy or 

not reacting in a situation where sympathy is expected might be considered a serious 

pragmatic fault (Clark, 1997). Perhaps for these reasons, none of the participants reacted 

by changing the topic, discussing the cause or offering advice, whereas for the headache 

situation they were able to do so. Finally, we must take into account the factor of the 

focus of the elicitation. The fact that the hardship was de-focused more frequently in the 
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death situation than in the headache situation might also account for the difference in the 

variety of reactions produced in each situation.  

Regarding the total number of reactions produced, we find that in the headache 

situation, several of the Spanish and English NSs produced 2 or 3 different reactions 

each, while in the death situation there were few participants who produced more than 

one reaction. Therefore, another major difference between the 2 sets of results is that the 

reactions for the death were typically shorter and more concise than those for the 

headache. Although this result may seem counterintuitive, it makes sense that speakers 

chose to utter short, concise reactions to a serious situation that might address a delicate 

topic, whereas speakers chose to react with a lengthier response to a less serious situation 

since the latter is less likely to make the interlocutor feel uncomfortable. Sections 4.5.1, 

4.5.2 and 4.5.3 discuss and compare how each participant group reacted differently to the 

first and second elicitations for compassion.  

4.5.1 Spanish native speakers: Both situations 

When comparing the Spanish NSs’ results from the headache and death 

elicitations, we find that their reactions were quite dissimilar. For the first elicitation the 

Spanish NSs produced 10 instances of discussing the cause, which included 5 

occurrences of asking questions about the cause of the headache. They also offered 

advice and commented on the situation twice, and related to the situation 3 times. On the 

other hand, for the second situation none of these participants reacted by discussing the 

cause, asking questions, offering advice, making comments, or relating to the situation. 

Due to the seriousness of the death situation, the participants rarely addressed it as they 

did the first situation. For this reason, there was a much greater variety of reactions 

produced in response to the headache than to the death of the uncle, and the Spanish NSs 
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often produced more than one reaction for the first situation, while they only uttered one 

reaction each in the second situation. Table 4.15 below presents these results.  

Table 4.15 Comparison of Spanish NS reactions for the 2 situations 

Reaction Headache 
(number of reactions in 
group of 20 participants) 

Death 
(number of reactions in 
group of 20 participants) 

1. Did not understand 0 0 
2. Sympathy expression 0 4 (20%) 
3. Sympathy exclamation 2 (10%) 3 (15%) 
4. Sympathy interjection 0 2 (10%) 
5. Relate to the situation 3 (15%) 0 
6. Positive outlook 1 (5%) 0 
7. Discuss the cause 10 (50%) 0 
8. Offer advice 2 (10%) 0 
9. Ask a question 5 (25%) 0 
10. Comment 2 (10%) 0 
11. Acknowledge elicitation 5 (35%) 8 (40%) 
12. Continue the conversation 0 3 (15%) 
13. Change the topic 1 (5%) 0  
Total 31 reactions 20 reactions 

Another difference between the Spanish NSs’ reactions to the 2 elicitations is the 

fact that for the death, 4 of the participants used the sympathy expression lo siento, 

whereas none of them used it for the headache situation. Although 4 occurrences 

represents only 20% of the participants that used it, this result demonstrates that in 

Spanish, the use of the formula lo siento is acceptable for the death but not for the 

headache situation. It thus seems that in Spanish this conventional sympathy expression 

is reserved for higher gravity situations. On the other hand, a similarity found in the 2 

situations was the use of sympathy exclamations such as ay no. These exclamations are 

defined as phrases that serve to convey emotion. Although all of the other possible 

reactions may also convey emotion, these exclamations are considered to be more 

spontaneous, emotional ‘bursts of speech’ (Marty, 1908). They could indicate a reaction 
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of shock or alarm, and in this case they also express the emotion of sympathy. Sympathy 

exclamations give the impression of being more informal than sympathy expressions 

such as lo siento, and it seems that in Spanish sympathy exclamations may be used for 

both low gravity and high gravity situations.  

Another similarity found in the Spanish NS’s reactions to the 2 elicitations is the 

acknowledgment of the elicitation, which was used 5 times in the first situation and 8 

times in the second one. It seems that for the Spanish speakers it was common in both 

cases simply to acknowledge the elicitation and then continue the conversation. However, 

we also noted that in the second situation this reaction was likely due to the hardship 

being de-focused in the elicitation. Also, the participants’ retrospective interviews show 

that their reasons for using this reaction were different for each situation. Most Spanish 

NSs indicated that they viewed the headache as a common, everyday situation; it was 

therefore not necessary to express sympathy. On the other hand, they viewed the uncle’s 

death as a serious and sad situation, but sometimes they did not express their sympathy 

because they either did not feel comfortable with the topic or because they did not know 

the interlocutor well. Therefore, the lack of display of sympathy for the 2 situations 

represented different circumstances. For the headache it often meant that despite 

empathizing cognitively with the researcher, the situation did not lead to sympathy 

sentiments, whereas for the death, the lack of an emotional display often represented 

covert sympathy, where the participants did feel sympathy but refrained from displaying 

it due to the nature of the problem or to social factors. 

4.5.2 English native speakers: Both situations 

When analyzing the data for the English NSs, there are some differences between 

their reactions for the first and second elicitations, as seen in Table 4.16 below.  
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Table 4.16 Comparison of English NS reactions for the 2 situations 

Reaction Headache 
(number of reactions for 
group of 20 participants) 

Death 
(number of reactions for 
group of 20 participants) 

1. Did not understand 0 0 
2. Sympathy expression 4 (20%) 12 (60%) 
3. Sympathy exclamation 4 (20%) 1 (5%) 
4. Sympathy interjection 6 (30%) 0 
5. Relate to the situation 5 (25%) 1 (5%) 
6. Positive outlook 0 1 (5%) 
7. Discuss the cause 1 (5%) 0 
8. Offer advice 1 (5%) 0 
9. Ask a question 1 (5%) 0 
10. Comment 1 (5%) 1 (5%) 
11. Acknowledge elicitation 2 (10%) 5 (25%) 
11. Continue the conversation 1 (5%) 1 (5%) 
13. Change the topic 0 0 
Total 26 reactions 22 reactions 

Similar to the Spanish NS group, in the English NS results, in the headache 

situation the participants used a greater variety of reactions (10) than in the death 

situation (7). Also, the total number of reactions produced by the 20 participants (26 for 

the headache and 22 for the death), shows that more participants used more than one 

reaction in the first situation than in the second. Therefore, once again it seems that the 

low gravity situation triggered a greater variety of reactions than did the high gravity 

situation.  

One of the main differences between the English NSs’ reactions to the 2 

elicitations is that for the headache situation, 6 of the English NSs produced the sympathy 

interjection aw, whereas none of them uttered a sympathy interjection for the death. This 

result suggests that in English the use of such an interjection is reserved for low gravity 

situations. Similarly, 4 of the participants uttered a sympathy exclamation in reaction to 

the headache, such as oh man, oh no, and that sucks, while there was only one utterance 
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of a sympathy exclamation found in reaction to the uncle’s death, which was oh no. 

Therefore, the use of these informal exclamations in English is also reserved for low 

gravity situations. 

One important similarity found in the English NSs’ reactions to the 2 elicitations 

was the use of the sympathy expression I’m sorry. This expression was used 4 times to 

express sympathy for the headache, and 12 times for the uncle’s death. This result 

suggests that, contrary to Spanish, the use of this conventional sympathy expression in 

English is appropriate for both low gravity and high gravity situations. Also, contrary to 

Bardovi-Harlig et al.’s (2010) results, no significant difference was found in terms of 

elaboration in either situation. For the headache there were no instances of elaboration, 

and in the death situation there was only one instance of elaboration, using a complement 

(I’m sorry to hear that). However, it is clear that the English NSs used the sympathy 

expression I’m sorry much more frequently for the uncle’s death than for the headache, 

indicating that although it is appropriate for both types of situations, it is more commonly 

used for those that are considered more serious.  

4.5.3 Learners: Both situations 

One of the main factors that differentiate the learner group from the NS groups is 

that some learner participants did not appear to understand the elicitation. As seen in 

Table 4.17 below, there were 5 learners who did not understand the headache elicitation, 

and only 2 learners who did not understand the elicitation of the death of the uncle.  
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Table 4.17 Comparison of Learner reactions for the 2 situations 

Reaction Headache 
(number of reactions for 
group of 20 participants) 

Death 
(number of reactions for 
group of 20 participants) 

1. Did not understand 5 (25%) 2 (10%) 
2. Sympathy expression 2 (10%) 10 (50%) 
3. Sympathy exclamation 0 4 (20%) 
4. Sympathy interjection 1 (5%) 0 
5. Relate to the situation 3 (15%) 1 (5%) 
6. Positive outlook 0 0 
7. Discuss the cause 0 0 
8. Offer advice 0 0 
9. Ask a question 0 2 (10%) 
10. Comment 0 0 
11. Acknowledge elicitation 9 (45%) 5 (25%) 
12. Continue the conversation 0 0 
13. Change the topic 0 0 
Total 20 reactions 24 reactions 

One of the possible factors involved in the learners’ ability to understand the 

elicitations is the language (vocabulary and syntax) used by the researcher. Since the 

researcher aimed to include the elicitations naturally within the flow of the conversation, 

each time she uttered the elicitations there were some variations in the syntax, discourse, 

and content. For the headache, one of the times when a learner did not understand the 

elicitation the researcher had said me desperté con un dolor de cabeza ‘I woke up with a 

headache’. The other 4 times when the learners did not understand, the researcher had 

said me duele mucho la cabeza ‘my head hurts a lot’. The verb doler ‘to hurt’ in Spanish 

is used in a reverse construction relative to English. In English, the thematic role of 

experiencer is the subject of the sentence, while in Spanish, the experiencer is the indirect 

object of the verb (Whitley, 2002). Although they may not be aware of these syntactic 

differences, in this type of constructions, learners are accustomed to hearing the word 

head, or the part of the body that hurts, before the verb, as in my head hurts. Perhaps the 
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complexity of the syntax of the Spanish construction was a reason why these 4 learners 

had difficulty understanding the elicitation. 

For the second elicitation there were also slight variations in how the researcher 

shared the news about her uncle, but her utterances were usually similar to one of the 

following 2 sentences: mi tío tuvo un ataque del corazón … y entonces murió… ‘my 

uncle had a heart attack … and so he died’, or tengo un tío que murió de un ataque del 

corazón ‘I have an uncle who died from a heart attack’. The syntax of these sentences is 

simpler, there are no reverse constructions involved, and there are several words that the 

learners were probably familiar with, such as tío ‘uncle’, murió ‘died’, ataque ‘attack’ (a 

cognate of English) and corazón ‘heart’. This might explain why only 2 of the learners 

had difficulty understanding the second elicitation. 

Related to the issue of not understanding the elicitation, as seen in Table 4.17, in 

both situations there were learner participants who only acknowledged the elicitation but 

did not discuss it further; 9 for the headache and 5 for the death. As discussed above, 2 of 

those cases in the death situation were probably due to the fact that the hardship was de-

focused in the elicitation, which made it easier for the learners to not have to address the 

topic. Also, when asked why they reacted in this way, for both situations there were 

several learners who said that they did not feel that they had the vocabulary or grammar 

necessary for expressing their sympathy in Spanish. Therefore, several of the learners 

who did understand the elicitations and heard them with the hardship as the focus did not 

feel capable of reacting to the elicitations appropriately. Although they empathized with 

the researcher and possibly experienced sympathy sentiments, they were unable to 

express them, thus resulting in covert sympathy. 

Another reaction that was found for both situations in the learner data was the 

sympathy expression lo siento. There were 2 uses of lo siento in the first situation and 10 
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in the second. Similar to the English NS group but different from the Spanish NS group, 

it seems that some learner participants considered this conventional expression to be 

appropriate for both low and high gravity situations. However, it is also clear that they 

used it much more frequently in the more serious situation, thus suggesting that many of 

the learner participants did understand that in Spanish the expression lo siento is usually 

reserved for situations of higher gravity.  

Another interesting result is that for the death situation, 4 learners produced 

sympathy exclamations, while none of them did so for the headache. The exclamations 

uttered by 2 of the learners were oh no, which is an English exclamation. Since hearing 

about the researcher’s uncle’s death was unexpected and serious, it was natural to react 

emotionally, and it was also natural for the learners to express it in the L1. As was 

mentioned in chapter 2 of this dissertation, research has shown that bilingual speakers 

often see the L1 as the most emotional language and favor it to express emotion, which 

they consider to feel more satisfying and natural, whereas in the L2 it feels artificial and 

unnatural (Dewaele, 2004a, c). However, 2 other learners who reacted with sympathy 

exclamations used Spanish specific exclamations, qué lástima, qué triste and qué mal, 

which are not simply translations of English exclamations. Therefore, these 2 learners 

illustrated knowledge of other expressions that are used in Spanish when expressing 

sympathy or regret, and were able to use them appropriately for such expression. It seems 

then that some intermediate learners had acquired a variety of expressions, most likely 

learned as formulas or chunks, and were able to use them in conversation. However, 

because none of the learners used these for the headache situation, it suggests that for 

more serious situations, some learners made a greater effort to express their sympathy in 

Spanish by using these learned phrases or conventional expressions. Finally, it is 

important to note that 2 learners asked a question about the uncle’s death, whereas none 
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of them asked any questions about the researcher’s headache. Once again, this result 

might be an indication that for the more serious situation the learners felt the need to say 

something and react in some way, and 2 of them showed their concern by asking a 

question about the situation. 

4.6 SUMMARY OF RESULTS FOR THE 2 ELICITATIONS FOR COMPASSION  

The experiment involving the conversation with the researcher and the 2 

elicitations for compassion of different gravity yielded several important results. First of 

all, the results of this study show, as expected, that expressions of bad news and 

expressions of sympathy form adjacency pairs with preference for contiguity. Particularly 

for the high gravity situation, when the bad news was uttered at the end of a turn, the 

participants’ next turn often involved a sympathy expression, exclamation, or 

interjection, which formed the SPP for the bad news FPP. Also, the participants’ 

reactions were influenced by preference organization, particularly a preference for 

contiguity, as the reactions were impacted by whether the hardship was the focus of the 

elicitation and was at the end of the turn. For example, in some cases the researcher 

mentioned the uncle’s death within a discussion of another topic such as traveling. In 

other cases, the researcher uttered the death elicitation but the participant did not react 

immediately, so the researcher extended her turn and continued talking about another 

topic, which de-focused the actual hardship.  When the focus was not on the hardship and 

there was little option for contiguity with the bad news, with some exceptions, 

participants tended to react by simply acknowledging the elicitation or continuing the 

conversation on the topic that was actually in focus. 

When discussing the results for the Spanish and Engish NSs, it is important to 

remember that the Spanish-speaking participants were all blingual speakers of Spanish 
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and English, and they were all living in the United States at the time the data were 

collected. Therefore, it is possible that these bilingual speakers had some influence from 

English in their pragmatic behavior, and that monolingual NSs of Spanish would produce 

different reactions. Also, the majority of the English NSs were from Texas. Therefore, 

these participants had particular linguistic and cultural backgrounds that might be 

reflected in their behavior.  

For the low gravity situation (headache), the Spanish NSs tended to discuss the 

cause or to simply acknowledge it and move on, as they did not consider the situation to 

be too serious. Some of the English NSs also simply acknowledged the headache without 

discussing it further, but their most common reaction was to utter the sympathy 

interjection aw. Other common reactions by the English NSs were to say a sympathy 

expression or a sympathy exclamation, or to relate to the situation. Therefore, the English 

NSs seemed to react more sympathetically to the headache situation than did the Spanish 

NSs, or they favored strategies involving fewer face-threatening acts with lower degrees 

of imposition. The learner participants also tended simply to acknowledge the elicitation 

and not address it further. One of the main reasons for this behavior cited by participants 

was that they did not know how to react in the L2. However, since acknowledging was a 

common reaction displayed by the Spanish NSs, the learners’ reactions were not that 

dissimilar from those of NSs of their L2. Also, some of the learners did provide a 

sympathy expression, acting similarly to the English NSs and thus seeming to act 

according to their L1 pragmatic norms while speaking the L2.  

When analyzing these data in terms of Clark’s (1997) process of sympathy giving, 

we can say that since the headache was a low gravity situation that did not trigger strong 

emotional reactions, participants sometimes empathized cognitively but did not 

experience sympathy sentiments and did not feel the need to display sympathy. Other 
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times participants did display sympathy, which could be surface sympathy (if no 

sympathy sentiments were present) or genuine sympathy (if sympathy sentiments were 

actually present). Finally, in the learner group there was also covert sympathy, as 

sometimes their language limitations did not allow them to display their sympathy. 

For the death situation, Spanish NSs tended to acknowledge the elicitation or to 

provide a sympathy expression or exclamation. The English NSs had similar reactions, 

although they used a greater variety of sympathy expressions. Therefore, providing a 

sympathy expression appears to be appropriate for the high gravity situation in both 

languages, although much more frequently in English than in Spanish. Also, due to the 

high gravity of the situation and to the social distance between the interlocutors, speakers 

of both languages seemed to favor reactions that are not face threatening and carry a low 

degree of imposition. Finally, the learner participants also tended to acknowledge the 

situation or to provide a sympathy expression, thus being able to act appropriately in the 

L2, whether due to knowledge of the L2 pragmatic norms or positive pragmatic transfer 

from their L1.  

In terms of Clark’s (1997) theory, for the death situation we can say that since it is 

a high gravity situation that triggered stronger emotions, there were some instances where 

the participants were not able to empathize, as they had never been in a similar situation. 

In these cases, the first step in the sympathy-giving process was not present; thus 

sympathy did not occur. In other cases participants did empathize cognitively, they 

experienced sympathy sentiments and thus displayed genuine, overt sympathy. On the 

other hand, some participants empathized cognitively and experienced sympathy 

sentiments but, due to several reasons such as social distance or lack of proficiency (for 

the learners), they did not display their sympathy, thus resulting in covert sympathy. 

Finally, it is possible that some participants displayed surface sympathy for the death 
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situation, since it may have been the case that although they empathized with the 

situation and displayed their sympathy, they did not feel genuine sympathy sentiments 

since they did not share a close relationship with the interlocutor. 

In conclusion, in this chapter I have described the reactions displayed by the 3 

groups of participants for the 2 elicitations of compassion during their conversation with 

the researcher. In the next chapter, I describe the results obtained from the learners’ and 

NS participants’ retrospective interviews, including the Spanish NSs’ reactions to a 

learner’s nonstandard sympathy expressions. 



 197 

Chapter 5: Retrospective interviews and reactions to audio 

Chapter 4 presented the results of the experiment that consisted of a conversation 

with the researcher with the goal of observing the participants’ reactions to 2 elicitations 

for compassion. The next part of the experiment involved a retrospective interview, 

where the participants were asked several questions regarding their conversation with the 

researcher and their ideas on the expression of compassion. Also, the Spanish NSs 

listened to 2 audio clips and then answered several questions about them. In this chapter, 

I discuss the results obtained from these retrospective interviews.  

One of the main goals for conducting the retrospective interviews was to 

understand the participants’ reactions and the reasons for their behavior when reacting to 

the sympathy elicitations during their conversation with the researcher. In other words, I 

aimed to obtain an insight into whether the process of giving sympathy occurred, and if 

so, which steps of the process took place. To analyze the data, I use Clark’s (1997) theory 

on the process of giving sympathy. As mentioned in chapter 1, although other researchers 

(Kanov et al., 2004; Ruusuvuori, 2005; Schmitt & Clark, 2006; Turner & Stets, 2005) 

have further discussed and expanded Clark’s (1987, 1997) ideas about sympathy, Clark’s 

original theory provides a simple yet complete way to analyze the data in this study. 

 In this chapter, I first discuss the learners’ thoughts on expressing sympathy in 

the L2. Next, I summarize the English and Spanish NSs’ thoughts on expressing 

sympathy and, finally, I describe the Spanish NSs’ reactions to the audio recording of a 

learner’s nonstandard expressions of sympathy. 

5.1 RESULTS FROM THE LEARNERS’ RETROSPECTIVE INTERVIEWS 

As described in chapter 3, after the learner participants had their informal 

conversation with the researcher in Spanish, the researcher conducted an informal 
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retrospective interview in English with them. The first question asked by the researcher 

was: There were 2 instances during our conversation when I shared some bad news with 

you. Do you remember those? The purpose of asking this question was to determine 

whether or not the learners had understood the elicitations for compassion. If the learners 

did not remember the 2 pieces of bad news, the researcher would remind them; at that 

point they would reveal if they had actually understood the elicitations or not. Those 

results were discussed in chapter 4, since they were used to support the data on the 

learners’ reactions to the sympathy elicitations during their conversation with the 

researcher. When the learners did not react to the sympathy elicitations, it was sometimes 

due to their lack of understanding of the elicitations, and the first question of the 

retrospective interview confirmed this result. 

The next questions were intended to obtain more information on the learners’ 

reactions to the researcher’s bad news, and about their thoughts on expressing sympathy 

in their L1 and their L2. Sections 5.1.1 to 5.1.5 below present the questions that were 

asked, and a discussion of the results obtained for each question.  

5.1.1 Learner participants’ reactions to the elicitations for compassion 

The second question that was asked in the retrospective interview was: What did 

you feel, think or say when I told you these 2 things? The purpose of this question was to 

understand why the learners’ reacted the way they did when they heard the elicitations for 

compassion. These results were partly discussed in chapter 4. One of the main trends is 

that the participants focused on their thoughts about the uncle’s death, and many did not 

even address the headache at all. This type of response was expected, as the uncle’s death 

is a much more serious situation than the headache. In this section, I discuss the learners’ 

thoughts about both elicitations.  
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The learners’ responses to this question suggest that they experienced a variety of 

sentiments. Using Clark’s (1997) theory on the process of giving sympathy, we find 

instances of genuine sympathy sentiments, cognitive or emotional empathy, surface 

sympathy and covert sympathy due to linguistic limitations or social factors. Some of the 

learners’ comments about their feelings concerned their need to comfort or sympathize 

(L1), or feeling sorry (L3), feeling badly (L7, L8, L12, L15, L18) or sad (L9, L14), 

particularly about the uncle’s death. One participant (L4) mentioned that she felt 

compassion, emotion and empathy. These comments suggest that they experienced 

genuine sympathy sentiments. Some mentioned that they could relate to the headache 

situation (L3, L4, L11), or that the death situation made them empathize since they had a 

relative who had passed away or was sick (L2, L3, L10). This finding suggests that many 

of the learners empathized with the researcher, either cognitively or emotionally, when 

they heard about the uncle’s death. Some of the participants mentioned that the headache 

was not an unusual occurrence, so they did not comment on it (L6, L9, L12, L18), 

although L9 said she usually says sorry in that situation. This comment is important 

because it shows that English NSs often say sorry even for everyday situations that are 

not serious. More importantly, this comment is noteworthy because it provides an 

example of surface sympathy, where the speaker displays sympathy although she does 

not have genuine sympathy sentiments. As stated by Kanov et al. (2004), noticing 

another’s pain does not inevitably lead to feeling compassion, and acting 

compassionately does not necessarily stem from feeling compassion.  

When answering this first question, some participants talked about their inability 

to sympathize in the L2. For example, participant L13 said that she wanted to say more; 

she said oh that’s sad but she thought it sounded ‘dumb’ because she could not express it 

as sincerely as she had wanted. Also, participant L14 said that she did not say anything 
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but she made a facial expression. Using gestures or making facial expressions are a tool 

that learners might use to express their emotions when they are not able to do so orally in 

the L2. Other comments included being unable to express how badly they felt (L15), not 

knowing what to say in Spanish (L21) or not knowing how to give their condolences 

except to say lo siento (L18). As mentioned in chapter 4, lo siento is a conventional 

expression that most learners had acquired, but they often did not feel it was sufficient to 

express their compassion. These comments suggest that the learners experienced covert 

sympathy due to their linguistic limitations. 

An interesting comment was that of participant L17, who said that the heart attack 

comment almost did not register because she is not used to hearing those words in 

Spanish. So she spent much time trying to understand what she had heard, which made it 

difficult for her to feel anything. She also said that this realization made her feel 

“heartless”, probably because she was focusing on understanding as opposed to feeling. 

These comments show that at this proficiency level, some learners have not been exposed 

to a wide variety of communicative contexts such as reacting to bad news. Therefore, 

learners might feel unable to express their emotions adequately, which might negatively 

affect the way that their interlocutors perceive them.  

