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Introduction

In a humorous scene in the highly popular and long-running TV show 
Friends, Rachel suggests to her new boyfriend Joshua that they get married, 
in an emotional reaction to news that her former boyfriend Ross is tying the 
knot. Joshua replies: “Wow… Rachel, you’re a real special lady. But my 
divorce isn’t final yet and we’ve been on four dates. So I’m thinking, no (slants 
his hands downwards), but thanks,” (makes a thumbs-up sign with both hands).

Joshua’s overplayed, and hence comical, refusal highlights an important 
type of thanking that has received little focus in pragmatics. Expressions of 
gratitude play a variety of functions in discourse. They are most typically 
associated with the acknowledgement of something of supposed positive ben-
efit to the speaker, such as when receiving an item, service, promise of 
assistance, compliment, or another’s good wishes. In addition, thanking is 
often used as a closing mechanism when terminating conversations or pre-
sentations. Sarcastic use of expressions of gratitude, on the other hand, can 
serve as an off-the-record way of indicating dissatisfaction regarding an 
action or statement of the interlocutor. Finally, as in the scene above, grati-
tude is often used in refusals as a means of minimizing the loss of face on the 
part of person being refused and as a way of acknowledging politely their 
good, albeit sometimes inapt, intentions.
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Studies related to expressions of gratitude have mainly focused on grati-
tude in situations of acceptance, with less attention paid to these expressions 
used in conjunction with refusals. Research on refusals has dealt with the use 
of gratitude in such situations more frequently. However, gratitude is often 
categorized as an “adjunct” in refusals, distinct from principal strategies. As a 
result, this function of gratitude has not received much direct investigation. 
Nevertheless, the use of gratitude in certain types of refusals may be prevalent, 
and its non-use may result in a refusal that is viewed as brusque, inappropriate, 
or even offensive. Conversely, in cultures in which gratitude is expressed less 
often in refusals, apparent overuse might also lead to misunderstanding of the 
refuser’s intentions. For this reason, the role of gratitude in refusals is by no 
means negligible, and accordingly worthy of deeper investigation.

Refusals

The study of ESL refusals by Beebe et. al (1990) has served as a tem-
plate for many subsequent studies of refusals, such as Sadler and Eroz (2002), 
Nelson et. al (2002), Kwon (2004), Keshavarzet. al (2006), Al-Kahtani. (2005), 
Al-Eryani (2007), Morkus (2009), and Allami & Naeimi (2011). In their study, 
Beebe et. al created a discourse completion test (DCT) that included 12 situa-
tions related to refusals to requests, invitations, offers, and suggestions, and 
three types of refuser status: higher, equal, or lower (Table 1).

Table 1.  Summary of Beebe et. al’s (1990) DCT

Refusal 
situation type

Refuser 
status Situation

Request
higher refusing worker’s request for a raise
equal refusing another classmate’s request to borrow notes
lower refusing boss’s request to work late

Invitation
higher president of company refusing an invitation from a 

salesman to a fancy French restaurant
equal refusing a friend’s invitation to dinner
lower refusing an invitation to boss’s party

2



3Thanks, but no thanks: An exploration of gratitude in refusals

Suggestion
higher refusing a class-improvement suggestion from student
equal refusing a friend’s suggestion to try a new diet
lower refusing boss’s suggestion to write reminders

Offer
higher refusing cleaning lady’s offer to pay for a broken vase
equal refusing a friend’s offer of another piece of pie
lower refusing boss’s offer of a promotion

The final line of discourse in each situation, which was a response to a 
refusal, made it plain that a refusal needed to be written above it. Respon-
dents included Japanese people writing in Japanese, Japanese learners 
writing in English, and American English speakers writing in English. Results 
were classified as direct, such as “No” or “I can’t”, or indirect. Indirect refus-
als included the following (Table 2):

Table 2.  List of indirect refusal strategies

A. Statement of regret
B. Wish, ex. “I wish I could help you…”
C. Excuse, reason, explanation
D. Statement of alternative
E. Set condition for future or past acceptance, ex. “If you had asked me earlier…”
F. Promise of future acceptance
G. Statement of principle, ex. “I never do business with friends”.
H. Statement of philosophy, ex. “One can’t be too careful”.
I. Attempt to dissuade interlocutor
J. Acceptance that functions as a refusal, ex. indefinite reply
K. Avoidance

