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ABSTRACT

In this study, we examine why closing a telephone call in Chinese can trigger intercultural irritations for
foreigners. We investigate such irritations by comparing ways in which learners and native speakers of
Chinese end phone calls. We follow a tripartite research design anchored in speech acts and interaction.
First, we administered Discourse Completion Tests (DCTs) to a group of advanced European learners of
Chinese and a group of native speakers of Chinese, investigating how members of these groups close
telephone calls. Second, we studied two corpora of telephone closing conversations, including a Chinese
and an English as lingua franca corpus. Third, we considered whether the pragmatic differences observed
through our DCTs reflect broader Chinese and Western conventions of telephone closing observed through
our interactional corpora, and whether the behaviour of foreign speakers of Chinese may have been
influenced by pragmatic transfer. Through the research outcomes we interpret the above-mentioned
intercultural irritations.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In this study, we examine why closing a telephone call in Chinese may be challenging
for foreigners. Phone calls have been sources of intercultural misunderstanding in the
Chinese context (e.g. Kleiner & Pan 2006; Xiao & Huang 2016). According to our observation,
advanced foreign learners of Chinese encountered two types of intercultural irritation regarding
closing telephone calls with Chinese friends (see also Section 3):

1. Chinese telephone closing expressions are perceived to be abrupt or even rude.
2. It is difficult to discern exactly when a telephone conversation ends in Chinese because calls

may not terminate with the expression baibai 拜拜 (for ‘bye-bye’).

Such irritations correlate with the fact that closing a call has an underlying sense of face-threat
(Levinson 1983), and conventions through which such face-threat is mitigated may significantly
vary across linguacultures. We believe that it is fruitful to consider how differences between
telephone closing conventions in Chinese and Western linguacultures manifest themselves in
Chinese L2 settings because this may allow us to look at the heart of the above-outlined irritations.

We follow a tripartite research design anchored in speech acts and interaction. First, we conducted
DiscourseCompletionTests (DCTs)with a groupof advancedEuropean speakers anda groupof native
speakers of Chinese, in order to understand how members of these groups end telephone calls in
Chinese. We decided to focus on telephone calls in familiar relationships because in such relationships
honorific closing formulae such as nin-xian-mang-ba您先忙吧 (lit. ‘be busy first’) are not required,
whichmakes closing telephone calls potentially less complicated. Second, we studied a Chinese and an
English as lingua franca (ELF) interactional corpus of telephone closings. Third, we consideredwhether
the pragmatic differences observed through our DCTs reflect Chinese and European linguacultural
conventions of telephone closing as reflected by our interactional corpora, and whether our foreign
speakers of Chinesewere influenced by pragmatic transfer. Through our research outcomeswe attempt
to interpret the above-outlined irritations of advanced foreign speakers of Chinese.

The study of such learner irritations contributes to a broader project conducted by House
and Kádár where we examine intercultural difficulties through the phenomenon of learner
irritations (e.g. House & Kádár 2023). In this project we have devoted special attention to
how interaction ritual situations such as the opening and closing an interaction, as well as
removing oneself from an ongoing conversation trigger intercultural difficulties. Such situations
can be defined as typically ritual because their interactional structural features follow (often
ceremonial) pragmatic conventions. However, in our previous inquiries we have mainly focused
on face-to-face interactions, and so the present ritual-anchored study of intercultural irritations
triggered by closing phone calls fills a knowledge gap.

The structure of this study is the following. Section 2 provides a review of previous research,
Section 3 presents our methodology and data, Section 4 is our analysis, while in Section 5 we
conclude the present study.

2. REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Cook (1999), Davies (2004), Kubota (2016) and many others have pointed out that foreign
speakers of a language should not be expected to imitate ‘native speaker’ practices. Accordingly,
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we refrain from suggesting that foreign speakers of Chinese should follow native telephone
closing conventions. Instead, we focus on what may trigger irritations for Chinese L2 learners.
We also distance ourselves from the strong contrastive hypothesis that linguacultural differences
automatically trigger L2 difficulties. Still, we believe that contrastive pragmatic differences be-
tween ELF and Chinese telephone closing conventions should not be neglected if one wishes to
investigate the previously mentioned intercultural irritations.

Previous pragmatic and conversation analytic (CA) research on telephone closing is relevant
for our study. Here we only mention some representative publications. In their classic, Schegloff
& Sacks (1973) investigated the basic sequential organisation of telephone closings, laying down
the foundations of this area. In another classic work, Button (1987) examined how participants
negotiate the end of calls. In pragmatics, it was Levinson (1983, 316) who first pointed out that
both overly hasty and overly slow telephone closing patterns may have negative influence on the
relationship between the callers. This view of Levinson is particularly relevant for our study
because the intercultural irritations studied also have the potential to negatively influence
interpersonal relationships.