Other comments made by the learners were that they did not feel comfortable 

with the topic or they did not know what the situation was like for the interlocutor. For 

example, participant L12 said she did not know how to respond because she did not know 

how “touchy” the uncle’s death issue was for the researcher. Participant L16 said that she 

did not feel comfortable, she did not know how to express her grief and also did not want 

to address it just to be polite, so she changed the subject. These comments show that 

some learners experienced covert sympathy due to social factors, since they empathized 

with the interlocutor and felt sympathy for her, but they did not express it because they 
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were unsure about what the situation was like for the interlocutor. Table 5.1 summarizes 

the findings regarding the learners’ thoughts about the 2 elicitations for compassion.  

Table 5.1 Learners’ thoughts about the elicitations for compassion 

Genuine sympathy sentiments 
Felt a need to comfort or sympathize, felt sorry, felt badly or sad, felt compassion, 
emotion and empathy 
 
Cognitive or emotional empathy 
Empathized because they could relate to the situation of the relative’s death or the 
headache  
 
Surface sympathy 
Did not comment on the headache since it is not unusual, but usually said sorry in that 
situation 
 
Covert sympathy due to linguistic limitations 
Were unable to sympathize in the L2, wanted to say more but could not express it 
sincerely, were unable to express how badly they felt, did not know what to say in 
Spanish, did not know how to give their condolences except to say lo siento, and are not 
used to hearing about those topics in Spanish 
 
Covert sympathy due to social reasons 
Felt uncomfortable with the topic or how it affected the researcher, did not want to 
address it just to be polite, made a facial expression instead 
 

In summary, the learner participants’ responses to this question show that they 

had a variety of ways to handle the situation. Some learners exhibited genuine overt 

sympathy, while others exhibited covert sympathy, due to linguistic limitations or social 

factors. Others experienced cognitive or emotional empathy, and finally, at least one of 

the participants claimed to use surface sympathy. 

5.1.2 Learners’ thoughts on expressing sympathy in Spanish 

The third question that the learner participants answered was: Did you have a 

hard time expressing those feelings in Spanish? If so, why? The purpose of this question 
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was to explore what learners think about expressing emotions such as sympathy in their 

L2. Of the 20 learner participants, only one of them said she did not have a hard time 

expressing sympathy in Spanish (L7). The other 19 learners expressed experiencing 

various degrees of difficulty. As seen in Table 5.2 below, there were several topics that 

the learners addressed when responding to this question. Many of the participants 

mentioned their linguistic limitations in the L2, such as lacking vocabulary to express 

their sympathy or empathy (L1, L3, L4, L6, L15). Also, participant L11 said she knew 

some phrases but could not recall them quickly because she did not use them much. Some 

participants said that the only appropriate phrases they knew were ay qué lástima (L1) 

and lo siento (L1, L8, L14), and some said they were not even sure this is how one would 

sympathize in Spanish (L2) or were afraid that lo siento would not really convey their 

feelings since some phrases have different connotations in different languages (L20). 

Other participants alluded to the fact that in their language classes they do not 

learn how to express emotions such as sympathy. For example, L12 said that she had not 

learned various ways to say I’m sorry or how to express sadness, since in class they 

always “talk about things like listening to the radio”, and L15 said that she had never 

experienced talking about “bad things” in Spanish, because she is only familiar with 

“class stuff”. Once again, these comments reflect the point about the learners not being 

exposed to a variety of communicative contexts and expressions in the classroom. Also, 

L19 said that there are certain terms and phrases that one does not learn unless one is a 

native speaker. Therefore, the learners recognize that the material that they are exposed to 

in their language classes does not necessarily prepare them for communicating in certain 

real life situations. The learners’ responses about expressing sympathy in Spanish are 

summarized in Table 5.2 below. 
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Table 5.2 Learners’ thoughts on expressing sympathy in Spanish 

L2 linguistic limitations 
Lack of vocabulary to express sympathy or empathy  
Could not recall phrases due to infrequent use  
Only knew ay qué lástima and lo siento, but were unsure of their use  
 
Lack of instruction in L2 language classroom 
Do not learn how to express emotions in language classes  
There are some terms that only NSs learn  
 
Insecurity speaking the L2 
Have a hard time conveying feelings in Spanish and can be embarrassing 
Nervous about making mistakes  
Need to think instead of feel   
 
Difficulty with the topic even in L1 
Would not know what to say in the L1  
It is a tricky situation in general  
Are bad at comforting anyone in either language 
 

As seen in Table 5.2, many of the learners’ comments in response to the third 

question concerned their insecurity when speaking the L2. Participant L2 said that she 

had a hard time conveying her feelings in Spanish, and it is sometimes embarrassing 

because she cannot understand exactly what the interlocutor is saying. Also, L13 said she 

gets nervous about making mistakes so she forgets what she knows. Participant L17 once 

again mentioned that it is difficult because she has to try to think and figure out what to 

say instead of feeling what she is saying. Finally, some mentioned that they find it 

difficult to react in this type of situation even in their L1, since they would not know what 

to say in English either (L18), it is a tricky situation in general (L16) or they feel that they 

are incompetent at comforting anyone in either language (L17). These comments allude 

to the fact that the ability to sympathize is probably closely related to the speaker’s 

personality, although in general the results from this question reflect that the learners at 
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this level do not feel that they have the necessary proficiency to express their sympathy 

adequately in the L2. 

5.1.3 Learners’ L1 influence when expressing sympathy in the L2 

The fourth question that the learners answered in the retrospective interview was: 

When expressing sympathy in Spanish, did you translate what you would say in English, 

or did you know other words or expressions that are appropriate to use in Spanish? The 

purpose of asking this question was to find out whether the learners thought that they 

knew appropriate phrases or expressions used to sympathize in Spanish. Of the 20 

participants, 9 of them said they did translate what they would have said in English into 

Spanish (or they would have done it if they had understood the elicitation), because they 

did not know what to say in Spanish. The other 11 participants said they did not or would 

not have to translate from English, since they did know some phrases they could say in 

Spanish. Most of the learners, particularly the ones who said they did not have to 

translate from English to Spanish, claimed that they knew some phrases to express 

sympathy in Spanish, such as the expression lo siento (mucho), or the phrases qué/es una 

lástima and qué triste. An interesting comment was made by L11, who said that she knew 

the phrase te siento. She was trying to say lo siento, which literally means ‘I feel it’ but is 

used idiomatically to mean ‘I’m sorry’. Instead, this learner said te siento, which means ‘I 

feel you’. This utterance suggests that she had learned the formula but she deconstructed 

and altered it to yield a different phrase.  

One reason why some learners said that they did not translate from English was 

because they were unable to do so. For example, L8 said she would have said oh my gosh 

I’m so sorry if she were speaking English, but she had no idea how to express that in 

Spanish, except to say lo siento or lo siento mucho. Similarly, L18 said she tried to 
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translate what she wanted to say in English, but she could not do it, so she just said lo 

siento. Therefore, although learners might want to translate word for word what they 

would say in English into Spanish, they often are not able to do so. Also, even the 

learners who said they did translate from English to Spanish ended up saying lo siento, so 

basically they were translating I’m sorry into lo siento. Because this is not a literal 

translation, it indicates that these learners had acquired the conventional expression as a 

formula. Their knowledge of it proved to be quite useful, particularly for expressing 

compassion for the high gravity situation, since it resulted in positive pragmatic transfer. 

When answering this question, most of the learners talked only about expressing 

sympathy for the uncle’s death, and few of them addressed the headache situation. 

Participant L4 said that she knew to say lo siento for the uncle’s death, but did not know 

what to say for the headache situation. L2 said that if she had understood the headache 

elicitation she would have wanted to ask if the researcher was ‘okay’ and if she had a lot 

of stress. This comment is important because the learner wanted to ask a question and 

discuss the cause for the headache, which was a frequent reaction produced by the 

Spanish NSs. Thus if the learner had been able to react in that way in Spanish, she would 

have acted in a way that is common for Spanish NSs, but her L2 limitations did not allow 

her to do so. Similarly, L17 said that when she heard about the uncle’s death, she knew 

how to say I’m sorry in Spanish, but she did not say it; instead, she wanted to ask when 

the uncle’s heart attack had happened. Although she had difficulty thinking about how to 

ask that in Spanish, she thought that asking about it was a way of “not blowing it off” 

(ignoring it). Finally, Table 5.3 below summarizes the learners’ thoughts on whether they 

translated from their L1 when expressing compassion in the L2. 
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Table 5.3 Learners’ thoughts on translating from L1 to L2 

Did not translate (11 learners) 
Knew some phrases to express sympathy in Spanish (lo siento (mucho), qué/es una 
lástima, qué triste, te siento), or were unable to translate what they would say in English, 
such as oh my gosh I’m so sorry  
 
Did translate (9 learners) 
Translated I’m sorry into lo siento 
 

In summary, when reacting to the researcher’s bad news, many of the learners 

translated what they would say in English into Spanish, which usually resulted in the 

translation of I’m sorry into lo siento. Other participants said they did not translate since 

they knew some Spanish phrases to use. These participants also used the phrase lo siento, 

although some also knew expressions such as qué lástima and qué triste. Finally, there 

were others who wanted to translate what they would say in English into Spanish, but 

their limited language proficiency prevented them from doing so, which resulted in short 

responses that did not reflect what they actually felt or wanted to say. 

5.1.4 Learners’ thoughts on expressing sympathy in the L1 

The next question that the learners answered was: If you had done this task in 

English, what would you have done or said differently? When answering this question, 

some of the participants focused on what they would have said for the death situation and 

did not address the issue about the headache at all. This result is another indication that 

they did not find the headache to be as worthy of sympathy as the death. Of the learners 

who did talk about the headache situation, 8 of them said that in English they would have 

said some variation of I’m sorry. For example, L7 said she would have said ok sorry, and 

L8 would have said oh I’m sorry, I hope you feel better. Once again this answer shows 

that English speakers tend to think that using the sympathy expression I’m sorry is an 
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appropriate reaction to the headache situation. Other responses were that they would have 

discussed the cause of the headache and asked why she had a headache (L1, L18), or 

asked if she had taken some medicine (L10, L15). Other learners said they would have 

empathized, such as by talking about other friends who had been suffering from 

headaches (L12, L15, L21) or by saying that their head hurt as well (L11), and some said 

they would have used an exclamation such as that sucks (L4, L16) or that’s too bad 

(L13). L20 is the only one who said that she would have taken the headache comment as 

a side note and would not have said anything about it. Therefore, the answers to this 

question show that most learners felt that when speaking English, some sympathy 

response is necessary when an interlocutor shares that she has a headache, and most of 

them thought that in this situation they would use the expression I’m sorry. 

When asked how they would have reacted to the uncle’s death in English, 16 of 

the 20 learners also said they would have said some variation of the phrase I’m sorry, 

such as I’m sorry for your loss (L1) and I’m so sorry (L12). One of the participants (L3) 

said she would have asked questions about what happened and, similarly, many of them 

said that other than saying the sympathy expression, they would have asked questions 

about the situation, such as how she was feeling (L6, L8, L16), whether the death was 

recent (L9, L16), how old the uncle was, whether she got to the funeral in time (L17) or 

whether she was close to her uncle (L19, L20). The fact that 7 of the learner participants 

said they would have asked some type of question about the uncle’s death is an 

interesting result, since in the actual conversations, asking questions about the uncle’s 

death was not a common reaction in any of the participant groups. This discrepancy 

might be due to the fact that the learners were answering a question about a hypothetical 

situation; they may in fact act differently if they were really faced with that situation. The 
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learners’ responses to this question concerning the headache and the uncle’s death are 

summarized in Table 5.4 below. 

Table 5.4 Learners’ thoughts on how they would express sympathy in their L1 

Headache situation 
Saying I’m sorry 
Discussing the cause and asking why she had a headache or if she took medicine 
Empathizing  
Using expressions such as that sucks or that’s too bad  
Not saying anything 

 
Death situation 
Saying I’m sorry 
Asking questions about what happened, how she was feeling, whether the death was 
recent, how old the uncle was, whether she got to the funeral in time or whether she was 
close to her uncle  
Relating to the situation such as talking about their own family members’ health 
problems, or about relatives who have died 
Depends on the interlocutor  
Giving condolences formally  

 

Another common answer to the question about how they would have reacted to 

the death elicitation if they had been speaking English is that they would have related to 

the situation in some way; for example, talking about their own father’s heart problems 

(L12), or about their own relatives who had died (L15, L21). Also, an interesting 

comment given by learner L2 was that she would find different approaches to the matter 

depending on to whom she was talking. Finally, participant L18 said she would have 

given her condolences but by saying something more formal than I’m sorry because that 

“sounds kind of diluted”. This comment is noteworthy, since this participant alluded to 

the fact that the expression I’m sorry is used quite frequently in English, even for low 

gravity situations. Thus for high gravity situations, L18 felt that she needed a more 

intense way to express her condolences. As we saw in chapter 4, this finding reflects a 
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difference between English and Spanish, since in Spanish it seems that the expression lo 

siento is reserved for more serious situations.  

5.1.5 Learners’ thoughts on expressing sympathy in English and Spanish 

The final question that the researcher asked each learner in the retrospective 

interview was: Do you think that sympathy is expressed differently in English and 

Spanish? If so, what are some differences? Of the 20 learner participants, there are data 

for the responses of 19 learners, of which 12 responded no, 4 responded yes, and 3 

responded that they were not sure. Therefore, the majority of the learners did not think 

that sympathy is expressed differently in English and in Spanish. For example, L1 said 

that in both languages when her friends tell her bad news, she tries to comfort them, talk 

to them, see what is wrong, and try to help them resolve the problem or learn how to deal 

with it better. In other words, she believed that the feelings are the same; thus the way 

one expresses them in both languages would be the same as well. Several of the learners 

mentioned that the only difference would be the use of different phrases in the 2 

languages, but many (L2, L3, L4, L9, L10, L20) said there would be no difference since 

one can understand the person’s tone when they are trying to express sympathy, and that 

even if one does not understand every word in Spanish, one may understand the emotion 

the person is trying to convey. They claimed that certain emotions are universal and 

expressed in the same way in different cultures, although there might be different words 

used. They also said that it is easy to relate to some emotions such as pain, and everyone 

has dealt with something similar and would be able to empathize despite the language 

barrier. Other learners (L13, L19) said they did not think there is a big difference between 

the 2 languages because they are often surprised at how similar phrases are across 
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languages. Finally, 2 learners (L16, L21) said they did not think there are any differences, 

but had not had enough interaction with Spanish-speaking cultures to be completely sure. 

Four of the learner participants said they did think there are some differences in 

how sympathy is expressed between English and Spanish. For example, participant L11 

said sympathy in Spanish is much more emotional than in English because Spanish 

speakers seem more emotional in how they use their hands and their voice inflection. 

Similarly, L12 also agreed because in English, people tend to brush off other people’s 

problems and prefer not to talk about them, whereas in Spanish, people are more open 

with their emotions and have more to say. Also, L15 said that Spanish speakers are more 

expressive and can be physically closer to each other; whereas in American culture it is 

not normal to hug someone one does not know that well. These comments reveal 

stereotypes that exist about Spanish-speaking and English-speaking cultures, such as the 

belief that Spanish NSs are more emotional and more physically expressive while English 

NSs are less affectionate and more reserved. An interesting comment expressed by 

another participant (L7) who believes there are differences in how sympathy is expressed 

between the languages was that in English, the social norm is to use sorry for everything, 

but in Spanish there might be more genuine ways of expressing sympathy. This comment 

also reflects the results discussed in chapter 4: that the sympathy expression I’m sorry is 

more widely used in English than is the phrase lo siento in Spanish. 

As mentioned above, 3 of the participants (L14, L17, L18) responded that they 

were unsure about whether there are differences between the languages because they do 

not know much about how sympathy is expressed in Spanish. L18 mentioned that 

although she said lo siento for both situations during the conversation with the researcher, 

in English she would say something informal like I’m sorry for the headache, but 

something more formal for the death situation, and she did not know the formal way to 
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give her condolences in Spanish. It is interesting that this learner labeled the English 

phrase I’m sorry as ‘informal’, when it is actually widely used for both low-gravity and 

high-gravity situations. It seems that since the phrase can be used in many contexts, this 

learner thought that other more formal expressions are necessary for more serious 

situations. Table 5.5 below summarizes the learners’ responses regarding their thoughts 

on how sympathy is expressed in English and Spanish. 

 Table 5.5 Learners’ thoughts on expressing sympathy in English vs. Spanish 

There are no differences (12 learners) 
The feelings are the same, so they are expressed in the same ways  
One can understand tone and emotion equally in both languages, emotions are universal 
The only difference is in the phrases used  
Phrases are similar across languages  
 
Yes, there are differences (4 learners) 
Spanish is more emotional  
Spanish speakers are more open with their emotions or more expressive 
English uses I’m sorry for everything, and Spanish has more genuine ways of expressing 
sympathy 
 
Unsure (3 learners) 
Do not know much about how sympathy is expressed in Spanish or how condolences are 
given in Spanish  

In conclusion, most learner participants believed that sympathy is expressed 

similarly in English and Spanish, although some believed that there are differences due to 

cultural variation, but they did not know what those differences are. Finally, several of 

the learners admitted that at their level of Spanish and with the limited experience they 

have with the Spanish-speaking cultures, they are not able to tell whether sympathy is 

expressed differently in English and Spanish. 
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5.2 RESULTS FROM THE ENGLISH NATIVE SPEAKERS’ RETROSPECTIVE INTERVIEWS 

The retrospective interview for the English NS group was shorter than that of the 

other 2 groups. There were only 3 questions asked of each of the English NS participants 

in order to obtain some insight as to why they reacted the way they did and about their 

thoughts on expressing sympathy in their language and culture. Sections 5.2.1 to 5.2.3 

below present the questions asked and a discussion of the responses obtained. 

5.2.1 English NS participants’ ability to remember the 2 elicitations 

The first question that the English NS group answered in the retrospective 

interview was: Did you notice that during our conversation I told you 2 pieces of bad 

news or negative situations? As mentioned above, the learner group also answered this 

question in order to determine whether they had understood the elicitations for 

compassion during their conversation with the researcher. For the NS groups, this 

question had a different purpose. Since they were speaking their native language, all the 

NS participants were able to understand the elicitations for compassion. Therefore, the 

purpose of asking this question was not to learn whether they understood the elicitation, 

rather whether they remembered the parts of the conversation when the researcher shared 

the bad news. Presumably, it would show whether the bad news were significant enough 

for the participants that they would remember them, or whether they even considered the 

uncle’s death and the headache to be ‘bad situations’ or ‘bad news’. The results for this 

question are displayed in Table 5.6 below. 

Table 5.6 Number of English NS participants who remembered each situation 

Situation 
remembered 

Both situations Only the 
headache 

Only the death Neither 
situation 

Number of 
participants 
n=19 

2 0 15 2 
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Of the 20 English NS participants, there are data for 19 retrospective interviews 

(due to technical problems one interview was not recorded). As shown in Table 5.1, of 

those 19 participants, only 2 remembered both the headache and the uncle’s death 

situation, none remembered only the headache situation, 15 participants remembered the 

death but not the headache, and 2 participants did not remember either. When the 

participants could not remember the bad news, the researcher would remind them, and 

they would usually say “yes, I remember now”. It seems that these participants did not 

consider the headache to be serious enough to remember it as ‘bad news’ at the end of the 

conversation, while most of the participants judged the uncle’s death to be a significant 

event that is considered bad news or a negative situation. This result is reflected in the 

findings discussed in chapter 4, where the participants did not react as sympathetically to 

the headache as they did to the death situation.  

5.2.2 English NS participants’ reactions to the elicitations for compassion 

The second question asked of the English NS participants was: Can you comment 

on how you reacted to these bad news, and why you reacted the way you did? There were 

a variety of responses obtained for this question. First, I discuss the responses concerning 

the headache situation, and then those responses concerning the death situation. 

5.2.2.1 English NSs’ thoughts about the headache situation 

 The English NSs’ responses to the question about their thoughts on the headache 

situation indicate that these participants experienced cognitive empathy, covert sympathy 

or genuine sympathy sentiments. Also, some of the participants considered that the 

headache was a common situation that did not require much sympathy. When discussing 

their reactions to the bad news about the researcher’s headache, 8 of the English NSs said 

that they could relate to the situation. One of them said she knew other people who 
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suffered from headaches (E3) and the rest said that they either recently had a headache or 

that they experienced them frequently. One of the participants also said that since she 

could relate to the headaches, she “felt sympathy” (E15). This comment is interesting, 

since what the participant was referring to was the ability to empathize with the 

researcher. These participants who could relate to the situation experienced cognitive 

empathy, since they were able to understand what the researcher was experiencing. As 

discussed in chapter 1, it is easier to empathize when one has gone through a similar 

situation or experienced similar pain, and feeling empathy is the starting point to the 

sympathy process (Clark, 1997; Kanov, et al., 2004). So it is possible that the participants 

who could relate to the situation were able to empathize more easily and thus could 

experience sympathy sentiments more readily than those who did not experience 

headaches frequently. 

Another way in which 3 of the English NSs reacted to hearing about the 

researcher’s headache was feeling sympathy that the researcher had to be in a small room 

conducting interviews while she had a headache. For example, E7 said that when she 

found out about the headache she just wanted to complete the study quickly so that the 

researcher could move on, so she did not say anything about it. This is an example of 

covert sympathy, since the participant might have been feeling real sympathy sentiments, 

but she did not display them in order to make the situation easier for the interlocutor.  

Three of the English NS participants mentioned that they felt sorry for the 

researcher because of her headache, thus implying that they felt genuine sympathy 

sentiments, even for the low gravity situation. However, another way in which some 

English NSs reacted was not taking the headache as a serious situation. Three of them 

said that they just thought, “oh that sucks”. They used more informal language to express 

their sympathy about the headache than about the uncle’s death. As was expected, several 
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participants alluded to the fact that the headache was a much lighter topic than the death. 

For example, E4 said that a headache is “one of those things that you just have to get 

over”, and E14 said that she did not even remember that the researcher had mentioned the 

headache because it is a natural thing that happens to her every day. Also, E21 said that 

when she says that she has a headache, often someone will say “me too” or tell her to 

take medicine, but that it is also normal not to get any reaction at all. These comments 

demonstrate that the type of bad news or negative situation greatly determines whether 

the sympathy process actually takes place, and if it does, whether and how it is displayed. 

Table 5.7 below summarizes the findings from the English NSs’ responses about the 

headache situation. 

Table 5.7 English NS’ thoughts about the headache elicitation 

Cognitive empathy  
Related to the situation 
 
Covert sympathy  
Felt sympathy for the researcher who had to work in a small room, wanted to complete 
the study quickly  
 
Genuine sympathy sentiments  
Felt sorry for the researcher 
 
Considered it an ordinary situation 
Used informal language to address the headache 
 

Participant E8 made an interesting comment in response to this question; she said 

that for the headache situation she felt she had to say something because it was the topic 

of conversation, whereas for the death situation she was able to keep talking about the 

story behind it. This comment reflects this study’s findings about the importance of the 

focus of the utterance and the impact of preference organization in talk. When the 



 216 

participants heard the sympathy elicitation as the focus or at the end of an utterance, they 

tended to react to it more than if they heard it within discourse related to another topic. 

As discussed in chapter 4, the researcher usually said the headache elicitation as the focus 

of the utterance, whereas she often said the death elicitation while talking about traveling 

home or buying airplane tickets. For this reason, participant E8 displayed sympathy for 

the headache and not for the death situation. 

5.2.2.2 English NSs’ thoughts about the death situation 

When analyzing the English NSs’ responses concerning their thoughts on the 

death situation, results indicate that many of these participants experienced genuine 

sympathy for the death situation. However, important factors such as social distance 

influenced how they reacted. When discussing how they felt when they heard about the 

uncle’s death, half of the participants said that they felt sorry. This response is expected, 

as this was a serious situation, and the phrase I’m sorry was the most common sympathy 

expression used by the English NSs to react to the uncle’s death in their conversation 

with the researcher. These participants thus seem to have experienced genuine, overt 

sympathy, because they empathized or understood the gravity of the situation, they felt 

sympathy sentiments and expressed them with the expression lo siento. However, another 

common response was that they did not know how to react to the news about the death. 

For example, some said that they never know what to say or how to deal with those 

situations (E4, E5, E13), or that they felt uncomfortable since they had not experienced a 

death in the family themselves (E19). On the other hand, 4 of the English NSs (E8, E10, 

E12, E15) said that they were able to relate because they had lost a family member 

themselves, so they knew what it felt like and were thus able to empathize with the 

researcher. Once again we see how personality differences and past experiences can 
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affect speakers’ ability to empathize, to experience sympathy sentiments and to display 

their sympathy. 

