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Abstract:

Our study purports to examine the generic structure of responses
letters to complaints in Arabic and English. A corpus of 80 letters was
collected from Algerian Arabic users, EFL learners as well as American
and British native speakers of English. The researcher provided the
participants with three complaint situations and they were required to
choose only one and write a response letter about it. Our analysis drew
upon Swales (1990) and Bhatia’s (1993) approach to genre analysis to
describe to move structure of such genre. The results revealed that
response letters to complaint in Arabic and English adhere to the same
generic structure composed of seven moves and twenty-one steps. It was
found that several factors particularly culture and the correspondents’
social rank significantly influence the overall structure of complaint
letters.

key words: Algeria, Arabic, Complaint, English, Genre analysis,
Response to complaints, Speech act.

Introduction:

Complaints and complaint responses can be seen as a two-part
exchange where the two parts are functionally dependent. If we perceive
complaining as the first part, then the response to a complaint can be seen
as the second part (Laforest 2002: 1597). With the current age of
digitalization, most complaints and responses are done through emails
and websites. This, however, does not discard the importance of letter-
writing. While going through the available literature, there seems to be
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little research out there — at least to our knowledge — which specifically
examines the generic structure of Arabic and English response letters to
complaints. The majority of work has focused on the marketing aspect of
responses in terms of the relationship between the management and the
customer (eg., Gelbrich & Roschk, 2011; Orsingher et al., 2010; Van
Vaerenbergh et al., 2019). The attention to actual linguistic realization in
this strand of research is limited. These studies mainly focus on the types
of organizational responses as well as on the most effective response
types in terms of customer outcomes, such as satisfaction with complaint
handling, and their boundary conditions (e.g., employee empathy has a
more positive impact when a low versus high compensation amount is
offered to the customer, Van Herck et al., 2021), but less so on the
importance of language use in complaint responses and on potential
implications of genre-specific conventions.

We would like to address these gaps by paying attention to the
conventional letter-writing setting and by performing a genre/move
analysis (Bhatia, 1993, 2004, 2004; Swales, 1990, 2004) to look into
rhetorical and linguistic patterns of the Arabic and English response
letters to complaints. Comparing between two languages would enable us
to provide new insights into this genre. Furthermore, it will help in
formulating more specific teaching recommendations on complaint
handling via letters in terms of (discourse) structure.

Literature review

Only a few studies have focused on responses to complaints. For
instance, Frescura (1993) compared how four participants responded to
complaints. Participants were groups into native speakers of Standard
Italian living in ltaly, native speakers of Canadian English living in
Toronto, speakers of Italian as a Community Language residing in
Toronto, and Italian as a Second Language. Roleplay was used to elicit
data that was later on recorded and analyzed. The overall results revealed
seven semantic formulas for reactions to complaints performed by the
native speakers of Italian and English, namely: denial, apology,
explanation, appeal, acknowledgment of responsibility, offer of repair,
and promise of forbearance.

Zeng (2015) studied responses to complaints among Korean Native
Speakers and Chinese Learners of advanced level. The study focused on
the linguistic and pragmatic realization of complaints. The researcher
used a discourse completion test (DCT) to elicit data, distributed across
40 Chinese learners of advanced level and 40 Korea Native Speakers.
The results showed that Korean native speakers flexibly use language to
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respond to complaints. On the other hand, high-level Chinese learners
were found to have problems with expressing appropriate responses. The
study concluded that educational programs should include instructions to
help students understand the speech act of complaint.

The two previous studies tried to investigate spoken responses to
complaints, with the focus on the way and strategies of reactions. The
following section highlights the primary studies on the written responses
to complaints.

2.2.6.1. Response to written complaint

Only two studies focused on the generic structure of written
complaints. Zhang and Vasquez (2014) investigated the generic structure
of hotel responses to customer complaints posted on the popular travel
website TripAdvisor. The researchers analyzed 80 hotel replies posted in
response to online consumer complaints. Results revealed that replies
tend to be highly formulaic and conventionalized. The researchers
identified the following moves (58:60):