Later pragmatic research on telephone closing involves both the study of language behaviour
in individual linguacultures (e.g. Harren & Raitaniemi 2008; Wright 2011; Kazemi 2019; Kim
2019; Mahzari 2019) and cross-cultural contrastive pragmatic inquiries (e.g. Pavlidou 1998;
Allami et al. 2017). We hope to contribute to contrastive pragmatic research, by comparing
Chinese and ELF telephone closing patterns with the aid of a finite system of speech acts (see
more below). This approach differs from previous cross-cultural contrastive takes where
scholars often compared telephone call closing patterns either by focusing on expressions or
interactional strategies. To provide two representative examples here, in her contrastive Greek–
German inquiry, Pavlidou (1998, 91) found that speakers of Greek use tag-questions which
expect answer, while the comparable tag-particles used by speakers of German are ones which
do not expect an answer. This expression-based analysis allowed Pavlidou to make broader
inferences about Greek and German telephone closing behaviours. Unlike Pavlidou, Okamoto
(1990; cited in Takami 2002) focused on strategies of telephone closing in Japanese by
comparing Japanese with English (e.g. unlike speakers of English, Japanese speakers often use
punch lines to start the closing section of a phone call). Since speech act represents a middle unit
between expressions and discourse, we believe it is worth to conduct our contrastive pragmatic
analysis from a speech act point of view. An advantage of approaching our data with the aid of a
finite system of speech acts is that this approach allows us to consider every utterance in our
entire data, instead of zeroing in on certain expression or strategy types. By looking at various
speech act realisation types in our data we also venture beyond studies like Aston (1995) who
compared Italian and English telephone closing patterns by focusing on the speech act of
thanking only.

Research on telephone closing in Chinese with relevance for our study includes Sun (2005),
Zhang (2013), Huang (2020), and – to a smaller degree – Dong & Wu (2020). Sun (2005) argued
that speakers of Chinese often close telephone calls by uttering brief ‘matter-of-fact announce-
ments’ such as ‘let’s finish here’. Sun’s work has been illuminating for our inquiry because it
draws attention to the importance of such utterances in Chinese telephone closing behaviour.
Zhang (2013) also argued that in official interviews Chinese reporters use ‘end markers’ instead
of leave-take forms. Huang (2020) examined Chinese telephone closings in familiar relationships
and found that reaching a closure requires significant interactional collaboration between the
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participants in comparison to English. We interpret this sense of ‘collaboration’ from an alter-
native angle, by considering the interactional dynamics of Chinese telephone closing both before
and after a leave-taking occurred. Dong & Wu (2020) looked at what happens to relationships
between callers in Chinese telephone call closings. While our study is language-anchored and
unlike Dong and Wu we do not apply psychological concepts, we agree with Dong and Wu that
the relationship between the participants may affect the closing phase of a telephone call.

In L2 pragmatics, telephone closings have been studied in various second language contexts
such as Japanese (e.g. Ikeda 2009), Persian (Allami et al. 2017), Spanish (Alcón Soler 2000) and
English (e.g. Sitthikoson & Sinwongsuwat 2017). Another area with relevance for our study
includes L2 pragmatic research on phatic language use (e.g. Cruz 2013; Barron & Black 2015;
Maíz-Arévalo 2017). Since in Chinese L2 pragmatics little attention has been dedicated to
telephone closings and related phatic interaction (for an overview see Li 2023), we hope to
contribute to these areas.

3. METHODOLOGY AND DATA

3.1. Methodology

Our study was motivated by intercultural irritations of advanced foreign speakers of Chinese,
including 15 advanced speakers whom we interviewed ourselves and who have lived in China for
at least 5 years, as well as 32 online accounts on websites such as www.sinosplice.com
and chinese.stackexchange.com. As already noted, such irritations can be divided into two
categories:

1. Chinese telephone closing expressions are perceived to be rude.
2. It is difficult to discern exactly when a telephone conversation ends in Chinese because

speakers continue talking after uttering the closing expression baibai.

The following extracts drawn from www.sinosplice.com illustrate these irritation types:

I recall quite clearly the satisfaction I felt when I first became capable of conducting actual telephone
conversations in Chinese. It made me feel I had really arrived, and I relished the achievement. It
wasn’t long before some communication issues spoiled my victory, though. Chinese people were
saying things to me on the telephone that I wasn’t accustomed to hearing, and it didn’t seem very
nice. … The “not very nice” things all seemed to come at the end of telephone conversations, and
often from friends.

I mostly hear my [Chinese] girlfriend closing her conversations in a series of [words] like:
好。嗯。嗯。嗯嗯嗯。好。嗯。拜拜。嗯。嗯。拜拜！ (‘Good. Um. Um. Uh-huh-huh. Good.
Um. Bye-Bye. Um. Um. Bye-Bye!’).

In order to examine such intercultural evaluations, we adopt two analytic procedures:

1. We approach Chinese telephone closing conventions through speech acts and interaction.
This allows us to venture beyond the use of individual expressions which may trigger
intercultural irritations, and instead focus on broader contrastive differences between Chi-
nese and ELF interactional speech act realisation patterns in telephone closings, which may
turn out to be responsible for intercultural irritations.
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2. We avoid assuming at the outset that a telephone conversation should end with leave-taking.

As already noted, we follow a tripartite research design. First, we conducted DCTs with
native Chinese speakers and European speakers of Chinese. Through these DCTs we not only
investigated which speech acts members of these groups frequent before the speech act Leave-
Take is realised, but also whether they prefer uttering anything after a Leave-Take was realised.
While we are aware of criticisms of the DCT methodology (see Wojtaszek 2016 for an overview),
we believe that DCT remains valuable for collecting comparable data from larger groups of
language users. Second, we studied two interactional corpora featuring telephone closings,
including a Chinese and an ELF corpus. We decided to compare our Chinese corpus with an
ELF one because foreign speakers of Chinese involved in our DCTs came from different Euro-
pean countries, including Italy, Hungary and Germany. Third, we considered whether the
pragmatic differences observed through our DCTs reflect broader linguacultural conventions
of telephone closing, and also whether the behaviour of our foreign speakers of Chinese was
influenced by pragmatic transfer.