As mentioned in chapter 4, one of the common reactions was that the English NSs 

were surprised that the researcher shared the news about the uncle’s death with them, 

although they had just met. Some of the comments they made were that they were 

shocked or surprised when they heard about the death, they would not want to comfort 

someone they do not really know, and that it would not be appropriate to ask about what 

happened or to be very sympathetic with someone who is not close to you (E5). From 

these reactions we can see that many of the English NSs evaluated the factor of social 

distance when deciding how to react to the bad news, and believed that it was not normal 

to share such bad news with a stranger; thus it was not appropriate to react overly 

sympathetically to those bad news. It seems that they did have emotional responses, but 

these were internal for the most part. What played a larger role in what emotions they 

displayed were the speakers’ evaluations of social factors, which may have caused the 

participants to experience covert sympathy.  

Similarly, several English NSs mentioned in their retrospective interview that 

they would have reacted differently if they had been talking to someone close to them. 

For example, they said that they would have comforted a friend or family member more 

(E2), or they would have been more sympathetic and more concerned if it had been 

someone close to them (E8). Also, one participant (E19) said that with a friend she would 

feel more comfortable and would be more affected emotionally, and also she would ask if 

there is anything she could do to help. This comment about being more affected 

emotionally implies that with a close friend one would be more likely to experience 

emotional or physical empathy, whereas with someone who is not so close, one is more 

likely to experience cognitive empathy. Participant E21 also explained that it is always 
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polite to say something, but if it had been a close friend she would have said more and 

asked about what happened. Therefore, the type of relationship between the interlocutors 

plays a major role in how emotions are displayed, as it is clear that people are more likely 

to sympathize with others who are close to them. However, according to Irwin et al. 

(2008), sympathy among strangers also has an important role and has strong effects on 

cooperation and social order. The results of the present study indicate that degrees of 

sympathy can indeed also occur among people who do not know each other well.  

According to Clark (1997), one of the factors that sympathizers evaluate when 

deciding how to display their sympathy is the sympathizee’s mood or current condition. 

This factor is found in the English NS’s responses, since some commented that during the 

conversation with the researcher they were trying to gauge how badly the researcher felt 

about the death (E7). Also, one participant said that she did not dwell on it because it 

seemed like the uncle’s death had happened a while ago and the researcher seemed fine 

with the situation (E11). Therefore, another factor that the participants evaluated when 

they decided how to react to the death situation was how the interlocutor seemed to be 

handling the situation. If the researcher had seemed greatly disturbed or sad, the 

participants might have reacted differently or displayed more sympathy. However, 

although the researcher uttered the elicitations naturally and realistically, her utterances 

were not strong manifestations of emotion. 

A similar reaction that some participants mentioned was that they did not want to 

dwell on the situation or ask about it because it could cause sadness, so they found a way 

to move on (E10, E16). Also, one participant said that she did not want to upset the 

researcher by talking about the death so she avoided the topic and thought it was easier to 

talk about something else (E14). Like the participants who evaluated the researcher’s 

feelings toward the situation, these participants were also concerned with protecting the 
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researcher’s feelings. They did not want to upset her with their reaction, and this attitude 

in itself may be considered a form of sympathy. This could also be a case of covert 

sympathy, since the sympathizee might not be aware of the sympathy felt by the 

sympathizer or the reasons why she would avoid discussing the uncle’s death further. 

Participant E13 explained another reason why some participants may not have 

displayed much sympathy, which is that there was nothing she could say to change 

anything about the situation with the researcher’s uncle. This reaction does not tell us 

whether the participant felt sympathy or not, but it shows a practical viewpoint. She did 

not think that expressing sympathy would help the interlocutor, so she did not express it. 

Her comment is noteworthy, since the majority of the participants did feel that expressing 

some sort of sympathy was warranted for the death situation.  

In summary, the English NS participants’ responses to the question about their 

reactions to the sympathy elicitations showed that there are several important factors that 

determined whether the sympathy process took place and whether sympathy was 

displayed. Some of those factors are: the participants’ previous experience and ability to 

empathize with the situation, their evaluation of the social distance between them and the 

interlocutor, their evaluation of the interlocutor’s mood or current condition, and their 

assessment of the gravity of the situation. Finally, Table 5.8 below presents a summary of 

the English NSs’ thoughts about the death situation. 
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Table 5.8 English NSs’ thoughts about the death situation 

Genuine, overt sympathy  
Felt sorry and used the phrase I’m sorry 
 
Insecurity about how to react 
Never know what to say or how to deal with those situations  
Felt uncomfortable since they were unfamiliar with the situation  
 
Cognitive empathy 
Could relate because they had lost a family member  
Could empathize because they knew what it felt like 
 
Covert sympathy due to social distance 
Would not want to comfort someone they did not really know  
Were surprised because sometimes people do not want to talk about those things  
Did not want to ask more about what happened because it is a boundary that should not 
be crossed with someone unfamiliar to them  
It would not be appropriate to be very sympathetic with someone who is not close to you 
because it is a ‘touchy’ topic  
Would have reacted differently if they had been talking to someone close to them 
Covert sympathy due to concern for the interlocutor 
Tried to gauge how badly the researcher felt about the death  
It seemed like the uncle’s death had happened a while ago and the researcher seemed fine 
with the situation  
Did not want to dwell on the situation or ask about it because that could cause sadness  
Did not want to upset the researcher by talking about the death so avoided the topic 
 

5.2.3 English NSs’ thoughts on how sympathy is expressed in the English language 

The last question that the English NS participants answered was: Can you 

comment on how English speakers in general express sympathy, like what expressions 

people use or how they are expected to react to certain situations? The purpose of asking 

this question was to obtain the participants’ thoughts about what typical expressions or 

reactions for giving sympathy are used in their native language and culture. In section 

5.2.3.1, I discuss their responses about giving sympathy for the headache situation and, in 

section 5.2.3.2, their responses for the death situation.  
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5.2.3.1 Expressing sympathy for low gravity situations in English 

When commenting on how people express sympathy for low gravity situations 

such as having a headache, 6 of the English NS participants (E4, E5, E8, E11, E16, E19) 

said that people usually say I’m sorry or I’m sorry you have a headache. Therefore, 

although it is a much less serious situation than the uncle’s death, it appears that many of 

the English NSs considered the phrase I’m sorry to be appropriate for expressing 

sympathy for a headache, as was discussed in chapter 4. Two of the participants (E8, 

E11) mentioned that people say I’m sorry but in a more casual way and with a different 

tone of voice than if it were a serious problem. Therefore, this expression can be adapted 

for different types of situations.  

Some of the participants alluded to the belief that having a headache is not such a 

serious situation, and does not warrant much sympathy. For example, E4 said that it is not 

a “big deal”, and E14 said that people tend to “blow it off” (ignore it) because it is a daily 

occurrence, it is not serious, and there is no need to say I’m sorry. Participant E7 said that 

people use a ‘basic form of sympathy’, and 4 participants (E4, E5, E9, E12) said that 

people tend to use the expression that sucks for this type of low gravity situation. Also, 

since it is not so serious, they claimed that one could talk more about it with a stranger 

because it would not make one feel uncomfortable (E10), and that it is easy to relate to, 

so one can say more about it (E13). 

When discussing how English speakers express sympathy for the headache, 11 of 

the English NSs (E1, E3, E4, E7, E8, E10, E11, E15, E16, E17, E18) responded that 

people tend to offer medicine, ask if the person has taken some medicine, or suggest a 

way to try to improve the situation. This result is interesting because in the conversation 

with the researcher, few English NSs offered advice when the researcher said she had a 

headache. Therefore, although many participants think that this is a common reaction, 
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perhaps it is not common when talking to a person that they do not know well. Two of 

the participants (E13, E17) said that people usually give well wishes such as I hope you 

feel better, and only 2 of them (E2, E5) mentioned that people ask questions concerning 

the cause of the headache. Therefore, it seems that more English NSs think that it is more 

appropriate to offer advice than to discuss the cause of the headache. Finally, some 

participants (E3, E12) mentioned that people tend to relate to the headache situation, such 

as by telling the person about their own experiences with a headache, or about a friend 

who has a similar situation. It is interesting to note that none of the participants 

mentioned relating to the more serious situation (uncle’s death). This finding shows that 

for some of these English-speakers, it might be easier to relate to a low gravity situation 

like the headache than to a high gravity situation like the death of a family member. 

Table 5.9 below presents a summary of the English NSs’ thoughts about expressing 

sympathy in English for a low gravity situation.  

Table 5.9 Expressing sympathy for a low gravity situation in English 

Expressing sympathy in English – low gravity situation 
Saying I’m sorry or I’m sorry you have a headache  
The headache does not warrant much sympathy  
Saying that sucks  
Can talk about it with a stranger, it is easy to relate to  
Offering medicine, asking if they took medicine, or giving a suggestion to improve the 
situation  
Giving well wishes  
Asking questions about the cause  
Relating to the situation  
 

5.2.3.2 Expressing sympathy for high gravity situations in English 

The English NS participants’ thoughts about how English speakers express 

sympathy for the more serious death situation were quite different from those for the 
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headache. The most common response for the death situation, given by 16 of the English 

NSs, was that they usually say a version of the phrase I’m sorry, or I’m sorry for your 

loss. The fact that 16 participants mentioned the use of I’m sorry for the death and only 6 

mentioned it for the headache shows that most participants consider the expression I’m 

sorry to be appropriate for high gravity situations, while only some consider it 

appropriate for the low gravity situation. This result supports the findings from the 

conversation with the researcher since, as discussed in chapter 4, the expression I’m sorry 

was used more frequently for the uncle’s death than for the headache. 

Some participants also said that people make comments such as that’s so sad 

(E11) or that’s awful (E21). E21 also mentioned that people say I’m here for you and 

offer support. Two of them (E5, E18) stated that people express their condolences, and, 

of note, 3 of the English NSs used the word apologize. E5 said that people “apologize 

although it’s not their fault”, and E12 said that people “apologize or empathize”. Also, 

E15 claimed that “people say I’m sorry and apologize”, although it is not really 

apologizing but offering sentiment”. When these 3 participants used the word apologize, 

they were referring to using the phrase I’m sorry to express their sympathy. Therefore, as 

was discussed in chapter 4, some participants tend to confuse the acts of apologizing and 

expressing compassion, since the phrase I’m sorry may be used for both.  

Another comment about the expression I’m sorry given by E15 was that it is a 

way to express sympathy without really addressing the issue. Therefore, this participant 

believed it is a way to acknowledge the situation and express compassion without having 

to use any more language or go into detail about it. Also, regarding the expression I’m 

sorry, E13 said that it is “general” and “overused”, but that people rely on these general 

phrases during more serious situations. These comments lead to the topic about 

expressing sympathy as a form of polite behavior. For example, E17 said that sometimes 
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it is a courtesy to acknowledge that you heard about the other person’s mishaps even if 

you do not know the person well. Similarly, E7 said that one has to say something, at 

least I’m sorry, to acknowledge it; otherwise one would be considered rude. Also, E13 

said that “if you say nothing it is like you don’t care”. Therefore, these English NSs 

believed that acknowledging the issue and at least using a sympathy expression such as 

I’m sorry is expected as polite behavior. This behavior was indeed found in the results of 

the present study during the conversation with the researcher and, as mentioned in 

chapter 4, this phrase is also frequently used in English due to preference organization, 

since it seems to be a part of an adjacency pair where the formula I’m sorry is a common 

SPP to a bad news FPP. 

Other responses given by the English NSs to this question were that they acted 

dramatically to show their emotions and feelings when expressing sympathy, that they 

put emotion in their tone of voice (E1, E5), or that their demeanor or voice inflection 

changed to be more sympathetic or sensitive (E17). Other strategies mentioned to express 

sympathy are physical reactions. For example, 6 English NSs (E1, E2, E3, E9, E11, E15) 

said that if they are talking to someone close to them, they normally give a hug to express 

sympathy. One of them (E3) said that people make gestures to express their sympathy; an 

example would be putting their hands on their heart to show that they care. Others said 

that sympathy is not expressed much verbally because people become silent and make 

facial expressions (E14), or they simply give a sympathetic look (E15). Similarly, E1 said 

that if they are talking to someone they do not know well, people tend to become quiet. 

Also, E17 said that sometimes it is better not to say anything, since it is difficult to 

express what you feel with words. Therefore, several English NSs mentioned non-verbal 

reactions for expressing sympathy such as giving hugs, making facial expressions or 

gestures, and even using silence to express compassion. 
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As mentioned above, the most common response to this question was that English 

speakers use the phrase I’m sorry. However, there were 11 English NSs who also 

mentioned that people tend to ask questions such as Do you need anything?, Are you ok?, 

Do you want to talk about it?, How are you doing?, How can I help? and How’s the rest 

of the family? All of those questions concern the wellbeing of the sympathizee and/or her 

family, and none of them concern the actual issue that occurred. Only one participant 

(E5) said that people ask questions about what the cause of the death was, which suggests 

that the English NS participants do not consider it appropriate to ask questions about a 

serious situation, such as the uncle’s death, but it is appropriate to ask questions about 

how the person herself is doing or questions that serve to offer help. 

An important topic that emerged in the participants’ responses to this question 

was how the relationship between speakers makes a difference in how sympathy is 

expressed. For example, E5 said that if it is just an acquaintance, it is not the person’s job 

or position to sympathize, and only close family and friends are supposed to do that. She 

believes that it would not sound sincere for someone one barely knows to become “overly 

emotional” about one’s problems. Also, E9 said that one would not want to overstep 

boundaries with a person who is not close because one would not know if the person 

desires one’s sympathy. Similarly, E10 and E12 said that they would not want to pry with 

a stranger. Therefore, it seems that some English NSs believe that there are social norms 

about with whom to be sympathetic and in what situations, because it would be awkward 

to express sympathy to a stranger or someone that one does not know well. This result is 

important, as it might explain why some of the English NS participants reacted by 

ignoring the bad news during their conversation with the researcher. Finally, Table 5.10 

below summarizes the English NSs’ thoughts on expressing sympathy for a high gravity 

situation in English.  
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Table 5.10 Expressing sympathy for a high gravity situation in English 

Expressing sympathy in English – high gravity situation 
Saying I’m sorry or I’m sorry for your loss 
Making other comments such as: that’s so sad, that’s awful, or I’m here for you   
Offering support 
Expressing condolences  
Apologizing 
Being polite: it is a courtesy to acknowledge it, one has to say something to not be rude, it 
shows that you care 
Acting dramatically to show emotions and feelings  
Changing demeanor or voice inflection to be more sympathetic or sensitive 
Non-verbal strategies: giving a hug, making gestures, becoming silent and making facial 
expressions, giving a sympathetic look 
Asking questions about the wellbeing of the sympathizee  
Evaluating social distance: depending on the relationship between interlocutors 

 

5.3 RESULTS FROM THE SPANISH NATIVE SPEAKERS’ RETROSPECTIVE INTERVIEWS 

The Spanish NS participants answered the same questions as the English NSs. 

However, since they were all bilingual speakers of English and Spanish, the last question 

asked them to compare how sympathy is expressed in English and Spanish. Also, their 

retrospective interviews were conducted in Spanish and, as discussed in the methodology 

chapter, the Spanish NSs performed an extra step, which was listening to 2 audio clips 

and answering some questions about them. Sections 5.3.1 to 5.3.4 present the results 

obtained from these retrospective interviews. 

5.3.1 Spanish NS participants’ ability to remember the 2 elicitations 

The first question for the Spanish NSs was: ¿Notaste durante nuestra 

conversación que te conté dos malas noticias o situaciones negativas? (‘Did you notice 

that during our conversation I told you 2 pieces of bad news or negative situations?’) 

Like the English NS group, the purpose of asking this question was to learn whether they 

remembered the parts of the conversation when the researcher shared the bad news, or 
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whether they considered the uncle’s death and the headache to be bad situations or bad 

news. The results for this question are displayed in Table 5.11 below. 

Table 5.11 Number of Spanish NS participants who remembered each situation 

Situation 
remembered 

Both situations Only the 
headache 

Only the death Neither 
situation 

Number of 
participants 
n=20 

0 1 14 5 

Of the 20 Spanish NS participants, none of them remembered both the headache 

and the uncle’s death situation, 1 participant remembered the headache but not the death, 

14 participants remembered the death but not the headache, and 5 did not remember 

either one of the bad news. Therefore, it seems that, similar to the English NSs, most of 

the Spanish NSs did not consider the headache to be serious enough to remember it as 

bad news at the end of the conversation, while most of the participants judged the uncle’s 

death to be a significant event that is considered bad news or a negative situation.  

One important result from the Spanish NS group is that 5 of the participants did 

not remember either of the situations. When this occurred, the participants usually 

mentioned other topics that had been in the conversation that they thought were the bad 

news, such as the bad weather, or that the researcher was not able to travel home often. 

When the researcher reminded them about the headache and the uncle’s death they 

claimed that they did remember the elicitations and were able to discuss them. It is not 

possible to know why these participants did not remember them immediately when they 

were asked the question, but we can speculate that perhaps the way the conversation 

evolved and how the researcher acted when talking about the headache and the uncle’s 

death did not make it seem that these events were causing her much distress at the time; 

thus the participants did not consider them to be serious situations. This possible 
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interpretation is important, as it might explain why some participants may not have 

reacted sympathetically when learning about the bad news. 

5.3.2 Spanish NS participants’ reactions to the elicitations for compassion 

The second question that the Spanish NSs were asked during their retrospective 

interview was: ¿Puedes comentar sobre cómo reaccionaste a estas noticias, y por qué 

reaccionaste como lo hiciste? (‘Can you comment on how you reacted to these bad news, 

and why you reacted the way you did?’) In this section I discuss their responses to this 

question concerning both the headache and the death situations. When responding to this 

question, the most common response given by 9 of the 20 Spanish NSs was that they 

thought that the headache was a normal occurrence and thus did not warrant a 

sympathetic reaction. Another common reaction was relating to the situation, since 4 of 

the participants said they could empathize because they knew what it is like to have bad 

headaches. This shows that experiencing cognitive empathy is relatively easy for people 

who have been in a similar situation. Also, one participant said it made her think about 

her sister who had been having migraines, which was another way of relating to the 

situation. 

Another response obtained from this question about the headache was that some 

participants felt concern for the researcher. For example, S12 said that she asked the 

researcher why she had a headache to show her that she cared, since she believes that 

often people need to talk about their problems, and simply talking about them might 

make them feel better. Also, S16 said that she asked the researcher if she had also been 

suffering from nausea. This was a reaction of worry, showing that she cared about what 

the researcher was feeling. Also, 2 participants responded to this question by saying that 

they wanted to offer medicine or suggest taking some pills, although one of them said she 
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refrained from suggesting the medicine because the researcher was pregnant at the time. 

Therefore, these participants felt concern for the researcher, although not all of them 

actually demonstrated it during their conversation with the researcher. Their reactions 

involved covert sympathy, which occurs when a speaker feels sympathy sentiments but 

they are not overtly expressed; thus the interlocutor may not be aware of their sentiments.  

When answering this question about how they felt when they heard about the 

uncle’s death, some participants used phrases such as qué feo ‘how ugly’ (S7), qué pena 

‘what a shame’ (S8) or qué lástima ‘what a pity’ (S16). Others said they felt badly or sad 

about the situation, and one participant (S6) said she felt “shocked and out of place”. 

Similarly, several of them said that they did not know how to react. Like the English NSs, 

some Spanish NSs mentioned that they never know what to say in those types of 

situations (S17, S18, S20) or that they could not empathize because they had never 

experienced anything similar (S4, S16). On the other hand, some said that they could 

empathize because it reminded them of when they had lost family members themselves 

(S14, S15, S18, S19, S20) or about family members who were ill (S11). 

Like the English NSs, some Spanish NSs talked about how it would be awkward 

to discuss the situation because they hardly knew the researcher (S14, S15). For example, 

S14 said that nothing she could have said would have made the researcher feel better, 

especially since they did not know each other well. Others claimed they did not say 

anything because that type of topic is difficult to talk about (S10, S20) and personal (S12) 

and should only be discussed if the person who is suffering the problem wants to talk 

about it (S1). For example, S5 said that she did not want to be entrometida ‘nosey’ and 

ask about what happened. Another interesting comment made by participant S5 was that 

since they had been previously talking about airplane tickets, it was easier to continue 

talking about that lighter topic than to discuss the uncle’s death. Once again, this finding 
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reflects my broader findings on the importance of preference organization, and how the 

focus of an utterance may influence an interlocutor’s response or reaction. If the 

researcher had mentioned the uncle’s death as the focus and not in the context of buying 

airplane tickets, the participant might have felt compelled to react more sympathetically. 

Table 5.12 below summarizes the findings regarding the Spanish NSs’ thoughts about the 

elicitations for compassion. 

Table 5.12 Spanish NSs’ thoughts about the elicitations for compassion 

Headache situation 
Normal occurrence, does not warrant sympathy 
Cognitive empathy: relating to the situation 
Concern for the researcher 
Covert sympathy: wanted to offer help but refrained from doing so 
 
Death situation 
Phrases: qué feo ‘how ugly’, qué pena ‘what a shame’, qué lástima ‘what a pity’   
Felt badly 
Did not know how to react  
Could not relate  
Cognitive empathy: reminded them of when they lost family members themselves or 
about family members who were sick  
Social distance: would be awkward to discuss it because they hardly knew the researcher  
The topic is difficult to talk about and personal and should only be discussed if the person 
who is suffering the problem wants to talk about it 
 

In summary, the Spanish NS participants’ responses to the second question also 

reveal that there were several instances of covert sympathy, where they felt sympathy 

sentiments for the researcher, but they did not express them due to several reasons, such 

as personality issues (not feeling comfortable), social distance (not knowing the 

researcher well) or politeness reasons (not wanting to seem ‘nosey’ and asking about a 

personal issue).  
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5.3.3 Spanish NSs’ thoughts on differences in expressing sympathy between English 
and Spanish 

The last question asked during the Spanish NSs’ retrospective interview was: 

¿Crees que hay diferencias entre cómo se expresa la compasión en inglés y en español? 

(‘Do you think that there are there any differences between how sympathy is expressed in 

English and in Spanish?’). Since all of the Spanish NS participants were bilingual 

speakers of English and Spanish, this question was asked to learn their thoughts on how 

people express sympathy or compassion in each language, and whether there are any 

differences between them. Although these participants were bilingual, they claimed to 

have learned Spanish as their first language, and they identified with the Hispanic culture 

to varying degrees. Since they knew that the researcher interviewing them was also from 

a Hispanic culture, they spoke freely about what they thought about American culture. 

This aspect led to some interesting responses that perhaps would not have been obtained 

if the researcher had been from the United States and not from a Hispanic country.  

Of the 20 Spanish NSs, 18 said that they believe there are differences in how 

compassion is expressed between English and Spanish, and only 2 of them (S10, S19) 

said that it is expressed the same in both languages. Participant S10 mentioned that 

probably because she had been living in the U.S. for so many years (18 of her 23 years of 

age), she was bilingual and was used to speaking both languages all the time; she thought 

that the way she expressed herself in both languages was the same. For that reason, she 

perceived the expression of sympathy as similar in both languages. However, other 

participants who had also been living in the U.S. for most of their lives did say that they 

perceived differences between how compassion is expressed in the 2 languages. 

Several participants mentioned that differences in expression are mostly due to 

personality differences and personal experiences (S1, S4, S14). However, most of them 
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claimed that the differences are due to cultural variation. One common response was that 

Spanish speakers are more affectionate, emotional (S14) and “warmer”, whereas English 

speakers are more “distant” (S3) and “dry” (S11), so they seem “colder” (S2, S18, S21). 

One participant (S6) said that English is “stronger” while Spanish is “softer”; thus 

Spanish speakers seem more compassionate and empathetic, while they do not feel strong 

empathy or sympathy during English conversations.  

Several participants talked about the expression I’m sorry. They believe that in 

English it is easy to respond to someone’s bad news by simply saying I’m sorry, and that 

after that utterance one can move on with the conversation. On the other hand, they 

believe that saying lo siento in Spanish is harder to do, especially for people their age, as 

it implies stronger feelings and more emotional involvement. They also said that the 

expression I’m sorry is more informal and can be said easily for many different types of 

contexts, while lo siento is more formal and not used as widely (S8). They said that when 

someone says lo siento in Spanish, it involves true feelings. Participant S17 explained 

that the expressions I’m sorry and lo siento do not have the same effect.  

Some Spanish NS participants said that English has automatic responses to many 

situations. Participant S7 gave the example of when people ask hi how are you, the 

response is usually something positive such as fine, even if the person may not be doing 

fine at the time. She believes they respond in this way just to keep going with the 

conversation and that, similarly, English speakers say I’m sorry for some situations just 

to continue the conversation. This comment describes the phenomenon of adjacency 

pairs, where there are pairs of utterances that are expected to occur one after the other 

during conversation. S9 mentioned that because in English the automatic response would 

be I’m sorry, while in Spanish it would not, it is easier to react to this type of situation in 

English because in Spanish one has to say more (S15, S18). Also related to this topic, S3 



 233 

commented on the use of the expression I’m sorry to apologize in English. She said that 

in English, people apologize for everything. For example, if someone is standing too 

close to you they say I’m sorry, whereas in Spanish there would be no need to apologize, 

since it would be natural to stand close to each other. This comment reflects the 

perception of the widespread use of the expression I’m sorry in English. 

