The impact of linguistic choices and (para-)linguistic markers on the perception of Twitter complaints by other customers: An experimental approach
Abstract
[bookmark: _Hlk79152159][bookmark: _Hlk79152354]This paper addresses how the realizations of different constitutive components of customer Twitter complaints shape the perception of these complaints by other potential customers. A complaint situation is defined as consisting of four components which can be expressed by the complainer: the “complainable”, negative evaluation about the complainable, the person or entity considered to be responsible for the complainable, and the wish for the complainable to be remedied. In this paper, we present three experiments in which we test how customer complaint perception is impacted by the realization of the complainable (Exp. 1), of the entity responsible for the complainable (Exp. 2), and of the customer’s wish for the complainable to be remedied (Exp. 3). The results of Exp. 1 indicate that the perceived likelihood that the complaint will be responded to by the company is highest when the complainable is realized as a combination of an assertion + question + picture. In Exp. 2, we found that, in comparison with the use of the discourse marker dites to refer to the entity responsible for the complainable, the use of a noun phrase or the absence of this component makes the complaint more polite. Finally, our data from Exp. 3 reveal that, compared to the use of an imperative to voice the customer’s wish for the complainable to be remedied, ‘indirect’ request forms, and preparatory interrogatives, in particular, are perceived as more polite, as expressing lower dissatisfaction, and as decreasing the likelihood of a response from the company.
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1 Introduction
In the current era of digital communication, social media are frequently used by customers to voice their dissatisfaction with a product or a service and to make recommendations to other prospective customers (Hennig-Thurau et al. 2004; Mudambi & Schuff 2010). Purchase decisions have been shown to be largely based on other consumers’ feedback (Ludwig et al. 2013; Yin et al. 2014). When this feedback is negative, there is, for the company that is targeted by the customer, a risk of negative emotional contagion in the sense that the negativity expressed in a particular comment will spread to the whole community (e.g., Hatfield et al. 1994; Widdershoven 2019). This can damage the company’s reputation and profits. In order to address this issue and in an attempt to take consumer feedback into account, most companies engage in “webcare” and hire customer service agents to address consumers’ concerns.
These developments have incited scholars to investigate companies’ responses to customer complaints as well as, more generally, negative consumer feedback (e.g., Cenni & Goethals 2017; Dayter & Rüdiger 2014; Decock & Depraetere 2018; Vásquez 2011). Different approaches have been adopted: some authors focus on one particular platform such as Twitter (Lutzky 2021), others compare different languages (e.g., Cenni & Goethals 2017) and different platforms (e.g., Booking.com and TripAdvisor) (Decock et al. 2021) and/or study these types of online written interaction from an (im)politeness and rapport management perspective (e.g., Hernández-López 2022). What is striking is that assumptions tend to be made regarding (im)politeness effects of specific (para-)linguistic choices without testing them empirically, by probing into readers’ perceptions, and checking whether these assumptions hold (but see Depraetere et al. 2021). There is thus a gap in our current state of knowledge when it comes to the ways in which the linguistic realization of customer feedback influences prospective customers’ perception of this feedback. That is, how do (para-)linguistic choices affect other customers’ perception of complaints in terms of different face-related concepts such as the gravity of complainable, the strength, politeness and offensiveness of the complaint, customer dissatisfaction, and the likelihood of a response from the company? We believe that this line of research is relevant to gaining a better understanding of the phenomenon of negative emotional contagion online. This paper will therefore address research questions in this area of study.
We first examined the realization of 200 Twitter customer complaints. Following Decock & Depraetere (2018) and Depraetere et al. (2021), which build on House and Kasper’s (1981) and Trosborg’s (1995) work on complaints, we assume that a complaint situation consists of four constitutive components which can be expressed (para-)linguistically: Component A refers to the situation or event about which the customer is complaining (“complainable”); Component B is the expression by the complaining customer (henceforth the “complainer”) of a negative evaluation; Component C refers to the person or institution that is considered by the complainer to be responsible for the complainable; Component D concerns the complainer’s wish for the complainable to be remedied. All complaint components can be realized in different ways. For instance, the negative evaluation (component B) can be expressed by negative evaluative adjectives, verbs, nouns or expressions, and, in written language, through emoji which convey negative emotions and through punctuation (e.g., exclamation marks), etc. (See our previous article in this issue for detailed comments on the operationalization of the complaint component analysis). Finally, even though the components are always conceptually distinguishable, it is possible that the linguistic realization of one component is embedded in another component. Component B (negative evaluation), for instance, can feature in a declarative that refers to component A (the complainable), e.g., The bloody train is late again @SNCF.
Here is an example of a Twitter customer complaint addressed to the SNCF (Société nationale des chemins de fer français, i.e., the French national railway company) that we used in our experiments and that contains all four components:
(1) Dites @SNCF, il faut faire quelque chose à la ligne Marseille Bordeaux qui est trop longue et constamment en retard. Au début je croyais à la malchance mais en fait cette ligne ne fonctionne VRAIMENT pas et on n’en peut plus.
“Hey @SNCF, something must be done about the Marseille Bordeaux line, which is too long and systematically delayed. First I thought it was bad luck, but in fact this line REALLY doesn’t work and we’re fed up with this.”
Component A is the fact that the line Marseille-Bordeaux is too long and systematically late. Component B is expressed through the use of capital letters (VRAIMENT). Component C is realized with the discourse marker dites and component D is a request for action (il faut faire quelque chose).
Having gained detailed insight into the (para-)linguistic realization of Twitter complaints, we put in place experiments to investigate other customers’ assessments about face-threat in Twitter complaints. Using corpus-based Twitter complaints such as (1), we found that complaints containing a higher number of constitutive components, i.e., complaints including all four components compared to complaints with only one or two components, increase perceived strength, dissatisfaction, and decrease politeness (Ruytenbeek et al. to appear). In addition, an explicit negative evaluation of the complainable produced a similar effect. This finding led us to investigate in more detail how different realizations of this constitutive component (B) shape complaint perception. The results of this additional experiment show, for example, that different realizations of the negative evaluation of the complainable have a different effect on complaint perception; in particular, emoji soften the complaints, and make them sound more polite in comparison with e.g., negative adjectives and adverbs.
Thus far, the only constitutive component that we have addressed is component B. The presence/absence of each of the other three components appeared to have relatively little effect on complaint perception in Ruytenbeek et al.’s (to appear) experiments. However, it remains possible that, here as well, specific (para-)linguistic realizations of these components affect complaint perception. We will therefore examine the impact of the different realizations of the other constitutive components of complaints, i.e., the complainable (component A), the person/entity responsible for the complainable (component C), and the customer’s wish for compensation (component D) on their assessment by “third parties”.
In this article, we report on three experiments that complement our previous work on the assessment of Twitter complaints by other potential customers or third parties. The first experiment examines the influence of different realizations of the complainable (component A) on complaint perception (Section 2). The second experiment addresses how complaint perception is shaped by the realizations of the person/entity responsible for the complainable (component C) (Section 3). The third experiment investigates how different realizations of the customer’s wish for the complainable to be remedied (component D) impact on complaint perception (Section 4). In Section 5, we provide a general discussion of our findings and outline directions for future research on the perception of negative online consumer feedback.
2 Experiment 1: Realization of component A (complainable)
The aim of our first experiment is to explore the effect of different realizations of the complainable (component A) on complaint perception in terms of six dependent variables which are related to the concept of face-threat: complaint strength, customer dissatisfaction, (im)politeness, offensiveness, likelihood that the company will respond to the complaint, and gravity of the complainable.
2.1 Materials
The stimuli used in our experiments are based on the sample of French complaints compiled by Depraetere et al. (2021). The experimental stimuli used in this experiment are available on the Open Science Framework (https://osf.io/p9t47/).
The French tweets used in this experiment relate to 12 different complaint situations that concern train delays (2), customer service issues (2), seating problems (2), train station facilities (2), station/platform maintenance (2), a communication problem (1) and the lack of a counter at the station (1). A Latin square design was used, based on 12 original Twitter complaints from Depraetere et al.’s (2021) sample of complaints addressed to the SNCF and SNCB (Société nationale des chemins de fer belges, i.e., the Belgian national railway company). The content of these complaints was manipulated, resulting in 2 sets of stimuli with a 3x2 design (see Table 1). Depraetere et al.’s (2021) sample of SNCF/SNCB tweets shows that component A is most frequently realised as an interrogative Why is my train late again? (used to perform the speech act of asking a question), as a declarative My train is late again (used as an assertion), or as a combination of both My train is late again. Why is that?. Each of these forms was crossed with two conditions: with and without an additional pictorial realization of the complainable.
	