We approach our data through a finite and minimalist speech act typology (Edmondson
& House 1981; Edmondson, House & Kádár 2023), featured by Figure 1.

Having a finite speech act typology allows us to rigorously compare speech acts through
which telephone closing is realised. Ever since Austin and Searle, the idea that speech act
categories need to be finite has been present in pragmatics (Habermas 1979; Vanderveken
1990; Kissine 2013; Levinson 2017). The speech acts we propose are such simple and basic

Figure 1. Our speech act typology
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constituents of language use that they can easily be replicated in the study of interaction in our
corpora (see House & Kádár 2023). As part of annotating speech acts in this system, we also
consider Supportive Moves like Grounders (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989).

In this typology, speech acts are divided into Substantive (Attitudinal and Informative)
and Ritual clusters. The Substantive categories Attitudinal and Informative are self-explana-
tory. The Ritual cluster involves illocutions which belong to the typically ritual phases of an
interaction like closing. The label ‘Ritual’ does not imply that other speech acts can have no
ritual value – an example is Apologise, which is an Attitudinal illocution that tends to be
realised in ritual ways. In using this typology, it is important to consider how speech acts
‘migrate’ between clusters (House & Kádár 2021): for instance, if Apologise is frequently
realised in telephone closing in a particular linguaculture it may mean that in this linguacul-
ture it is conventionally part of Closing even though it does not belong to the Closing cluster of
speech acts by default. In our study, we indicate speech acts in capital (e.g. ‘Apologise’ instead
of ‘apology’).

3.2. Data

The DCTs were administered to a group of 30 advanced European speakers of Chinese with at
least intermediate competence in Chinese, and another group of 30 native speakers of Chinese.
We presented the following two scenarios to our participants, both featuring the closing of a
telephone call in a familiar relationship:

(Scenario 1)
A and B are good friends having a casual conversation on the telephone. The following
is said:

A: ______________________________

B: 好，那挂吧！(‘Okay, let’s hang off!’)

A: 嗯嗯，好，拜拜！(‘Sure, okay, bye-bye!’)

B: 拜拜！(‘Bye-bye!’)

(Scenario 2)
A and B are good friends having a casual conversation on the telephone. The following is said:

A: 好，那挂吧！(‘Okay, let’ hang off!’)

B: 嗯嗯，好，拜拜！(‘Sure, okay, bye-bye!’)

A: 拜拜！(‘Bye-bye!’)

B: ____________________________

A: ____________________________

Please only fill in the blank lines if you feel that words are needed here.

The first DCT features a scenario where B utters the routine formula gua-ba (‘let’s hang off’),
representing the speech act Suggest in a clearly friendly context. While this formula may sound
irritating to the foreign ear, we set out from the assumption that the casual context in the
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description of the DCT indicates that it is part of conventional closing talk. In the second DCT,
we allowed participants not to respond after baibai was reciprocated to avoid eliciting utterances
which they would not normally produce.

Our interactional data includes a Chinese and an ELF corpus of audio-recorded telephone
call closings. We recorded telephone and WeChat calls by asking a network of friends and
colleagues to audio-record their telephone calls. Our Chinese corpus includes telephone in-
teractions between friends, close colleagues and family members, and our ELF corpus includes
telephone calls between friends and close colleagues. The other participant in each call was made
aware by our contact that the call will get recorded. None of the participants was made aware of
our research goal, in order for them to avoid ‘overperforming’ when closing the calls. Our
Chinese corpus comprises 84 closing episodes, and our ELF corpus includes 57 comparable
episodes.

Following standard ethical procedures, we anonymised our data and removed any personal
and sensitive information. We annotated speech acts in our audio-recorded data by following a
coding scheme we outlined in House & Kádár (2023). To help the reader’s work, our transcripts
are arranged in tables, displaying the Chinese original text, the English translation and the
speech act annotation in the same line.

4. ANALYSIS

4.1. Our DCTs

Tables 1 and 2 summarise the DCT responses of speakers of CFL (CFL).

Table 1. Responses of speakers of CFL (DCT 1)

Speech act type Frequency (n. out of 30 responses)

Extractor 29/30

Remark 21/30

Apologise 11/30

Willing (Promise) 6/30

Table 2. Responses of speakers of CFL (DCT 2)

Speech act type Frequency (n. out of 30 responses)

Ø 21/30

Thanks 5/30

Remark 3/30

Tell 2/30

362 Acta Linguistica Academica 71 (2024) 3, 356–380

Brought to you by Library and Information Centre of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences MTA | Unauthenticated | Downloaded 10/10/24 09:56 AM UTC



Extracts (1) and (2) represent speech acts provided for our first DCT:

(1) Apologies, APOLOGISE

I have something to do 

now,

EXTRACTOR

I will send you an SMS 

when I have time.