1.  Express gratitude: is move serves to thank consumers for

various actions related to their hotel experience
Apologize for sources of trouble
Invitation for a second visit
Opening pleasantries (addressing the customer): dear
guest/customer
5. Proof of action: it serves as a reassurance for consumers that
actions have been taken regarding the content in the reviews
6.  Acknowledge complaints/feedback: this move acknowledges
and makes some reference to the customers' message
7 Refer to customer reviews
8.  Closing pleasantries (yours sincerely)
9
1

o

Avoidance of reoccurring problems
0. Solicit response
The study concluded that hotel personnel tended to emphasize a

corporate, rather than personal, identity when constructing responses to
complaints in the set of responses. Thumvichit and Gampper (2019)
conducted a similar study but more profound in their analysis. They
started by organizing the moves into three categories based on the
recurring elements: obligatory, conventional, and optional moves.
Furthermore, they postulated that each move encompasses several steps
asin (5:10):

1.  Salutation

2. Acknowledging feedback (Expressing gratitude, valuing

feedback, Expressing regret/concern/apology)
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3. Brand positioning (Stating hotel’s commitment, Confirming
hotel’s standard)

4.  Dealing with complaints (Explaining causes of the incident,
reporting action taken, Admitting mistakes

5. Concluding remarks (Expressing gratitude, expressing
regret/concern/apology, asking for a return visit, soliciting direct
contact, promising to improve service

6. Closing (Sign off, Signature, Job title, Contact information,
Affiliation)

More recently, Van Herck et al., (2022) analyzed the discourse
structure of organizational email responses to customer complaints in a
business-to-consumer context. They focused on rhetorical and linguistic
patterns of this genre and by comparing it to related customer service
genres. Data comprised 150 authentic English email responses to
customer complaints from companies active in the UK. Results identified
6 moves and 19 sub-moves categorized into typical
(Greeting, Gratitude, Conclusion, and Sign-off/Signature) and
conventional sub-moves (Apology and Explanation). This genre sets
itself apart from others as it consists of a unique blend of interpersonal
and transactional strategies as a response to negative feedback to avoid
standardized, vague, and impersonal realizations of interpersonal moves.

Even though most studies are concerned with online complaints,
they provided a detailed framework for the generic structure of written
complaint responses. In fact, as part of their recommendations, all the
researchers proposed that such a framework is applicable for other genres
such as traditional letters, as is the case with our research (Zhang &
Vasquez 2014: 62-63; Thumvichit & Gampper 2019:16).

Notice that the studies reviewed have indicated that the available
works focus primarily on spoken modes of responses. The bulk of work
conducted on written responses, however, was dedicated to explore
strategies and generic structure of responses through online channels like
emails, blogs and websites. We notice also that no study has investigated
such genre in the Arab context, hence, our study aims to bridge such gap
by comparing the response letters among Arabic and English users. To
this extent, the present aims to answer the following research questions:

1. What is the generic structure of response letters to complaints in
Arabic and English?

2. What are the similarities and differences between Arabic and
English in responding to complaint letters?

Methodology
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3.1. Sample of the Study
The sample consisted of 120 participants divided equally into three
groups: Arabic users, EFL learners and English natives. All participants
were undergraduate university students (19-25 years old) majoring in
different fields. They were selected randomly regardless of their social
class and gender.

3.2. Data Collection and analysis

Following Mei’s (2014) approach, the researcher proposed three
hypothetical situations where the variable of social distance was
manipulated (ranging from high to low). Participants were required to
choose only one situation and write a complaint about it. The data
collected was analyzed both quantitatively and qualitatively. Using
Swales’ (1990) and Bhatia’s (1993, 1997) approach of genre analysis, the
researcher investigated the construction of complaint letters with special
attention to the moves and strategies used in each genre.

3.3. Theoretical framework

Genre analysis is a specific form of discourse analysis and focuses on
“the study of specialized writing in academic, professional and
institutional contexts” (Hyland, 2010, p. 210). There are different
approaches to genre analysis, but for our purposes, we restrict ourselves
to the English for Specific Purposes approach (for an overview, see
Hyland, 2010). Swales (1990, p. 58) defines genre as “a class of
communicative events, the members of which share some set of
communicative purposes.” He elaborates: “Exemplars of a genre exhibit
various patterns of similarity in terms of structure, style, content and
intended audience” (p. 58). This rationale can be demonstrated by
conducting a move analysis. A move is “a discoursal or rhetorical unit
that performs a coherent communicative function in a written or spoken
discourse” (Swales, 2004, p. 228).