	With picture
	Without picture

	Question
	Condition 1
	Condition 4

	Assertion
	Condition 2
	Condition 5

	Question+assertion
	Condition 3
	Condition 6


Table 1: Conditions for Exp. 1.
The selection of component combinations was likewise based on the most frequent combinations in Depraetere et al.’s (2021) corpus. We made sure to include the same number of each component combination in the experiment. These two principles resulted in the use of three complaint stimuli of the A type (only component A is realized), three of the AB type (components A and B are realized), three of the ABC type (components A, B, and C are realized), and three of the ABCD type (all four components are realized). When a constitutive component had to be added to the original tweet (e.g., turning an AB complaint into an ABC complaint), the most frequent types of realization of the relevant component in Depraetere et al.’s (2021) data were selected. We made sure that the tweets in our stimuli would not be perceived as too informal by native speakers of French by revising the punctuation and contracted forms; for example, informal negation nan was replaced by non. We did not include training or control items.
An example of a stimulus with a picture is presented below (@SNCF Shame on you. Why are we not allowed to use first class seats in an overcrowded Troyes-Paris train?). The stimulus, of the AB type (component B realized with Shame on you), illustrates Condition 1, as component A (the complainable) is realized by a question only.
[image: ]
Figure 1: Example of a stimulus with a picture.
2.1.1 Ethical considerations
Tweets are public in the sense that they are available to virtually everyone on the Internet. Still, the use Twitter data in scientific research raises ethical issues having to do, for instance, with the traceability of tweets (Zimmer 2010), and users’ consent to use their tweets for research purposes (Bolander & Locher 2014). These issues have to be acknowledged and dealt with in an appropriate manner (Webb et al. 2017). We adopted the same principle as in Ruytenbeek et al. (to appear): we removed any information that could lead to the identification of a user or a third party on the basis of the Twitter-based data in our three experiments. In addition, none of the tweets used in our experiments contain sensitive data. We are confident that no one will be morally harmed by the fact that we used these tweets in our experiments.
[bookmark: _Toc469250422]2.2 Participants and procedure
[bookmark: _Hlk102153723]We recruited the same number of participants as we did for the experiments in Ruytenbeek et al. (to appear), that is 80-100 participants (who had not participated in any of the previous experiments). We carried out an a priori power analysis using R showing that at α = 0.05 (power = 0.91), a sample size of N = 80 (i.e., 160 observations per condition) is adequate to detect small effects (Cohen’s d = 0.40). The number of 80-100 participants is therefore adequate for all experiments, as all participants will be presented with each of the different conditions twice (within-subject design). In this first experiment, we recruited 90 participants on Prolific (38 female, mean age = 29.8 years, standard deviation = 10.16 years, median = 27 years, range = 18-65 years). To access the questionnaire, participants had to meet the following criteria: be native speakers of French and have France or Belgium as country of residence. They were paid 1.50£ for a 10-minute experiment. An informed consent was obtained from each participant before the onset of the experiment.
The study took the form of a short questionnaire designed using Psytoolkit (Stoet 2010; 2017) and administered via Prolific. Subjects were told that the experiment consisted of an online questionnaire containing Twitter messages in which travellers complain about situations they find themselves in. Before entering the experimental part of the questionnaire, the participants were asked a few questions about their age and gender. We also added questions about their previous experience with Twitter (the degree to which they were used to reading/posting tweets) and with the SNCF and SNCB, about their perception of these two companies, and about the likelihood with which they would make an online complaint themselves.[footnoteRef:2] Then they were told that, in our study, they would be exposed to tweets in which travellers complain about the SNCB and SNCF. We asked them to read each tweet, and then to answer a few questions about each tweet. [2:  These questions were designed to control for inter-participant variables that could impact complaint perception. They were also used as part of a larger project that investigates the relationship between complaint perception and complaining behavior.] 

Each participant was shown a total number of twelve tweets. Six different versions of the stimuli for this questionnaire were created on Psytoolkit, corresponding to the six lists of stimuli, with 15 new participants being recruited for each list (Table 2).
	Situation
	Condition
	Condition
	Condition
	Condition
	Condition
	Condition

	Situation 1
	Condition 5
	Condition 2
	Condition 6
	Condition 4
	Condition 1
	Condition 3

	Situation 2
	Condition 3
	Condition 5
	Condition 2
	Condition 6
	Condition 4
	Condition 1

	Situation 3
	Condition 1
	Condition 3
	Condition 5
	Condition 2
	Condition 6
	Condition 4

	Situation 4
	Condition 4
	Condition 1
	Condition 3
	Condition 5
	Condition 2
	Condition 6

	Situation 5
	Condition 6
	Condition 4
	Condition 1
	Condition 3
	Condition 5
	Condition 2

	Situation 6
	Condition 2
	Condition 6
	Condition 4
	Condition 1
	Condition 3
	Condition 5

	Situation 7
	Condition 5
	Condition 2
	Condition 6
	Condition 4
	Condition 1
	Condition 3

	Situation 8
	Condition 3
	Condition 5
	Condition 2
	Condition 6
	Condition 4
	Condition 1

	Situation 9
	Condition 1
	Condition 3
	Condition 5
	Condition 2
	Condition 6
	Condition 4

	Situation 10
	Condition 4
	Condition 1
	Condition 3
	Condition 5
	Condition 2
	Condition 6

	Situation 11
	Condition 6
	Condition 4
	Condition 1
	Condition 3
	Condition 5
	Condition 2

	Situation 12
	Condition 2
	Condition 6
	Condition 4
	Condition 1
	Condition 3
	Condition 5

	
	List A
	List B
	List C
	List D
	List E
	List F


Table 2: Experimental lists for Exp. 1.
The order in which the stimuli were displayed did not vary across participants: the stimulus corresponding to the first complaint situation was presented first, the one corresponding to the second situation second, and so forth.[footnoteRef:3] The participants were not allowed to return to earlier questions in the questionnaire. [3:  As, in our previous experiments, we did not find any effect of order on participants’ assessments, we did not believe it necessary to randomize stimulus presentation in the present experiments.] 

