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Abstract

Considering lack of research in communication style in Persian and drawing upon Tannen’s conversational style
theory (1984), this study aimed at investigating the degree of indirectness in Persian by focusing on the
giving-advice speech act. To this end, the data were collected through a multiple choice Discourse Completion Test
(DCT), developed and designed by the researchers. The results indicated that, except for gender, other variables such
as age, status, and social distance of the interlocutors had a significant effect on the linguistic choices of the
participants and on their directness score. The findings, thus confirmed the efficacy of Tannen’s conversational style
theory in justifying the functions of indirectness in Persian.
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1. Introduction

The rules of pragmatics determine the choice of the accepted language forms that fit various contexts. Such rules or
norms of language usage are not usually taught as a component of language to enable language learners to
communicate more efficiently with the speakers of the target language. Therefore, ignorance of these rules often
impedes successful communication or causes communication breakdown (Wilson, 1987a) or pragmatic failure
(Thomas, 1983; Martinez-Flor, 2005; Decapua & Dunham, 2007; Pishghadam & Sharafadini, 2011). Learners may
resort to their native cultural norms to determine their choice of the target language forms. They often use
'negotiating strategies' (Long, 1983) in speaking to the native speakers. If the choice deviates from the norm of the
target language, learners may be misunderstood and embarrassed (Thomas, 1983). To put it in Borger and Seaborne
(1967, p.156) words, "Confusion is greatest when on separate occasions people are called upon to behave different
ways under similar circumstances."

Aufa (2013) conducted a study to investigate the effectiveness of discourse completion test as explicit pragmatic
instruction to facilitate second language learners in developing their pragmatic competence. The findings indicated
instruction of forms can aid to the development of learners’ pragmatic competence. In the same vein, Chen (2009)
pointed out learners with explicit instruction carry out better than those who get implicit instruction.

As strangers to the target language culture and having 'communicative anxiety' (Littlewood, 1983), learners usually
strive to show politeness in order to get attention and cooperation from the native speakers of a second language (L2)
to achieve successful communication with them. However, learners may need to use that area of communicative
competence where culturally based norms often come into conflict in the expression of politeness in the target
language. In her review of current research on linguistic politeness, Kasper (1990) confirms the idea that non-native
speakers may not have politeness where it is expected, and may use it where it is not expected, because of being less
competent and consequently vulnerable to the risk of inadvertently violating politeness norms, and thereby forfeiting
their claim to being treated as social equals.

A wide range of communication aspects have been the focus of intracultural and cross-cultural studies. Among these
aspects, communication styles, also referred to as linguistic strategies, including indirectness, silence vs. volubility,
topic raising, interruption, and adversativeness or verbal conflict, have drawn the attention of several researchers
(Zimmerman &West, 1975; Esposito, 1979; Spender, 1980; Shuy, 1982; Sattel, 1983; James & Clarke, 1993; Tannen,
1994; Jaworski, 1998; Li, 2001; Li et al., 2005; Arcidiacono &Pontecorvo, 2009). Using communication styles in
any form and with any function in language provides information about that language and the people who are using it
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consciously or unconsciously to communicate. These unspeakable messages, as Tannen (1990) called metamessages,
reveal some facts about the difference between speakers’ linguistic choices in different institutions or with different
interlocutors. Relevant to the area of the current study, the aspect of indirectness as a communication style is of
paramount importance as a metamessage in uncovering hidden aspects of communication. For example, several
studies have claimed that the feminine speaker style is more indirect than that of men (Lakoff, 1975; Goodwin, 1980;
Tannen, 1990, 1994; Holmes, 2001) and De Francisco and Palczewski (2007) claimed that people with lower social
status are more probable to use indirectness (p.70). Yet, Tannen (1994) argued that indirectness is not a sign of
powerlessness, and that it can be seen as a sign of power instead.

Considering the fact that indirectness is frequently used in different forms, with different functions in Persian,
uncovering its hidden aspects of communication by focusing on indirect conversation can be helpful in
understanding Iranian people and their native language. It may also generally contribute to evaluate the overall
theories on direct and indirect speech acts. To this end, the present study investigated the degree of indirectness in
giving advice as a kind of speech act in Persian language, by considering the role of gender, age, social distance, and
status of the interlocutors.