When discussing why English speakers use I’m sorry so frequently to express 

sympathy, one Spanish NS (S2) said that English speakers say I’m sorry and move on 

because they do not want to comment on the situation, since they do not know how the 

other person might react. So they prefer to talk about something else. Others (S4, S17) 

said that Americans express sympathy more for politeness rather than due to real 

sympathy feelings. They believe that their reactions are somewhat “fake”, and are simply 

a way to continue the conversation, while Spanish speakers, on the other hand, seem 

more honest. They said that Hispanic people are also able to talk to strangers about their 

lives, while Americans are more reserved. In addition, participants S5 and S18 claimed 

that Americans behave in this way because their cultural norms dictate that they should 

not care or get involved because it is the other person’s life and each person should do 

whatever they like with their own life. S18 said that in American culture there is a lot of 

respect, and sometimes they have so much respect that it makes them seem “rigid”. 

Other differences mentioned by some participants are that Spanish speakers use 

more gestures and facial expressions (S11), and that it is more common in Hispanic 

cultures to make religious references when expressing sympathy for someone’s death. On 

the other hand, Americans are more worried about saying something that might offend 

the other person (S14, S16). In addition, participant S16 said that people in the U.S. do 

not react with much empathy when a distant relative dies, but they do react 
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empathetically if the situation involves the death of a close relative like a sibling or 

parent. 

When discussing this question, 2 of the participants (S12, S21) mentioned that 

they believe they themselves act differently when speaking each language. Participant 

S12 said that she is not as expressive in English as in Spanish, and S21 said that she acts 

differently in both languages because in Spanish she is more emotional or expressive and 

talks more, while in English she goes straight to the point and only pays attention to the 

important things. As was discussed in chapter 3 of this dissertation, previous research on 

the topic of emotion has explored how bilingual or multilingual speakers express 

emotions in different languages. Some studies have found that bilingual speakers tend to 

prefer to use their L1 to express strong emotions. Dewaele and Pavlenko (2001-2003) 

found that, overall, speakers see the L1 as the most emotional language and favor it for 

emotional expression. In the case of participants S12 and S21, it seems that as competent 

bilingual speakers, they have been able to adapt to the cultural norms for emotional 

expression for each language; for this reason they act differently when expressing their 

emotions in English and Spanish.  

An interesting comment made by participant S5 was that during her conversation 

with the researcher, although she was speaking Spanish, she acted like an American when 

she did not ask about what happened to the uncle or any details about the situation (which 

is more common in Hispanic cultures) but instead continued the conversation. She 

believed that this behavior is typical in American culture; Americans simply say I’m 

sorry and move on, and they do not really connect or empathize with the other person. 

Therefore, her comment indicates that bilingual speakers have the advantage of being 

able to choose which cultural script to follow in certain contexts. Finally, Table 5.13 
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below presents a summary of the Spanish NSs’ thoughts on expressing sympathy in 

English and Spanish. 

Table 5.13 Spanish NSs’ thoughts on expressing sympathy in English vs. Spanish 

There are no differences (2 participants) 
Bilinguals express themselves the same in both languages  
 
Yes, there are differences (18 participants) 
 
English 

 
Spanish 

English speakers are more distant and 
‘dry’, so they seem ‘colder’  
 

Spanish speakers are more affectionate, 
emotional and ‘warmer’ 

English is ‘stronger’ Spanish is ‘softer’, thus Spanish speakers 
seem more compassionate and empathetic 
 

It is easy to respond to someone’s bad 
news in English by simply saying I’m 
sorry, which is more informal and can be 
said easily for many different types of 
contexts 

Saying lo siento in Spanish is harder. Lo 
siento is more formal and not used as 
widely, and involves true feelings 
 

Americans express sympathy more for 
politeness rather than due to real sympathy 
feelings, so their reactions are somewhat 
artificial, just to continue the conversation 

Spanish speakers seem more honest 

American cultural norms dictate that they 
should not care or get involved in other 
people’s lives  

Hispanic people can talk to strangers about 
their lives 

Americans are more reserved Spanish speakers use more gestures and 
facial expressions  

Americans worry about saying something 
that might offend the other person  
 

It is more common in Hispanic cultures to 
make religious references when expressing 
sympathy for someone’s death 

In summary, when analyzing the Spanish NSs’ comments about differences 

between English and Spanish expressions of compassion, we find that most comments 

about expressing sympathy in American culture are negative when compared to those 

about Hispanic cultures. As mentioned above, the participants felt free to express these 
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opinions and may have been biased due to the fact that the researcher interviewing them 

was also Hispanic. These participants seemed to think that English speakers appear to be 

cold and unsympathetic as compared to Spanish speakers who seem more affectionate 

and compassionate. These labels may be considered stereotypical and overgeneralized. 

However, these data are important, as they reveal how speakers of one culture view the 

behaviors of another culture. If indeed the emotional behaviors in the 2 languages differ 

greatly, these findings stress the importance of learning the L2 cultural norms for 

emotional and pragmatic expression when acquiring an L2. The importance of learning 

how to express one’s emotions in an L2 is further discussed in section 5.3.4 below, where 

I address the topic of how Spanish NSs would react to Spanish learners’ nonstandard 

sympathy reactions. 

5.3.4 Spanish NSs’ reactions to audio 

As was outlined in the methodology chapter of this dissertation, the experiment 

conducted with the Spanish NS participants involved an extra step, which was listening to 

2 audio recordings of learners’ nonstandard reactions to an interlocutor’s bad news and 

answering some questions about them. When the experiment for this study was carried 

out, the data for the learners of Spanish were collected first, and these data were used 

during the Spanish NSs’ data collection. These 2 audio clips corresponded to responses 

by learner participant L6. In one of the audio clips, the researcher tells the learner that she 

has a bad headache, and in the other audio clip the researcher shares with the learner that 

her uncle passed away. As was described in the methodology chapter, this learner’s 

reactions were selected since they were ‘unnatural’ from a Spanish speaker’s perspective 

and differed from typical NS reactions. The following excerpts contain the transcription 

of the audio clips that the Spanish NSs heard. 
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Excerpt 1: Headache audio clip 
 
 
R Mm. Pero es un día muy bonito. 
 Mm. But it’s a very nice day. 
L6 Sí. Más bonito que ayer. 
 Yes. Nicer than yesterday. 
R Ajá, sí. Sí a mí me encanta este clima. 
 Mhm, yes. Yes I love this weather. 
L6 Sí? 
 Yes? 
R Mhm. Solo que hoy, tengo un dolor de cabeza terrible. 
 Mhm. Only today, I have a terrible headache. 
L6 Oh (laughter). 
R Y, creo que son como alergias? En Austin, hay muchas alergias. 
 And, I think it’s like allergies? In Austin, there are a lot of allergies. 
L6 Uh no tengo alergias, um. 
 Uh I don’t have allergies, um. 
R Talvez porque has vivido siempre, mucho tiempo aquí. 
 May because you have always lived, here for a long time. 
L6 Oh. 
R Yo no tenía antes, hasta que vine a Austin. 
 I didn’t have them before, until I came to Austin. 
L6 Oh (laughter). 
R Mhm. No sé por qué. Pero en fin… cuántos, cuántos años has estado en UT? 

Mhm. I don’t know why. But anyway… how many, how many years have you   
been at UT? 
 

As seen in the excerpt above, in this audio clip, the researcher tells L6 that she has 

a headache, and L6 responds by saying “oh” and laughing. When the researcher says that 

it is possibly due to allergies, L6 responds that she does not have allergies herself, thus 

taking the focus of the conversation away from the researcher’s problem and toward her 

own experiences. The following excerpt represents the second audio clip. 
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Excerpt 2: Death audio clip 
 
 
R Este semestre para mí, ha pasado muy rápido. 
 This semester for me, it has gone by very fast. 
L6 Sí? 
 Yes? 
R Porque ya es noviembre. 
 Because it’s already November. 
L6 Oh (laughter). 
R Sí y ya falta poco para terminar. 
 Yes and in not too long it will be over. 
L6 Um, tienes clases por um, el semestre um, uh, próximo? 
 Um, do you have class for um, the semester um, next? 
R No, bueno, yo no, ya no tomo clases, solo enseño una clase. 
 No, well I don’t, I don’t take classes anymore, I only teach one class. 
L6 Oh. 
R Y tengo que trabajar en mi tesis? 
 And I have to work on my dissertation? 
L6 Mhm. 
R Y es mucho trabajo. Y, este semestre ha sido como de locos? 
 And it’s a lot of work. And, this semester has been kind of crazy. 
L6 Mhm (laughter). 
R Porque además perdí dos semanas porque, es una larga historia pero, tengo un  

tío que murió de un ataque del corazón. 
 Because besides I missed two weeks because, it’s a long story but, I have an uncle  

who died of a heart attack. 
L6 Mhm. 
R Y tuve que viajar, y perdí dos semanas, y pues, ahora estoy trabajando mucho. 
 And I had to travel, and I missed two weeks, and well, now I am working a lot. 
L6 Mhm. 
R Y ya falta poco para terminar el semestre. 
 And soon the semester will be over. 
L6 Uh, tienes un trabajo um, otra?  
 Uh, you have a job um, another? 
R Además de aquí? 
 Other than here? 
L6 Mhm. 
 

In the second audio clip, the researcher tells L6 that her uncle passed away from a 

heart attack. The learner reacts by saying “mhm”, after which the researcher continues to 
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talk about having to travel and miss 2 weeks of school, so she has a lot of work to do. L6 

takes advantage of the researcher’s mention of her work to change the focus of the 

conversation from the uncle’s death to work by asking if the researcher has another job, 

instead of reacting to the news about the uncle’s death and the unexpected trip. Therefore, 

this learner’s reactions could give an interlocutor the impression of a lack of compassion.  

After listening to each audio clip, the researcher asked the Spanish NSs the 

following 4 questions: 

1. ¿Qué te parece esta reacción? 

     ‘What do you think of this reaction?’ 

2. ¿Qué pensarías o cómo te sentirías si alguien te dijera esto después de que tú le 

contaras que estás en esa situación? 

     ‘What would you think or how would you feel if someone told you this after you told 

      her that you were in that situation?’ 

3. ¿Causaría problemas de comunicación? 

     ‘Would it cause communication problems?’ 

4. ¿Crees que afectaría la relación que se podría formar con esa persona? 

     ‘Do you think it would affect the relationship that could be formed with that person?’ 

Since the retrospective interviews were conducted in an informal conversation 

style and not in a rigid interview format, not every participant answered each of the 4 

questions mentioned above. However, all of them responded with some interesting 

comments about how they perceived the learners’ responses to these situations: the 

headache and the uncle’s death. In the sections below I summarize the Spanish NSs’ 

responses to the above questions. Section 5.3.3.1 contains their responses about the 

headache audio clip, and section 5.3.3.2 presents their responses to the uncle’s death 

audio clip. 
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5.3.4.1 Spanish NSs’ reactions to the headache audio clip 

The Spanish NS participants first listened to the audio clip in which the researcher 

tells the learner that she has a headache, and the learner says “oh” and laughs, without 

expressing any sympathy. When asked what they thought of the learner’s reaction, the 

most important finding was that 12 of the 20 Spanish NSs pointed out that the participant 

in the audio clips was not a NS of Spanish, and therefore her reaction may have been due 

to the fact that she did not understand the researcher when she mentioned the headache, 

or because she did not know what to say or how to react in that situation. They also 

mentioned that she probably would have been more comfortable and would have been 

able to react better if she had been speaking her L1. Similarly, 3 participants (S4, S8, 

S14) said that she sounded nervous or uncomfortable, and one (S17) said that she 

probably did not expect that topic during the conversation. Therefore, it is noteworthy 

that many of the Spanish NSs took into consideration the learner’s difficulty speaking the 

L2 as well as her possible discomfort with the conversation topic to justify her 

unsympathetic reaction. However, there were also several participants who commented 

negatively about the learners’ reaction. For example, they said that perhaps the learner 

did not feel any empathy (S15, S21), she seemed a little insensitive (S8, S11, S17), or she 

was selfish and only cared about her own situation (S20). 

When the Spanish NS participants were asked what they would think or how they 

would feel if they were in such a situation, some of them said that they would not mind 

hearing that type of reaction, while others said that they would indeed mind. For 

example, 3 participants (S1, S16, S20) said that they would not care about the 

unsympathetic reaction if they were not close to that person, and 2 others (S4, S7) said 

that they would not care because having a headache is normal and does not warrant a 

sympathetic reaction. Similarly, 4 participants (S3, S7 S9 S18) said that maybe the 
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learner reacted in that way because she did not think that having a headache was very 

important. On the other hand, some of the participants said that they would mind if they 

received such a reaction. As mentioned above, some of them labeled the learner’s 

reaction as lacking empathy, or as selfish or insensitive. Also, 50% of the Spanish NS 

participants (S4, S9, S10, S12, S14, S15, S17, S18, S20, S21) said that in that situation 

they would think that the interlocutor did not care about their problem or she did not pay 

attention to it. Some of these participants (S6, S10, S11, S19) said that in that situation 

they would expect to hear something from their interlocutor, such as a piece of advice or 

a sympathetic expression or reaction.  

When the Spanish NS participants were asked whether this type of reaction would 

cause communication problems, 8 of them (S3, S7, S8, S9, S12, S14, S15, S21) 

responded negatively, since they believed that the statement about the headache was 

simply used to make conversation, and the fact that the learner did not react 

sympathetically was not an issue. On the other hand, 6 participants (S6, S10, S11, S15, 

S18, S19) said that it would indeed cause communication problems, since such a reaction 

would make them feel “out of place”, it would seem that the interlocutor was not 

interested or was ignoring the other person, it would feel awkward, or that not showing 

interest might halt the conversation and cause a communication barrier.  

When the participants were asked whether such a reaction would cause problems 

in the relationship that could be established between the interlocutors, 8 of them (S9, S10, 

S12, S14, S15, S17, S18, S19) said that there would be relationship problems if the 

person continued to behave in that way later in the conversation or in future 

conversations because they would become hesitant to think they could be friends if the 

other person did not show that she cared about such personal matters. They said that if 

only one person made an effort, then the conversation would end. Finally, one of the 
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participants (S21) said that it would not cause any relationship problems because it is a 

“relaxed topic”, meaning that it is a light topic that can be part of casual conversation. 

Table 5.14 below presents a summary of the Spanish NSs’ responses to the questions 

related to the headache audio clip. 

Table 5.14 Spanish NSs’ reactions to the headache audio clip 

Thoughts about the learner’s reactions 
Justifying the learner’s reaction 
(14 participants) 
Pointed out her L2 linguistic limitations, or 
that she felt uncomfortable or nervous 
 

Disapproving of the learner’s reaction  
(6 participants) 
Claimed that the learner did not feel any 
empathy, seemed insensitive, or was selfish  

How they would feel in that situation 
Would not mind (9 participants) 
 Especially if they were not close to that 
person  
Having a headache is normal and does not 
warrant a sympathetic reaction   
The learner probably did not consider the 
headache to be serious 

Would mind (10 participants) 
Would think that the interlocutor did not 
care about their problem  
Would expect advice or sympathy 

Whether it would cause communication problems 
No (8 participants) 
The statement about the headache was 
simply used to make conversation 
 

Yes (6 participants) 
It would seem that the interlocutor was not 
interested or was ignoring the other person 
It would feel awkward 
 

Whether it would affect the relationship 
No (1 participant) 
It is a ‘relaxed topic’ that can be a part of 
casual conversation. 

Yes (8 participants) 
Would become hesitant to think they could 
be friends if the other person did not show 
that she cared about such personal matters 

In summary, an important finding is that a majority of the Spanish NSs considered 

the learner’s language skills when judging her reaction. This finding is relevant because it 

suggests that in real life conversations, when NSs interact with L2 speakers, the NSs are 

probably more lenient and understanding when the non-native speakers commit any sort 
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of pragmatic error or present a lack of emotion in their speech. When evaluating the 

learner’s reaction, several participants claimed that it would not be an issue if they did not 

know the learner well, or because the topic of the headache was not serious. Also for 

these reasons, some participants said that this type of reaction would not cause 

communication problems nor problems in the relationship that could be established 

between the interlocutors. However, several of the Spanish NS participants did make 

negative evaluations of the learner’s reactions, saying that it sounded insensitive, selfish, 

or lacked empathy. Some also claimed that in this situation they would expect some type 

of sympathetic response; thus this type of reaction might in fact cause communication 

problems and might impede the growth of a relationship between the interlocutors. It 

seems then that personality differences and personal preferences might be an important 

factor in how the NSs evaluated the learner’s reaction to the headache elicitation. 

5.3.4.2 Spanish NSs’ responses to the uncle’s death audio clip 

The Spanish NS participants next listened to the audio clip in which the 

researcher tells the learner that her uncle passed away, to which she responds “mhm” and 

then changes the focus of the conversation to the topic of the researcher’s work, without 

expressing any sympathy. When asked what they thought of the learner’s reactions, 5 

participants (S1, S12, S16, S17, S20) said that the speaker might have reacted in this way 

because she did not know what to say or how to react to the bad news, especially if she 

did not know the interlocutor well. Similarly, one participant (S8) said that the learner 

was probably nervous, and another (S14) said that it was a natural reaction to that 

situation. These participants in a way were justifying the learner’s reactions due to the 

seriousness of the topic. Also, S9 justified the learner’s reaction due to linguistic 

differences, saying that the learner did not say anything probably because in Spanish it is 
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harder to know what to say, whereas in English one can simply say I’m sorry. It seems 

that some participants were willing to believe that the learner’s behavior was due to 

linguistic problems, rather than a lack of sympathy. Perhaps the Spanish NSs, understood 

this situation since they were L2 learners (of English) themselves. However, other 

participants disapproved of the learner’s reactions and made negative evaluations of it, 

saying that it seemed that she did not care, she did not feel empathy and was not 

interested in the researcher’s situation (S1, S5, S9, S21) or that her reaction was 

insensitive (S8).  

When the participants were asked how they would feel or what they would think 

if they were in a similar situation, some of them said that they would not become 

offended (S3, S19), or that it would not cause any problems if they did not know each 

other well, because it is a difficult topic (S1, S3, S10, S11, S14). Similarly, S4 said that 

she would not expect anything, since it is a private, personal issue. However, 2 other 

participants (S1, S15) said that in such a situation they would feel badly because when a 

person shares that type of information, it is because they feel the need to say it or be 

heard, and that type of unsympathetic reaction would almost be offensive. Nine of the 

participants said that they would expect some type of comment or reaction that might 

help them feel better. They said that it is not necessary to discuss the topic much, but it is 

also not right to ignore it completely. Some of them said that they would at least expect 

the phrase lo siento, and participant S7 said that the context of a death is the only time 

when she would use that expression. Finally, 2 of the participants (S10, S16) mentioned 

that they would expect at least a facial expression or gesture expressing sympathy.  

When the participants were asked whether such a reaction would cause 

communication problems, only 2 of them (S7, S20) responded negatively. Some of the 

participants (S1, S3, S12) said that it would cause problems if the conversation was with 
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a friend and that friend ignored their problem. Eight other participants (S2, S5, S6, S9, 

S11, S15, S19, S21) stated that it would cause communication problems in general 

because nobody likes to be ignored, that type of reaction would halt the dialogue and 

create a pause, or because a response is expected in such a situation. Also, it would give 

the impression that the person does not want to continue the conversation. Similarly, S18 

said that there would be a communication problem because it gives the impression that 

the person is not doing much of her part, which creates a communication barrier because 

one might see the person differently. If she did not react to such sad news, then the next 

time one might not want to tell her what happened, which would block the 

communication and relationship. 

Finally, when the participants were asked whether the learner’s reaction might 

cause problems in a relationship that could be established between the interlocutors, only 

3 of them (S4, S16, S19) said no, because they would understand that the person was 

probably nervous, and they did not know how much the problem affected her. The 

majority of the participants said that this reaction would in fact cause problems in the 

relationship. For example, some participants (S2, S5, S9, S11, S17, S20) said that with 

this type of reaction, they would not know whether the interlocutor was paying attention 

to them, which would become a problem, especially if the behavior continued.  

Participant S6 said that it would affect the relationship because if she said I’m sorry and 

asked about what happened, then they could bond and maybe the other person could 

share another sad story of her own, which is how relationships are formed. But if she 

does not react, then there is a pause and the conversation changes to another topic; thus 

they lose the opportunity to bond. Similarly, S8 said that if a person reacts saying 

something like she has a similar situation, then they could relate to each other and it 

opens the doors for personal exchange; otherwise she would think that the person is not 
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interested in knowing anything about the interlocutor. Participant S7 also said there 

would be problems in the relationship because if the person were not responding as she 

would like, she would stop talking or sharing her problems with her. S10 said that the 

relationship might take longer to grow because she would not know what type of person 

she is, and S18 said it would affect the relationship because friendship is based on 

support; one is expected to listen and provide support, which this person did not show. 

Finally, S21 answered that she would not feel comfortable telling her something if she 

did not pay attention or empathize.  

According to Frank (2004), sympathy feelings stem from interpersonal 

evaluations. People tend to have positive evaluations of others that are deemed to be 

similar to them, and when they have positive evaluations of someone, they are more 

likely to feel sympathy for them if they are suffering a hardship. On the other hand, 

negative evaluations tend to cause people to avoid others, and this prevents relationships 

from progressing and makes sympathy unlikely to take place. Similarly, some of the 

Spanish NSs’ comments suggest that a lack of sympathy might indicate the existence of 

negative evaluations, which might prevent the growth of a relationship between 

interlocutors. Therefore, the Spanish NSs’ comments support Kemper’s (1978) statement 

that a give and take of sympathy may establish or strengthen relationships. Table 5.15 

below presents a summary of the Spanish NSs’ responses to the questions concerning the 

audio clip about the uncle’s death. 
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Table 5.15 Spanish NSs’ reactions to the death audio clip 

Thoughts about the learner’s reactions 
Justifying the learner’s reaction 
(8 participants) 
The learner did not know how to react, 
especially not knowing the interlocutor 
well, and was probably nervous  
In Spanish it is harder to know what to say, 
whereas in English one can simply say I’m 
sorry.  

Disapproving of the learner’s reaction 
(5 participants) 
It seemed that she did not care, she did not 
feel empathy and was not interested in the 
situation  
Her reaction was insensitive  
 

How they would feel in that situation 
Would not mind (7 participants) 
Would not become offended  
Would not cause any problems if they did 
not know each other well, it is a difficult 
topic and a private, personal issue  

Would mind (9 participants) 
Would feel badly, and an unsympathetic 
reaction would almost be offensive  
Would expect some type of comment or 
reaction, at least the phrase lo siento, a 
facial expression or gesture 

Whether it would cause communication problems 
No (2 participants) 
Would not cause any problems. 

Yes (12 participants) 
It would cause problems if a friend ignored 
their problem; nobody likes to be ignored 
It would halt the dialogue; a response is 
expected in such a situation  
It would seem that the person does not 
want to continue the conversation 

Whether it would affect the relationship 
No (3 participants) 
The learner was probably nervous and did 
not know how much the problem affected 
the interlocutor 
 
 

Yes (12 participants) 
Would not know whether the interlocutor 
was paying attention to them  
If she sympathized and asked about what 
happened, they could bond or relate  
The relationship might take longer to grow  
Friendship is based on support; one is 
expected to listen and provide support  

In summary, the Spanish NS participants had stronger reactions to the second 

audio clip than to the first, which was expected due to the increased gravity of the uncle’s 

death situation versus the headache situation. The seriousness of the situation was used 

by some of the participants to justify the learner’s lack of a sympathetic reaction, but 
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other participants also mentioned it as a reason why a sympathetic response was 

warranted. Also due to the seriousness of the death and its personal nature, some 

participants claimed that they would not expect any type of reaction from the interlocutor, 

but a majority of participants said they would expect some type of sympathetic response. 

In addition, a majority of participants believed that this type of reaction would cause 

communication problems and would hinder the possibility of establishing a relationship 

among the interlocutors. It seems that the Spanish NSs in general considered the 

unsympathetic reaction to the uncle’s death situation to be more problematic than the 

unsympathetic reaction to the headache situation. However, many also expressed their 

understanding of this lack of sympathy due to the learner’s difficulty in speaking the L2. 

Finally, it is important to remember that these Spanish NSs were actually bilingual 

speakers of English and Spanish who, living in the US, were frequently exposed to L2 

learners of Spanish. Therefore, the fact that they were bilinguals themselves and that they 

had been in contact with other L2 learners might be factors that influenced how 

understanding they were of the learners’ pragmatic faults. Perhaps monolingual speakers 

of Spanish would not be as understanding, and it is also possible that monolingual 

speakers would have greater problems with the learners’ nonstandard reactions to the 

sympathy elicitations. 