(Adapted from Beebe et. al, 1990)

Beebe et. al (1990) further listed the following adjuncts to refusals (Table 3):

Table 3.  List of adjuncts to refusals

1. Statement of positive opinion/feeling or agreement
2. Statement of empathy
3. Pause fillers
4. Gratitude/appreciation

(Adapted from Beebe et. al, 1990)
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Statements of positive/feeling, statements of empathy, and gratitude/
appreciation, classified as adjuncts in Beebe et. al’s (1990) taxonomy, are simi-
lar to wish statements, which are categorized as indirect refusals, as both 
address the face needs of the interlocutor. However, the researchers consid-
ered statements of positive/feeling, statements of empathy, and 
gratitude/appreciation “adjuncts” because these statements alone would not 
make it clear that a refusal was being made, unlike “I wish…” Beebe et. al 
further analyzed the refusals they obtained on the basis of the order and fre-
quency of the semantic formulas used and the status of the refuser. In 
addition, the content of the formulas was examined, for example, the type of 
reason given for refusal.
Beebe et. al’s (1990) DCT represented a significant first step as an instru-

ment for investigation of refusals, and their study clarified many of the 
important issues pertinent in cross-cultural exploration of the speech act of 
refusal. However, the DCT has some limitations:

1) Difficulty of status comparison
While all levels of status are represented in each type of refusal-eliciting 

act, the actual situations are different, rendering it difficult to make an accu-
rate assessment of how status has affected the form of the refusal. For 
example, the status is clearly different in the offers from a cleaning lady, a 
friend, and a boss, but so, too, is the essential nature of the different offers of 
recompense for a broken vase, a piece of cake, and a promotion.

2) Follow-up offer in only one situation
The equal-status offer of a piece of pie contains a follow-up offer, prompt-

ing the respondent to fill in a second refusal. The insistence-response stage is 
a vital element in refusals and acceptances in various cultures. However, this 
discourse feature not present in any of the other situations, making compari-
son difficult.
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3) Likelihood of differing motivations for refusal
The scenario for the invitation refusal on the part of a person of higher 

status to one of lower status involves an invitation used as a business induce-
ment, referred to as a “bribe” by the researchers themselves in their analysis. 
This is a special type of invitation and might prompt a different type of 
refusal than, for example, an invitation initiated for less self-interested rea-
sons. Likewise, in the lower-to-higher status suggestion situation, the 
suggestion made by the student to the teacher is about a way to improve 
class, which might be perceived as encroaching on the teacher’s authority, in 
a way that, for example, a suggestion about a good place to eat lunch might 
not. In this way, situations which are refused for ethical considerations or due 
to personal affront are likely to bring forth different refusal strategies than 
those in which something is turned down because of simple incapacity.

4) Previous offer and refusal in one situation
The equal-status suggestion situation which involves a suggestion to try 

a diet includes a previous offer and refusal of a snack. The suggestion refuser 
is shown to have said, “Thanks, but no thanks. I’ve been eating like a pig and 
I just feel terrible. My clothes don’t even fit me.” It is possible that this 
expression of gratitude already included in the DCT situation could influence 
the respondent to use a similar expression in the subsequent refusal.

Nevertheless, Beebe et. al’s (1990) study made plain a variety of factors 
that might influence execution of a speech act and has served as an impor-
tant foundation for later studies. Both the classification system and the DCT 
situations, as is or with modifications, have been employed by researchers 
investigating the refusals of speakers and learners of many languages.

Gratitude in refusal studies

While expressions of gratitude have not been the main focus of refusal 
studies, several include data on the use of these expressions in refusals (Table 
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4). A comparative analysis of these findings sheds light on potential issues 
affecting the use of gratitude in refusals. Different cultures appear to employ 
the strategy of gratitude in refusals with varying frequencies. In addition, the 
status relationship of the interlocutors and the refusal-eliciting situation seem 
to affect the use of gratitude. Many studies also make plain the use of grati-
tude in refusals on the part of non-native speakers of various languages, 
contributing to an understanding of interlanguage use of gratitude.