1.1 Functions of indirectness in interactions

Zhang and You (2009) considered indirectness as “the means in which one’s meaning is conveyed indirectly through
utterances or non-verbal behaviors in order to achieve certain goal, or the means in which one’s intent is revealed in a
roundabout way” (p. 99). Many scholars have tried to explain directness/indirectness phenomenon through context
model, conversational style theory, and politeness theory. The following sections provide a brief introduction to each
model, respectively. Further, to account for the role of indirectness in each model, the studies which adopted these
models in examining directness/indirectness have also been pointed out.

1.2 Politeness Theory

The politeness theory first proposed by Brown and Levinson (1987) and put emphasis on the close relationship of
indirectness and politeness. The notion of face, which is a basic concept in this theory, is defined by Renkema (2004)
as “the image that a person projects in his social contacts with others”. When we are involved in a conversation, it is
necessary to keep one’s own face or to avoid threatening another’s face. Some speech acts such as requesting,
apologizing, reprimanding, refusing, and giving advice are intrinsically face-threatening acts (FTA’s). Interlocutors
often try to employ some politeness strategies in their interactions in order to keep their face and to avoid damaging
the hearer’s face. Indirectness can be regarded as one of these politeness strategies, mitigating the severity of the
probable damage to the interlocutors’ face. Therefore, it is clear that politeness necessarily calls for indirectness.

Many authors studied the notion of indirectness as a politeness strategy from the perspective of politeness theory
(Sifiano, 1992; Ruzickova, 1998; Marquez-Réiter, 2000; Wierbzicka, 2003; Félix-Brasdefer, 2005; Cheng, 2009
Mwinyelle, 2005 &Borderia- Garcia, 2006).

In Iran, Eslami-Rasekh (1993), Salmani-Nodoushan (2008), and Eslami-Rasekh et al (2010) have studied
indirectness in the speech act of requests. Salmani-Nodoushan (2008) adopted politeness theory and the notion of
face to investigate the notion of indirectness in the speech act of requests among native speakers of Persian across
different levels of perceived situational seriousness. Adapting the same theory, Eslami-Rasekh et al. (2010) focused
on the similarities and differences between Americans and Iranians with regard to the speaker’s assumed
expectations of compliance in selecting among the conventionally indirect spectrum. They concluded that, in
comparable situations, the Americans were generally more certain that the addressee would comply with the request
than Iranians. They, therefore, argued that conventional indirectness appears to reflect different social meanings in
English and Persian and those differences should be taken into account in EFL instruction and in cross-cultural
studies.

1.3 Indirectness in Speech Acts

Searle (1975) introduced the notion of ‘indirect speech acts’. This notion is applied to speech acts in which the
speaker communicates to the hearer more than transferring his own message by means of relying on their common
cultural background information such as requesting, refusing, apologizing, etc. The rational for choosing the speech
act of giving advice was that in Persian, advice giving, which is mostly a benevolent reaction to the others’ true or
probable mistakes, often calls for indirection. This reaction, depending on certain factors, is often reflected in four
linguistic choices of silence, direct advice, indirect advice, and very indirect act.

Furthermore, although many researchers have shown interest in the study of speech acts in Persian to find out the
participants’ behavior in performing speech acts (e. g., Eslami-Rasekh, 1993; Salmani-Nodoushan, 2008; Salmani-
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Nodoushan&Allami, 2011 (requesting); Allami, 2006 (griping); Salmani-Nodoushan; 2006 (inviting); Afghari, 2007;
Shariati &Chamani, 2009 (apologizing); Eslami-Rasekh, 2004; Salmani-Nodoushan, 2008 (complaining); Allami,
2010; Aliakbari&Changizy, 2011 (refusal); Aliakbari, Heidarizad &Mahjub, 2011 (Swearing); Hassani, et al. 2011
(refusing); Eslami-Rasekh &Ahmadian, 2011 (reprimanding)), it has been a neglected area in Persian. Thus, giving
advice was selected as a speech act which mirrors the Iranians’ behavior when selecting a direct or indirect style.