5.4 SUMMARY OF THE CHAPTER  

In this chapter I have presented the data obtained from the retrospective 

interviews carried out with the 3 groups of participants: Spanish learners, English NSs 

and Spanish NSs. These retrospective interviews yielded some important results.  

First, the results for the learner participants show that they had a variety of ways 

to handle the situations, including genuine overt sympathy, covert sympathy, and even 
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surface sympathy. Their responses also allude to the fact that their ability to sympathize 

may be closely related to their personality, although it appears that the learners at this 

level do not feel that they have the necessary proficiency to express their sympathy 

adequately in the L2. Also, the learners’ responses revealed that when reacting to the bad 

news, many of them translated what they would say in English into Spanish, which 

usually resulted in the translation of I’m sorry into lo siento. Some participants knew 

other expressions such as qué lástima ‘what a pity’ and qué triste ‘how sad’, and yet 

others claimed that their limited language proficiency resulted in short responses that did 

not reflect what they actually felt or wanted to say. Finally, the learners’ responses show 

that most learner participants believe that sympathy is expressed similarly in English and 

Spanish, although some believe that there are differences due to cultural variation, but 

they do not know what those differences are because of their limited experience with the 

Spanish-speaking cultures. The results of this study thus support Rintell’s (1984, 1989) 

findings that both interpreting and expressing emotions in the L2 are difficult tasks for 

learners. 

The English NSs’ responses show that these participants did not consider the 

headache to be serious enough to remember it as ‘bad news’ at the end of the 

conversation, while most of the participants judged the uncle’s death to be a significant 

event that is considered bad news or a negative situation. Also, their responses show that 

there are several important factors that determined whether the sympathy process took 

place and whether sympathy was displayed during their conversation with the researcher, 

such as their previous experience and ability to relate to the situation, their evaluation of 

the social distance between them and the interlocutor, their evaluation of the 

interlocutor’s mood or current condition, and the participants’ evaluation of the gravity of 

the situation. Also, most English NSs said that the most common way to express 
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sympathy in English is by using the phrase I’m sorry, which may be used for low gravity 

and high gravity situations, although it is more frequently used for more serious 

situations. Finally, the English NS’s responses revealed the existence of social norms 

about with whom one should be sympathetic, and in what situations. 

The Spanish NS’s responses also show that most of them did not consider the 

headache to be serious enough to remember it as ‘bad news’ at the end of the 

conversation, as they did the uncle’s death. An important finding was that their reactions 

during the conversation with the researcher included some instances of covert sympathy, 

where the participants did not express their sympathy openly due to personality issues, 

social distance or politeness reasons. Also, their responses reveal that they believed there 

are differences in how sympathy is expressed between English and Spanish, and many 

made negative evaluations about emotional expression in English-speaking American 

culture as compared to Spanish-speaking cultures, although these comments may have 

been biased because the researcher interviewing them was also from a Hispanic culture. 

Finally, for the last part of the Spanish NS’s experiment in which they reacted to 

the learners’ nonstandard reactions to the bad news, results suggest that most NSs were 

aware of the speaker’s language abilities and justified her lack of sympathy by citing her 

lack of proficiency in the L2. When reacting to both audio clips, some of them claimed 

that in this situation they would not expect a sympathetic response, while others said they 

would expect some type of sympathetic reaction. However, they had stronger reactions to 

the uncle’s death than to the headache audio clip, due to the increased gravity of the death 

situation. Also, it was found that personality differences and personal preferences might 

be an important factor in how the NSs evaluated the learner’s reaction to the headache 

elicitation. Finally, a majority of participants believed that this type of reaction would 

cause communication problems and would hinder a relationship among the interlocutors, 
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mainly regarding the more serious situation. This finding thus supports the claim of the 

importance for L2 learners to learn how to express their emotions appropriately in the L2. 

This claim will be further explored in the next and final chapter, which presents the 

conclusions of this dissertation. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusions and Implications 

The purpose of this final chapter is to summarize the results discussed in chapters 

4 and 5 and to draw conclusions and implications. First, section 6.1 presents a discussion 

of what was learned from this study about the expression of sympathy or compassion in 

English and Spanish, and section 6.2 restates the study’s research questions and 

hypotheses. Section 6.3 addresses the first research question on expressing compassion in 

English versus Spanish, and section 6.4 addresses the next 2 research questions while 

discussing Spanish learners’ ability to express compassion in the L2, as well as what 

Spanish NSs think about learners’ nonstandard reactions to sympathy situations. Next, 

section 6.5 provides pedagogical implications of the study, and section 6.6 contains the 

conclusions of the dissertation. Finally, section 6.7 presents a discussion of the 

limitations of this study and ideas for future research.  

6.1 THE EXPRESSION OF THE EMOTION OF SYMPATHY / COMPASSION 

While this dissertation focuses on the expression of sympathy or compassion in 

the context of L2 learning and compares it in English and Spanish, much has been 

learned about the nature of the expression of the emotion of sympathy itself. In chapter 1 

I defined sympathy and compassion as: 

the emotion that occurs when sharing another person’s suffering, or feeling sorry 

for another person’s hardship, no matter how serious the situation, and 

disregarding any elements of condescension. 

Also, I established that according to Planalp’s (1999) process theory of emotion, 

sympathy is a ‘full blown’ emotion, since it can involve the 5 different components of the 

process of emotion. This theory is restated in Table 6.1 below. 
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Table 6.1 Five components of Planalp’s (1999) Process Theory of Emotion 

 
1. Objects, causes, precipitating events 
2. Appraisal 
3. Physiological changes 
4. Action tendencies/action/expression 
5. Regulation 

 

In chapter 1, I used a hypothetical example to demonstrate how sympathy is an 

emotion, or it represents an emotional response. However, we can also use examples 

from the data obtained for our experiment to see that in fact the expression of compassion 

may be manifested as a ‘full blown’ emotion comprising the 5 components of Planalp’s 

(1999) Process Theory of Emotion:  

(1) there is an object, cause, or precipitating event when the researcher tells the 

participant that her uncle died;  

(2) there is an appraisal, when the participant deems this situation to be sad and 

unfortunate;  

(3) the participant undergoes physiological changes, such as lowering the tone of 

voice and frowning;  

(4) the participant has an action tendency, an action or an expression. An action 

tendency occurs if she wants to do something to make the researcher feel better, an action 

occurs if she actually does something to make her feel better (e.g. giving a hug), and an 

expression occurs if she utters something to express her sympathy. In this study, we saw 

many cases of expressions, such as I’m sorry;  

(5) finally, in some instances there is regulation, when the participants refrain 

from expressing sympathy due to factors such as the lack of a relationship between the 

interlocutors. 
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As indicated in the title of this dissertation, sympathy or compassion is considered 

to be a type of emotion. From the discussion above we can see that many of the reactions 

obtained from this experiment may in fact be considered emotional reactions, particularly 

since the participants did not know what the experiment was about and they reacted to the 

sympathy elicitations as part of an informal conversation. However, it is also clear from 

the data that it is quite difficult to know whether the elicitations actually affected the 

participants emotionally. One important factor in the experiment was the use of the 2 

elicitations of varying gravity; the headache situation did not trigger an emotional 

response, as did the death situation. Therefore, although the elicitations in the experiment 

may have triggered emotional reactions, I chose to use Clark’s (1997) sociological theory 

of the sympathy-giving process because it allows us to focus on the displays of sympathy, 

which in turn may be analyzed linguistically. Also, using Clark’s theory leads to an 

analysis of the factors involved in speakers’ reasons for their different sympathetic or 

unsympathetic reactions. Table 6.2 below restates Clark’s theory on the 3 steps in the 

sympathy-giving process. 

Table 6.2 Steps in the process of giving sympathy (Clark, 1997) 

 
1. Feeling empathy  

• Cognitive empathy 
• Physical empathy 
• Emotional empathy 

2. Sympathetic sentiment 
3. Expression or display of sympathy 

 

When looking at the 3 steps in this sympathy-giving process, we can see that a 

linguistic analysis must focus on the final step, which is the display or expression of 

sympathy. The display is a crucial part of the process since, as stated by Schmitt and 
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Clark (2006), “a sympathy display serves as one of many ‘little offerings’ that affirm the 

recipient’s social worth, smooth human interactions, and strengthen social bonds” (p. 

472). If the sympathy sentiments are not displayed, the sympathizee will not know that 

the sympathizer feels any sympathy, which defeats the purpose and the social value of 

sympathizing. However, as stated by Planalp (1999), “lack of expression does not 

necessarily mean lack of emotion” (p. 48), as we cannot know what is happening inside a 

person’s mind. Therefore, the actual sympathy sentiments, or emotions that a speaker 

may feel, are not possible to determine based on oral data from conversations. The 

retrospective interviews conducted with the participants help in some ways to lend an 

insight into what the participants felt or thought when they heard the elicitations for 

compassion, which could indicate whether the first 2 steps in the sympathy-giving 

process took place. However, we cannot be certain that the participants responded 

completely honestly since there is always pressure to respond in certain ways during 

interviews, especially since the conversation involved being sympathetic toward the 

interviewer herself.  

Clark’s theory on the sympathy-giving process outlines 3 types of sympathy, 

restated in Table 6.3 below. 

Table 6.3 Three types of sympathy (Clark, 1997) 

Genuine overt sympathy Empathy + Sentiment + Display 
Covert sympathy Empathy + Sentiment 

No Display 
Surface sympathy Empathy + Display 

No Sentiment 

In the present study, I found instances of the 3 types of sympathy. Some 

participants were able to empathize, feel sympathy sentiments, and then display their 

sentiments, particularly for the situation involving the uncle’s death. Other participants 
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experienced empathy and sympathy sentiments, but did not display their sympathy. In the 

learners’ cases, when a lack of display occurred, often it was due to a lack of linguistic 

resources necessary to do so; in the NSs’ cases this occurred due to social or politeness 

factors. Finally, also due to social and politeness norms as well as cultural scripts, some 

participants exhibited surface sympathy, as they displayed compassion but did not 

actually feel it, particularly for the headache situation. However, these conclusions are 

made based on the participants’ responses during their conversation with the researcher 

and their retrospective interview and, as mentioned above, it is impossible to know 

whether the participants actually felt empathy and sympathy sentiments. Therefore, an 

important aspect that was learned from this experiment is that the sympathy process is 

quite complex, as there are many factors that influence whether speakers experience 

compassion and whether they display it or not. As stated by Turner and Stets (2005), 

“people are often in a bind between the feelings that they actually experience and the 

requirements of feelings and display rules” (p. 64). 

Although the elicitations in this experiment may have triggered emotional 

reactions, the reactions produced were guided by other factors such as conversational 

structure, social norms, politeness issues, etc. The presence of these factors highlight the 

importance of understanding both concepts of emotional and emotive communication. 

Table 6.4 below restates Marty’s (1908) definitions of these important concepts. 

Table 6.4 Emotional versus emotive communication (Marty, 1908) 

Emotional communication  Emotive communication 
 
A type of spontaneous, unintentional 
leakage or bursting out of emotion in 
speech  

 
The intentional, strategic signaling of affective 
communication in speech and writing in order 
to influence partners’ interpretations of 
situations and reach different goals, not related 
to a speaker’s ‘real’ affective states  
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 As seen in Table 6.4, while emotional reactions involve spontaneous bursts of 

emotion, emotive reactions refer to the strategic use of language to express or talk about 

emotions. In this experiment there were instances of emotional reaction, which are 

mainly displayed by facial expressions, tone of voice and gestures, as well as with words 

or phrases. However, this study focuses on the language used by the participants and does 

not analyze non-verbal cues. Therefore, using only the words spoken, it is difficult to 

determine whether the reactions involved emotional or emotive speech. It is likely that 

many participants used emotive language in response to the elicitations for compassion, 

as they felt social pressure to react in certain ways. Also, it is likely that some participants 

did not experience emotional reactions since there was not a close relationship between 

the interlocutors that would cause the participants to have genuine or strong emotional 

reactions. However, due to the nature of the conversation, in which the researcher and 

participants became acquainted, a certain bond and intersubjectivity was sometimes 

established during the conversation, particularly between the researcher and the Spanish 

NSs, since they shared a common cultural background. One example is when one of the 

Spanish NS participants ended the experiment by hugging the interviewer, although it 

was the first time they had met. This example is also evidence that a short conversation, 

particularly involving situations of sympathy, can lead to the establishment of a social 

bond between interlocutors. Therefore, it is clear that much variation occurred in the 

experiment in terms of emotional and emotive language; thus the analyses used in this 

dissertation involve examining linguistic and sociological aspects that might explain the 

participants’ reactions to the elicitations for compassion. 

A linguistic theory that was used to understand the expression of compassion is 

that of Speech Act Theory (Austin, 1962; Searle, 1969). In the first part of the data 

analysis for this experiment, I categorized the participants’ reactions to the sympathy 
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elicitations and found 13 different categories. The first category is called ‘did not 

understand’, which occurred when the learners did not understand the researcher’s 

elicitations. The other 12 categories correspond to reactions to the elicitations and, of 

these, some directly fulfill the act of expressing sympathy (sympathy expressions, 

sympathy interjections, sympathy exclamations). Others perform other acts, such as 

giving advice and relating to the situation, which can be considered different speech acts 

that imply empathy and compassion. I used the data on how the participants reacted to 

compare and contrast the sympathetic behavior of the Spanish and English NSs as well as 

the L2 learners of Spanish. Table 6.5 below restates the 13 categories found in the data. 

Table 6.5 Reactions to the sympathy elicitations 

 
1. Did not understand 
2. Sympathy expression 
3. Sympathy exclamation 
4. Sympathy interjection 
5. Relate to the situation 
6. Positive outlook 
7. Discuss the cause 
8. Offer advice 
9. Ask a question 
10. Comment 
11. Acknowledge the elicitation 
12. Continue the conversation 
13. Change the topic 

 

Another linguistic theory that was used to analyze the expression of sympathy 

was Conversation Analysis (CA) (Schegloff & Jefferson, 1974). An important finding 

from these data via CA is that a sympathetic utterance often occurs as an adjacency pair 

after an expression of bad news. As discussed in chapter 1, adjacency pairs consist of 2 

parts: a first pair part (FPP) and a second pair part (SPP). My data show that the bad news 
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expressed by one interlocutor serves as the FPP, while the sympathetic reaction serves as 

the SPP. In the case of English, the SPP is often the sympathy expression I’m sorry, 

particularly for high gravity situations, and the interjection aw for low gravity situations. 

These adjacency pairs seem to fulfill preference for agreement, since they are common 

and often expected after expressions of bad news. Also, I found that preference for 

contiguity plays a major role in how sympathy is expressed, as speakers tend to react to 

the last part of an utterance, or the part that is in focus; when the bad news is not in focus, 

speakers do not feel obligated to react sympathetically to it. 

Finally, this experiment has revealed much interesting information about the 

nature of the expression of sympathy or compassion, both as emotional communication 

and emotive communication. Section 6.2 below restates the research questions for this 

experiment, while the following sections discuss the results of the experiment and 

whether they confirm or reject the hypotheses, and state the main findings and 

conclusions of the dissertation. 

6.2 RESTATING THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The research questions for the present study relate to the expression of 

compassion by NSs of American English and NSs of Latin American Spanish as well as 

by intermediate learners of Spanish as an L2. One of the research questions also 

addresses the issue of NSs’ perception of L2 learners’ nonstandard expressions of 

compassion. Table 6.6 below restates the research questions and hypotheses: 

 

 

 

 



 260 

Table 6.6 Research questions and hypotheses 

1. The expression of compassion in American English vs. Latin American Spanish 
 
Research question: Are there differences in how compassion is expressed by NSs of 
American English and NSs of Latin American Spanish? In other words, when a speaker 
shares bad news with an interlocutor, are there differences in the formulas used to express 
compassion, the speech acts that are performed or in how the conversation develops in 
the 2 cultures? Also, are there differences in the strategies used depending on the gravity 
of the situation? 
Hypothesis: Differences in how English versus Spanish NSs express compassion will be 
shown. Although there is a large variety of ways to express compassion, as well as many 
similarities between the 2 languages, there will be overall differences in the expressions 
and speech acts used by the NSs of English and Spanish. Also, differences will be found 
in the expressions used depending on the gravity of the situation. Based on preliminary 
research and observation of NSs, English speakers are expected to use compassion 
formulas for both low and high gravity situations, whereas Spanish speakers are expected 
to use formulas only for high gravity situations. 
 
2. Intermediate learners’ ability to express compassion in the L2 
 
Research question: How do intermediate learners of Spanish who are NSs of English 
express compassion in their L2? Do they transfer strategies from their L1, or are they able 
to produce appropriate L2 strategies? 
Hypothesis: Since the learners will not have had extensive contact with NSs of their L2, 
and since pragmatic strategies are normally not taught in language classrooms, the 
learners are expected to express compassion in the L2 in ways similar to their L1. They 
will often transfer strategies and phrases from the L1 to the L2. 
 
3. Native speakers’ reactions to L2 learners’ nonstandard expressions of compassion 
 
Research question: How would NSs of Spanish react to the nonstandard expressions of 
compassion used by L2 learners of Spanish when speaking the L2? For example, would 
unexpected responses make them feel uncomfortable? 
Hypothesis: NSs of Spanish are expected to understand that learners do not often know 
exactly how to express emotions such as compassion in the L2. However, they will also 
believe that unexpected expressions of compassion, or a lack of compassion, might make 
other NSs feel uncomfortable, thus causing problems in achieving intersubjectivity and 
alignment between interlocutors. 
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In order to answer the research questions, the data for the present study included a 

conversation between the researcher and the participants where expressions of 

compassion were elicited, as well as a retrospective interview on the topic of expressing 

sympathy. When discussing the results of the experiment, it is important to take into 

account that all the participants were females and their behaviors might be related to their 

gender; perhaps male participants would behave differently. Sections 6.3 and 6.4 discuss 

the 3 research questions and the answers to them as related to the proposed hypotheses. 

6.3 THE EXPRESSION OF SYMPATHY AND COMPASSION IN AMERICAN ENGLISH VS. 
LATIN AMERICAN SPANISH 

As shown in Table 6.6 above, the first research question for this experiment asked 

whether there are differences in how compassion is expressed by NSs of American 

English and NSs of Latin American Spanish, particularly regarding the formulas used to 

express compassion, the speech acts performed or how the conversation develops. Also, 

the first research question asked whether there are differences in the strategies used in 

these 2 languages depending on the gravity of the situation. The hypothesis for the first 

research question claimed that differences would be shown between how English versus 

Spanish NSs express compassion. Although there is a wide variety of ways to express 

compassion, as well as many similarities between the languages, it was posited that there 

would be general differences in the expressions and speech acts used by the NSs of 

English and Spanish. Also, it was hypothesized that differences would be found in the 

expressions used depending on the gravity of the situation since, based on preliminary 

research and observation of NSs, English speakers were expected to use compassion 

formulas for both low and high gravity situations, whereas Spanish speakers were 

expected to use formulas only for high gravity situations. 
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The results of the conversation between participants and the researcher about the 

2 elicitations for compassion confirm the hypothesis, as they reveal that there are indeed 

differences between how compassion is expressed by English and Spanish NSs, and that 

these differences depend on the gravity of the situation. A statistical analysis showed that 

the differences found in the headache situation were indeed significant, while the 

differences found in the death situation were not. As mentioned in chapter 3, it is 

important to take into account that the Spanish NSs were actually Spanish/English 

bilinguals. The fact that the Spanish NSs’ reactions may have been influenced by their 

knowledge and use of English, and yet differences were found in the reactions of the 2 

groups of NSs is important. It shows that the bilingual speakers continued to exhibit 

pragmatic features that are particular to Spanish despite their increased contact with the 

English language. Sections 6.3.1 and 6.3.2 below present a summary of these differences 

between the NSs of Spanish and English for each situation. 

6.3.1 Low gravity situation: Headache 

The results obtained from the Spanish and English NSs’ reactions to the headache 

situation are illustrated in Figure 6.1 below, which shows the groups’ responses, with the 

most frequently used responses listed at the top and the least frequent at the bottom. In 

the middle, between the two languages, we find the different factors or implications that 

are related to the responses. The arrows indicate which factors are related to each 

reaction. Also, the reactions that the 2 groups had in common are shaded in grey. As seen 

on the left side of the figure, for the headache situation, the Spanish NSs tended to 

discuss the cause of the problem or ask a question about it, or simply acknowledged that 

they had heard the elicitation but moved on, while the English NSs tended to provide a 

sympathy interjection, expression or exclamation, or to relate to the issue. 
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Figure 6.1 Spanish and English NSs’ reactions to the headache situation 

 

Note: The reactions for each group are listed in order of frequency, with the most frequently 
produced at the top. The reactions that the 2 groups had in common are shaded in grey, and the 
arrows point to the factors or implications related to each reaction.  
 

As discussed in chapter 4 of this dissertation, the reactions of discussing the cause 

and asking questions about the problem can be considered forms of positive politeness 

(Brown & Levinson, 1987), since they are ways in which the speakers demonstrate their 

concern for the interlocutor’s situation. They may also be seen as indirect speech acts that 

perform the act of sympathizing without expressing sympathy directly. However, these 

reactions can also be face threatening and imply a higher degree of imposition, since they 

force the interlocutor to talk about a personal situation, thus threatening her negative face. 

Since the reactions of discussing the cause and asking questions were much more 
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frequent by the Spanish NSs than by the English NSs, it seems that for this low gravity 

situation, the Spanish NSs were more comfortable than the English NSs in using an 

approach that could be face threatening or imposing on the interlocutor. In Figure 6.1, 

this is evident since there are several arrows from the Spanish side pointing to the oval 

with the term ‘face-threatening’, while there are none pointing to it from the English side. 

Another difference between the NS groups for the low gravity situation was that 

the Spanish NSs used the reaction of simply acknowledging the elicitation more 

frequently than the English NSs. Acknowledging the elicitation without expressing 

sympathy is another reaction that might be considered impolite and face threatening, 

since it can threaten the interlocutor’s positive face, or disregard their need to be 

supported (Williams, 2006). As discussed in chapter 4, the headache situation was 

usually uttered with the headache as the focus of the elicitation. Therefore, the 

participants’ use of this reaction was not due to preference organization, but they had 

other reasons simply to acknowledge the elicitation and not react more sympathetically. 

From their retrospective interviews we know that the Spanish NSs who reacted in this 

way, as well as other Spanish NSs, did not see the headache situation as requiring 

comment or discussion, while few English NSs made a similar comment. This result 

suggests that the English NSs were following a cultural script that says one should react 

sympathetically to a headache situation, while the Spanish NSs’ cultural script does not 

say that it is necessary to react to a headache with a sympathetic utterance.  

Another indication that the English NSs evaluated the headache as more 

deserving of a sympathetic utterance than the Spanish NSs is the use of sympathy 

interjections, sympathy exclamations, and sympathy expressions. An important finding is 

that the English NSs often reacted to the headache using the interjection aw, which does 

not have an equivalent in Spanish. In addition, they used the sympathy expression I’m 
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sorry for the headache, while none of the Spanish NSs said lo siento for this situation. 

This result confirms the hypothesis, showing that in English, the formulaic expression 

I’m sorry may be used for low gravity situations, whereas in Spanish, the equivalent 

expression lo siento is not used for such situations. I also found that an expression of bad 

news followed by an expression of sympathy such as I’m sorry or aw may form an 

adjacency pair that follows preference for contiguity and agreement. This adjacency pair 

for the low gravity situation is commonly seen in English but not in Spanish, which can 

be seen in Figure 6.1 since there are several arrows pointing to the oval with the term 

‘adjacency pair’ from the English side, but none from the Spanish side.  

As seen in Figure 6.1, the English and Spanish NSs had different reactions to the 

headache situation, and several of these reactions can be considered ways of showing 

sympathy. However, it is not certain whether those displays of sympathy represented 

genuine or surface sympathy. This can be seen in Figure 6.1 with several arrows from 

both the Spanish and the English side pointing to the oval with the words ‘genuine or 

surface sympathy’. Finally, although the reactions of the 2 NS groups were different, I 

found that speakers of both languages (although more frequently the English NSs) used 

the reaction of relating to the situation. In Figure 6.1, this similarity between the 

languages is shown with the reaction shaded in grey. Relating to the situation was likely 

used to display cognitive empathy, which is important because empathizing is a way in 

which interlocutors may establish intersubjectivity and alignment.  