Each move, i.e., each communicative function or intention, can be
realized by the combination of one or more elements, called rhetorical
strategies by Bhatia (1993), steps by Swales (1990), or sub-moves by
others (e.g., Ho, 2017).2 In addition to the identification of specific
moves, the typical linguistic features of each discourse unit are described
as well, such as grammatical features (tense, voice, and aspect), phrase
types, and word choice of each (sub)move (Upton & Cohen, 2009).
Hence, following Swales’ (1990) and Bhatia’s (1993, 1997) approach of
genre analysis, we investigated the construction of responses letters to
complaints with special attention to the linguistic signals used in each
move.
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Results and discussion
The data analysis has revealed that responses to complaints as a genre
also reflect a specific sequence of information, organizational pattern, or
moves in Bhatia's terms, particularly seven moves including 18 steps.
This, however, does not entail that each letter corresponds rigidly to this
organizational model. Table 1 highlights the frequency rate of moves as

used by each group,
Table 1. Component moves of Arabic and English response letters

———
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4.7.3.1 Heading

Group
Moves Step-moves _
ALG | EFL Nafive
a. Contact information 12 11 8
b. Address 9 5 7
1. Heading c. Date 14 7 4
d. Phone/e-mail 3 6 3
2. Subject a. Introducing the topic | 22 | 17 14
3. Salutation 2. Gresting | 33 | 40 3%
a. Expressing grafifude 3 9 11
4. Acknowledging —
b. Valuing feedbadc 4 7 12
feedback _
c. Expressing regret/concern/apology 4 | 21 11
a. Explaining causes of the incdent 24 | 23 20
] ) ] b. Reporfing action taken 11 7 16
5. Dealing with complaint - )
c. Admiting mistakes 9 12 10
d. Challenging the claim 0 0 3
a. Expressing grafifude 3 g
b. Expressing regret/concem/apology 9 11 12
6. Concluding remarks c. Offering compensation 14 16 11
d. Solidting direct contact 16 | 13 12
c. Promise to improve service 7 9 10
a. Signing off 14 16 12
7. Closing b. Signature 3 2 1
c. Affiliation 4 7 3
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Like the complaint letter, respondents usually start their response
with a heading containing at least one of the following steps:
4.7.3.1.1 Contact information, namely the name or job title of the
sender and the receiver:
87) il jall Ay sall b ghaall yae
ceeererenenen ) ) (Arabic users)
/ mudyr al khutot al jawia al jza'eryh

ila asayed: ................ /
(Director of Algerian Airlines
TOMI. oo )
88) Rafik S.,
ToMr .......... (EFL learners)
89) Abraham J.,

G.M of the Twin Towers Hotel (Natives)

Most responses comprised contact information, particularly the
sender’s first or last name (or both). When responding to a customer,
respondents add the addressee’s names to show solidarity, especially
among the Algerian sample. On the other hand, when addressing the
neighbor, most particiapnts opted out of this step move or settled with
their names to introduce themselves. Arabic users integrated such a step
move relatively more with (12) instances compared to (11) and (8)
instances for EFL learners and natives.

4.7.3.1.2 Address comprises the place where the response was
issued, like:

10) RS JA S0 (Arabic users)

/ aljza'er fy/
(/Algiersin .../....0........... /)
91) Mascara, Algeria (EFL learners)
92) Lewes Road
Brighton, BN4 4AT (Natives)

The majority of addresses provided only the province where the
response was produced. Such a step was used significantly more when
the writer responded to a customer than to a neighbor to give it a sense of
formality. We noticed a similarity in the addresses structure among the
Algerian sample. As such, both Arabic users and EFL learners tend to
include the date besides the address, as shown in examples (87) and (88)
above. Only natives provided a more detailed address (see example 89)
when responding to a customer. The highest frequency was found among
Arabic users with (9) instances, followed by natives (7) and EFL learners
(5) instances.

4.7.3.1.3 Date which refers to when the letter was issued, as in:
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93) 12/06/2020 (EFL learners and Arabic users)

94) Date: May 14, 2023 (Natives)

The only variance at the level of this step was seen in the way a date
was written. Algerians preferred using digits, while natives delivered the
date using letters. Arabic users outperformed the rest of the groups with
(14) instances compared to (7) for EFL learners and (4) for natives.