By considering the afore-mentioned issues, this phenomenon has been studied from different perspectives.
Sociolinguists focused on the study of indirectness mainly from the perspective of politeness. Yet, when individuals
from different cultures practice politeness in conversations, they are often influenced by their own specific culture.
As a result, leaving the study of indirectness to politeness- oriented research is not recommended. Also, as some
researchers (e.g., Gudykunst; 1983; Gudykunst& Nishida, 1986; Cardon, 2008) argued, Hall’s model simplifies the
interpretation of directness/indirectness by dividing the cultures into HC and LC cultures and ignoring the effect of
situation and context. Accordingly, in attempt to investigate the issue from a different perspective, the present study
adopted Tannen’s conversational style theory to examine the Iranian’s hidden aspects of communication or nonverbal
messages in performing advice giving speech act.

1.3.1 Giving Advice in Speech Acts

Locher (2006) created a wide study of advice-giving in an internet advice base that was part of the health program.
Advice-seekers could send questions about most any health-related matter and receive a response written by a group
of health educator. Locher’s (2006) book, Advice Online, debates the content structure of advice letters, aspects of
relational, the personal and public dimension of advice-giving in the letters, and the problem letters by the
advice-seekers. In the sections on content structure, Locher (2006: 76) stated some findings that can be contrasted to
the results of the present study. She discovered that advice were the most frequent type of discursive move, and
remarked that there was a typical pattern in this evaluation (Locher, 2006: 85).

According to Brown and Levinson’s (1987), the discourse strategies related to advice-giving in English have usually
been to relieve the face threatening act of giving advice. However, Haugh (2004, 2006, and 2007) indicate there have
been some questions about the appropriateness of applying Brown and Levinson’s politeness theory to Japanese
because advice-giving may be seen as a positive expression of concern in Asian culture. It seems presumably that
advice-giving is depends on contextual situations in both English and Japanese. What is obvious is that Japanese
advice-givers utilize the same strategies as those used for advice-giving in English in the same context. Because
some of them are utilized frequently, they may be taken into account specified properties of advice-giving in the
Rikon discussion.

Spencer-Oatey (2005) illustrates that few studies have been carried out how a specific speech act (advice in this case)
is used in a larger context and seek to describe sociolinguistic and pragmalinguistic strategies Spanish L2 learners’
use in an advice-giving situation with a native speaker. The findings displayed the impact of a semester abroad on L2
interlanguage development and provided information to determine where pedagogy could play a role in guiding
learners to understand pragmatic awareness in an advice situation.

According to Watts (2003) and Borderia-Garcia (2006), many studies have displayed that non-native speakers’
attitudes toward speech act differed from various studies on () giving advice (; Chun, 2009). According to Al-Shboul
and Zarei (2013), the perception in giving advice with the influence of gender among Iranian learner represented
they were different in terms of the types of advice they showed as the appropriate choice.

1.4 Rational For the Study

Many researchers have supported the idea that context contributes to meaning (e. g., Lakoff, 1977; Leech, 1983;
Kasper, 1996; Charlebois, 2004). Tannen (1984) believes that communication in any culture is a matter of directness
which means that the way people interpret indirect and direct conversation and their motives for an indirect or direct
statement is cross-culturally different. Therefore, indirectness can cause confusion when the interlocutors are using
different styles. Considering these conditions, it seems that the study of indirectness in any language is necessary for
preventing miscommunication in international communications.

In addition, communication styles, in general, and indirectness, in particular, have been neglected in Persian.
Therefore, the present research aims at examining the forms and degree of indirectness as one aspect of Persian
communication style in the speech act of advice giving.

Based on the above objectives, the following research questions were raised:

(1) How are Persian speakers’ directness/ indirectness linguistic choices distributed across different situations?
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(2) According to the perceptions of the respondents, do such factors as age, status, and social distance of interlocutors
significantly influence speakers’ degree of directness/indirectness in giving advice?

(3) Is there any significant difference between males and females in using directness strategy?
2. Method
2.1 Participants

In order to collect data, convenience sampling method was used. Participants included 240 adults from Bandar Imam,
Iran, (140 males and 100 females), ranging from 18 to 58 years old (mean age: 39 for males and 32 for females). All
participants were native Persian speakers. The selected samples were different in terms of education (ranging from
under diploma to a postgraduate degree) and occupation (including university students, drivers, officers, accountants,
salespersons, teachers, and attorneys).