In summary, the hypothesis for the first research question was confirmed in the 

headache situation, since the Spanish and English NSs used different strategies to react to 

the headache elicitation. English speakers perceived the headache as requiring some type 

of sympathy utterance such as an interjection, exclamation or conventional expression, 

while the Spanish speakers perceived the headache as a common occurrence, although it 
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can also be a source of concern. Hence they either tended not to express any sympathy at 

all, or to address it with a more practical approach, such as discussing the reason for the 

headache.   

6.3.2 High gravity situation: Death 

Although differences were also found in how the Spanish and English NSs 

reacted to the death situation, their reactions were not as different as those for the 

headache situation, as shown in Figure 6.2 below.  

Figure 6.2 Spanish and English NSs’ reactions to the death situation 

 
 
Note: The reactions for each group are listed in order of frequency, with the most frequently 
produced at the top. The reactions that the 2 groups had in common are shaded in matching 
shades of grey, and the arrows point to the factors or implciations related to each reaction.  
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First, I found that in both languages, the conventional expression I’m sorry or lo 

siento is an appropriate reaction used to express sympathy for the death situation. This 

similarity is shown in Figure 6.2 with the sympathy expression reaction shaded in dark 

grey. I found that in both languages, this sympathy expression can form an adjacency pair 

with an expression of bad news. However, I also found that although using this 

conventional expression is appropriate in both languages, it is much more frequently used 

in English than in Spanish.  

One difference between the Spanish and English NSs’ reactions to the death is 

that the Spanish NSs produced some instances of sympathy interjections and sympathy 

exclamations, while this pattern was not found in the English NS data. These findings 

corroborate the frequent use of the sympathy expression I’m sorry in English, since the 

English speakers favored this expression over other types of utterances. On the other 

hand, although lo siento is an appropriate way to express sympathy for a death in 

Spanish, the Spanish speakers also used other strategies such as interjections or 

exclamations. In Figure 6.2 we can see that there are several reactions that were 

commonly used by the Spanish NSs, while there are only 2 on the English side, due to the 

English NSs’ overwhelming use of the sympathy expression I’m sorry. In addition, like 

in the headache situation, it is not certain whether these utterances represented genuine or 

surface sympathy.  

The other similarity between the 2 languages is that in both groups, there were 

participants who simply acknowledged the elicitation and moved on. This is shown in 

Figure 6.2 with the reaction shaded in light grey. As discussed in chapter 4, this reaction, 

as well as the Spanish speakers’ reaction of continuing the conversation, was usually due 

to the hardship being de-focused in the elicitation. However, from the participants’ 

retrospective interviews, we also know that other factors involved were their lack of 
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ability to empathize with the situation, the social distance between the interlocutors, or 

the fact that it was a difficult topic to approach. Also, the presence of these factors might 

have resulted in the participants experiencing covert sympathy.   

In summary, the results for the death situation partly confirm the hypothesis for 

the first research question, since some differences were found between how English and 

Spanish NSs reacted to the death elicitation, but the differences were not as great and 

some similarities were found as well. Section 6.3.3 below contains a discussion of the 

similarities and differences found between the 2 languages as related to cultural 

differences that may accompany the languages. 

6.3.3 Cultural differences 

As mentioned in chapter 1, emotional expression may vary from one culture to 

another, as speakers often follow cultural scripts imposed by their language and culture 

(Wierzbicka, 1997). The present study found some differences in the sympathetic 

behavior of speakers of American English and Latin American Spanish that might reflect 

cultural differences. As mentioned above, the English speakers perceived the headache 

situation as something for which one should express sympathy and then move on with the 

conversation, whereas Spanish speakers perceived it as a common occurrence that is part 

of conversation. These dissimilar ways of perceiving the event led to different reactions. 

In the case of the English speakers, it resulted in a sympathetic utterance such as an 

interjection or expression, while in the case of the Spanish speakers it resulted in a 

discussion of the topic or in continuing the conversation without addressing the issue. 

According to Clark (1997), Americans sometimes appear to be unsympathetic due 

to their value of independence and the belief that each person as an individual is 

responsible for their own wellbeing; it should not be anyone else’s concern. In the data 
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for the present study, however, the speakers of American English sometimes appear to be 

more sympathetic than the speakers of Latin American Spanish. Nevertheless, the 

English speakers’ sympathetic responses often consist of a short utterance of the 

expression I’m sorry. This result is reminiscent of Stearns’ (1994) claim that the most 

common and acceptable emotional stance among American middle-class culture is an 

“impersonal, but friendly tone” (p. 248). The use of the expression I’m sorry or the 

interjection aw are ways to express sympathy but are so frequently used that they can in 

fact appear to be impersonal because they can be seen as not so genuine expressions of 

sympathy. On the other hand, it was found that for the headache situation the Spanish 

NSs tended to ask questions and discuss the cause of the problem, which could be 

interpreted as a more personal and involved approach. To explain these differences, I 

describe the cultural scripts that the Spanish and English NSs seem to follow. 

When discussing the data in this study, I have used widespread theories such as 

Politeness Theory (Brown & Levinson, 1987) and Speech Act Theory (Austin, 1962; 

Searle, 1969), which are known as ‘universalist’ approaches. As stated by Goddard and 

Wierzbicka (1994), universalist theories are incompatible with the cultural scripts 

approach, since they are based on Anglo norms and practices that are generalized to fit to 

other cultures. However, the universalist theories used in this study are useful guidelines 

for the description and analysis of the data. Similarly, Clark’s (1997) theory on the 

sympathy-giving process is based on her observations of American culture, but it also 

provides a useful and simple way of describing and analyzing the process of 

sympathizing. It can be said, though, that since the theory was based on American 

culture, it is perhaps not completely adequate for analyzing data from other cultures, and 

that to analyze the Spanish NSs’ behavior, Clark’s theory would need to be explanded or 

modified. Therefore, in an attempt to understand the NSs’ behavior from their particular 
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cultural standpoints, I also analyzed the data with the cultural scripts approach. Using this 

approach, it can be said that the participants’ ways of reacting to the elicitations may 

correspond to differences between the cultures. For example, when reacting to the 

headache, the English NSs seem to have the following cultural script:  

Cultural Script 1: Headache in English  

‘when your interlocutor tells you she has headache you relate to the situation if 
you can, or you express sympathy with a conventional expression or interjection, 
and then the conversation continues’. 

On the other hand, the Spanish NSs seem to follow a cultural script that says: 

Cultural Script 2: Headache in Spanish 

‘when your interlocutor tells you she has a headache you relate to the situation if 
you can, you ask her why or discuss the source of the headache, or you take it as a 
side note and continue the conversation’.  

When reacting to the death situation, both English and Spanish speakers seemed 

to have similar attitudes. Both groups of speakers considered the death of the uncle to be 

a serious and sad situation, and most speakers felt the need to express sympathy in some 

way. The data from the present study suggest that the cultural script for the death 

situation for the English speakers is: 

Cultural Script 3: Death in English 

 ‘if an interlocutor you do not know well tells you her relative died in the midst of 
a different conversation topic, you may focus on that other conversation topic, 
otherwise you provide a sympathy expression (I’m sorry) and then the 
conversation may continue’.  

For the Spanish speakers the cultural script seems to say:  

Cultural Script 4: Death in Spanish 

‘if an interlocutor you do not know well tells you her relative died in the midst of 
a different conversation topic, you may focus on that other conversation topic, 
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otherwise you provide a sympathy expression or exclamation and then the 
conversation may continue’.  

Therefore, the cultural scripts for these languages for the death situation are quite 

similar, except the Spanish speakers may use what in this study we call ‘sympathy 

exclamations’ and ‘sympathy expressions’, while the English speakers tend to only use 

the sympathy expression I’m sorry. It is important to note, however, that these cultural 

scripts may also involve non-verbal cues that might express sympathy, which are not 

examined in the present study. Also, it is important to remember that the sympathizee 

may have a role in whether the focus of the conversation remains on the hardship or not, 

since we saw in the data for this study that in some cases, the participants’ lack of uptake 

led the researcher to extend her turn and change the focus of the conversation.  

Although the English and Spanish NSs’ reactions to the death situation were 

similar, it is interesting to note that, in the retrospective interviews, the Spanish NSs 

believed that there are great differences in how emotions such as compassion are 

expressed in English and Spanish. As mentioned in chapter 5, in these interviews the 

Spanish NSs likely felt at liberty to make negative comments concerning American 

culture due to the fact that the interviewer was also Hispanic. The Spanish NSs who 

claimed that sympathy is expressed differently in the 2 languages explained that 

Americans can be cold and unsympathetic as compared to Spanish speakers, who seem 

more affectionate and compassionate. Some of the Spanish NSs said that Americans 

express sympathy more for politeness than due to real sympathy feelings, so their 

reactions are somewhat ‘fake’, and are simply a way to continue the conversation. They 

said that Hispanic people, on the other hand, seem more honest in their emotional 

reactions. Some of the participants also said that American cultural norms dictate that 

they should not be ‘nosey’, so they should not become involved in other people’s 
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problems. This comment is reminiscent of Clark’s (1997) claim that Americans may 

seem unsympathetic because they value independence and individuality.  

As mentioned in chapter 1 of this dissertation, a related theory on cultural values 

of independence was presented by Markus and Kitayama (1991), who claim that people 

of American culture (and other Western European cultures) have an independent view of 

the self, while people of Asian, African, Latin American and Southern European cultures 

have an interdependent view of the self. Markus and Kitayama (1991) suggest that these 

different views of the self, or belonging to an individualistic versus a collectivist culture, 

might influence people’s experiences regarding aspects such as emotion. They claim that 

people with independent selves might view emotional expressions as manifestations of 

inner feelings arising in the individual, whereas people with interdependent selves might 

view emotional expressions as public instrumental actions arising in social contexts and 

involving other people; thus emotional expressions may or may not be related directly to 

their inner feelings. In other words, Markus and Kitayama’s (1991) explanation implies 

that Americans would be more likely to use emotional speech, while Latin Americans 

likely use emotive speech. However, the data from the present study do not reveal such a 

difference. I found that although there are differences in how the Spanish and the English 

speakers express compassion, speakers of both languages may use both emotional speech 

and emotive speech. Other than their cultural backgrounds, factors that were more 

influential on how they reacted to the sympathy elicitations were the social distance 

between the interlocutors, the gravity of the situation and the conversational structure. 

Finally, it is clear that personality differences play a major role in how emotions are 

experienced and expressed. As stated by Turner and Stets (2005), “culture is not a 

straightjacket; although it is constraining, all actors are given some dramatic license in 

their playing of a role” (p. 26). 
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In conclusion, the present study found that the cultures of speakers of Latin 

American Spanish and American English are somewhat similar in terms of how they 

react to situations that elicit compassion, particularly in situations of higher gravity. In 

situations of lower gravity, speakers from these 2 languages may differ in the strategies 

used in their reactions. However, we must take into account that the speakers of Spanish 

represented a wide variety in the countries of origin, and there may be great variation in 

the cultures of these different Hispanic countries. In addition, we must remember that the 

Spanish NSs were all bilingual speakers of Spanish and English who had extensive 

contact with the English language and the American culture. Also, this study found that 

although both languages have similar expressions that are used to convey sympathy, what 

is most important is to know which expressions are appropriate to use in which situations. 

Finally, the purpose of this first part of the experiment was to learn whether English NSs 

who are L2 learners of Spanish need to learn different strategies for expressing sympathy 

in the L2. Indeed it was found that differences between English and Spanish are 

important for L2 learners to recognize in order to react appropriately in situations that 

elicit sympathy. Section 6.4 below discusses the topic of the learners’ abilities to express 

sympathy in the L2. 

6.4 INTERMEDIATE LEARNERS’ ABILITY TO EXPRESS COMPASSION IN THE L2 

As shown in Table 6.6, the second research question for this experiment asked 

how intermediate learners of Spanish who are native speakers of English express 

compassion in their L2 and whether they transfer strategies from their L1, or whether 

they are able to produce appropriate L2 strategies. I hypothesized that the learners would 

express compassion in the L2 in ways similar to their L1, and that they would often 

transfer strategies and phrases from the L1 to the L2. One of the reasons for this 
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hypothesis is that the learners had not had extensive contact with NSs of their L2. Also, 

pragmatic strategies are normally not taught in foreign language classrooms in the U.S., 

and the formulas that are taught are not necessarily adequately contextualized. The results 

from this study, particularly for the low gravity situation, partially confirm the 

hypothesis, as I found that learners sometimes reacted similarly to English NSs and in 

ways different from those of Spanish NSs. A statistical analysis showed that the 

differences among the learners’ and the NSs’ reactions to the headache situation were 

significant, while the differences in their reactions to the death situation were not. I also 

found that some learners were able to react in L2 appropriate ways, which may be due to 

similarities between the languages, or perhaps their language classes have provided them 

with some knowledge of L2 pragmatics. 

When analyzing the results of this study, it is evident that in both elicitations for 

compassion there were learners who did not understand the researcher when she said she 

had a headache or that her uncle had died. Thus they were not able to react in any way to 

the elicitations. Therefore, one important finding is that L2 learners at the intermediate 

level are often unable to react to an elicitation of compassion due to a lack of 

comprehension of the elicitation. The learners who did understand the elicitation reacted 

in some ways similarly to English NSs but in other ways similarly to Spanish NSs. These 

findings are further discussed in Sections 6.4.1 and 6.4.2 to follow. 

6.4.1 Low gravity situation: Headache 

Figure 6.3 below shows the most common reactions produced by the learner 

participants for the headache situation as compared to the Spanish and English NS 

groups. In this figure, the responses that were similar among the groups are connected 
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with arrows and shaded in matching shades of grey. Also, the responses are organized by 

frequency, with the most frequent responses at the top. 

Figure 6.3 Learners’, Spanish NSs’ and English NSs’ reactions to the headache situation 

 

 
Note: The reactions for each group are listed in order of frequency, with the most frequently 
produced at the top. The reactions that were similar among the groups are connected with arrows 
and they are shaded in matching shades of grey. 
 

As seen in Figure 6.3, it was found that 25% of the participants did not understand 

the elicitation (shown in bold in Figure 6.3), so they were not able to react in any way. 

Also, the most frequent reaction for the learner participants was acknowledging the 

elicitation. I found that almost half of the learner participants acknowledged the 

elicitation for the headache situation but did not address it further. Although this reaction 
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was also found for the Spanish NS group, the participants’ reasons for such reaction were 

different in the Spanish NS and the learner groups. From the learners’ retrospective 

interviews we understand that the main reason for this type of reaction was their lack of 

proficiency; they either lacked the vocabulary they needed to react sympathetically, or 

they simply did not know how to react to such a situation in the L2. We also noted that 

this could lead to covert sympathy, where the participants’ sympathy sentiments were not 

expressed due to their linguistic limitations. On the other hand, when the Spanish NSs 

reacted in a similar way, it was usually because they were following a different cultural 

script, where expressing sympathy is not a standard reaction for that situation. Other 

learner participants reacted by relating to the situation (e.g. citing a similar experience). 

As seen in Figure 6.3, this is the only reaction that the 3 groups had in common. It is clear 

that when facing situations such as the headache, participants frequently related openly to 

the problem if possible.  

Another important finding is that the learners did not discuss the cause of the 

headache or ask questions about it at all, which seems to be a common reaction in 

Spanish but not in English. Also, some learners used the expression lo siento for the 

headache situation, which I found to be typical in English (I’m sorry) but not in Spanish. 

Therefore, these 2 differences suggest that the learners were acting based on the cultural 

scripts of their L1 (English), since they did not address the cause of the problem as did 

the Spanish NSs, and some used a sympathy expression as did several English NSs. 

Another way to describe this phenomenon is via the concept of pragmatic transfer. It is 

possible that the learners transferred their knowledge of L1 pragmatic norms, where 

saying I’m sorry is appropriate for the headache situation, and they used it in the L2 when 

they said lo siento. This would constitute negative pragmatic transfer, as the feature from 

the L1 is not the same as in the L2. However, a strategy such as relating to the situation, 
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which is appropriate in both languages, constitutes an example of positive pragmatic 

transfer. 

Finally, another finding from the headache situation is that the learner participants 

only used one reaction each, and they displayed a limited variety of reactions as 

compared to the NSs of both languages. This pattern demonstrates that at the intermediate 

level, learners have linguistic limitations that prevent them from reacting in various ways. 

Therefore, they are unable to express themselves emotionally or to use emotive language 

that would allow them to achieve social goals, which they would otherwise be able to do 

in their L1. 

6.4.2 High gravity situation: Death  

Like the headache situation, in the death situation there were also some learners 

who did not understand the elicitation (10%, shown in bold in Figure 6.4 below), and 

were thus unable to react in any way. Also, similar to the headache situation, there were 

several learners who acknowledged that they heard the elicitation about the death, but 

they did not react further or express any sympathy. The reaction of acknowledging the 

elicitation was also frequent by the Spanish NS group. However, once again, their 

reasons for reacting in such a way were different. The Spanish NSs reacted by 

acknowledging the elicitation usually because the hardship was not the focus of the 

elicitation, or due to other factors such as the social distance among the interlocutors. On 

the other hand, the learners’ retrospective interviews indicate that they reacted by simply 

acknowledging the elicitation because they did not feel comfortable reacting to the death 

in the L2, or they lacked the linguistic skills to express themselves appropriately. Figure 

6.4 below shows the most common reactions produced by the learner participants for the 

death situation as compared to the Spanish and English NS groups. Once again, the 
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responses that were similar among groups are connected with arrows and shaded in 

matching shades of grey. Also, the responses are organized by frequency, with the most 

frequent for each group at the top. 

Figure 6.4 Learners’, Spanish NSs’ and English NSs’ reactions to the death situation 

 
 
Note: The reactions for each group are listed in order of frequency, with the most frequently 
produced at the top. The reactions that were similar among the groups are connected with arrows 
and they are shaded in matching shades of grey. 
 

The most frequent reaction in the learner group, used by half of the learner 

participants, was using the sympathy expression lo siento. As discussed in chapter 4, 

these intermediate learners seemed to have acquired this formula or conventional 

expression in the L2 and used it in ways similar to how I’m sorry is used in their L1. As 
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seen in Figure 6.4, the Spanish and English NSs also frequently used this reaction for the 

death situation. The finding that this conventional expression is appropriate in both 

languages suggests that the learners might possibly have used positive pragmatic transfer, 

since their L1 pragmatic knowledge also works in a similar way in the L2. However, 

several learners also used sympathy exclamations in Spanish, such as qué lástima or qué 

triste. As shown in Figure 6.4, I found that sympathy exclamations were used by the 

Spanish NSs in the high gravity situation but not by the English NSs; thus these learners 

had knowledge of appropriate exclamations and formulas to react to the death situation. 

This shows that they had reached a proficiency level in the L2 that allowed them to 

utilize some social expressions appropriately. 

Another important result for the death situation is that 2 of the learners asked a 

question about it, while this reaction was not common in either of the NS groups. As 

mentioned in chapter 4, asking a question about a death might be seen as face threatening 

and imposing, since it obligates the interlocutor to talk about a potentially difficult topic. 

It is possible that these learners reacted by asking a question because they wanted to 

express their sympathy and concern in some way, and asking a question was the only 

reaction they were able to utter in that difficult situation. This is another example of how 

learners might act in ways that are different from how they would act in their L1, due to 

linguistic difficulties when speaking the L2. Wanting to say something or trying to say 

something might override politeness factors or true sentiments, so the learners’ reactions 

might not reflect what they would actually say in real life and in their L1. 

In summary, the learners’ retrospective interviews demonstrate that they did not 

feel prepared to express their sympathy adequately in the L2. However, for the death 

situation, since the NSs reactions in both English and Spanish are similar, most of the 

learners were able to react with an appropriate sympathy expression, due to positive 
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pragmatic transfer or knowledge of appropriate phrases in the L2. Therefore, the 

hypothesis for the second research question was partially confirmed, as the learners 

showed some lack of knowledge of how to express compassion in the L2, as well as 

transfer of pragmatic knowledge from the L1 to the L2, but they also demonstrated some 

knowledge of L2 appropriate strategies. 

6.4.3 Discussion of the learners’ abilities 

As discussed by Rintell (1984, 1989), both interpreting emotions and expressing 

emotions in the L2 are difficult tasks for learners. The learners selected for the present 

study had undergone at least the equivalent of 2 semesters of Spanish instruction in 

college, and most of them had also taken Spanish in high school. They were all enrolled 

in a Spanish intermediate course at a university. During their conversation with the 

researcher, these learners exhibited many different linguistic limitations. They had 

problems with gender and number agreement, use of prepositions, verb conjugations 

(particularly in the preterit and imperfect tenses) and a lack of vocabulary, among others. 

I also found through this study that many of the learners had difficulties that 

corresponded to their pragmatic knowledge in the L2, or knowing how to accomplish 

certain actions in the L2. In this case, I analyzed particularly their ability to react 

appropriately to elicitations for compassion. Some learners were able to react 

appropriately, but others clearly lacked the linguistic skills to do so in the L2.  

In the data for the present study I found that because some learners did not 

understand the elicitations, they did not react at all. Others who did understand simply 

acknowledged the elicitation and did not react further since they did not know how to 

express themselves appropriately in the L2. Some learners used their knowledge from 

their L1 and applied it to similar contexts in the L2, and others knew some useful phrases 
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that were appropriate to say in contexts eliciting sympathy in the L2. Toya and Kodis 

(1996) suggest that lower degrees of expressiveness in the L2 are due to the restricted 

input to which the learners are exposed. As mentioned in chapter 2, Toya and Kodis 

(1996) analyzed expressions of anger, and they pointed out that one typically does not 

find displays of anger in L2 classrooms, which can lead to learners’ lack of confidence in 

using angry words. Similarly, learners in this study mentioned that situations requiring 

expressions of compassion do not normally arise in their Spanish classrooms, and they 

thus lacked knowledge of how to react appropriately in those situations in their L2.  

According to Pavlenko (2005), mastering the norms for emotional expression in 

an L2 can be quite challenging, since “to perform affect appropriately in another 

language, L2 learners have to internalize language-specific terms and expressions and 

also uncover similarities and differences between translation equivalents in their 

respective languages” (p. 119). This claim is important and is supported by the data from 

the present study. I found that most learners had learned the sympathy expression lo 

siento in Spanish but, as mentioned in chapter 4, they had likely been exposed to this 

formula as a means to apologize, and not as a means to express compassion. However, 

since they knew that the equivalent formula in English is also used to express sympathy, 

they assumed a similar use for the formula in Spanish. They did not necessarily know that 

this expression is not used in all the same contexts where the equivalent expression, I’m 

sorry is used in English. The fact that translation equivalents have variation in their uses 

in both languages poses a difficulty for the learners. Similarly, Rintell (1990) mentions 

that performing appropriate emotion speech acts in an L2 requires that learners not only 

master a variety of linguistic means, but also have a pragmatic understanding of when, 

how, to whom, and to what extent a particular emotion can be expressed.  
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In chapter 1 of this dissertation I discussed previous research on the use of 

formulas by L2 learners, which suggests that learners know and use fewer formulas than 

native speakers (Blum-Kulka & Olshtain, 1986; Edmondson & House, 1991; House, 

1996; Wildner-Bassett, 1984, 1994). Yet other research has shown that there are no 

significant differences in the quantity of formulas used by learners and native speakers 

(Bardovi-Harlig, et al., 2010). Other researchers argue that learners use too many 

formulas (DeCock, 2000), and that the ways they are used are often different from those 

used by native speakers. In the present study, it was found that the learners used more 

formulas than the Spanish NSs. However, it was also found that the English NSs used a 

similar number of formulas as the learners; thus the learners’ use of formulas in Spanish 

might be due to L1 influence.  

As discussed in chapter 1, another claim that has been made regarding formulas is 

that the acquisition of formulas occurs in stages (Bardovi-Harlig, 2006), and that during 

the learning stages learners might encounter several problems. One of those problems is 

overgeneralizing the formula use; that is, using a formula for contexts where it is not 

appropriate (Félix-Brasdefer, 2005; Tateyama, 2001, Wildner-Bassett, 1994). In the 

present study we saw some examples of overgeneralization, when the learners used the 

formula lo siento for the headache situation, although it is not commonly used in Spanish 

for this type of situation. Although learners might encounter problems during the formula 

learning stages, the use of these conventional expressions can also be quite beneficial, as 

outlined by Bardovi-Harlig et al. (2010). For example, using conventional expressions 

might make a learner’s language use appear more native-like (Yorio, 1989). Their use 

creates more fluency and faster processing (Weinert, 1995), and it may increase the 

learners’ confidence that their interlocutor will be able to understand them (Wildner-

Bassett, 1994). Also, Bardovi-Harlig et al. (2010) suggest that learners begin with a 
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lexical core that is appropriate for a certain context and, as proficiency increases, their 

utterances become longer. The present study supports these claims, since it was found 

that, particularly for the high gravity situation, the use of the conventional expression lo 

siento was beneficial for learners, as it allowed them to react appropriately and express 

sympathy for the uncle’s death, although the learners felt that they had a lack of resources 

to express themselves adequately in such a situation. Also, the learners’ utterances 

involving a formula were short and lacked elaboration, supporting the claim that learners 

begin with a lexical core, and perhaps as their proficiency increases they might acquire 

the ability to elaborate and expand on the formulas, producing longer utterances. More 

importantly, however, as proficiency increases, they should learn the different contexts 

where the formulas are expected in their L2 versus their L1.  