4.7.3.1.4 Phone and/email which are used to make sure
communication is maintained, for instance,

95) e .28 aila (Arabic users)

/hatif rakm/
(Phone number)

96) Tel/Fax 2235 2449 (Both EFL learners and natives)

Such a step move was also prominent when the addressee is a
customer to maintain direct contact with him/her. However, respondents
tend to provide their phone numbers inside the letter when addressing
their neighbors, highlighted in the subsequent moves (soliciting direct
contact). This was the least used step move, with EFL learners having the
highest rate of (6) instances followed by Arabic users (5) and natives (3).

4.7.3.2 Subject

This component move is simple in structure as it comprises two to
four words describing the goal behind writing the letter. We can
distinguish between three forms of subject moves, namely:

4.7.3.2.1 Extended subject where the respondents use more words to
accomplish this move like:

97) Llxie) ;g sa5e  (Arabic users)

/ mawdus: iStidar/
(Subject: apology)

98) Subject: Apology (Both EFL learners and natives)

4.7.3.2.2 Simple subject where the minimal words are used to
convey the same meaning, for instance:

99) 2, (Arabic users)

/arrad/

(Response)

100) Response (Both EFL learners and natives)

The simple or reduced subject typically occurred when responding to
a neighbor, while the extended subject was reserved for responding to a
customer. Such preference reflects the influence of the addressee’s social
rank on the structure of a given move. This move was used significantly
more among the Algerian sample, with Arabic users having the highest
rate (22) instances followed by EFL learners (17) and natives (14).

4.7.3.3 Salutation
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The third move is to establish the relationship between the
complainee and the complainer. Like the complaint letter, it comprises
endearment terms like 'dear' and the name or the receiver’s title or the
Arabic equivalent ‘azizi ...' (my dear ...). Other times, the salutation is
expressed directly with no endearment terms like:

101) 43S g Mt il des 5 oS0 3Ll (Arabic users)

[ asalamu Salaykum warahmatu alali t¢ala wabarakatuh/
(Peace be upon you, and may God's mercy and blessings be upon
you)

102) Good morning Mr. .. (EFL learners)

103) To whom it may concern (Natives)

As highlighted in the complaint letters, some cultural aspects, namely
religion, often influence how Algerians (Arabic users) construct their
salutation component move. As highlighted in example 98, the
expression ‘asalamo 3alaykom' (peace be upon you) is used to start the
letter. Such expression is widely used during everyday interaction since it
indicates respect, and Algerian Arabic users often integrate it in their
writings.

When addressing an individual whose credentials are missing, natives
and non-natives use contrasting strategies. For instance, Arabic users
adopt sweeteners like ‘akhi Ikarim' (my dear brother) as a tool for
salutations to give a sense of solidarity to their response. On the other
hand, natives use the expression (to whom it may concern), which is
relatively neutral. Such move was used at a high-frequency rate where
EFL learners were found to use it in all their letters with (40) instances
compared to (38) for natives and (34) for Arabic users.

4.7.3.4 Acknowledging feedback

In this component move, the responder signals that the customer’s
comments are acknowledged. Such a move is crucial to stay engaged
with clients and let them know that their feedback is well taken care of
(Hayes, 2017). This can be done via a variety of steps, mainly:

4.7.3.4.1 Expressing gratitude: It is which used to acknowledge the
feedback reflected in the complaint letter, as in;

104) WS 53 aa 1 )a 50 cligals Sl G (o geady il e & SA0 of 398
(Arabic users)

/nawadu an nashkurak Sela risalatik bikhusos almushkila alty
wajahtka muekhran m¢a shrikatina/
(We would like to thank you for your message regarding the
problem you recently had with our company)

105) Thank you for letting us know about your experience with

Tassili Airlines. (EFL learners)
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106)_I would like to thank you for your lovely letter, and | would
like to sincerely apologize for what happened. (Natives)

All participants used this step move similarly with slight differences
in frequency where natives used such step in (11) instances followed by
EFL learners (9) and Arabic users (3).