WILLING (PROMISE)

(2)

As Table 1 shows, the most frequent speech act type in the first DCT scenario is Extractor, i.e.
an illocution which provides a strategic signal anticipating the Leave-Take, and by means of
which the speaker legitimises their imminent leave-taking by giving reasons for it. Nearly all
participants realised this illocution, often in combination with the speech act Apologise (see
also Robinson 2010 on Apologise in closing moves in English). The frequency of Extractor in
the DCT involving foreign speakers of Chinese correlates with our previous research (House &
Kádár 2023) where we found that speakers of English frequently use Extractor in leave-taking
in all role relationships. Another frequent speech act type in our first DCT was Remark, a
Phatic illocution through which the speaker shows themselves favourably disposed towards
their addressee. Most Remarks were formulated as comments about the telephone call which is
soon to reach a closure. Finally, various foreign respondents realised the speech act Willing
(Promise), through which they ensured the other that the call will continue on another
occasion.

In our second DCT, many foreign speakers of Chinese did not fill in the task. When we asked
them about the reason for this choice, the general response was that there is no ‘natural’ way to
continue the call. A minority of participants provided Thanks→Welcome/Minimiseþspeech act,
Remark→Remarkþspeech act, and Tell→Tell pairs in the post-Leave-Take interactional slot,
illustrated by extracts (3), (4) and (5):

(3)
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(4)

(5)

Tables 3 and 4 summarise the DCT responses of native speakers of Chinese. As Tables 3 and 4
show, in our Chinese DCTs, the three most significant speech acts are Suggest, Resolve and
Okay. Okay is a Ritual illocution, and its frequency here may correlate with the fact that it helps

Table 4. Responses of native speakers of Chinese (DCT 2)

Speech act type Frequency (n. out of 30 responses)

Suggest 27/30

Resolve 20/30

Okay 8/30

Request 6/30

Table 3. Responses of native speakers of Chinese (DCT 1)

Speech act type Frequency (n. out of 30 responses)

Suggest 24/30

Okay 21/30

Resolve 18/20

Request 7/30

Tell 6/30

Extractor 3/30
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decreasing the potential face-threat triggered by the Leave-Take. The hearer-oriented speech act
Suggest (e.g. ‘you hang off first’) and the speaker-oriented speech act Resolve (e.g. ‘I hang off
first’, see also Sun 2005) are often adjacent in both of our Chinese DCTs, i.e. A first utters a
Suggest which is responded with a Resolve, or vice versa.

The following extracts illustrate speech act realisation types in our first DCT:

(6)

(7)

(8)

As Table 4 shows, native speakers of Chinese, unlike foreign participants, all filled in the second
DCT task, mostly by realising Suggest followed by another speech act. The following extracts
illustrate two different Suggest types in our second DCT dataset:

(9)
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(10)

As extract (9) shows, DCT participants often provided Suggests through which they ritually
expressed care for the recipient. Another form of the speech act Suggest, illustrated by extract
(10), includes cases when respondents provided Suggests to encourage the other to really
hang up after a Leave-Take was realised. Another frequent speech act type in this dataset was
Request:

(11)

In summary, our DCT data has shown that foreign speakers and native speakers of Chinese
followed significantly different pragmatic conventions of closing telephone calls in familiar
relationships. In order to interpret these pragmatic differences, we have examined patterns of
telephone closing in our interactional Chinese and ELF corpora.

4.2. Our Chinese telephone corpus

The following extract represents a typical way of telephone closing in our Chinese corpus:
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(12)

In turn 1, A Initiates pre-closing by inquiring about when B is going to sleep: here the speech
acts Request (for information) – indicating a departure from the main topic of the phone call –
serve as a trigger for closure. In turn 2, B appears to have missed A’s implied meaning as she
realises a Resolve, followed by a Request (for information) expressing her uncertainty about the
meaning of A. In turn 3, A chooses a more direct way to move towards closing the conversation
as she announces that she is sleepy. In turn 4, after realising an Okay B responds with a Suggest,
which is clearly phatic in nature because what B Suggests is what A announced to do anyway. In
turns 5 and 6, the interactants exchange information about a class on the following day – this
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exchange is phatic as A and B discuss information both of them appear to already know (see the
formulation “you have a morning class”).1 In turns 6 and 7, the interactants once again reach an
agreement that B will now go to sleep, and in turn 8 A encourages B again with a Suggest to
sleep, which B accepts in turn 9. In turn 10, B realises the speech act Leave-Take. Yet,
the conversation does not end here, a point which we will revisit later: in turn 11 A realises a
phatic Okay→Suggest→Request (for information) sequence and the conversation only ends in
turn 13.

Extract (12) shows that although Closing in our Chinese data is largely phatic in nature,
the participants do not normally realise Phatic Remarks (cf. the Phatic cluster in Figure 1).
Rather, they realise various Attitudinal (in particular, Suggest and Request) and Informative
(in particular, Tell) illocutions, along with Ritual Okays. The preference for Suggests and Re-
quests correlates with the frequency of particles, including a 啊, ba 吧 and la 啦: in the brief
interaction featured above the participants utter altogether 11 of such particles. In Chinese
phatic interaction such particles are frequented because they imply a friendly overtone,
and so here they are likely to reinforce the phatic function of Suggests, Resolves and Requests
(see more below).

Extract (12) illustrates the following conventional characteristics of telephone closing in our
native Chinese data:

1. The speech act Suggest occurs frequently. Suggest has two types: Suggests through which care
for the other is expressed and Suggests through which the recipient is encouraged to hang off.

2. Resolves are also frequent. As we could see in turns 3 and 4 of extract (1), Resolves are often
in an adjacent relationship with Suggests.

3. Requests (for information) are also preferred. Phatic realisations of Request include cases
where the speaker inquires about information they appear to already know.