2.2 Instruments

As the situations described in other DCTs, for example, the one developed by Hinkel (1997), seems not to be
applicable for Iranian context, a new version of DCT was designed by the researchers in order to evaluate
indirectness in giving advice speech act. The adopted DCT included 13 situations demanding reaction to a wrong act
(giving advice). Among them, two situations was related to giving advice to an interlocutor of equal statues, three to
an intimate interlocutor, three to an interlocutor older than the respondents, two to an interlocutor younger than
respondents, and finally three situations to a higher statues interlocutor. Further, as the researchers believed that the
nature of some situations such as high status necessitated the allocation of more items than the other situations in
order to be certain about the consistency of responses across these situations, a different number of items were
selected for each situation. In the present study, to increase the validity of the questionnaire, Multiple Choice (MC)
options were taken from pilot DCT, and the MC instrument was constructed according to real and observed situations
in which the speech act of giving advice was performed in Persian. In other words, production responses served as
the basis for MC design and development. Finally, regarding the reliability of the questionnaire, the result of data
analysis during the pilot testing indicated that the instrument is reliable (o = .82).

2.3 Procedure

First, in order to make sure that the respondents are not negatively affected as a result of participating in this research,
they were assured of the confidentiality of the collected data.

To answer the first research question, the frequency of each option for all five categories including higher status,
equal status, intimate, older, and younger interlocutors were calculated and presented by percentage to see in which
situations they preferred to be silent, advice directly, advice indirectly, and act very indirectly. Chi- square test was
used to see whether there is any significant difference among the categories or not. Regarding the second research
question, the scoring method designed by Nelson et al. (2002) was implemented to answer the question. For
example, if a respondent reacted to a wrong act by a direct advice giving, 1 was given while 0 was given for other
cases. Total directness score for each respondent was calculated by summing the assigned directness score for each
situation. For example, total scores within high-status situation were calculated with a maximum of 3 (i.e., all of the
three advice giving situations for higher status included a direct linguistic choice) and a minimum of 0 (i.e., none of
the advice giving situations for high status included a direct linguistic choice). The same procedure was used to
calculate directness score within each age situation and in social distance (intimate interlocutor). In general, each
subject had five directness scores including higher status situations, equal status, intimate interlocutor, older
interlocutor, and younger interlocutor. Then, directness score mean in each situation was calculated. Finally, in order
to see whether there is any significant difference among directness score means in the described situations, these five
groups of scores were compared through analysis of variances (ANOVA). Also, in order to study the directness
among male and female participants, the mean of both groups were compared using independent sample t-test.

3. Results

Data were analyzed to find answers for the research questions. In so doing, the relevant tests and statistical
procedures were run. In order to find the answer for the first research question, the frequency of different options
chosen by the participants in all five categories of situations was counted and presented in Table 1. As it is evident in
Tablel, the distribution of four linguistic choices across the situations of the instrument is different.
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Table 1. The Distribution of Four Linguistic Choices in Each Situation of the Instrument

Linguistic choices

Silence Advice D Advice | Act very | Total
f % f % f % f % f %

Situation

Giving advicetoan ESI 10  2.1% 280 583% 130 27.8% 60 12.5% 480 100

Giving advice toan HSI 138 19.2% 54 7.5% 286 39.7% 242 33.6% 720 100

Giving advice to an 11 16 22% 348 483% 164 22.7% 192 26.77% 720 100

Giving advicetoan OI 58  8.5% 182  253% 214 292% 266 36.9% 720 100

Giving advice to a Y1 2 04% 358 74.6% 76 159% 44 92% 480 100

Total 224 72% 1222 392% 870 27.9% 804 25.8% 3120 100

Note. Bolds present the highest percentage of linguistic choices in each situation. f =frequency; a %= percentage; ESI=
equal status interlocutor; HSI= higher status interlocutor; II= intimate interlocutor; OI= older interlocutor; YI=
younger interlocutor; D= directly; I= indirectly.

To determine the level of significance, 5 chi- square tests compatible to five situations described in the questionnaire
were run. The results are summarized in Table 2. According to Table2, the variant distribution of linguistic choices
across all the five situations of the instrument is statistically significant (DF=3, p=.00).