4.7.3.4.2 Valuing feedback: It is used to acknowledge customers’
feedback and reassure the complainer that his/her complaint is essential
and it will be taken seriously, like:

107) Ao Laclud LY W dailly (g el dzanf 93 Haiusall ey pSillaadle ()
Lilead (a3 (Arabic users)

/ina mulahadatikum wataqyimakum almustamir du ahamyiha
quswa binisba lana lianha tsaSiduna Sala tahsyn khadmatina/
(Your feedback and continuous evaluation are of the utmost
importance to us as they help us improve our services)

108) We believe it is your right to demand for better service (EFL
learners)

109) Our organization thrive to be the best in the business and it is
thanks to remarks like yours that we will reach our goals. (Natives)

Valuing feedback generally takes the form of thanking the
complainer for remarks and claiming that such remarks would benefit the
complainee. Much of this step move was found when responding to
customers (hotel and airline companies), but it has a lower frequency
when addressing a neighbor. Natives used such steps significantly more
with (12) instances, followed by EFL learners (7) and Arabic users (4).

4.7.3.4.3 Expressing regret/remorse: The writer uses expressions of
regret, concern, or apology to assure the reviewer that the complaint
concern the respondent:

110) WS 5 ge 3 ball e iy jai e qani 0f 132 Ubs  (Arabic users)

lyu'esifuna jidan an nasmafa Sen tajribatika ghyar asarah m<a
shrikatina/
(We are very sorry to hear about your unpleasant experience with
our company)

111) We are sorry to hear that your stay at our establishment did not
meet your expectations. (Both EFL learners and natives)

All participants showed remorse by apologizing (sorry) to make the
addressee aware that what happened was not intentional. Such a step can
be considered among the significant moves in responses to complaints
considering its high rate of occurrence. EFL learners used this step
significantly more with (21) instances compared to (14) for Arabic users
and (11) for natives.

4.7.3.5. Dealing with the complaint
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The fifth move is dealing with complaints which constitutes the
crucial part of this genre (Thumvichit & Gampper, 2018: 7). This move
is employed to handle customers' complaints by using a variety of steps
like explaining causes of the incident, admitting mistakes, and reporting
action taken:

4.7.3.5.1. Explaining causes of the incident can be seen when the
writer brings up information and/or pieces of evidence to elucidate the
incident. This can be as simple as stating what happened. The writer may
also depict another side of the story to inform the customer that there is a
reason behind the incident, for instance:

112) pSileds 8 i o Lo 138 LSl 3ol (padd CilaDla) i Y gl
(Arabic users)

/nadara farygna fi almushkilah watadaha ana al ism almustaSar
almugadam fy alhajz bihi akhta' imla'eyh w bisabab adaght ashadyd litlk
alby'eh lam yatamakan wukala'ena min tahdyd almushklh/

(Our team looked into the problem and it turned out that the alias
provided on the reservation was misspelled and due to the heavy pressure
of that environment our agents were unable to identify the problem.)

113) The reason why he [the employee] was always leaving his
station was to verify with other employees the arrival time of the plane.
Please accept our sincere apologies. (EFL learners)

114) 1 have run a quick investigation to find out the reasons that led
to this error and |1 came to the conclusion that it's due to a system
malefunction. (Natives)

This step represents the response’s core, where the respondent tries to
explain how and why the problem occurred. Results showed that a high
rate was found among Arabic users (24) and natives (23) instances
compared to (20) for EFL learners. Most participants, especially
Algerians maintained the human error as the primary source of the
problem. Assuming responsabilty generates a feeling of professionalism
and helps gain the customer back. Other participants, especially natives
claimed their systems to be the source of the problem to avoid
threatening their reputation.

4.7.3.5.2. Reporting actions taken: It is used to report what the
respondent has done to address the incident, for example:

115) s Lo S5 o 43 aSaniy desdll #3laY cilel ) MAS) &8 iy el
laxs. (Arabic users)

/w nuhytuka bianhu tama itikhadu alejra‘at leslah alkhidmah w
naSedkum anahu lan yatakrr ma hadth mujddan /

(We inform you that measures have been taken to repair the service
and we promise that this will not happen again)
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116) We have temporally suspended him [the employee] until we get
to the bottom of the story (EFL learners)

117) Make sure that we will punish those who were responsible [for
your inconvenience]. (Natives)

Reporting the action taken would help soothe the complainer. Such a
step was used remarkably more by natives with (16) instances compared
to Arabic users (11) and EFL learners (7). We noticed that most
occurrences were found in the first and second situations. However,
when addressing a neighbor, a different step move was used (promise a
good behavior), which will be discussed below.

