
Summary-  Complaints on Amazon 

 

In the linguistics course Social Media, students were asked to give presentations regarding topics 

regarding social media and its coherences. The students choose rather recent topics in connection to 

Snapchat stories, language in computer- mediated interaction as well as complaints on Amazon, 

which was my focus of presentation. In the following summary, my presentation will be outlined as 

well as a provision of examples of impoliteness by reference to a student forum, where students are 

given the opportunity to share and discuss topics around their studies as well as ordinary themes.  

The first spotlight of my presentation belongs to the linguistic field of Pragmatics. The subcategory 

connected to my focus is Politeness theory as well as computer- mediated communication, whereas 

the latter was not discussed during my presentation because of previous information from 

colleagues. At first, the theory of politeness, meaning the face- saving model by Brown and Levinson 

(1987) was introduced because it is of vital importance to the topic of complaints on Amazon. The 

face- saving model suggests that each individual owns a positive as well as a negative face. The 

positive face is the desire to receive approval and appreciation by other individuals. The negative 

face desires one’s own freedom to perform actions and thoughts unimpeded by other individuals. In 

addition to that, face- threatening acts, also called FTAs, also occur in this particular context because, 

as the name already states, these acts constitute a threat to the individuals face. Examples of certain 

speech acts are given, to underline the fact that the individual’s desires of face are not fulfilled.  On 

one hand, face- threatening acts such as complaints, accusations or criticism compose a threat to the 

hearer’s positive face. FTA’s where the hearer’s negative face is threatened are for example offers or 

promises. On the other hand, FTA’s such as apologies, accepting compliments or confessions are 

examples for the threat of the speaker’s positive face. In contrast to that, the speaker’s negative face 

is threatened through the expression of gratitude, offers as well as promises. In regard to face-

threatening acts, three factors are also to be considered, which are power, distance and rank of both 

speaker and hearer. After spreading the background knowledge of pragmatics, the main focus shifted 

to an empirical study on British English and German complaints on eBay by Marja Ebba Meinl (2010). 

Throughout this study, Meinl explained speech act theory, politeness theory as well as computer- 

mediated communication to give the reader a better understanding of the subject matter. 

Subsequently, Meinl collected data of english and german eBay forums, where buyers left their 

complaints. She manually collected the data of the two forums and chose certain criteria to compare 

those. The mentioned criteria included the same language of the complaints, the location of the 

individuals complaining as well as the same period of time when the complaints were composed 

(2004-2006). Another important factor for the study was the exact duplicate of each complaint as 

well as the same content of complaints for both parties. To fulfill these requirements, a pilot study 

was conducted to investigate the most common reasons for complaining at eBay. Advantages of 

collecting the data from the forum were the unaffected comments since the complaints were 

selected randomly without the buyer knowing that the comment will be part of a linguistic study. On 

one hand, Meinl mentioned the difficulty of plagiarism towards the fact that neither the complainer’s 

identity is included in the study, nor their consent is obtained. On the other hand she explained that 

with permission of the complainers, the complaints would not be unaffected and natural. Another 

advantage was the accessibility of the data without registration in the forum.  



After finishing the collection of data, Meinl decided on certain levels of analysis, which included the 

following: complaint strategies, directness, modifications, usage of pronouns and features of 

computer- mediated communication. Each level of analysis was followed by a short explanation. 

First, strategies of complaints were subdivided into expression of disappointment, expression of 

anger or annoyance, explicit complaint, negative judgment, drawing one’s own conclusion, warning 

others, threats and insults. The stages are descending from least severe complaint, as the expression 

of disappointment, to the most severe complaint as an equal to insults. The second level of analysis is 

the level of directness, which is closely connected to face- threatening acts. Directed is defined very 

easily because threats and insults are obviously the most direct complaints, whereas an expression of 

disappointment display the least direct complaint. The third level of analysis of the study includes 

modifications of the language, which are for example the usage of intensifiers, such as the adverb 

very of numerous. Other instances are the application of sarcasm, time references or politeness 

markers.  The fourth level of analysis was the usage of pronouns, which means that a closer look was 

taken at the adaption of the use of first person, second person or even directed to the eBay 

community. The last level of analysis included a very broad range of differences namely the 

emergence of features of computer- mediated communication. This stage involved the convention of 

emoticons, exclamation marks and its repetitions, visual signs, capitalization but also repetition of 

letters to underline the statement.  Eventually, when the study was completed, the results of the 

comparison of english and german complaints of eBay showed that they do differ in certain areas, 

but both use the strategy of explicit complaints the most, whereby the formulations are also very 

similar in both languages. Once the students were informed about the completed study by Meinl, 

they were asked to analyze three examples of complaints on amazon by reference to the levels of 

analysis of the previous investigation. My colleagues could gather different features of analysis, 

whereas the severance of strategies of complaints was estimated higher than it actually was. 

 In contrast to the complaint forum of Amazon, another forum called “the student room” was 

examined to find more severe insults of threats. Even though the selection of different topics to 

discuss is possible, I preferred the subcategory of “debate and current affairs”. An interesting topic of 

which objective harm homosexuality causes today’s society aroused my interest. Soon after reading a 

few comments, it was clear that the inhibition level of insults is fairly low. Examination of the process 

of discussion certainly shows the attitude toward this sensitive topic because there is a clear 

distinction between advocates and opponents of homosexuality. Evidence of insults can already be 

found in the eleventh comment, where one individual calls the other an “idiot”. Soon after, another 

participant of the discussion abused the other as an “illiterate ****”, which can be assumed as 

another strong expletive. All in all, the strategy of complaints and its directness differentiates firmly 

from complaints on Amazon. This fact is interesting because in the student room forum the 

participants are discussing topics without having to fear any consequences, whereas in the Amazon 

forum individuals are most likely complaining to make a difference for future orders.  

Summarized, after introducing the most important theories of impoliteness and the empirical study 

of Marja Ebba Meinl, the practice of examples on complaint on Amazon brought the conclusion, that 

individuals are careful of their choice of words when complaining because of the fact that none of 

the examples included relentless insults or threats. Regarding the forum “the student room” though, 

speech acts by the online participants quickly include insults without hesitation, which is interesting 

because individuals are discussing topics, whereas in the complaints forum of Amazon are trying to 

achieve a terminal difference.  