In conclusion, the present study indicates that the learners at the intermediate 

level had gaps in their linguistic knowledge that prevented them from reacting 

appropriately to the sympathy elicitations. One major problem was the lack of 

comprehension of the elicitations that some learners exhibited, and others showed a lack 

of vocabulary or general problems with grammar that prevented them from expressing 

themselves as they had wanted. However, some learners exhibited knowledge of 

sympathy exclamations that are normally used in contexts eliciting sympathy in Spanish 

and they had the ability use these social expressions appropriately. Most learenrs 

exhibited knowledge of the sympathy expression lo siento. This knowledge in some cases 

resulted in overgeneralization, but in other cases their knowledge of the formula resulted 

in positive transfer or in appropriate reactions to the high gravity situation. Therefore, it is 

clear that learners can greatly benefit from using formulas, but they must also learn the 

contexts in which to use the formulas appropriately.  
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Another important finding is that the Spanish NSs had a variety of ways of 

reacting to the elicitations, while the learners displayed a limited range of reactive 

strategies. Therefore, it is also important for learners to acquire a wider range of 

strategies for situations of compassion. It is likely that these skills that may allow learners 

to express their emotions and use emotive language will develop in part as proficiency 

increases, but also in order for learners to perform appropriately in the L2 in contexts 

such as those requiring expressions of compassion, they must be exposed to such 

situations in the L2. However, it is clear that learners are not typically exposed to such 

situations, since hardships eliciting compassion are undesired and infrequent in the 

contexts in which learners typically use their L2. 

The main motivation for learners to acquire these skills is to communicate 

successfully in the target language, particularly when speaking with NSs. Section 6.4.4 

below discusses the results concerning the third research question for this study, which 

involves NSs’ perception of L2 learners’ nonstandard expressions of compassion. 

6.4.4 Native speakers’ reactions to L2 learners’ nonstandard expressions of 
compassion 

As stated in Table 6.6 above, the third research question for this study asked how 

native speakers of Spanish would react to the nonstandard expressions of compassion 

used by L2 learners of Spanish when speaking the L2. For example, it asked whether 

unexpected responses would make them feel uncomfortable. The hypothesis for the third 

research question claimed that although NSs of Spanish were expected to understand that 

learners do not often know exactly how to express emotions such as compassion in the 

L2, they would also believe that unexpected expressions of compassion, or a lack of 

compassion, might make other NSs feel uncomfortable, thus causing problems in 

achieving intersubjectivity and alignment among interlocutors. 
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The results of this part of the experiment involving listening and reacting to a 

learner’s nonstandard expressions of compassion confirm the hypothesis for the third 

research question. Results show that when NSs perceive that their interlocutor is a learner 

or a non-native speaker of the language, they tend to understand the speaker’s pragmatic 

errors or perceived lack of compassion. In other words, the NSs are more lenient in their 

judgment of the speaker’s behavior due to the latter’s incomplete L2 language abilities. 

As mentioned in chapter 5, this might be influenced by the fact that the Spanish NSs were 

all bilingual speakers themselves and they lived in the U.S., where they had been in 

contact with L2 learners of Spanish. However, when the NSs were asked whether this 

type of behavior might affect the communication or the relationship between 

interlocutors, most of them stated that indeed it would affect the communication or 

relationship, particularly because if the interlocutor does not sympathize when they share 

a hardship they are suffering, they would feel like the other person does not care about 

their problems. Also, this negative evaluation of the learners’ nonstandard reactions 

might be increased in monolingual speakers of Spanish who are not influenced by the 

English language and culture. 

An important result is that the Spanish NSs had stronger reactions to the second 

audio clip than to the first, due to the increased gravity of the uncle’s death versus the 

headache situation. Some of the participants said that a lack of sympathy would not be a 

problem for the headache situation, since it was not so serious. On the other hand, for the 

death most participants said that a sympathetic response was expected, although some 

justified the lack of sympathy in that the speaker felt uncomfortable with the situation and 

was a non-native speaker of the language. Another important finding is that several 

participants mentioned that the lack of sympathy would not be an issue if they did not 

know the interlocutor well. In other words, they would expect sympathetic reactions from 
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someone close to them, but not necessarily from a stranger or someone they do not know 

well. These results support Turner and Stets’ (2005) discussion of Clark’s (1997) findings 

that expectations of sympathy displays are greater in situations when (a) the problem is 

serious, and (b) the relationship between the sympathizer and sympathizee is close.   

Finally, although the hypothesis for the third research question was confirmed 

because most Spanish NSs considered that the learner’s lack of sympathy would cause 

problems in communication and in the relationship that could grow between them, 

personality differences and personal preferences are an important factor in how NSs 

evaluate learners’ behavior. Also, it is important to note that the majority of the Spanish 

NSs considered the learner’s language abilities when evaluating her behavior. That is, 

although learners have the difficult task of learning how to emote appropriately in the L2, 

native speakers can usually detect a non-native speaker’s accent and are more lenient 

toward their pragmatic faults. Therefore, gaps in pragmatic knowledge and problems 

expressing emotivity are greater issues for more advanced learners who command a more 

native-like accent and advanced grammar. This issue and other pedagogical implications 

are discussed in section 6.5 to follow. 

6.5 PEDAGOGICAL IMPLICATIONS 

When discussing the importance of learning how to express one’s emotions in the 

L2, I mentioned in chapter 2 of this dissertation Pavlenko’s (2005) claim that “despite the 

growing awareness of the importance of emotional expression, foreign language 

classrooms rarely teach learners how to perform affect” (p. 144). As a consequence, 

learners are often unable to express their own feelings (Polanyi, 1995; Rintell, 1989, 

1990; Toya & Kodis, 1996) and are unsure about interpreting those of others (Rintell, 

1984). The present study indeed demonstrates that learners, particularly those at the 
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intermediate level, have significant gaps in L2 knowledge regarding how to react 

emotionally or in a way that is appropriate when an interlocutor elicits compassion. I 

discussed that some studies have shown that exposure to the language in situations such 

as study abroad does not necessarily improve pragmatic performance (e.g. Kasper & 

Rose, 2002, Cohen & Shively, 2007). Thus some researchers have pointed to the need to 

include pragmatic instruction in the L2 classroom, suggesting that pragmatic instruction 

can indeed have positive effects on L2 learners’ performance (e.g. Bardovi-Harlig, 2001, 

Kasper & Rose, 2001).  

However, the topic of whether pragmatics can actually be taught in language 

classrooms has been greatly debated. Kasper (1997) claims that pragmatic performance 

cannot actually be taught in language classrooms. She states that “competence is a type of 

knowledge that learners possess, develop, acquire, or lose”24, and the challenge for L2 

teaching is to create learning opportunities that will benefit the development of pragmatic 

competence in the L2. Similarly, Pavlenko (2005) suggests that language classrooms 

should focus attention on issues relevant to the learners’ lives by encouraging them to 

discuss these issues in the L2. In other words, if learners were able to discuss a variety of 

everyday situations in their foreign language classrooms, they would be able to learn how 

to react appropriately when facing those situations in the L2. The expression of sympathy 

is a clear example of one of those situations that occurs commonly in regular 

conversation, although it is not usually encountered in language classrooms. On the topic 

of learning how to communicate emotion in an L2, Dewaele (2012) claims that learners 

who only learn a language through formal instruction “have a clear and long-lasting 

disadvantage compared to those who combine classroom learning and authentic 

                                                
24 Retrieved January 15, 2013 from http://www.nflrc.hawaii.edu/NetWorks/NWo6. 
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interaction, or learn the language naturalistically” (p. 35). He also states that foreign 

language teachers might address this issue by introducing different types of emotional 

discourse in the classroom, focusing on similarities and differences between the 2 

languages. 

Another problem with trying to teach or learn topics such as pragmatics in the 

language classroom is how they are presented in foreign language textbooks. Moreno 

Pichastor (1998) analyzed how some elements of politeness are presented in English and 

Spanish textbooks, finding that textbooks omit implicit strategies and present textual 

strategies instead, which are strategies without enough contextual information. Since 

politeness strategies are culturally bound, students need to be made aware of cultural 

differences that affect the use of the language. Moreno Pichastor (1998) suggests asking 

the learners to reflect on how they would perform the same politeness strategies in their 

L1, as a means to be made aware of differences between the languages, such as was done 

in the present study. Finally, Moreno Pichastor (1998) claims that “the teaching of 

politeness strategies has to go beyond presenting them as useful conventionalized 

formulae to attain a more complex and subtle knowledge that enables non-native speakers 

to communicate effectively in social situations” (p. 9). 

In summary, it is important to present learners with the cultural and situational 

contexts in which certain pragmatic strategies are used. Based on the current study as an 

example, learners could be made aware that Spanish NSs do not perceive a low gravity 

situation such as having a headache as requiring a sympathy expression. Rather, they 

view it as a comment that elicits concern in the interlocutor who may then ask more about 

the situation or discuss the reason for the problem. On the other hand, they may reflect on 

the different ways in which English NSs react to these situations, and they will realize 

that in English it is common to react to the headache situation with a sympathy 
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interjection or with an expression such as I’m sorry. In this way they may learn about the 

differences between L1 and L2 behavior.  

As discussed in chapters 1 and 2 of this dissertation, the expression of sympathy 

and compassion is an interesting topic due to its emotional and emotive nature, but also 

due to its pragmatic aspects, including politeness implications. Also, the task of learning 

how to emote and perform pragmatically correctly in an L2 has the added element of 

personality differences that affect how one reacts to certain emotional situations. In 

addition, the findings of this study suggest that sympathy is co-constructed, since the 

conversational structure and the attitude of the sympathizee are factors that contribute to 

the sympathizer’s decision on whether to display sympathy. For these reasons, learning or 

teaching how sympathy or compassion is expressed in an L2 is a difficult task. According 

to Dewaele’s (2006) research, bilingual speakers usually prefer the L1 for expressing 

emotions such as anger, but after a period of socialization, an L2 or L3 could become the 

preferred language for expressing anger. Also, he found that speakers who learned the L2 

or L3 in instructed settings were less likely to use that language for emotional expression 

than those who learned it in a naturalistic environment, showing that language 

socialization is key to gaining the ability for emotional expression in the L2. In addition, 

Pavlenko (2005) mentions that proficiency in emotional expression does not necessarily 

correlate with overall language proficiency, but it is mediated by the context of 

acquisition (Koven, 2004), where language socialization is a great contributing factor.  

From the discussion above, I conclude that in order for learners to be able to 

emote comfortably in their L2, they need to be socialized into the language by being 

exposed to real life conversational contexts in the L2. Also, in order for learners to 

understand how politeness and pragmatic features of a language are used, they must be 

made aware of the cultural, situational and conversational factors that determine the use 
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of those pragmatic features, highlighting differences between their L1 and L2. Therefore, 

when dealing with a concept of an emotional nature that also deals with politeness 

elements, such as expressing sympathy, learners would benefit from explicit information 

about cultural and situational factors that determine how it is expressed. They would also 

benefit from a period of language socialization, particularly at more advanced learning 

stages. Other researchers have claimed that when learning a foreign language, a certain 

amount of socialization seems to be the prerequisite for the communication of emotion 

(Dewaele, 2012; Kinginger 2008, 2009). For example, participating in situations in which 

learners can have real, meaningful interactions with native speakers of the target 

language. However, the present study shows that during earlier learning stages, when 

linguistic abilities are limited, learners can benefit from learning formulas and their 

appropriate contextual and situational implications. Finally, the goal for language 

learners, as stated by Dewaele (2012), is “to develop a critical understanding of 

sociocultural norms, culturally-derived attitudes, beliefs, ways of thinking and ways of 

communicating emotions [in order to obtain] emotional intercultural competence” (p. 36). 

In conclusion, learning how to react appropriately and pragmatically when dealing with 

emotional situations in an L2 is a difficult but important task. To aid in this task, much 

work must done by researchers in cross-cultural pragmatics, psychology and sociology, 

as well as second language acquisition and pedagogy.  

6.6 CONCLUSIONS  

This dissertation on the expression of sympathy or compassion as expressed by 

native speakers of Latin American Spanish and American English, and by intermediate 

learners of Spanish as an L2, has provided much knowledge on several topics. First, we 

learned that sympathy or compassion is an important emotion, since it is a way in which 
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interlocutors establish social bonds. However, when speakers are confronted with a 

situation where sympathy may be elicited, there are many factors that come into play in 

the speaker’s reaction. There may be spontaneous, emotional reactions, but there may 

also be emotive speech, which involves the strategic use of language to accomplish social 

goals. Giving sympathy involves a process that begins with being able to empathize with 

the interlocutor, which may lead to feeling sympathy sentiments and then to a display of 

sympathy. However, speakers sometimes do not feel empathy and are not able to 

sympathize at all. At other times they display surface sympathy when they decide to do 

emotion work and show sympathy for social or politeness reasons, although they do not 

actually feel it. Yet other times, also due to social or politeness factors, speakers may 

experience covert sympathy, when they feel sympathy sentiments but choose not to 

express them.  

One important finding from this dissertation is how influential the conversational 

structure can be on how or whether speakers express sympathy. I found that preference 

organization plays a major role, as speakers tend to react to the last utterance they hear. If 

a sympathy elicitation is not in focus and at the end of an utterance, they often do not feel 

the need to react sympathetically to it. Expressions of bad news and expressions of 

sympathy often form adjacency pairs. In addition, I found that an expression of 

compassion may be a speech act in and of itself, but speakers may perform other speech 

acts that also indirectly serve the function of expressing compassion. Finally, I found that 

speakers rely greatly on the use of conventional expressions, interjections, and 

exclamations when reacting to sympathy elicitations.  

As mentioned above, there are many factors that influence when speakers decide 

whether to display sympathy, and how to display it. The present study focused on female 

speakers of a limited age group, all college students. It is clear, however, that other 
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speakers of the opposite gender and of different age groups and social backgrounds might 

have different ways of expressing compassion. It is also clear that emotional reactions are 

greatly dependent on personality differences and personal experience, as well as on 

perceptions of how the hardship affected the interlocutor. However, I also found that 

there are cultural aspects or cultural scripts that speakers may follow when reacting to 

emotional situations. Sympathetic reactions varied greatly in my data depending on the 

seriousness or gravity of the situation, as the speakers’ way of reacting is mandated by 

how serious they perceive the bad news to be. It seems that speakers have more 

routinized or conventional ways of reacting to more serious situations, whereas there is a 

greater variety in how they react to low gravity situations. A possible reason for this 

phenomenon is that society has created recognized, formulaic ways to deal with difficult 

situations, such as using conventional expressions, whereas it is not necessary to have 

such conventional expressions for trivial situations.  

In this experiment I found that speakers of Latin American Spanish and American 

English are similar in how they express compassion, but also they are somewhat 

different. Particularly for situations of low gravity, it seems that the English NSs are more 

bound to cultural scripts of using standard expressions of sympathy when hearing about 

another person’s negative situation, whereas Spanish NSs tend to use other strategies for 

showing their concern, such as asking questions about the situation. Also it seems that 

Spanish NSs feel it is adequate simply to acknowledge the situation and continue the 

conversation in order not to dwell on a negative topic, while English NSs have more of a 

need to say something before continuing the conversation.  

One of the goals of this dissertation is to support the claim that the ability to 

express oneself emotionally and emotively should be a part of a language learner’s 

communicative competence. This study examined the ability of intermediate learners of 
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Spanish to express sympathy or compassion in the L2. I found that intermediate learners 

may not react appropriately to elicitations of compassion due to a lack of understanding, 

insecurity about how to respond, or a lack of linguistic proficiency. Learners also might 

lack displays of sympathy when they perceive that the hardship is not causing the 

interlocutor great distress. In addition, intermediate learners sometimes react in ways that 

correlate with their L1 pragmatic strategies or emotional reactions, although some make 

an effort to use phrases or expressions that they have learned in Spanish. In addition, I 

found that although NSs may be understanding of learners’ pragmatic errors due to their 

linguistic proficiency, because of the importance of expressing sympathy as a means to 

establish intersubjectivity among interlocutors, a failure to react properly to situations 

requiring sympathy might have a detrimental impact on the communication or 

relationship between interlocutors. Therefore, it is crucial that L2 learners be exposed to 

situations involving a variety of social situations that include emotional contexts in order 

to learn how to emote appropriately in the L2. 

In conclusion, I hope to have contributed with this dissertation to understanding 

the emotion of sympathy or compassion, particularly regarding the emotional and 

pragmatic expression of speakers of American English and Latin American Spanish as 

well as of L2 learners of Spanish. I also hope that this dissertation will spark interest in 

the further exploration of related topics, as it would be greatly beneficial for the 

understanding of cross-cultural pragmatics, for research on emotional and emotive 

communication, and for the growing field of second language acquisition. 

6.7 LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

Like any research study, this experiment had several limitations that influenced 

the results. One of the limitations is the number of participants in the experiment. There 
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were 60 participants in the study, 20 in each group. However, particularly for the NS 

groups, it would have been beneficial to have a greater number of participants in order to 

be able to make more robust claims about the distinct features of each language and the 

cultures that accompany the languages. Also, there was great variation within the groups, 

particularly in the Spanish NS group, as the participants came from a wide variety of 

countries in Latin America. In addition, they were all bilingual speakers of Spanish and 

English living in the U.S. Perhaps a future study could focus on a more specific 

population of monolingual speakers in a particular region of Latin America. Regarding 

the learner group, the participants were selected because they were all enrolled in the 

same intermediate Spanish class. However, future studies could rely on a proficiency test 

to determine the participants’ level more precisely. Also, it would be interesting to study 

the emotional reactions of learners at different levels of proficiency, particularly more 

advanced learners. Finally, this study included only female participants, and future 

studies could study the emotional reactions of males as well, in order to learn more about 

gender differences in emotional expression.  

Another limitation is the scope of the study. Within the topic of sympathy, I 

studied 2 situations of different gravity. It would be interesting to obtain speakers’ 

reactions to a greater variety of situations involving different types of relationships 

among interlocutors. Also, the fact that the researcher was the person who conducted the 

experiment is a limitation, since it may lead to an observer’s paradox. As explained in 

chapter 3, that the researcher conducted the experiment was justified for several reasons. 

However, future research could modify the methodology in order for a different person to 

carry out the experiment or at least the retrospective inverviews.  

One of the innovative aspects of this study is the way in which the data were 

collected, by attempting to have a natural, informal conversation where the participants 
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did not know that expressions of compassion would be elicited. Future studies could use 

similar methodologies to study a wider range of emotions or pragmatic features. Finally, 

the data for this study were audio recorded; no video recording was performed. It is clear 

that when dealing with emotional expression, non-verbal communication plays a major 

role. Therefore, future studies could perform video recordings in order to analyze non-

verbal cues in addition to linguistic aspects. 

One of the possibilities for future research on the topic of sympathy outlined by 

Schmitt and Clark (2006) is to study the effect of globalization on sympathy processes. 

They claim that we have little understanding of cultural differences in sympathy 

processes, but we know even less about how these processes may be changing due to the 

effects of globalization. With the present study, I have advanced our knowledge of 

sympathy processes in Spanish and English. However, much work is yet to be done to 

fully understand these processes and the effects of bilingualism and cultural contact. 

In conclusion, this dissertation contributes to the field of second language 

acquisition by combining cognitive, affective, and social factors to show how much they 

interact with language production and comprehension. The topic of sympathy is ideal for 

this type of analysis because its expression may be emotional or emotive but is also 

mediated by social and politeness factors as well as conversational structure. Including 

the analysis of these important factors results in a multi-faceted approach that provides a 

more unified way to study second language acquisition. Specifically, this dissertation 

contributes to our understanding of the expression of sympathy or compassion by NSs of 

American English and Latin American Spanish, and by intermediate learners of Spanish 

as an L2. However, there is much work yet to do to continue investigating these and 

related topics. 
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Appendix 1: IRB forms 

Research Proposal 
 
I. Title 
 
Sympathy and compassion in Spanish and English: expressing emotion in the L2  

 
II. Investigators  

 
Jocelly G. Meiners 

 
III. Hypothesis, Research Questions, or Goals of the Project 
 
This study aims to answer the following research questions: 
1. How do intermediate/advanced learners of Spanish who are native speakers of English 

express compassion in their L2? Do they employ strategies from their L1, or are they able to 
produce L2 appropriate strategies? 

2. Are there differences in how compassion is expressed by native speakers of American 
English and native speakers of Latin American Spanish? In other words, when a speaker 
shares bad news with an interlocutor, are there differences in the formulas used to express 
compassion, the speech acts that are performed or in how the conversation develops? Also, 
are there differences in the strategies used depending on the gravity of the situation? 

3. How would native speakers of Spanish react to the nonstandard expressions of compassion 
used by L2 learners of Spanish when speaking the L2? Would unexpected responses make 
them feel uncomfortable? 

4. Assuming differences are found between how compassion is expressed in English and 
Spanish, are learners aware of the existence of these differences? Are they able to notice 
these differences when observing an interaction between native speakers of Spanish? 

 
The following hypotheses predict the outcome of this study: 
1. Since the learners will not have had extensive contact with native speakers of their L2, and 

since pragmatic strategies are normally not taught in language classrooms, the learners are 
expected to express compassion in the L2 in very similar ways as in the L1. They will often 
transfer strategies and phrases from the L1 to the L2. Therefore, transfer is expected to occur 
in the data, in accordance with the learners’ proficiency level. 

2. Yes, differences in how speakers of English and Spanish express compassion will be shown. 
Although there is a large variety of ways to express compassion, as well as many similarities 
between the two languages, there will be overall differences in the expressions and speech 
acts used by the native speakers of English and Spanish. Also, differences will be found in 
the expressions used depending on the gravity of the situation. Based on preliminary research 
and observation of native speakers, English speakers are expected to use compassion 
formulas for both low and high gravity situations, whereas Spanish speakers are expected to 
use formulas only for high gravity situations. 
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3. NS of Spanish are expected to understand that learners do not often know exactly how to 
express emotions such as compassion in the L2. However, they will also believe that 
unexpected expressions of compassion, or lack of compassion might make other NS feel 
uncomfortable, thus causing problems in the intersubjectivity between interlocutors. 

4. We expect that learners will not be aware of specific differences between how compassion is 
expressed in English and Spanish. However, we expect that after raising awareness on the 
issue, and after they watch an interaction between native speakers of Spanish, learners will be 
able to detect differences in how compassion is expressed. 

 
IV. Background and Significance 
 

Second language acquisition research has shown that lack of pragmatic information or 
knowledge of the norms of language use in the second language (L2) may produce greater 
miscommunication than lack of L2 grammar or vocabulary. Related to the issues of language use 
and pragmatics in second language acquisition, a new topic that has emerged is the expression of 
emotions by L2 learners, since the inability to express one’s emotions or to correctly perceive the 
interlocutor’s emotions in the L2 may also lead to problems in communication. Studies on the 
issue of emotion in second language acquisition and bilingualism have analyzed topics such as 
expressing anger (Dewaele 2006) and the use of humor (Vaid 2006). However, one important 
emotion that has not been analyzed in depth in the L2 research is that of sympathy or compassion.  

Various researchers have argued that the ability to feel sympathy or compassion for other 
human beings is one of the most important traits of human nature. According to Wispé (1991), 
philosophers David Hume, Adam Smith and Arthur Schopenhauer all used the term sympathy to 
refer to the capacity to be affected by the emotions of others, and to explain the transmission of 
emotions from one person to another. The ability to feel the emotions of another person is what 
makes sympathy and compassion such unique and important traits of human nature. This idea of 
sympathy being unique to human beings entails an assumption that sympathy is a universal 
feeling, although it may be expressed in culturally different ways. One of the goals of this 
dissertation is to analyze the differences in the expression of compassion by native speakers of 
American English and Latin American Spanish. 

Compassion is a unique emotion, since, unlike other emotions such as fear or sadness, it 
can only arise through social interaction (Clark, 1997, p. 263). Compassion is thus important in 
establishing intersubjectivity among speakers. Based on ideas by Rommetveit (1974) and Van 
Dijk (1990), Koike (2009, p.37) defines intersubjectivity as “the notion that dialogue participants 
can come to share each other’s points of view and conceptions of their social reality.” If a speaker 
is unable to express compassion appropriately in the L2, there may be a lack of intersubjectivity 
between the interlocutors, which can lead to other consequences in the communication or 
relationship among interlocutors. This dissertation will thus examine the ability of L2 learners of 
Spanish to express the emotion of compassion. 