4.7.3.5.3. Admitting mistakes: where the respondents acknowledge
that they are the source of the problem and then apologize for it:

118) &l blinw Al i) e Xias Gl a5 (Arabic users)

/nawadu an naSeatdir Sen almushklh alty sbbnaha lak/
(We would like to apologize for the trouble we caused you)

119) Let us first express our sincere apologies about the
misunderstanding that occurred. (EFL learners)

120) We are sorry to hear that your stay at our establishment did not
meet your expectations. (Natives)

All participants approached this step move similarly where an
apology is used to acknowledge their mistakes. EFL learners used such
step in (12) instances in contrast to (10) for natives and (9) for Arabic
users.

4.7.3.5.3. Challenging the claim: The writer provides counter-
arguments as highlighted in the below examples:

121) Why don’t you come face me like a man and stop writing me
like some high school teenagers do. (Natives)

122) 1 just want to tell you that this was not me | actually borrowed
my apartment to my friends because | was out of town. (Natives)

123) I am on my property and I can do whatever | want. (Natives)

In such a step, the writer challenges the complaint by either ignoring
the issue or counterarguing. Most instances were found when responding
to a neighbor, as highlighted in examples (121-123) above. We noticed
that participants used a confronting tone in most cases, making this step
move, often impolite. Only natives used this step move with (5) instances
compared to the other two groups.

4.7.3.6. Concluding remarks

Concluding remark is the sixth move in responses to complaints
where the responder finalizes his/her message. Often, the message
concludes using expressions that leave the reader with a positive
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impression and aims to promote service recovery and image protection.
This move includes several sub-moves, particularly:

4.7.3.6.1. Expressing gratitude: Before closing the message, the
writer may express his/her second gratitude to create the last positive
impression, as in:

124) saiusall sSadi 5 oSillanSle o oS 845 5aY) A5 (Arabic users)

/w fy al akhyr nshkurukum Sela mluahzatikum wa tagyymikum
almustamir/

(And finally, we thank you for your comments and continuous
evaluation)

125) Again, we thank you for your kind remarks. (EFL learners)

126) Once again, | just want to thank you for reminding me
(Natives)

All participants used such step similarly, with natives having a
relatively high rate (8) followed by EFL learners (5) and Arabic users (4).

4.7.3.6.2. Expressing regret/concern/apology: similar to the
previous step-move discussed earlier, the writer seeks to leave a good
impression, like:

127) Sde¥) @l e aldl La |l Y1 45 (Arabic users)

/wafi alakhyri tagbalu mina akhlasa Sebarat al iSetidar/
(Finally, accept our sincerest apologies)

128) Once again, we are incredibly sorry about what happened
(EFL learners)

129) 1 apologize again for the inconvenience. (Natives)

Like the step found in the component move dealing with the
complaint, the writer aims to confirm his/her regret, which may reassure
the complainer that the problem will be solved. Natives used such a step
slightly more with (12) instances compared to EFL learners (11) and
Arabic users (9).

While expressing regret refers to the feeling of sadness about
something that an individual did or did not do, admitting mistakes
explicitly links the respondent to the problem. Both step moves, however,
encompass an apology aimed to repair the relationship.

4.7.3.6.3. Offering a compensation: The writer suggests a variety of
options to fix the problem as in

130) ils 13} (¥ Aol (g0 Aald) o Jgemall (3 Gall ol ) S oy gais
315 5e Lza (Arabic users)

/kataSwyd sayakun laka alhqu fy alhusuli Sela igamah min
adarjah al ula eda safarta mSena marah ukhra/
(As compensation you will be entitled to first class accommodation
if you travel with us again)
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131) You will get a 20 per cent off on your next ticket (EFL
learners)

132) We will refund the entire amount of your stay, and credit your
credit your card (100 USD), as a compensation for the disappointment
you experienced. (Natives)

This step was used exclusively when addressing a customer. The
compensations proposed ranged from simple discount to full refund.
Arabic users and EFL learners were reasonable in their offers providing
gift cards, discounts and refund of the original sum. Natives, however,
were more generous in the sense that occasionally they provided extra
offers in addition to the complete refund. Conversely, participants offered
invitations to a particular event (party or coffee shop) as a good gesture
when responding to a neighbor as in:

133) iy 5 in daliad) Gl o 8 ja dady Jsda dia 30 (Arabic
users)

/urydu minka hudur walymah saghyrh ¢ela sharifi almusalaha bayny
wa baynaka./

(I want you to attend a small feast in honor of the reconciliation
between you and me.)