Table 2. The Results of Chi-Square Tests for Evaluating the Significance of Variant Frequencies of Linguistic
Choices across the Situations

2

Situations Y df p
Giving advice to an interlocutor of Equal status 345.000 3 .00*
Giving advice to an Interlocutor of Higher status 181.778 3 .00*
Giving advice to an Intimate interlocutor 308.444 3 .00%*
Giving advice to an Older interlocutor 130.222 3 .00*
Giving advice to a Younger interlocutor 652.333 3 .00*
*n<.05

In order to examine the respondents’ directness scores across situations, five directness score means compatible with
five situations of the instrument were calculated. Table 3 represents the results. As Table 3 shows, when interlocutor
is in a higher status, participants’ directness score had the smallest mean (0. 23) and when interlocutor is a younger
person, they had the greatest mean (1. 54). The mean results can be sorted in this way: (higher status< older< equal
status< intimate< younger).

Regarding the second research question, to see whether the observed difference in the directness mean scores is
statistically significant or not, the five groups of scores were compared by ANOVA test. The results showed that
there is a significant difference between different groups’ mean (DF= 4, p=. 00). In conclusion, , status, social
distance, and age of the interlocutors which are regarded as the variant factors of five situations described in the DCT
had significant effect on the indirectness degrees of Persian speakers when giving advice.
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Table 3. Calculated Means for the Five Groups of Directness Scores

Directness score N Mean

m F T m F t m f t
Situation
high-status interlocutor 34 22 56 140 100 240 0.24 0.22 0.23
equal status interlocutor 168 106 274 140 100 240 1.2 1.06 1.14
intimate interlocutor 180 164 344 140 100 240 1.28 1.64 1.43
Older interlocutor 108 66 174 140 100 240 0.77  0.66 0.72
younger interlocutor 220 150 370 140 100 240 1.57 1.5 1.54
Total 708 506 1214 140 100 240 5.05 5.06 5.05

Note. f =female; m= male; t = total; and N= the number of scores.

Finally, to answer the third research question, the total directness score means of males and females as well as their
directness score means in all the separately scored situations were compared using t-tests. The results of the t- tests
are summarized in Table 4. The results revealed no significant effects of gender on total directness score when males
and females were compared. However, testing their directness scores across situations did uncover significant effect
of gender in intimate situation (DF= 238, p=. 007). As the calculated means for the intimate situation shows, female
participants are more direct than males (1.64> 1.28).

Table 4. T-Test Results for Comparing Males’ and Females’ Directness Score Means

Mean t Df P
Situations F m
High status 0.22 0.24 0.41 238 0. 67
Equal status 1.06 1.2 1.68 238 0.09
Intimate 1.64 1.28 2.72 238 0.007*
Older 0.66 0.77 1.22 238 0.22
Younger 1.5 1.57 0.90 238 0.36
Total 5.06 5.05 0.01 238 0.99
Note. f= female; m= male.
*p<.05

4. Discussion

As the results indicated, the frequency of linguistic choices was different among the participants. Approximately 93%
of respondents directly or indirectly showed reaction to the others’ true or probable mistakes and only about 7% of
them preferred to be silent. This observation (i.e. high frequency of reaction to a wrong act vs. low frequency of
silence) may be attributed to the Iranian’s collectivistic and Islamic values according which people concerns each
other’s fortune and destiny. In addition to the difference between the total frequencies of linguistic choices in
respondents’ answers, the frequencies of these linguistic forms were also different across situations of the instrument.
As evident from Tablel, the most discrepancy is observable in selecting the linguistic choice of “to be silent”. More
than 60 per cent of selecting being silent occurred in higher status situation. This fact shows that although the
collectivistic values are dominant in Iranian society, in high status, situation the Iranians preferred to close the eyes
to them. The results also revealed that the lowest degree of directness occurred in the situation of giving advice to a
higher status interlocutor. Therefore, Persian speakers are often indirect and/or silent in this situation. However when
the interlocutor was of equal status respondents demonstrated more degree of directness than the situation in which
interlocutors were not of the same status. Through the literature, the issue of relationship between the degree of
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indirectness and the status of interlocutors has not lead to a consensus. The findings of the present study are
consistent with the results of other researchers (e.g., Katriel, 1986) who noted that with increase the status of
interlocutors, the degree of indirectness increases as well. Also, according to the results of mean comparison tests,
when the interlocutor was older than the respondents, the directness score mean for this situation was less than half
of directness score mean of younger interlocutor situation (0.77< 1.54). Therefore, it is right to claim that in Persian
direct advice giving mostly came from elder to younger. This result is companionable with the findings of other
researchers (e. g., Sarfo, 2011) who investigated the effect of interlocutors’ age and believe that this factor positively
correlates with the degree of indirectness. In addition, the results showed that when the interlocutors were close or
intimate they were mostly direct in giving advice. This finding coincides with previous literature (e. g., Félix-
Brasdefer, 2005; Salmani-Nodoushan, 2008) in that the more distant the relationship between the interlocutors, the
more likely it is for them to use indirect communication strategies. Furthermore, according to the result, gender is not
a significant factor in relation to directness in giving advice in Persian excluding one case (giving advice to an
intimate interlocutor) in which women are more direct than men. This result is incongruent with the claims of other
researchers (e.g., Lakoff, 1975; Goodwin, 1980; Tannen, 1990, 1994; Holmes, 2001) who believe that feminine
speaker style is more indirect than that of men.