4. Phatic Remarks are generally absent from closing.

These pragmatic features, in particular the preference for Suggests, are even more visible in
scenarios like extract (13) where one of the participants is in a role where they are expected to
ritually express care for the other:

1See Senft (2009) on the phatic function of self-evident information.
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(13)

In line 1, the grandmother initiates closing with a Phatic Suggest→Request (for information)
sequence through which she moves away from the main topic of the phone call, indicating that
the call is about to reach a closure, by ritually expressing care for her grandson. In turn 2, the
grandson realises a Request→Tell→Tell→Request sequence, and in turns 3 and 4 the
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interactants discuss trivialities concerning the grandson’s afternoon programme. In turn 5, the
grandmother utters an Okay, followed by a Suggest through which she again ritually expresses
care for her grandson. In turn 6, the grandson aligns himself with this move (Goffman 1974), as
he realises an Okay→Tell sequence. Similar to extract (11), the interaction does not end here: in
turns 8–10 the participants engage again in phatic interaction, leading to an exchange of
Suggests in turns 11–12, finally followed by reciprocated Leave-Takes in turns 13–14.

In our Chinese data, in 69 out of 84 interactions (82%) the interactants continue the con-
versation after the speech act Leave-Take is uttered. Extract (14) illustrates a typical post-Leave-
Take exchange:

(14)
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In turn 1, A asks whether B is sleepy with a Request (for information), which is likely to indicate
the speaker’s wish to end the conversation (see also extract (11)), and the interactants reach
a point of Leave-Take in turns 3–4 (in turn 4, the Leave-Take is transformed into a
Suggest). However, in turn 4, B continues the call as she utters the Alerter2 particle ei 诶 (trans.
‘hey’), followed by a Request (for information) concerning an acquaintance. In turns 5–7
the participants exchange information about this acquaintance. In turn 8, B makes a
repeated Request (for information) about whether A is sleepy. This ritual Request (for infor-
mation) leads to another exchange of speech acts, and the interaction finally reaches a closure
in turns 11–12.

If an exchange of Leave-Takes is followed by a further exchange in our Chinese corpus, the
expression baibai is normally softened by a particle. Table 5 summarises the types of such
particles in our Chinese corpus.

The frequency of these particles shows baibais in our Chinese data can be tentative, giving an
opportunity for – or even ‘inviting’ – continuation. Along with the above-outlined particles co-
occurring with baibai, there are other frequent particle uses in our Chinese data:

- The particle la啦 often replaces le了in the formula guale挂了 (‘I hang off’). While guala挂啦

is also a Resolve, it is ‘softer’ than guale.
- En嗯 often occurs in an adjacent way with the closing baibai (see also turn 16 in extract (15)).

Post-Leave-Take interaction is clearly phatic. In our case in our corpus, such a post-Leave-
Take exchange helps an interactant to ‘soften’ what was said during the pre-Leave-Take phase,
hence gaining a strategic function; see extract (15).

Table 5. Types and uses of particles co-occurring with baibai-s which do not end the interaction

Particle type Frequency Position (in relation to baibai) and role

ba 吧 35/69 Follows baibai and transforms Leave-Take into a Suggest3

en 嗯 30/69 Precedes baibai and decreases the definitive tone of Leave-Take

ei诶 4/69 Uttered immediately after baibai as an Alerter indicating that the
Leave-Take is not definitive

2Edmondson & House (1981).
3See also Fang & Hengeveld (2020) on the softening function of ba.
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(15)
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In turns 1–6 the grandmother admonishes her granddaughter, instructing her not to have a
boyfriend and focus on her studies instead. The granddaughter clearly lacks enthusiasm about
being admonished as she responds to her grandmother with curt Okays. The grandmother
seems to recognise this lack of enthusiasm: in turn 10, following an exchange of Leave-Takes,
she continues the interaction in a softer way as she ritually expresses her care for her grand-
daughter with a Okay→Suggest→Suggest→Tell→Request (for information) sequence. By utter-
ing these Suggests, she relapses to the conventional phatic Suggest realisation pattern which we
could observe elsewhere in our data.

4.3. Our ELF telephone corpus

Extract (16) represents a typical closing interaction in our ELF corpus:

(16)

In turn 1, A first realises an Extractor and then a Remark, expressing his pleasure about the
opportunity to talk with B, and in turn 2 B reciprocates this closing Remark. In turn 3,
A realises a Request (for information) as to whether they should talk again soon, and in turn
4 B responds to this Request. In turn 5, A again realises a Phatic Remark, followed by an
Extractor, which A reciprocates with an Extractor and a Leave-Take in turn 6, and in turn 7
A realises a Leave-Take.

Extract (16) illustrates the following characteristics of telephone closing in our ELF data:

1. The interactants ubiquitously (in all 57 extracts) realise the speech act Extractor, which helps
them to move towards closing the interaction.

2. The interactants frequently (in 51 out of 57 extracts) realise Remarks, in order to decrease the
face-threat triggered by the imminent leave-taking.