134) 1 would love to invite you on a cup of coffee as an apology
token (EFL learners)

135) Listen, you are invited to this weekend’s party, maybe you can
chill and have some fun (Natives)

EFL learners used this step more with (16) instances, followed by
Arabic users (14) and natives (11).

4.7.3.6.4. Soliciting direct contact: It realized in the conclusion part
of the message. This step firmly serves two primary communicative
purposes. It offers a private channel of communication and a way to
recover the relationship between the respondent and complainer. The
writer simply asks the customer to contact him/her directly through
telephone or email, and thus a phone number and/or an email address are
provided, as in:

136) < luivd (gl aSaie IS 1Y) ¢ Dard) dadd ae Jual gl 8 20 51 pac aSie s )
(Arabic users)

/arju minkum Sedm ataradud fy atawasul m¢e khidmat al Sumla’
eda kana Sendkm ay istifsarat/
(Please do not hesitate to contact customer service if you have any
guestions)

137) Please contact our customer services for further information.
(EFL learners)

138) Here is my phone number 555-14-214, please call me. (Natives)
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Such step was used slightly more by Arabic users (16) followed by
EFL learners (13) and natives (12).

4.7.3.6.5. Promising to improve: It occurs right before closing the
message, where the writer promises to improve the area of service that
the customer complains about. For the last time, the writer reassures that
the unpleasant experience will not occur again, as in:

139) (e paii 8 Al eUadY) S mania Jlava aa l pa¥) IS e Ay gaf ali
aas (Arabic users)

/sayatimu ¢'ewydukum Sen kuli al adrar mSe daman tasehyh kul
al akhta' alty gad tanjum mn jdyd/
(You will be compensated for all damages while ensuring that all
errors that may arise will be corrected again)

140) 1 would also like to inform you that we will take extra
measures to make sure that such errors don't happen again in the
future. (EFL learners)

141) We will make sure that such incident does not occur again
(Natives)

This step was used mainly when responding to customers, especially
EFL learners and natives. When responding to their neighbor, however,
the writer would promise not to commit the mistake again and improve
his/her behavior as highlighted below:

Caia g A ge g Dol gy Y laeliad o gl (e

/mina alyawmi fasafedan la yujad haflat w musyga wa sakhab/

(From today onwards there will be no parties, music and hustle)

I promise you that | will be as respectful as | can be

I promise you that form now forward I will mind my manners.

Such a step was used almost equally with a slight advantage for
natives (10) instances compared to (9) for EFL learners and (7) for
Arabic users

4.7.3.7. Closing

The last move which appeared in our corpus is that of closing. It is
used to signal the end of the letter. It is expressed through a variety of
steps, particularly:

4.7.3.7.1. Signing off as in

142) <laill ) slas (Arabic users)

/tagabalu aahar atahyat/
(Accept our best regards)

143) Best regards (Both EFL learners and natives)

Such a step was commonly used by almost all participants, especially
EFL learners with (16) instances, followed by Arabic users (14) and
natives (12). However, most of the occurences were found in responses
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addressed to a customer. Since the response aims to recover the excellent
image of the institution (hotel or company), signing off was added to
maintain the formal aspect of the letter. On the other hand, most letters
addressed to a neighbor lacked such a step simply because the
respondents did not consider it essential.

4.7.3.7.2. Signature, which adds a bit of formality to the response,
for instance:

144) +LasY)  (Arabic users)

/al imda'/
(signature)

This step was the least used, especially among natives (1) instance,
while Arabic users had EFL learners slightly higher rate of (3) and (2)
instances, respectively.

145) Signature (Both EFL learners and natives)

4.7.3.7.3. Affiliation where the writer may include his/her corporate
affiliation in the closing part, like:

146) ..... g A »xe 2l (Arabic users)

/asayrd mudyr farSe ..... /
(Branch manager)

(147) General manager + signature (Natives)

This step was used exclusively for responses addressed to the
customer to give them a sense of professionalism. EFL learners
outperformed the rest of the participants with (7) instances, followed by
natives (5) and Arabic users (4) instances. Table 14 below summarizes
the moves and step moves used by each group throughout the three
situations:

e ——————————————
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Table 2. Frequency of moves and step moves in response letters

Table 2 above highlights some similarities and differences between
the three groups. Some component moves like: salutation and dealing
complaints were used significantly more than other moves by all
participants. As far as the first situation is concerned, all three groups
show a high tendency to include the salutation and dealing with
complaint moves. Similarly, moves like concluding remarks were less
strongly used, with EFL learners slightly outperforming the rest of the
participants. The only difference was at the level of heading and subject
where natives were found to use them relatively less than the Algerian
sample.