	For each complaint tweet, the participants had to answer six questions about the complaint. The first five questions are inspired by the design of Ruytenbeek et al.’s (to appear) experiments, which probe into face-threat, operationalized in terms of strength, customer dissatisfaction, politeness, offensiveness, and gravity of the complainable. The final concept is a notion which was absent from our previous research. We decided to include here because we used tweets with different types of complainables, whereas in the first paper we only used tweets about delays. Complaint strength and gravity of the complainable differ in the following respects: while strength refers to the intensity of the illocutionary point of the speech act of complaining, gravity concerns the situation/complainable. However, it is likely that the less enjoyable a situation is, the stronger a complaint will be.
[bookmark: _Hlk101433202]In addition to these five questions, we also asked the participants what they believe will be the expected outcome of the complaints (likelihood that the complaint will be responded to by the company). This question constitutes a first step towards investigating the effect of the (para-)linguistic realization of complaints on their expected outcomes. We used that question to explore the relationship between perceived politeness and perceived likelihood of a company’s response, as we expected a positive correlation between these two dependent variables. However, there is a limitation to this question: it only probes into third parties’ beliefs about the likelihood of a company’s response, not into (actual) customer service managers dealing with complaints.
Each stimulus and the six questions were displayed simultaneously, with the questions featuring just below the tweet. The six questions took the form of a semantic differential scale, i.e., an incomplete statement immediately followed by pairs of adjectival phrases (e.g., très + ADJA (very + ADJA) – très + ADJB (very + ADJB), where A and B are antonyms) (see Table 3).
	Questions
	Adjectives

	(1) La plainte exprimée par le voyageur est…
“The traveller’s complaint is…”
	très faible 
‘very weak’
	très forte
‘very strong’

	(2) Le message du voyageur est…
“The traveller’s message is…”
	très impoli
‘very rude’
	très poli
‘very polite’

	(3) Le voyageur est…
“The traveller is…”
	très peu mécontent
‘just a little bit dissatisfied’
	très mécontent
‘very dissatisfied’

	(4) Si vous deviez traiter cette plainte, vous seriez ...
“If you had to handle this complaint, you would feel…”
	très peu offensé(e)
‘just a little bit offended’
	très offensé(e)
‘highly offended’

	(5) La probabilité que la SNCF/SNCB réponde à la plainte en postant un tweet est ...
“The likelihood that the SNCF/SNCB will respond to the complaint by posting a tweet is…”
	très faible
‘very low’
	très forte
‘very high’

	(6) Le motif de la plainte du voyageur est ...
“The reason why the traveller is complaining is…”
	très peu grave
‘not very serious’
	très grave
‘very serious’


Table 3: Semantic differentials used in Exp. 1.
Continuous scales were used to elicit the participants’ responses to these questions. For each item, they had to choose a point on the scale, ranging from “0” on the left, to “100” on the right (these scores were recorded but no numbers were displayed on the screen), and they did so by clicking on the selected point of the scale. The labels at the left and right ends of the scales corresponded to the pairs of adjectival phrases mentioned above. The participants could leave final comments. They also had to indicate what they thought were the underlying hypotheses of the study.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Only 10 out of 80 participants made suggestions in line with our hypotheses and brought up a possible link between (im)politeness and the likelihood of a response; one of these participants also explained that they thought we might be investigating “the correlation between degree of dissatisfaction and degree of impoliteness”.] 

2.3 Predictions
[bookmark: _Toc469250427]First, we expected that the realizations of component A including a question (“question only” and “question + assertion” combination) would increase the perceived likelihood of a response by the company compared to the realization of component A as an assertion. This is because a response is the preferred move following a question (see e.g., Sacks 1987), but not following an assertion. Second, regarding the possible effect of an additional pictorial realization of the complainable on complaint perception, we expected that realizations of component A with a picture (vs. without a picture) would make the complaint stronger and the complainable more serious, as the picture provides additional evidence for the complainable.
2.4 Results
All analyses were carried out with R software, version 3.2.2 for Windows (R development core team, 2015). The data generated by experiments 1-2-3 reported on below are available on OSF (https://osf.io/p9t47/). All mixed regression models were fitted using the lme4 package (Bates et al. 2015); the model contains the main effects of Picture (with a picture vs. without a picture), Sentence-type (assertion, question, assertion + question), and their interaction, and the n interindividual variables described in Section 2.2 as random variables.[footnoteRef:5] The following table provides a summary of our predictions and results. [5:  The structure of the model that we used for this experiment was the following: lmer(score ~ 1 + picture*sentence + (1|participant) + (1|variable1) + … + (1| variablen), data=DATA, REML=F).] 

	Dependent variable
	Predictions
	Results

	Strength
	Picture > no picture
	Null hypothesis

	Politeness
	Null hypothesis
	Picture > no picture

	Offensiveness
	Null hypothesis
	Null hypothesis

	Dissatisfaction
	Null hypothesis
	Null hypothesis

	Likelihood of the company’s response
	· Assertion + question > assertion
· Question > assertion
	· Assertion + question > assertion
· Assertion + question > question
· Picture > no picture

	Gravity of the complainable
	Picture > no picture
	Picture > no picture


Table 4: Summary of the predictions and results of Exp. 1
[bookmark: _Hlk112942016]The mean scores for the different conditions and dependent variables in this experiment are provided in Table 5.
	