The importance and ubiquity of the speech act Extractor in our ELF data becomes partic-
ularly visible in extract (17):
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(17)

In turn 1, the interaction is about to reach a closure as A realises an Okay→Extractor→Resolve
sequence, responded by B with a Suggest→Grounder sequence in turn 2. Unlike what we could
observe in many cases in our Chinese data, the Suggest here is genuine rather than ritual because
in turn 3 A provides a serious response to this Suggest. In turn 4, B informs A about an incident
that happened to her neighbour, and in turns 5–6 the interactants discuss this incident. Finally,
in turn 7 A relapses to closing as he utters an Extractor again, and in turn 8 B aligns herself with
A, and the interaction reaches a closure in turns 9–10. In summary, extract (16) shows that in
ELF settings the speech act Extractor not only helps to initiate the Closing phase but also to
relapse to the ritual of closing if an interactional diversion occurs.

Post-Leave-Take exchanges in our ELF data only occur in 8 out of 57 (14%) cases. In 5 of
these 8 cases, post-Leave-Take exchanges are brief, involving phatic exchanges of Willing
(Promise)→speech act and positive Remark→speech act sequences. Extract (18) illustrates such
as case:

(18)
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Furthermore, in 3 cases in our ELF data, post-Leave-Take exchange becomes non-phatic in
nature, representing real information exchange, as shown by extract (19):

(19) Scenario: Telephone closing conversation between two friends:

1. A: I have to take the dog out for a walk now. EXTRACTOR

2. B: Have fun! Don’t forget the little bag. WISH-WELL

SUGGEST

3. A: Haha, you bet! See you then. TELL

LEAVE-TAKE

4. B: Bye-bye. LEAVE-TAKE

5. Hey, before we hang off, will you come to X’s 

tomorrow?

REQUEST (FOR  

INFORMATION)

6. A: eah, yeah, we will meet there, right? TELL

REQUEST (FOR  

INFORMATION)

7. B: Yes, I’m goin’. TELL

8. A: Great! It will be awesome. So, we see each 

other soon then.

OPINE 

OPINE

EXTRACTOR

9. B: Yeah. See you soon. LEAVE-TAKE

10. A: Bye-bye. LEAVE-TAKE

In turns 1–4, the interactants reach a closing. However, in turn 5 B realises a Request (for
information). In turn 6, A responds to this Request with a Tell and a Request (for information),
which is then responded with a Tell by B in turn 7. The information exchange here is meaning-
ful, i.e. B is clearly interested in the actual answer of A.

4.4. Contrastive analysis

Noteworthy pragmatic characteristics of our Chinese corpus are the following:

1. The speech act Suggest occurs frequently. Suggests come in two types, including Suggests
through which care for the other is expressed and others through which the other is
encouraged to hang off.

2. Resolves are also frequent and are often adjacent with Suggests.
3. Requests (for information) are also preferred. Phatic realisations of Request include cases

when the speaker inquires about information they already know.
4. Suggests, Resolves and Requests are often softened by particles. Further, particles often

transform Leave-Take into Suggest, triggering post-Leave-Take interaction.
5. Phatic Remarks tend to be absent from telephone closing.
6. Post-Leave-Take exchange is frequent and extended.
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In contrast, our ELF corpus has shown the following pragmatic characteristics:

1. The speech act Extractor is ubiquitously used.
2. The interactants also frequent Remarks, by means of which they decrease the face-threat

triggered by the imminent leave-taking.
3. Post-Leave-Take exchange is less frequent and shorter than in our Chinese corpus, normally

consisting of two-turn phatic exchanges.

4.5. Interpreting our DCTs through the contrastive outcomes

Let us now revisit the outcomes of our DCTs (see Table 6).

The study of our interactional corpora has shown the following:

1. What we could observe in our Chinese native speaker DCT data reflects Chinese conventions
of closing telephone talk in familiar relationships.

2. Many advanced speakers of Chinese are to be influenced by pragmatic transfer in Chinese
telephone closing situations.

As regards the first point, it may not be far-fetching to argue that the most frequent speech
acts in both pre- and post-Leave-Take position in Chinese telephone closing are Suggest
and Resolve, often softened by particles. Furthermore, in Chinese familiar relationships the
Leave-Take expression baibai is often used in a tentative way,4 and most likely because of this

Table 6. Contrastive summary of our DCT results

Pre-Leave-Take
Speech acts realised by foreign speakers

of Chinese
Speech acts realised by native speakers

of Chinese

Extractor Suggest

Remark Okay

Apologise Resolve

Willing (Promise) Request

Tell

Extractor

Post-Leave-Take

Ø (in most cases) Suggest

Resolve

Okay

Request

4In certain dialects of Chinese like the Northern one spoken by the first author, baibai is very rarely used at all.
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post-Leave-Take exchange is frequent in our data. The speech act Extractor is largely absent
from both our DCTs and interactional Chinese data.

The fact that the speech act Extractor is frequented in both our Chinese as a second
language DCTs and interactional ELF corpus shows that our foreign speakers of Chinese
may have been influenced by pragmatic transfer. As our data shows, preference for Extractor
in the ELF data comes hand-in-hand with the frequency of Phatic Remarks. Yet another
pragmatic similarity between our Chinese L2 DCTs and interactional ELF corpus is that
the interaction often terminates as the speech act Leave-Take is reciprocated.5 While in
our interactional ELF data post-Leave-Take interaction occasionally occurred, such
interaction was briefer than its Chinese counterpart, which shows that Leave-Take in familiar
relationships in English is more likely to be interpreted as a genuine farewell than baibai in
Chinese.