In the second situation, we notice the frequency starts to decline,
especially at the heading level, acknowledging feedback and closing.
Despite the relative balance use of most moves among the participants,
only headings were significantly less used by natives. In the third
situation, we notice a significant decline in the frequency of moves,
especially at the heading, subject, acknowledging feedback, concluding
remarks, and closing. To this extent, we can assume that the addressee’s
social rank plays an essential role in structuring the response as the

) ; ) Acknowledging 3 Dealing Concluding .
Category Heading Subject Salutation feedback with ' remarks Closing
complaint

Situation 1

ARB% 65 60 100 60 100 60 60
EFL % 70 50 100 45 100 65 70
NS % 55 40 100 80 100 80 70
Situation 2

ARB% 70 45 100 45 100 50 40
EFL % 40 60 100 40 100 70 50
NS % 35 50 100 60 100 60 50
Situation 3

ARB% 40 20 100 40 100 30 15
EFL % 30 30 100 10 100 40 10
NS % 25 10 80 20 100 40 10

number of moves used starts to decrease, and fewer component moves
are used.

responses to complaints in Arabic and English were found to follow a
specific generic structure encompassing seven moves: heading, subject,
salutation, acknowledging feedback, dealing with the complaint,
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concluding remarks and closing. Adding to Thumvichit and Gampper’s
(2019) framework, the heading and subject were recognized as new
moves in addition to the step move challenging the claim which was
exclusively used by natives when responding to their neighbor’s
complaints.

Table 2 highlights the overall frequency of each move across the
three groups, and using Thumvichit and Gampper’s (2019) typicality
scale, we conclude the following:

5.4. Obligatory

Using Thumvichit and Gampper’s (2019) definition (a cut-off point
of 90%), only two moves can be regarded as obligatory: salutation and
dealing with complaints since they appear in every complaint letter with
a (100%) frequency rate.

5.5. Conventional

Since the cut-off point for conventional moves was set at 70% based
on Thumvichit and Gampper’s (2019) framework, we notice that no
move qualify for such term since all the remaining moves were used less
than (70%).

5.6. Optional

Based on the results, five moves qualify for this term: heading,
subject, acknowledging feedback, concluding remarks and closing.
Algerians outperformed the natives in terms of headings and subject with
an average of (58%) for Arabic users compared to (46%) for EFL
learners and natives (38%). Similarly, Arabic users outperform the rest in
terms o subject move with (41%) compared to EFL learners (40%) and
natives (30%). Natives, on the other hand, tended to use only
acknowledging feedback more than the others with (53%) compared to
(48%) for Arabic users and (31%) for EFL learners. As far as the closing
component move, there was a slight difference for EFL learners and
natives (43%) compared to (38%) for Arabic users.

To sum up, our analysis revealed that responses to complaints in
Arabic and English have similar generic structure. Our results showed
that moves in response letters are categorized into obligatory (salutation
and dealing with a complaint) and optional (heading, subject,
acknowledging feedback, and closing). Although concluding remarks
were used on a slight high frequency, we cannot consider it as
conventional since it does not fully meet the requirement. Our analysis
also highlights some new moves not found in previous research, mainly
the heading and subject and the step move (challenging the claim). This
step was used mainly by natives when responding to their neighbor’s
complaints.
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Conclusion

The present research was the first attempt, according to the researcher’s
knowledge, to explore the generic structure of Arabic response letters to
complaints. By comparing the Algerian Arabic users and English natives,
our analysis revealed that responses to complaint letters written in Arabic
and English generally adhere to the same generic principles. Although
researchers like (Zhang & Vasquez, 2014 and Thumvichit & Gampper
2019) did not point out their use, our results have identified the heading
and subject as two new component moves. Our results have also shown
that moves within responses to complaint letters can be obligatory or
optional. Similarities in structuring a particular move were traced back to
the conventionality of letter writing. Differences, however, were related
to cultural beliefs, sociological and psychological factors.
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