	Without picture
	With picture

	
	Assertion
	Question 
	Assertion + question
	Total 
	Assertion
	Question 
	Assertion + question
	Total 

	Strength
	66.45 (24.00)
	62.32 (26.21)
	65.73 (26.55)
	64.83 (25.63)
	65.39 (26.61)
	65.93 (27.60)
	64.94 (30.19)
	65.42 (28.13)

	Politeness
	51.74 (26.15)
	51.56 (24.33)
	53.99 (26.67)
	52.43 (25.71)
	56.10 (26.33)
	56.84 (23.98)
	57.95 (24.30)
	56.97 (24.86)

	Offensiveness
	30.17 (25.97)
	32.76 (26.53)
	32.42 (26.61)
	31.78 (26.35)
	32.42 (25.75)
	30.05 (26.15)
	30.55 (26.49)
	31.01 (26.11)

	Dissatisfaction
	74.29 (23.67)
	73.18 (24.35)
	74.42 (24.65)
	73.96 (24.19)
	73.33 (24.03)
	74.05 (24.23)
	73.23 (26.37)
	73.54 (24.86)

	Response likelihood
	48.58 (28.35)
	49.84 (28.64)
	55.15 (25.74)
	51.18 (27.71)
	51.28 (30.20)
	53.99 (29.77)
	58.05 (27.92)
	54.44 (29.39)

	Gravity of the complainable
	54.18 (28.42)
	50.09 (27.13)
	55.09 (27.96)
	53.78 (27.82)
	55.93 (28.62)
	56.19 (29.54)
	57.4 (29.96)
	56.51 (29.33)


Table 5: Means and standard deviations for the ratings in Experiment 1
No main effect of Picture (F(1, 1078) = 0.29, p = .59) and Sentence-type (F(2, 1078) = 0.96, p = .38) was found, and the interaction between these variables (F(2, 1078) = 1.98, p = .14) on perceived strength was not significant (Fig. 1).
[image: ]
Figure 1: Impact of the realization of component A (complainable) on perceived complaint strength (black: with picture; grey: without picture)
The main effect of Picture was significant (F(1, 1078) = 15.06, p < .001) (Cohen’s d = 0.236), but we found no significant main effect of Sentence-type (F(2, 1078) = 1.20, p = .301), and no significant interaction between these variables (F(2, 1078) = 0.11, p = .895) on perceived politeness (Fig. 2). This indicates that complaints with a picture of the complainable were perceived as more polite than complaints without a picture.
[image: ]
Figure 2: Impact of the realization of component A (complainable) on perceived politeness (black: with picture; grey: without picture)
	Concerning perceived offensiveness, no significant main effect of Picture (F(1, 1078) = 0.37, p = .54) and Sentence-type (F(2, 1078) = 0.004, p = .99) was found, and the interaction between these variables (F(2, 1078) = 1.66, p = .19) on participants’ assessments was not significant (Fig. 3).
[image: ]
Figure 3: Impact of the realization of component A (complainable) on perceived offensiveness (black: with picture; grey: without picture)
Regarding perceived customer dissatisfaction, no significant main effect of Picture (F(1, 1078) = 0.17, p = .68) and Sentence-type (F(2, 1078) = 0.017, p = .98) was found. The interaction between these variables (F(2, 1078) = 0.38, p = .68) on participants’ assessments was not significant (Fig. 4).
[image: ]
Figure 4: Impact of the realization of component A (complainable) on perceived customer dissatisfaction (black: with picture; grey: without picture)
The results for the likelihood of the company’s response reveal a significant main effect of Picture (F(1, 1078) = 5.23, p = .022) (Cohen’s d = 0.139) and a significant main effect of Sentence-type (F(2, 1078) = 7.86, p < .001) (Cohen’s d = 0.171). This indicates that complaints with a picture of the complainable gave rise to a higher perceived likelihood of a response than complaints without a picture (Fig. 5). By contrast, no significant interaction was found between these two variables (F(2, 1078) = 0.10, p = .901) on participants’ assessments about the likelihood of a response of the company.
[image: ]
Figure 5: Impact of the realization of component A (complainable) on perceived company’s likelihood to respond (black: with picture; grey: without picture)
To make post-hoc comparisons, we computed least-squares means for specified factor combinations in our linear model (lsmeans function in R). We found that the assertion + question combinations scored significantly higher on the scale of response likelihood than assertions alone (t(983)= 3.85, p < .001) (Cohen’s d = 0.245) and than questions alone (t(983)= 2.70, p = .019) (Cohen’s d = 0.172).
The results for the perceived gravity of the complainable reveal a significant main effect of Picture (F(1, 1078) = 4.85, p = .028) (Cohen’s d = 0.134). This indicates that complaints with a picture of the complainable increased perceived gravity compared to complaints without a picture. However, no significant main effect of Sentence-type (F(2, 1078) = 1.03, p = .36) and no significant interaction between these variables (F(2, 1078) = 0.34, p = .71) were found (Fig. 6).
[image: ]
Figure 6: Impact of the realization of component A (complainable) on the perceived gravity of the complainable (black: with picture; grey: without picture)
[bookmark: _Toc469250431]2.5 Discussion
[bookmark: _Hlk101433277]The results of this experiment revealed statistically significant differences in complaint perception that either depend on the presence of a pictorial representation of the complainable or on the formal realization of the complainable (as an assertion, a question, or a combination of both). First, we could only partially confirm our prediction regarding the impact of a question on perceived response likelihood: a response from the company was perceived as being more likely for the assertion-question combination, compared to only an assertion and only a question. This suggests that other customers consider longer complaints to be more likely to be responded to by the targeted company.[footnoteRef:6] A second interesting finding is that complaints including a pictorial realization of the complainable increased the perceived likelihood of a response by the company. This result is not surprising, given that pictures also made the complaints more polite. A possible reason for this finding is that, as a pictorial representation of the complainable provides evidence for the complainable, customers including a picture may come across as more polite because they show that they are sincere and that their complaint is legitimate. Third, we found that the addition of a picture to a complaint increases the perceived gravity of the complainable. It is possible that the complainable comes across as a more serious offence because the picture is considered by third parties as evidence for the complainer’s good faith. [6:  The question + assertion combination indeed makes the complaint longer than a question or an assertion only. In the context of consumer reviews, Schindler & Bickart (2012) found that the length of a review impacts on the way in which it is perceived by other customers, but only to a certain degree. While readers may need enough information to make an informed decision, they consider that too long reviews are difficult to process. We are not aware, however, of any studies on the impact of (Twitter) complaint length on the perception of complaints.] 

	The fact that the various realizations of component A (complainable) had little impact on complaint perception is not very surprising, as this component can be considered the basic component of any complaint.[footnoteRef:7] The complaint trigger is an objective fact and whether it takes the form of a question or an assertion or both is irrelevant, except for the perceived likelihood of a company’s response. Our results are also in line with the finding that it is not component A, but component B (i.e., the customer’s negative evaluation of the complainable) that heavily impacts on the perception of complaints (see Ruytenbeek et al. to appear). The first experiment demonstrates above all that the presence of a pictorial representation of the complainable impacts on several dimensions of complaint perception: it increases perceived politeness, the perceived gravity of the complainable, and the perceived likelihood of a response from the company. [7:  In our corpus study (Depraetere et al. 2021), we had only one tweet out of 200 in which component A was not realized, and this was a complaint of the BC type.] 