Although compassion is a very important element in communication and in establishing 
intersubjectivity, it has not been researched extensively. This topic has mostly been looked at 
from the perspective of psychology (Wispé, 1991) and sociology (Clark, 1997).  Clark (1997, 
p.11) claims that, “giving and getting sympathy have consequences for our everyday encounters, 
relationships, and the webs of social bonds that make up society.” She also posits that “sympathy 
transactions symbolize, create, or enact networks and intimacy boundaries; sympathy indicates 
that a sympathizer and sympathizee share a social bond.” Clark (1997, p.59-60) also notes that 
sometimes expressions of sympathy are uncalled for, as they might offend a person by reminding 
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them of their troubles. However, a much more serious pragmatic fault is to withhold an 
expression of sympathy when it is required. Withholding sympathy might cause problems among 
interlocutors because the person with the problem might become unsure of the interlocutors’ 
intentions or about their relationship. Sympathy is often expected, even if it is not completely 
sincere. Clark (1997) mentions that insincere sympathy is quite common, since people often 
know that they must show sympathy even though they do not really feel it. In other words, 
expressing sympathy can be a form of polite behavior or a social norm.  

According to Wierzbicka (1994), emotion and culture are inextricably intertwined. She 
argues that the concept of emotion is culture-specific, and suggests that, “different cultures 
encourage different attitudes toward emotions, and these different attitudes are reflected in both 
the lexicon and the grammar of the languages associated with these cultures” (p.133). Harkins & 
Wierzbicka (1997) also point out that cultural attitudes influence both how emotions are 
expressed, and how people talk about them. They argue that groups of people have scripts and 
cultural values that are institutionalized and become an important part of their cultural identity. 
This dissertation thus aims to discover any cultural differences that might influence how speakers 
of English and Spanish express emotions.  

This dissertation proposes taking emotion and emotivity into account when studying the 
developing communicative competence of L2 learners. The idea of communicative competence 
(Hymes, 1974) notes effective and appropriate language use as a determining factor of linguistic 
proficiency. According to Pavlenko (2005), mastering the norms for emotional expression in an 
L2 can be very challenging, since “to perform affect appropriately in another language, L2 
learners have to internalize language-specific terms and expressions and also uncover similarities 
and differences between translation equivalents in their respective languages” (p.119). Rintell 
(1990) also mentions that performing appropriate emotion speech acts in an L2 requires learners 
not only to master a variety of linguistic means, but also to have a pragmatic understanding of 
when, how, to whom, and to what extent a particular emotion can be expressed, and which, if 
any, mitigators should be used. It is clear, however, that “despite the growing awareness of the 
importance of emotional expression, foreign language classrooms rarely teach learners how to 
perform affect” (Pavlenko, 2005, p. 144). As a consequence, learners are often unable to express 
their own feelings (Polanyi, 1995; Rintell, 1989, 1990; Toya & Kodis, 1996) and are unsure about 
interpreting those of others (Rintell, 1984).  

A seminal contribution to the study of emotion in second language acquisition was 
Rintell’s (1984) research on L2 learners’ perception of emotion. Rintell (1984, p. 255-256) claims 
that a particular aspect of the L2 learners’ developing pragmatic ability is the knowledge of how 
language is used to express and perceive emotion. She proposes that the act of expressing a 
particular emotion is an illocutionary act, and therefore expressing emotion falls under the 
domain of pragmatics. There are social conventions that dictate when or how one can express 
emotions, and understanding a speaker’s emotional intent also determines the success of an 
illocutionary act.  
 Rintell’s (1984) study found that lower proficiency learners had greater difficulties 
interpreting emotional content in L2 conversations than higher proficiency learners. She also 
found that significant differences exist between the perception of emotions by learners and native 
speakers, even for the most advanced learners, indicating that perceiving emotions in the L2 is a 
difficult task. Rintell (1984, p.262-263) claims that the ability to use cues such as word choice, 
intonation and non-verbal communication to make inferences about a speaker’s emotional state 
requires a high level of language proficiency and familiarity with the social conventions involved, 
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and proposes further addressing this issue by studying speakers’ and learners’ production of 
emotion in speech. 

Although there are some previous studies that involve elements of production (Rintell 
1989, Toya & Kodis 1996, Nakajima 2003), no study has analyzed learners’ expressions of 
emotion during oral interactions. Since emotivity is socially constructed, there is a need to study 
how L2 learners express and perceive emotions during interaction. According to Pavlenko (2005, 
p.149-150), “the most important direction for future inquiry is the study of spontaneous talk in 
natural settings, which would reveal how understanding unfolds and emerges on-line, in specific 
interaction, and in the context of local concerns, rights, obligations, and power relations, and not 
only remote cultural rules.” It is clear that compassion is a very important emotion that has not 
been thoroughly studied. Examining how L2 learners express compassion could contribute to our 
understanding of learners’ acquisition of emotional expression in the L2, and of possible 
communication problems that could arise from learners’ nonstandard emotional interactions with 
native speakers of the L2. Also, studying how native speakers of Spanish and English express 
compassion could give us great insights about differences between English and Spanish 
pragmatics.  
 
V. Research Method, Design, and Proposed Statistical Analysis 

 
The methodology for this study involves three groups of participants: native speakers of 

English who are learners of Spanish, native speakers of Spanish, and native speakers of English. 
Each participant will complete a background questionnaire about her language learning history. 
Next they will have an audio-recorded conversation in Spanish with the researcher in which they 
have to cover several topics, such as how their day has been and what plans they have for the 
upcoming weekend. During the conversation the researcher will share some bad news with the 
participant, in order to obtain their reaction and see how they might express sympathy or 
compassion. Finally the researcher will interview the participant in English of Spanish (as 
appropriate) about their ideas of expressing sympathy when speaking Spanish and English. 

The data will be analyzed by listening to the recordings and transcribing key parts of the 
conversations. Then the responses involving expressions of sympathy and compassion will be 
analyzed both qualitatively and quantitatively by categorizing and tallying the different 
expressions used. Also, a qualitative analysis of the participants’ responses to the retrospective 
interviews will be performed. 

 
VI. Human Subject Interactions 
 
A. Sources of potential participants 
The participants for this study will all be female students at the University of Texas at Austin 
between the ages of 18 and 30. There will be three groups of participants. The first group will 
consist of 20 native speakers of English who are intermediate/advanced learners of Spanish. The 
second group will consist of 20 native speakers of Spanish from Latin America, and the third 
group will consist of 20 native speakers of English. The data collection is expected to begin as 
soon as IRB approval is received, and it is expected to finish at the end of the Fall 2010 semester. 
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B. Procedures for the recruitment of the participants.   
 
Participants will be recruited by sending emails to selected email lists and by obtaining 
permission from instructors at the University of Texas at Austin to visit their classes and recruit 
participants.  
 
C. Procedure for obtaining informed consent 
 
A written, signed consent form will used to obtain consent from each participant. The consent 
form will state the purpose of the study, the expected number of subjects, a description of the 
study and a statement of confidentiality and anonymity. The subjects will also be informed of 
how to obtain more information on this study and it will also state that their participation in this 
study will not affect their grade in their class. Each participant will be able to keep a copy of this 
consent form. 

 
D.  Research Protocol 
 
The participants will be asked to come to an office in the Spanish and Portuguese Department. 
They will be asked to sign the consent form and to fill out a background questionnaire. Each 
participant will be asked to have an audio-recorded conversation with the researcher in which 
they will have to address several topics. During the conversation the researcher will share some 
bad news with the participant in order to obtain their reaction. After each conversation the 
researcher will ask some of the participants to watch a short video clip and comment on it. The 
researcher will also ask the participants some retrospective questions about the experiment. Each 
session will last approximately 30 minutes.  
 
E.  Privacy and confidentiality of participants 
 
The data collected will be strictly confidential and will only be accessed by the researcher.  The 
participants’ responses will remain anonymous.   
 
F. Confidentiality of the research data 
 
In order to maintain anonymity and confidentiality of the data, the subjects will be assigned 
pseudo names and their real names will not be used. The data will be stored in the researcher’s 
personal computer and will not be able to be accessed by anyone else. The audiotapes will be 
stored in a secure place that only the researcher can access. 
 
G. Research resources 

 
This research will require a digital audio recorder to record the data. The data will be collected in 
an office of the Department of Spanish and Portuguese. 

 
VII. Potential risks  

 
This is a minimal-risk research project.  The subjects will not be exposed to any physical, 
psychological, social, legal, or other risks. 
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VIII. Potential benefits  
 

For the learners, a benefit for participating in the experiment might be to have an opportunity to 
practice their Spanish with a native Speaker. Also, participants will be offered $10 as an incentive 
for their time in participating in the experiment. 
 
IX.  Sites or agencies involved in the research project     N/A 

 
X.  Review by another IRB N/A 
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Consent Form 

Title: Conversation in Spanish and English by native speakers and learners  
IRB PROTOCOL # 
 
Conducted By:    Jocelly Guie Meiners   Faculty Sponsor: Dale Koike 

   The University of Texas at Austin The University of Texas at Austin 
      Department of Spanish and Portuguese Department of Spanish and Portuguese 

   BEN 4.102      BEN 3.108 
                             jocelly@mail.utexas.edu         d.koike@mail.utexas.edu 
                             512.203.5358    512.232.4508 
 
You are being asked to participate in a research study.  This form provides you with information 
about the study. The person in charge of this research will also describe this study to you and 
answer all of your questions. Please read the information below and ask any questions you might 
have before deciding whether or not to take part. Your participation is entirely voluntary. You can 
refuse to participate without penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. You 
can stop your participation at any time and your refusal will not impact current or future 
relationships with UT Austin or participating sites. To do so simply tell the researcher you wish 
to stop participation. The researcher will provide you with a copy of this consent for your records. 
 
The purpose of this study is to collect data to better understand communication and language 
use of native speakers of Spanish, native speakers of English, as well as learners of Spanish as a 
second language. Approximately 60 participants are expected to contribute to this study, and the 
data will be used for the researcher’s doctoral dissertation. 
 
If you agree to be in this study, we will ask you to do the following things: 

• Complete a background questionnaire about your language learning history. 
• Have an audio-recorded conversation with another person, either in Spanish or English. 
• Watch a short video clip and comment on it. 
• Participate in an audio-recorded retrospective interview with the researcher. 

 
Total estimated time to participate in study is 30 minutes. 
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Risks of being in the study 
• The risk associated with this study is no greater than everyday life. 
• This study may involve risks that are currently unforeseeable. If you wish to discuss the 

information above or any other risks you may experience, you may ask questions now or 
call the Principal Investigator listed on the front page of this form. 
 

Benefits of being in the study 
• There are no benefits for participating in this study, although learners might benefit from 

practicing their Spanish with a native speaker of Spanish. 
• Participation in this experiment will not affect participants’ grade in any class. 

 
Compensation: You will be offered $10 for your time in participating in this study. You will be 
responsible for any taxes assessed on the compensation. 

 
Confidentiality and Privacy Protections: 

• The data resulting from your participation may be made available to other researchers in the 
future for research purposes not detailed within this consent form. In these cases, the data 
will contain no identifying information that could associate you with it, or with your 
participation in any study. 

• Since the sessions will be audio-recorded, to protect your confidentiality, tapes will be 
coded so that no personally identifying information is visible on them; tapes will be kept 
in a secure place (e.g., a locked file cabinet in the investigator’s office); tapes will be 
heard only for research purposes by the investigator and his or her associates; and to 
make possible future analysis the investigator will retain the recordings. 

• Authorized persons from The University of Texas at Austin, members of the Institutional 
Review Board, and (study sponsors, if any) have the legal right to review your research 
records and will protect the confidentiality of those records to the extent permitted by law. 
All publications will exclude any information that will make it possible to identify you as 
a subject. Throughout the study, the researchers will notify you of new information that 
may become available and that might affect your decision to remain in the study. 

 
Contacts and Questions: 
 
If you have any questions about the study please ask now.  If you have questions later, want 
additional information, or wish to withdraw your participation call the researchers conducting the 
study.  Their names, phone numbers, and e-mail addresses are at the top of this page.   
 
If you would like to obtain information about the research study, have questions, concerns, 
complaints or wish to discuss problems about a research study with someone unaffiliated with the 
study, please contact the IRB Office at (512) 471-8871 or Jody Jensen, Ph.D., Chair, The 
University of Texas at Austin Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects at 
(512) 232-2685. Anonymity, if desired, will be protected to the extent possible. As an alternative 
method of contact, an email may be sent to orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu or a letter sent to IRB 
Administrator, P.O. Box 7426, Mail Code A 3200, Austin, TX 78713. 
 

You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records. 

 



 304 

Statement of Consent: 
 
I have read the above information and have sufficient information to make a decision about 
participating in this study.  I consent to participate in the study. 
 
Signature:___________________________________________ Date: __________________ 
___________________________________________________ Date: ___________________ 
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent 
 
 
Signature of Investigator:__________________________ Date: __________________ 
 
 
We may wish to present some of the tapes from this study at scientific conventions or as 
demonstrations in classrooms. Please sign below if you are willing to allow us to do so with your 
tape.   
 
I hereby give permission for the audiotape made for this research study to also be used for 
educational purposes.  
 
Signature:___________________________________________ Date: __________________ 
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Appendix 2: Recruitment emails 

Recruitment email for learners 
 
Dear students, 
 
I am a graduate student performing a linguistics study for my dissertation. This email is 
to request your participation in my study. Students who participate will receive $10 for 
their time. I am searching for students who meet the following criteria: 
 
-Female between 18 and 25 years of age 
-Currently taking SPN 611D 
-Speaks English as their native language 
-Did not grow up hearing/speaking Spanish at home 
-Has not lived or traveled extensively in a Spanish-speaking country 
-Does not speak other languages other than English and Spanish fluently 
 
If you meet all of these requirements, I need your help! The study will take 
approximately 30 minutes, and it will take place in an office on the fourth floor of 
Benedict. We can set up a meeting at your convenience. 
 
If you decide to participate, you will be asked to fill out a questionnaire, have an audio-
recorded casual conversation in Spanish, watch a very short video and answer some 
questions.  
 
It will be very easy and you will be able to practice your Spanish, make $10 and 
contribute to interesting linguistics research. 
 
If you are interested in participating or have any questions, please email me at 
jocelly@gmail.com. 
 
THANK YOU! 
Jocelly Meiners 
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Recruitment email for English native speakers 
 
Dear students, 
I am a graduate student performing a linguistics study for my dissertation. This email is 
to request your participation in my study. Students who participate will receive $10 for 
their time. I am searching for students who meet the following criteria: 

- Female between 18 and 25 years of age 
- Speaks English as their native language 
- Grew up in the US. 
- Did not grow up hearing/speaking Spanish at home 
- Has not lived or traveled extensively in a Spanish-speaking country 
- Does not fluently speak other languages other than English. 
 
If you meet all of these requirements, I need your help! The study will take 
approximately 30 minutes, and it will take place in an office on the fourth floor of 
Benedict. We can set up a meeting at your convenience. 

If you decide to participate, you will be asked to fill out a simple questionnaire, have an 
audio-recorded casual conversation in English, and answer some questions.It will be very 
easy, you will be able to make $10 in only half an hour, and contribute to interesting 
linguistics research.  If you are interested in participating or have any questions, please 
email me at jocelly@gmail.com. 

THANK YOU! 
Jocelly Meiners 

Recruitment email for Spanish native speakers 
 
Buenos días, les escribo porque estoy buscando participantes para un estudio lingüístico 
para mi tesis doctoral. Busco mujeres entre la edad de 18 y 25 años que sean hablantes 
nativas de español, y que hayan aprendido español en Latinoamérica. El estudio se 
realizará en el campus, en el edificio Benedict, y dura aproximadamente media hora. El 
estudio implica solamente tener una conversación informal en español, y la recompensa 
por participar son $10. 
Si tienen alguna pregunta o si están interesadas por favor escríbanme a la siguiente 
dirección: jocelly@mail.utexas.edu. 
O si conocen a alguna persona que tenga estas características, por favor envíenle este 
correo. 
 
Muchas gracias, 
Jocelly Meiners 
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Appendix 3: Data collection materials 

Background questionnaire for learners 
 
Thank you for taking the time to participate in this study.  
Before we begin, please answer the following questions: 
 
• How old are you? 
 
 
 
 
• How long have you been studying Spanish? 
 
 
 
 
• In what contexts have you learned Spanish (high school, college, private lessons, 

etc.)? 
 
 
 
 
• Have you traveled to any Spanish-speaking countries? If so, for how long? 
 
 
 
 
• How often do you use or listen to Spanish outside of class (TV, movies, etc.)? 
 
 
 
 
• Do you have contact with any native Spanish speakers (friends, relatives, etc.)? If so, 

do you speak Spanish with them, and how often? 
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Background questionnaire for Spanish native speakers 
 
Muchas gracias por tomar el tiempo para participar en este estudio. 
Antes de comenzar, por favor responde las siguientes preguntas: 
 
• ¿Cuántos años tienes?  
 
 
• ¿De dónde eres?  
 
 
• ¿En cuáles países has vivido y por cuánto tiempo? 
 
 
• ¿Cuándo empezaste a aprender inglés y en qué contextos (escuela, universidad, 

lecciones privadas, etc.)? 
 
 
• ¿Hablas algún otro idioma además de español e inglés? ¿Con cuánta fluidez?  
 
 

 

Background questionnaire for English native speakers 
 
Thank you for taking the time to participate in this study.  
Before we begin, please answer the following questions: 
 
• How old are you? 
 
 
• Where were you born? 
 
 
• What countries/states have you lived in, and for how long? 
 
 
• Do you speak any languages other than English? If so, how fluently? 
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List of possible conversation topics in English 
 
a. talk about yourself (where you are from, what you do, etc.) 
 
b. how your day (today) has been so far 
 
c. what you did last weekend 
 
d. how this semester is going 
 
e. your plans for the next vacations 

 

List of possible conversation topics in Spanish 
 
a. hablar de ti misma (de dónde eres, qué haces, etc.) 
 
b. cómo ha estado tu día (hoy) hasta ahora 
 
c. qué hiciste el fin de semana pasado 
 
d. cómo va este semestre 
 
e. tus planes para las próximas vacaciones 
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 Appendix 4: Reactions used by each participant 

Reactions by Spanish native speakers 
 

Participant and 
Situation 

Phrases used Reactions 

S1 - 1  Acknowledge 
S1 - 2 Ay lo siento por lo de tu tío Sympathy expression  
S2 - 1  Acknowledge 
S2 - 2 Oh lo siento Sympathy expression  
S3 - 1  Acknowledge 
S3 - 2  Acknowledge 
S4 - 1 Ay qué feo Sympathy exclamation and discuss the cause  
S4 - 2  Acknowledge 
S5 - 1  Ask a question, discuss the cause and offer 

advice 
S5 - 2  Continue conversation 
S6 - 1  Discuss the cause (unspoken empathy?) 
S6 - 2 Lo siento mucho Sympathy expression  
S7 - 1 Ay no Sympathy exclamation  
S7 - 2 Ay no Sympathy exclamation  
S8 - 1  Ask a question, discuss the cause and relate to 

situation 
S8 - 2  Continue the conversation 
S9 -1  Acknowledge 
S9 - 2  Acknowledge 
S10 - 1  Comment, relate to situation, and offer advice 
S10 - 2 Ay no Sympathy exclamation 
S11 - 1  Relate to situation  
S11 - 2 Wow Sympathy interjection 
S12 - 1  Ask a question + discuss the cause 
S12 - 2  Acknowledge 
S14 - 1  Discuss the cause 
S14 - 2  Acknowledge 
S15 - 1  Discuss the cause 
S15 - 2 Híjole Sympathy interjection 
S16 - 1  Acknowledge 
S16 - 2  Acknowledge 
S17 - 1  Comment 
S17 - 2  Acknowledge 
S18 - 1  Discuss the cause 
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S18 - 2 Ay cómo crees Sympathy exclamation  
S19 - 1  Ask a question, discuss the cause and positive 

outlook 
S19 - 2 Ay lo siento Sympathy expression  
S20 - 1  Change the topic 
S20 - 2  Continue the conversation  
S21 - 1  Ask a question + discuss the cause 
S21 - 2  Acknowledge 

Reactions by English native speakers 
 

Participant and 
Situation 

Phrases used Reaction 

E1- 1  Continue conversation 
E1 - 2  Acknowledge 
E2 - 1  Relate to situation 
E2 - 2 I’m sorry Sympathy expression  
E3 - 1 Oh man Sympathy exclamation and relate to situation 
E3 - 2 Oh I’m sorry Sympathy expression  
E4 - 1 Oh no Sympathy exclamation  
E4 - 2  Acknowledge 
E5 - 1 Aw Sympathy interjection  
E5 - 2  Acknowledge 
E6 - 1 Oh I’m sorry Sympathy expression  
E6 - 2 I’m sorry to hear that Sympathy expression 
E7 - 1 Aw Sympathy interjection  
E7 - 2 Oh sorry Sympathy expression  
E8 - 1  Ask a question and relate to situation 
E8 - 2 Oh. I’m sorry Sympathy expression  
E9 - 1 Aw Sympathy interjection and comment 
E9 - 2 Oh I’m sorry Sympathy expression  
E10 - 1 Aw 

That sucks 
Sympathy interjection, sympathy 
exclamation, and relate to situation  

E10 - 2  Relate to situation and comment  
E11 - 1 Oh I’m sorry Sympathy expression  
E11 - 2 Oh no Sympathy exclamation and positive outlook 
E12 - 1  Offer advice 
E12 - 2 Sorry Sympathy expression  
E13 - 1 Oh no Sympathy exclamation  
E13 - 2  Acknowledge 
E14 - 1  Acknowledge 
E14 - 2  Acknowledge 
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E15 - 1 I’m sorry Sympathy expression  
E15 - 2 Oh I’m sorry Sympathy expression  
E16 - 1  Relate to situation  
E16 - 2 Oh I’m sorry Sympathy expression  
E17 - 1 Aw, I’m sorry Sympathy interjection and sympathy 

expression 
E17 - 2  Continue the conversation 
E18 - 1  Discuss the cause 
E18 - 2 I’m sorry Sympathy expression 
E19 - 1 Aw Sympathy interjection 
E19 - 2 I’m sorry Sympathy expression 
E21 - 1  Acknowledge 
E21 - 2 Oh, sorry Sympathy expression  

Reactions by Learners 
 

Participant and 
Situation 

Phrases used Reactions Understood the 
elicitation? 

L1 - 1  Acknowledge Yes 
L1 - 2 Lo siento. Sympathy expression Yes 
L2 - 1  Did not understand No 
L2 - 2  Did not understand No 
L3 - 1  Acknowledge  Yes  
L3 - 2 Oh no. 

Lo siento. 
Sympathy exclamation and sympathy 
expression 

Yes 

L4 - 1  Relate to situation Yes 
L4 - 2 Ay lo siento Sympathy expression Yes 
L6 - 1  Acknowledge Yes 
L6 - 2  Did not understand No 
L7 - 1  Acknowledge Yes 
L7 - 2  Acknowledge Yes 
L8 - 1  Did not understand No 
L8 - 2 Oh lo siento Sympathy expression No 
L9 - 1 Oh lo siento Sympathy expression Yes 
L9 - 2 Oh no Sympathy exclamation and ask 

question  
Yes 

L10 - 1  Did not understand No 
L10 - 2  Acknowledge Yes 
L11 - 1  First time did not understand and 

comments on weather, second time 
relate to situation 

Yes 

L11 - 2 Mm lo siento Sympathy expression  Yes 
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L12 - 1  Acknowledge Yes 
L12 - 2 Oh lo siento Sympathy expression and relate to 

situation  
Yes 

L13 - 1  Acknowledge Yes 
L13 - 2 Oh qué lástima, 

qué triste 
Sympathy exclamations Yes 

L14 - 1  Acknowledge Yes 
L14 - 2  Acknowledge Yes 
L15 - 1  First time didn’t understand so 

continued conversation. 
Second time relate to situation 

Yes 

L15 - 2 Oh lo siento 
Qué mal 
Qué lástima 

Sympathy expression and sympathy 
exclamations 

Yes 

L16 - 1  Did not understand  No 
L16 - 2 Mm, lo siento Sympathy expression Yes 
L17 - 1 Lo siento Sympathy expression Yes 
L17 - 2  Ask a question  Yes 
L18 - 1  Acknowledge Yes 
L18 - 2 Lo siento Sympathy expression Yes 
L19 - 1 Aw Sympathy interjection (in English) Yes 
L19 - 2  Acknowledge Yes 
L20 - 1  Acknowledge Yes 
L20 - 2  Acknowledge Yes 
L21 - 1  Didn’t understand No 
L21 - 2 Lo siento Sympathy expression No 
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