5. CONCLUSION

Let us now revisit the two intercultural irritation types mentioned above in the light of our
outcomes. The first irritation type concerning the perceived ‘rudeness’ of telephone closing
in Chinese can be explained by the frequency of Suggests and Resolves, which are often
adjacent, and the lack of Extractor and phatic Remarks in Chinese telephone closing.
Expressions like gua-la 挂啦 (‘I hang up’) may indeed sound irritating to the foreign ear,
especially if the speaker fails to recognise that the role of the particle la in this formula is to
soften the utterance. As regards the second intercultural irritation that it is difficult for
foreigners to discern exactly when a telephone conversation ends in Chinese, our data
has shown that the expression baibai does not necessarily indicate the end of a telephone
call. We could also see that speakers of Chinese use many particles, which always surround
and, in certain cases, substitute for forms of Leave-Take (see e.g. extract (15), where baibai
is adjacently responded to with the repeated particle en’en). In summary, our research has
shown that the intercultural irritations we discussed relate to speech act realisation patterns
deep seated in Chinese conventions of closing telephone calls. We believe that his result
could have only been achieved through an approach which brings together speech acts and
interaction, hence going beyond approaching Chinese telephone call closings by zeroing in
on formulae.

In future research, it would be fruitful to consider whether other groups of foreign speakers
of Chinese, such as speakers of Japanese and Korean, also experience irritations of a comparable
scope with what were found in this study. It would also be important to venture beyond familiar
relationships in the study of telephone closing in Chinese, e.g. by comparing our outcomes with
telephone closings in formal relationships. We hope that our study will generate further interest
in this area.

5This phenomenon may correlate with the fact that here we look at telephone closing behaviour in familiar relationships.
As Clark & French (1981) pointed out, phone calls in distant relationship in English can finish with an exchange of
thanking expressions.

Acta Linguistica Academica 71 (2024) 3, 356–380 377

Brought to you by Library and Information Centre of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences MTA | Unauthenticated | Downloaded 10/10/24 09:56 AM UTC



FUNDING

The research of Wenrui Shi has been conducted as part of the ‘Ethical Pragmatic Research on
Online Condemnation Discourse in the Context of Public Events’ Project, funded by the 2024
Liaoning Province Social Science Planning Fund Project. The research of Kádár and House was
funded by Tématerületi Kiválósági Pályázat (Research Excellence Fund) TKP2021-NKTA-02 of
the Hungarian Research, Development and Innovation Fund, hosted by the Research Centre for
Linguistics, Hungary.

REFERENCES

Alcón Soler, Eva. 2000. Desarrollo de la competencia discursiva oral en el aula de lenguas extranjeras:
Perspectivas metodologicas y de investigación. In C. Muñoz (ed.) Segundas lenguas: Adquisición en el
aula. Barcelona: Ariel Lingüística. 259–276.

Allami, Hamid, Zahra Sadri, Mohammad Rezai and Seyedeh Elhambakhsh. 2017. Telephone conversa-
tion closing structure across English and Persian. Iranian Journal of Applied Language Studies 9(2).
33–58.

Aston, Guy. 1995. Say ‘Thank you’: Some pragmatic constraints in conversational closings. Applied Lin-
guistics 16(1). 57–86.

Barron, Anne and Emily Black. 2015. Constructing small talk in speaker-native speaker voice-based tele-
collaboration: A focus on topic management and backchanneling. System 48. 112–128.

Blum-Kulka, Shoshana, Juliane House and Gabriele Kasper (eds.). 1989. Cross-cultural pragmatics:
Requests and apologies. Stamford, CA: Ablex.

Button, Graham. 1987. Moving out of closings. In G. Button and J. Lee (eds.) Talk and social organisation.
Clevedon: Multilingual Matters. 101–151.

Clark, Herbert and Wade French. 1981. Telephone goodbyes. Language in Society 10(1). 1–19.
Cook, Vivian. 1999. Going beyond the native speaker in language teaching. TESOL Quarterly 33(2).

185–209.
Cruz, Manuel Padilla. 2013. An integrative proposal to teach the pragmatics of phatic communion in ESL

classes. Intercultural Pragmatics 10(1). 131–160.
Davies, Alan. 2004. The native speaker in applied linguistics. In A. Davies and C. Elder (eds.)

The handbook of applied linguistics. Oxford: Blackwell. 431–450.
Dong, Boyu and Yaxin Wu. 2020. Generic solicitude in sequence-initial position as a practice for pre-

closing proposals in Mandarin telephone calls. East Asian Pragmatics 5. 393–418.
Edmondson, Willis and Juliane House. 1981. Let’s talk and talk about it: A pedagogic interactional

grammar of English. Munich: Urban & Schwarzenberg.
Edmondson, Willis, Juliane House and Dániel Kádár. 2023. Expressions, speech acts and discourse:

A pedagogic interactional grammar of English. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Fang, Hongmei and Kees Hengeveld. 2020. A mitigator in Mandarin: The sentence-final particle ba (吧).

Open Linguistics 6(1). 284–306.
Goffman, Erving. 1974. Frame analysis: An essay on the organization of experience. Cambridge, MA:

Harvard University Press.
Habermas, Jürgen. 1979. Communication and the evolution of society. Translated by T. McCarthy.

New York, NY: Beacon.

378 Acta Linguistica Academica 71 (2024) 3, 356–380

Brought to you by Library and Information Centre of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences MTA | Unauthenticated | Downloaded 10/10/24 09:56 AM UTC



Harren, Inga and Mia Raitaniemi. 2008. The sequential structure of closings in private German telephone
calls. Gesprächsforschung online 9. 198–223.