3 Experiment 2: Realization of component C (person or entity responsible for the complainable)
3.1 Materials
The second experiment examined the effect of the realization of component C on complaint perception. The data set consisted of tweets reporting on 12 different complaint situations that have to do with train delays (5), customer service issues (2), seating problems (1), cancelled trains (2), a communication problem (1) and the fact that there is only one counter open at the station (1).
Three types of formal realization of component C (entity responsible for the complainable) were taken into account, corresponding to the most frequent realizations of component C in our SNCF sample (Depraetere et al. 2021): the company’s name embedded in a clause (SNCF, as in The @SNCF train is late again), “vous/votre” (Your train is late again @SNCF), and the discourse marker “dites” (cf. Delahaie 2015) – the 2nd person plural of the verb to say (Hey @SNCF, the train is late again). We also included complaints without C because they were common in Depraetere et al.’s SNCF sample (2021), on which our stimuli are based. The stimuli used in this experiment are available on OSF (https://osf.io/p9t47/).
3.2 Participants and procedure
A total of 100 new participants were recruited on Prolific (see Section 2.2). They had to meet the following criteria: be native speakers of French and have France as country of residence; the latter criterion was added to ensure that participants would be familiar with the SNCF, as all the tweets used in this experiment are about the SNCF. The participants (39 female, M = 28.8 years, SD = 9.2 years, range = 18-62 years) were paid 1.50£ for participation in this experiment. An informed consent was obtained from each participant before the onset of the experiment.
Four different versions of the script were created, corresponding to four lists of stimuli; 25 different participants were recruited for each list (25x4=100) (Table 6).
	Situation
	Condition
	Condition
	Condition
	Condition

	Situation 1
	No C
	Vous
	Dites
	La SNCF

	Situation 2
	Vous
	Dites
	La SNCF
	No C

	Situation 3
	Dites
	La SNCF
	No C
	Vous

	Situation 4
	La SNCF
	No C
	Vous
	Dites

	Situation 5
	No C
	Vous
	Dites
	La SNCF

	Situation 6
	Vous
	Dites
	La SNCF
	No C

	Situation 7
	Dites
	La SNCF
	No C
	Vous

	Situation 8
	La SNCF
	No C
	Vous
	Dites

	Situation 9
	No C
	Vous
	Dites
	La SNCF

	Situation 10
	Vous
	Dites
	La SNCF
	No C

	Situation 11
	Dites
	La SNCF
	No C
	Vous

	Situation 12
	La SNCF
	No C
	Vous
	Dites

	
	List A
	List B
	List C
	List D


Table 6: Experimental lists for Exp. 2.
Apart from that, the procedure was identical to that used in Experiment 1. The participants could leave final comments. They also had to indicate what they thought were the underlying hypotheses of the study.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Only 10 out of 100 participants seemed to be aware of our research questions, and made comments pertaining to the impact of the tone of the complaint on its perception and on the likelihood of a response from the company. Four other participants identified one of our hypotheses, e.g., that politeness is expected to increase the likelihood of a response.] 

3.3 Predictions
First, we expected the realization of component C as the discourse marker “dites” to increase perceived complaint strength, customer dissatisfaction, and offensiveness, and to decrease politeness, relative to the other conditions (“vous” and “la SNCF”). This is because this realization is more informal than the other two. Moreover, as it reflects equal footing between interlocutors, it can be perceived as creating (or imposing) an exaggerated level of intimacy with the targeted company while there is no such close relationship. Second, we expected the realization of component C as “vous” to increase perceived complaint strength, customer dissatisfaction, and offensiveness, and to decrease politeness, compared to the use of a noun phrase (“la SNCF”). The reason is that the second-person pronoun enables customers to directly address the entity responsible for the complainable, while an NP does not address the company, but merely refers to it. Third, we assumed the null hypothesis regarding the impact of the absence of component C on perceived complaint strength, customer dissatisfaction, offensiveness, and politeness. In that respect, we followed previous findings showing no significant impact of the presence vs. absence of component C on complaint perception (Ruytenbeek et al. to appear). However, we expected the absence of component C to decrease the perceived likelihood that the company will respond to the complaint, as we consider a reference to the entity responsible for the complainable as a first step of a possible future dialogue with the company.
3.4 Results
The following table provides a summary of our predictions and results.
	Dependent variable
	Predictions
	Results

	Complaint strength
	· Dites > other conditions
· Vous > NP
	Null hypothesis

	Politeness
	· Dites < other conditions
· Vous < NP
	· Dites < no C
· Dites < NP
· No C > vous

	Offensiveness
	· Dites > other conditions
· Vous > NP
	Dites > NP

	Customer dissatisfaction
	· Dites > other conditions
· Vous > NP
	Null hypothesis

	Likelihood of the company’s response
	No C < other conditions
	Null hypothesis

	Gravity of the complainable
	Null hypothesis
	Null hypothesis


Table 7: Summary of the predictions and results of Exp. 2
The mean scores for the different conditions and dependent variables in this experiment are provided in the following table:
	
	Dites
	La SNCF
	Vous
	No C

	Strength
	71.92 (22.08)
	70.57 (20.72)
	72.11 (20.00)
	70.65 (20.53)

	Politeness
	65.24 (24.34)
	69.97 (22.36)
	66.76 (24.05)
	70.98 (21.61)

	Offensiveness
	31.57 (27.51)
	27.54 (25.83)
	30.36 (27.76)
	27.95 (26.64)

	Dissatisfaction
	77.69 (20.15)
	75.75 (20.29)
	77.13 (20.55)
	76.27 (19.86)

	Response likelihood
	47.94 (29.09)
	44.08 (27.30)
	47.89 (28.15)
	46.83 (29.74)

	Gravity
	63.3 (23.75)
	61.51 (24.82)
	62.86 (24.43)
	60.13 (25.37)


Table 8: Means and standard deviations for the ratings in Experiment 2
We found no significant main effect for the realization of component C (F(3, 1199) = 0.82, p = .48) on perceived complaint strength (Fig. 7).
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Figure 7: Impact of the realization of component C (entity responsible for the complainable) on perceived complaint strength
We found a significant main effect for the realization of component C (F(3, 1199) = 8.97, p < .001; Cohen’s d = 0.299) on perceived politeness (Fig. 8).
[image: ]

Figure 8: Impact of the realization of component C (entity responsible for the complainable) on perceived politeness
Post-hoc comparisons using the lsmeans function in R indicate that complaints with dites were perceived as less polite than complaints including no component C (t(1091)= -4.51, p < .001) (Cohen’s d = 0.241) and than complaints including la SNCF as realization of C (t(1091)= -3.73, p < .01) (Cohen’s d = 0.226). In addition, complaints including no component C were perceived as more polite than complaints with vous as realization of component C (t(1091)= 3.32, p < .01) (Cohen’s d = 0.201).
We found a significant main effect for the realization of component C (F(3, 1199) = 3.62, p = .013; Cohen’s d = 0.190) on perceived offensiveness (Fig. 9).
[image: ]
Figure 9: Impact of the realization of component C (entity responsible for the complainable) on perceived offensiveness
Using post-hoc comparisons (lsmeans function in R), we found that complaints in which component C was realized as dites were perceived as significantly more offensive than complaints with la SNCF (t(1199)= 2.78, p = .028) (Cohen’s d = 0.161).
The main effect of the type of realization of component C on perceived customer dissatisfaction was not significant (F(3, 1199) = 0.96, p = .41) (Fig. 10).
[image: ]