We as a researcher had a discussion with focused groups that were among some female students in a dormitory to
establish an analysis of real and natural situation in Iranian context. Interesting enough, all of them agreed to utilize
indirect strategies for giving advice to everybody in every age and level; they would also accept advice directly if a
person impressed on them like a friend. Accordingly, they stated that their parents’ advice is direct so that they
apparently express their initial acceptance but will not put it into action. Specifically, one of them preferred to be silent
and even if the person had asked her to express her idea about something or somebody, she would have given a piece of
advice if necessary.

5. Conclusion and Suggestion for Future Research

This study, drawing upon Tannen’s (1984) conversational style theory, investigated one aspect of communication
style, i.e. indirectness, in the speech act of giving advice in Persian. The situations developed for this study,
examined the effects of gender, age, status, and social distance, and asked the selected respondents to select among
the common linguistic choices in Persian while giving advice. According to the findings, age, social distance, and
status of the interlocutors had a significant effect on the linguistic choices of the participants and accordingly on their
directness score. However, the results showed that there is no significant difference between the performances of
males and females excluding the case of intimate females. That is, intimate females were more direct than intimate
males. According to Tannen, whether the function of indirectness is defensiveness or solidarity depends on some
factors such as context, conversational style of participants and the interaction of participants’ styles and strategies.
As it was already mentioned, the lowest degree of directness occurred when one of the interlocutors places in a
higher status position. Therefore, lack of directness in giving advice in the higher status interlocutor situation, which
was reflected in linguistic strategies of silence and indirectness, seems to be a sign of powerlessness in Persian.
Accordingly, it was concluded that the function of indirectness in this situation was defensiveness. In other words,
exercising power by the higher status interlocutor in this situation justifies the indirect/silent style of respondents.
Another situation, which was preferred by the respondents, was giving advice to an older interlocutor. Although
Tannen (1986) asserts that “power can masquerade as solidarity” (p. 94), in this situation, power relation was not
present as a guiding clue to an indirect behavior. Therefore, we can conclude that solidarity justifies the indirect style
of respondents in the referred situation. This function of indirectness obviously accounts for the selection of
indirectness although it was in minority. Generally, the results of the present study showed that the functions of
indirectness can be clearly justified by indirectness functions of Tannen’s (1984) conversational style theory. This
claim is supported both by the respondents’ linguistic strategies and degree of directness/indirectness across different
situations. Therefore, at least in Iranian context, conversational style theory of Tannen is the most efficient model for
interpretation of indirectness phenomenon.

Considering the limitations of this study, other studies can be recommended for confirming the results of the present
study. The first limitation has to do with the extent to which the findings can be generalized beyond the speech act-
based studies. Although the large number of participants participated in this study has made the generalizability of
results possible, it should be kept in mind that advice giving is only a speech act not the whole language. It seems
that focusing on other speech acts such as apology, refusal, request, etc. is necessary to be sure about the linguistic
choices and forms of indirectness in Persian. In addition, there is at least one caution that needs to be addressed
concerning the methodology used with regard to this study. Further, other methods for examining indirectness such
as self-perception questionnaires and interviews as well as other linguistic strategies such as silence vs. volubility,
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topic raising, interruption, and adversativeness or verbal conflict can be the subject of many comparative or
interlanguage studies.
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