House, Juliane and Dániel Kádár. 2021. Cross-cultural pragmatics. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
House, Juliane and Dániel Kádár. 2023. An interactional approach to speech acts for applied linguistics.

Applied Linguistics Review. 15(4). 1695–1715. https://doi.org/10.1515/applirev-2022-0116.
Huang, Shu Yu. 2020. Mandarin telephone closings among familiars: A comparison between natural speech

and textbook dialogues. Applied Pragmatics 2(2). 199–226.
Ikeda, Keiko. 2009. Advanced speakers’ honorific styles in emails and telephone calls. In N. Taguchi (ed.)

Pragmatic competence. Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter. 69–100.
Kazemi, Ali. 2019. On dynamics of telephone conversation closedown in Farsi. Journal of Pragmatics 151.

45–61.
Kim, Ki-tae. 2019. The leave-taking view of kkunhe(yo) ‘hang up’ in Korean telephone call conversations.

담화와인지 26(1). 1–19.
Kissine, Mikhail. 2013. From utterances to speech acts. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Kleiner, Brian and Yuling Pan. 2006. Cross-cultural communication and the telephone survey interview.

In J. Harkness (ed.) Conducting cross-national and cross-cultural surveys. Mannheim: GESIS-ZUMA.
81–90.

Kubota, Ryoko. 2016. The multi/plural turn, postcolonial theory, and neoliberal multiculturalism: Com-
plicities and implications for applied linguistics. Applied Linguistics 37(4). 474–494.

Levinson, Stephen. 1983. Pragmatics. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Levinson, Stephen. 2017. Speech acts. In Y. Huang (ed.) Oxford handbook of pragmatics. Oxford: Oxford

University Press. 199–216.
Li, Shuai (ed.). 2023. Pragmatics of Chinese as a second language. Clevedon: Multilingual Matters.
Mahzari, Mohammad. 2019. The closing sequences and ritual expressions of informal mobile telephone

calls between Saudis: A conversational analysis. International Journal of English Linguistics 9(5).
153–169.

Maíz-Arévalo, Carmen. 2017. Expressive speech acts in educational e-chats. Pragmática sociocultural/So-
ciocultural pragmatics 5(2). 151–178.

Okamoto, Naoko. 1990. Denwa niyoru kaiwashuketsuno kenkyu [A study of closing the conversation on
the telephone]. Nihongo Kyoiku 72. 145–159.

Pavlidou, Theodossia-Soula. 1998. Greek and German telephone closings: Patterns of confirmation and
agreement. Pragmatics 8(1). 79–94.

Robinson, Jeffrey. 2010. The sequential organization of “explicit” apologies in naturally occurring English.
Research on Language and Social Interaction 37(3). 291–330.

Schegloff, Emanuel and Harvey Sacks. 1973. Opening up closings. Semiotica 8(4). 289–327.
Senft, Guntner. 2009. Phatic communion. In G. Senft, J. Ostman and J. Verschueren (eds.) Culture and

language use. Amsterdam: John Benjamins. 226–232.
Sitthikoson, Anittha and Kemtong Sinwongsuwat. 2017. Effectiveness of CA-informed telephone conver-

sation instruction in enhancing conversation abilities. Master’s thesis. Prince of Songkla University,
Hat Yai. https://kb.psu.ac.th/psukb/bitstream/2016/11373/1/419353.pdf.

Sun, Hao. 2005. Collaborative strategies in Chinese telephone conversation closings. Pragmatics 15(1).
109–128.

Takami, Tomoko. 2002. Study on closing sections of Japanese telephone conversations. Working Papers in
Educational Linguistics 18(1). 67–85.

Vanderveken, Daniel. 1990. Meaning and speech acts. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Acta Linguistica Academica 71 (2024) 3, 356–380 379

Brought to you by Library and Information Centre of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences MTA | Unauthenticated | Downloaded 10/10/24 09:56 AM UTC

https://doi.org/10.1515/applirev-2022-0116
https://kb.psu.ac.th/psukb/bitstream/2016/11373/1/419353.pdf


Wojtaszek, Adam. 2016. Thiry years of discourse completion test in contrastive pragmatics research.
Linguistica Silesiana 37. 161–173.

Wright, Melissa. 2011. The telephonetics–interaction interface in the initiation of closings in everyday
English telephone calls. Journal of Pragmatics 43(4). 1080–1099.

Xiao, Lu and Dongyan Huang. 2016. Between-team communication in the intercultural context. Informa-
tion, Communication & Society 19(7). 940–955.

Zhang, Lu. 2013. A study on the end markers of turn-taking in telephone news reporting. Modern Chinese
03. 120–121.

Open Access statement. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0
International License (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and
reproduction in any medium, provided the original author and source are credited, a link to the CC License is provided, and changes
– if any – are indicated. (SID_1)

380 Acta Linguistica Academica 71 (2024) 3, 356–380

Brought to you by Library and Information Centre of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences MTA | Unauthenticated | Downloaded 10/10/24 09:56 AM UTC

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Outline placeholder
	How to close a telephone call in Chinese – A problem for foreigners
	Introduction
	Review of literature
	Methodology and data
	Methodology
	Data

	Analysis
	Our DCTs
	Our Chinese telephone corpus
	Our ELF telephone corpus
	Contrastive analysis
	Interpreting our DCTs through the contrastive outcomes

	Conclusion
	Funding
	References