Figure 10: Impact of the realization of component C (entity responsible for the complainable) on perceived customer dissatisfaction
We found no significant main effect for realization of component C (F(3, 1199) = 2.48, p = .060) on the perceived likelihood of a response by the company (Fig. 11).
[image: ]
Figure 11: Impact of the realization of component C (entity responsible for the complainable) on the perceived  likelihood of a response by the company
We found no significant main effect of the type of realization of component C on the perceived gravity of the complainable (F(3, 1199) = 1.65, p = .176) (Fig. 12).
[image: ]
Figure 12: Impact of the realization of component C (entity responsible for the complainable) on the perceived gravity of the complainable
[bookmark: _Toc469250454]3.5 Discussion
This second experiment did not confirm our prediction that the realization of component C as dites increases perceived complaint strength and customer dissatisfaction. However, we found that complaints with dites were perceived (a) as less polite than complaints without component C and complaints in which component C takes the form of an NP (la SNCF), and (b) as more offensive than complaints in which component C takes the form of an NP. This confirms our prediction that this informal form of address decreases perceived politeness compared to other realizations. By contrast, we did not find any evidence suggesting that the second-person pronoun realization (vous) increases perceived strength, dissatisfaction, offensiveness and decreases politeness compared to the use of an NP. More generally, no differences in terms of strength, dissatisfaction, response likelihood, and gravity were found between the different realizations of component C. Our data also indicate that complaints without component C were perceived as more polite than complaints with vous. These findings thus complement our previous findings about the impact of the presence/absence of different constitutive components of complaints on complaint perception. They also show that the realizations used affect the way in which complaints are perceived to a certain extent (with respect to (im)politeness and offensiveness).
4 Experiment 3: Realization of component D (wish for compensation)
4.1 Materials
The third experiment examined the effect of the realization of component D on complaint perception. The data set consisted of tweets reporting on 16 different complaint situations about train delays (4), lack of trains (1), not enough booking options (3), lack of comfort in the train (3), seating problems (1), train facilities (1), an issue with customer service (1), and communication problems (2). The original tweets used as stimuli for the present experiment were taken from Depraetere et al.’s (2021) corpus. Component D was added to four tweets of the ABC type, resulting in ABCD, four tweets of the AB-type, resulting in ABD, four tweets of the AC-type, resulting in ACD, and four tweets of the A-type, resulting in AD.
Three types of realization of component D were taken into account, corresponding to the most frequent realizations of component D in our SNCF sample (Depraetere et al. 2021): imperatives (e.g., @SNCF The train is overcrowded. Add some seats.), suggestory formulae (Trosborg 1995: 201) (e.g., @SNCF The train is overcrowded. It could be a good idea to add some seats.) and preparatory interrogatives about the addressee’s ability to undertake some action (@SNCF The train is overcrowded. Is it possible to add some seats?). In the fourth condition, component D was not linguistically expressed (@SNCF The train is overcrowded.). Four different suggestory formulae were used: Ce serait bien de + VP (It would be good if), Je/On compte sur vous pour + VP (I am/We are counting on you to), Il serait temps de + VP (It’s time to), and Merci de + VP (Thanks for). The preparatory interrogatives were as follows: Est-il possible de VP ? (Is it possible to?), Pouvez-vous VP ? (Can you?), Voulez-vous VP ? (Will you?), and Y a-t-il moyen de VP ? (Is there a possibility to?). The stimuli used in this experiment are available on OSF (https://osf.io/p9t47/).
4.2 Participants and procedure
A total of 80 new participants were recruited on Prolific (See Section 2.2). They had to meet the following criteria: be native speakers of French and have France as country of residence, as, in this experiment, all the tweets concerned the SNCF. The participants (34 female, mean age = 26.3 years, standard deviation = 6.5 years, range = 18-57 years) were paid 2£ for this experiment. An informed consent was obtained from each participant before the onset of the experiment. The procedure was the same as in Exp. 1-2. Four different versions of the script were created, corresponding to four lists of stimuli. 20 participants were assigned to each list in this experiment (20x4=80) (Table 9).
	Situation
	Condition
	Condition
	Condition
	Condition

	Situation 1
	No D
	Suggestory
	Imperative
	Preparatory

	Situation 2
	Suggestory
	Imperative
	Preparatory
	No D

	Situation 3
	Imperative
	Preparatory
	No D
	Suggestory

	Situation 4
	Preparatory
	No D
	Suggestory
	Imperative

	Situation 5
	No D
	Suggestory
	Imperative
	Preparatory

	Situation 6
	Suggestory
	Imperative
	Preparatory
	No D

	Situation 7
	Imperative
	Preparatory
	No D
	Suggestory

	Situation 8
	Preparatory
	No D
	Suggestory
	Imperative

	Situation 9
	No D
	Suggestory
	Imperative
	Preparatory

	Situation 10
	Suggestory
	Imperative
	Preparatory
	No D

	Situation 11
	Imperative
	Preparatory
	No D
	Suggestory

	Situation 12
	Preparatory
	No D
	Suggestory
	Imperative

	Situation 13
	No D
	Suggestory
	Imperative
	Preparatory

	Situation 14
	Suggestory
	Imperative
	Preparatory
	No D

	Situation 15
	Imperative
	Preparatory
	No D
	Suggestory

	Situation 16
	Preparatory
	No D
	Suggestory
	Imperative

	
	List A
	List B
	List C
	List D


Table 9: Experimental lists for Exp. 3.
Apart from that, the procedure was identical to that used in Experiments 1-2. The participants could leave final comments. They also had to indicate what they thought were the underlying hypotheses of the study.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Only 8 out of 80 participants seemed to be aware of our research questions, and made suggestions pertaining to the impact of the tone of the complaint on its perception and on the likelihood of a response from the company. Six other participants identified one of our hypotheses (See Section 3.2).] 

4.3 Predictions
We expected the realization of component D as an imperative request to increase complaint strength, perceived customer dissatisfaction and offensiveness (and to decrease politeness), relative to the other realizations, i.e., preparatory interrogatives and suggestory formulae (Brown & Levinson 1987). This is because an imperative makes the directive force of the request stronger than the other two types of formal realization. In the context of a face-threatening speech act of a complaint, we can assume there will be a negative correlation between the strength of the directive illocutionary point and the degree of politeness (Brown & Levinson 1987; Culpeper 2011; see Cupach & Carson 2002 for experimental evidence in the case of interpersonal complaints). Second, we expected the realization of component D as a preparatory interrogative to increase the perceived likelihood that the company will respond to the complaint, in comparison with imperative realizations. This is because the optionality displayed by preparatory interrogatives (interrogatives give options to receivers) mitigates the threat to the company’s reputation. Third, as the degree of optionality is higher in preparatory interrogatives than in declarative constructions used as suggestory formulae (like those used in our stimuli), we also expected that preparatory interrogatives should also increase response likelihood compared to suggestory formulae. For the same reason, i.e., degree of optionality, we also expected complaints with a suggestory formula to be perceived as stronger, less polite, more offensive and entailing a higher degree of customer dissatisfaction compared with those including a preparatory interrogative.
Regarding the impact of the presence vs. absence of component D on complaint perception, in line with previous findings (Ruytenbeek et al. to appear), we assumed the null hypothesis. That is, compared to complaints in which D is expressed, complaints without component D should not be perceived as weaker, entailing less dissatisfaction, more polite and less offensive. However, we expected the absence of component D to decrease the perceived likelihood that the company will respond to the complaints, as we consider that it is more natural for a company to address a complaint that makes the complainer’s wish for compensation explicit.
4.4 Results
The following table provides a summary of our predictions and results of Exp. 3.
	Dependent variable
	Predictions
	Results

	Complaint strength
	· Imperatives > other conditions
· Suggestory > preparatory
	Suggestory > preparatory

	Politeness
	· Imperatives < other conditions
· Suggestory < preparatory
	· Imperatives < preparatory
· Imperatives < suggestory
· Imperatives < no D
· Suggestory < preparatory
· No D < preparatory

	Offensiveness
	· Imperatives > other conditions
· Suggestory > preparatory
	Imperatives > no D

	Customer dissatisfaction
	· Imperatives > other conditions
· Suggestory > preparatory
	· Imperatives > preparatory
· Suggestory > preparatory

	Likelihood of the company’s response
	· Preparatory > imperatives
· Preparatory < suggestory
· No D < other conditions
	· Preparatory > imperatives
· No D < preparatory

	Gravity of the complainable
	Null hypothesis
	Null hypothesis


Table 10: Summary of the predictions and results of Exp. 3
The mean scores for the different conditions and dependent variables in this experiment are provided in the following table:
	
	Imperative
	Preparatory
	Suggestory
	No D

	Strength
	61.59 (19.67)
	58.11 (23.31)
	61.8 (21.72)
	60.13 (22.60)

	Politeness
	56.31 (23.80)
	68.30 (25.42)
	60.92 (24.46)
	62.62 (22.84)

	Offensiveness
	26.50 (23.51)
	23.81 (25.40)
	23.34 (24.05)
	22.01 (22.49)

	Dissatisfaction
	68.98 (20.17)
	63.90 (23.18)
	68.12 (20.72)
	67.21 (23.78)

	Response likelihood
	42.74 (30.52)
	48.26 (30.67)
	44.90 (29.83)
	41.16 (29.67)

	Gravity of the complainable
	51.39 (26.49)
	49.80 (26.68)
	51.27 (26.05)
	50.24 (27.43)


Table 11: Means and standard deviations for the ratings in Experiment 3
We found a significant main effect of realization of component D on perceived complaint strength (F(3, 1279) = 2.94, p = .032; Cohen’s d = 0.166) (Fig. 13).
[image: ]
Figure 13: Impact of the realization of component D (wish for action) on perceived complaint strength
Using post-hoc comparisons (lsmeans function in R), we found that, relative to suggestory formulae, realizations of component D as preparatory interrogatives decreased complaint strength (t(1188)= -2.62, p = .043) (Cohen’s d = 0.152).
We found a significant main effect of realization of component D on perceived politeness (F(3, 1279) = 23.09, p < .001; Cohen’s d = 0.465) (Fig. 14).
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Figure 14: Impact of the realization of component D (wish for action) on perceived politeness
Using post-hoc comparisons (lsmeans function in R), we found that imperatives were perceived as less polite than complaints without component D (t(1188)= -4.33, p < .001) (Cohen’s d = 0.251), and complaints in which component D is realized as a preparatory interrogative (t(1188)= -8.21, p < .001) (Cohen’s d = 0.476), and a suggestory formula (t(1188)= -3.16, p < .01) (Cohen’s d = 0.183). In addition, the absence of component D resulted in a complaint that was perceived as less polite than one in which D is realized as a preparatory interrogative (t(1188)= -3.89, p < .001) (Cohen’s d = 0.225). Finally, complaints with preparatory interrogatives were perceived as more polite than complaints with suggestory formulae (t(1188)= 5.05, p < .001) (Cohen’s d = 0.293).
Concerning perceived offensiveness, we found a significant main effect of realization of component D (F(3, 1279) = 3.59, p = .013; Cohen’s d = 0.183)  (Fig. 15).
[image: ]
Figure 15: Impact of the realization of component D (wish for action) on perceived offensiveness
Using post-hoc comparisons (lsmeans function in R), we found that complaints including an imperative as a realization of component D were perceived as significantly more offensive than complaints without component D (t(1188)= 3.19, p < .01) (Cohen’s d = 0.185).
Regarding perceived customer dissatisfaction, we found a significant main effect of realization of component D (F(3, 1279) = 5.29, p < .01; Cohen’s d = 0.223) (Fig. 16).
[image: ]
Figure 16: Impact of the realization of component D (wish for action) on perceived customer dissatisfaction
Using post-hoc comparisons, we found that preparatory interrogatives decreased perceived dissatisfaction compared to suggestory formulae (t(1188)= -3.08, p = .011) (Cohen’s d = 0.179), and that imperatives increased perceived dissatisfaction relative to preparatory interrogatives (t(1188)= 3.71, p < .01) (Cohen’s d = 0.215).
We found a significant main effect of realization of component D (F(3, 1279) = 6.24, p < .001; Cohen’s d = 0.242) on perceived likelihood of response (Fig. 17).
[image: ]
Figure 17: Impact of the realization of component D (wish for action) on perceived company’s likelihood to respond
Using post-hoc comparisons (lsmeans function in R), we found that complaints with no component D gave rise to a lower perceived likelihood of response in comparison with complaints including a preparatory interrogative (t(1188)= -4.07, p < .001) (Cohen’s d = 0.236). We also found that complaints with an imperative gave rise to a lower perceived likelihood of response in comparison with complaints containing a preparatory interrogative (t(1188)= -3.17, p < .01) (Cohen’s d = 0.184).
No significant main effect of the type of realization of component D was found on the perceived gravity of the complainable (F(3, 1278) = 0.43, p = .73) (Fig. 18).
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Figure 18: Impact of the realization of component D (wish for action) on the perceived gravity of the complainable.
4.5 Discussion
To summarize our results, we found that imperatives were perceived as less polite than preparatory interrogatives and suggestory formulae, and that they gave rise to higher perceived dissatisfaction compared to preparatory interrogatives. However, we did not get confirmation of the prediction that imperatives increase complaint strength relative to other realizations. Imperatives and other realizations did not differ significantly in terms of offensiveness, but complaints with an imperative were perceived as more offensive than complaints that did not include any realization of component D. Relative to suggestory formulae, preparatory interrogatives decreased perceived complaint strength and customer dissatisfaction; they were also perceived as more polite, but no difference in terms of offensiveness was found. Finally, complaints without component D or complaints in which component D is realized as an imperative received a lower score for perceived likelihood of a response in comparison with complaints with a preparatory interrogative. This finding can be accounted for in terms of the higher degree of optionality typical of a request realized as an interrogative (compared to the imperative and declarative).
As in the case of Experiment 2, our findings complement those about the impact of the presence or absence of different complaint components on complaint perception (Authors to appear); they likewise highlight the role played by the linguistic realization of the components.
The finding that complaints without component D were perceived as less polite than those including a preparatory interrogative is very interesting. It suggests that, in complaints posted on Twitter, the absence of a request is less polite than a request (realized as a preparatory interrogative). This is at odds with the view according to which requests in general entail a higher degree of face-threat compared to the non-performance of a request (Brown & Levinson 1987). Indeed, according to Brown & Levinson, there is less of a threat to the addressee’s negative face – the individual’s want of freedom – when no request is made at all. As they see it, the absence of a request  minimizes face-threat more considerably than the presence of a request, no matter how ‘indirect’ it is. The results of Exp. 3 cast doubt on this hypothesis.
In this experiment, a higher number of significant differences between the realizations of component D were found for politeness assessments than for offensiveness assessments. Average scores of offensiveness were markedly low, ranging from 22 to 26.5 on a 0-100 scale, which indicates that none of the realizations of component D qualify as “offensive”. By contrast, imperatives scored 56 out of 100 on the politeness scale, and preparatory interrogatives 68 out of 100, with 0 being very impolite and 100 very polite. Still, given the scores of 56 and 68 (out of 100), this should not be taken as indication that an imperative request for compensation is perceived as impolite.
It is especially interesting to observe that participants not only distinguished between imperative and non-imperative requests: they also perceived the two types of “indirect” requests differently, i.e., suggestory formulae, which are declarative sentences, and preparatory interrogatives. In particular, our results revealed that imperatives and suggestory formulae are very much alike when it comes to complaint strength, dissatisfaction, and response likelihood assessments.
5 Perceived politeness and perceived response likelihood
As we were also interested in the relationship between perceived politeness and perceived likelihood of a company’s response, we performed a correlation analysis for each of our experiments. To do this, we averaged the scores for each condition, for each participant before calculating correlation coefficients. We found, in Exp. 1, a significant positive correlation between politeness and perceived likelihood of a company’s response (Pearson correlation of .24 (t (538) = 5.63; p < .001)). In Exp. 2, by contrast, we did not find a significant correlation between these two variables (Pearson correlation of -.04 (t (398) = -0.84; p = .40)). In Exp. 3, we neither found a significant correlation between these two variables (Pearson correlation of .06 (t (318) = 1.14; p = .25)). The positive correlation in Experiment 1 can be explained as follows:  higher degrees of politeness are expected to increase recipients’ compliance (Brown & Levinson 1987; for experimental evidence, see Clark & Schunk 1980; Miller et al. 2010). Because this result was not consistent across our three experiments, the relationship between the politeness and response likelihood scores deserves further investigation.
6 Summary and conclusions
This paper reports on the second set of experiments we conducted and that investigate the perception of Twitter complaints. In Authors (to appear), we examined the impact of the number of components and of the realization of component B (negative evaluation) on complaint perception. In this paper, we explored the impact of different realizations of components A (complainable), C (entity responsible for the complainable), and D (wish for the complainable to be remedied) on the perception of face-threat and politeness in complaints. We wanted to put to the test several hypotheses about the ways in which different realizations of these components impact on complaint perception. In Experiment 1, we predicted that realizations of the complainable including a question would increase the likelihood of the company’s response when added to an assertion or compared to a standalone assertion. Regarding the additional pictorial realization of the complainable, we expected that the addition of a picture to a complaint would make the complaint stronger and the complainable be perceived as more serious. In Experiment 2, we expected “dites”, an informal discourse marker used to get the attention of the addressee, to increase complaint strength, perceived customer dissatisfaction, impoliteness, and offensiveness, relative to the other realizations of component C. On the whole, we had no specific expectations about the perception of complaints without component C, except that the absence of component C would decrease the perceived likelihood of a response by the company. In Experiment 3, we predicted that the realization of component D as an imperative request would increase complaint strength, perceived customer dissatisfaction and offensiveness, and decrease politeness, relative to preparatory interrogatives and suggestory formulae. We also expected preparatory interrogatives to increase response likelihood compared to imperatives and suggestory formulae. Moreover, we predicted that preparatory interrogatives would be perceived as weaker, entailing lower dissatisfaction, as more polite, and as less offensive than suggestory formulae. Finally, we expected the absence of component D to decrease response likelihood.
Our results partially confirmed our predictions. We found, in Exp. 1, that a pictorial realization of the complainable increases the politeness of a complaint, response likelihood, and the perceived gravity of the complainable. Our data also indicate that the combination of an assertion and a question increase perceived response likelihood compared to a standalone question or assertion. In Exp. 2, we found that, in comparison with the discourse marker dites, a noun phrase or the absence of component C increases politeness. We also showed that, relative to a noun phrase, dites makes the complaint sound more offensive. Finally, our data from Exp. 3 reveal that, compared to imperatives, preparatory interrogatives make complaints more polite, decrease perceived dissatisfaction, and increase the perceived likelihood of the company’s response.
The results of these experiments both confirm and refine Ruytenbeek et al.’s (to appear) findings about the impact of the presence vs. absence of different constitutive components on complaint perception. In particular, they demonstrate that the absence of component C makes a complaint more polite in comparison with other realizations (i.e., vous and dites), and omitting component D makes a complaint more polite in comparison with an imperative request, but less polite relative to a request of the preparatory interrogative type.
Furthermore, the results of Exp. 3 provide new insights about the perception of different request forms. While participants’ assessments indicate that preparatory interrogatives are perceived as a more polite way to request compensation compared to imperatives, they also confirm that the optionality typical of ‘indirect interrogative requests’ makes them sound more polite than their declarative counterparts.
Finally, we would like to point out some limitations in our study and outline directions for future research. First, as we only addressed complaints on Twitter in a specific context, future research will have to show if our conclusions also apply to other complaint contexts. It also needs to be borne in mind that, even within the Twitter railway complaint context, we only investigated the most frequent realizations of complaint components in our experiments. Investigations that replicate our study design in different complaint contexts will be of special interest. Second, it was our aim to understand the phenomenon of negative emotional contagion in a better way. Therefore, we collected third parties’ judgments about complaints in our experiments. It will be important to complement our findings and explore how complaint component combinations and component realizations impact actual customer service managers’ willingness to respond to complaints.
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