Table 4.  Refusal studies that include gratitude as a strategy or adjunct

Researcher Type of 
instrument

Analysis 
features

Types of 
participants

No. of 
participants in 
study

Beebe et. al 
(1990)

12-scenario 
DCT

Order, status, 
content

Japanese NS, 
American 
English NS, 
and Japanese 
learners of 
English

20 in each group

Lauper 
(1997)

20 DCT 
scenarios

Classified 
according to 
type of reason 
given for 
refusal

Spanish NS 
(living in Spain) 
American 
English NS, 
and Spanish 
learners of 
English

60 in each group

Sasaki 
(1998)

4 DCT 
scenarios and 
role plays of 
the same 
scenarios

Classified 
according to 
type of 
instrument, 
status, and 
social distance

Japanese 
learners of 
English

12 learners 
comprising 
three proficiency 
levels

Nelson et. al 
(2002)

Beebe et. al’s 
DCT

Strategy 
frequency, 
indirect/direct 
communication 
style, gender, 
status

Egyptian 
Arabic NS and 
American 
English NS

30 American 
English NS and 
25 Arabic-
speaking 
Egyptian NS
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Kwon (2004)

Beebe et. al’s 
DCT with 
slight 
modification

Order, status, 
content

Korean NS and 
American 
English NS

37 in AE group, 
40 in Korean NS 
group

Al-Kahtani 
(2005)

Beebe et. al’s 
DCT with 
slight 
modification

Order, status, 
content

American 
English NS, 
Japanese 
speakers of 
English, Arab 
speakers of 
English

10 in each group

Keshavarz 
(2006)

Beebe et. al’s 
DCT with 
slight 
modification

Order, status, 
content

Persian NS; 
Iranian 
learners of 
English, 
American 
English NS

40 Persian NS, 
22 beginning 
learners, 
43 intermediate 
learners, 
46 advanced 
learners, 
37 American 
English NS

Al-Eryani 
(2007)

Six situations 
from Beebe et. 
al’s DCT

Order, status, 
content

Yemeni Arabic 
NS, Yemeni 
learners of 
English, 
American 
English NS

Male 
respondents 
only, 20 in each 
group

Bardovi-
Harlig etc. 
al. (2008)

Aural DCT 
with two 
situations

Language level 
ability

Arabic NS, 
Chinese, 
Japanese, 
Korean, and 
American 
English NS 
peers and 
teachers

55 Arabic, 
12 Chinese, 
13 Japanese, 
28 Korean, 
35 American 
English NS 
peers, 
14 American 
English NS 
teachers

Felix-
Brasdefer 
(2008)

Role plays of 
six situations

Hierarchy, 
solidarity, 
deference

Male Mexican 
Spanish NS, 
male American 
English NS

20 in each group
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Kondo 
(2008)

Oral discourse 
completion test 
of one 
invitation 
situation

Frequency of 
strategies

Japanese 
learners before 
instruction, 
Japanese 
learners after 
instruction, 
American 
English NS

35 in learner 
groups, 
46 American 
English NS

Wannaruk 
(2008)

12 DCT 
scenarios

Frequency of 
strategies and 
status

Thai NS, Thai 
learners of 
English, and 
American 
English NS

40 in each group

Morkus 
(2009)

Enhanced role 
play of six 
situations of 
request and 
offer, with 
insistence-
repsonse stage 
included, based 
on six of Beebe 
et. al’s DCT

Frequency of 
strategies and 
status

Two groups of 
American 
learners of 
Arabic, 
Egyptian 
Arabic NS, 
American 
English NS

10 in each group

Allami and 
Naeimi 
(2011)

Beebe et. al’s 
DCT with 
slight 
modification

Order, status, 
content

Persian NS, 
American 
English NS, 
Persian-
speaking 
learners of 
English

Used Kwon’s 
(2004) American 
English NS, 
31 in Persian NS 
group, 
30/(10/10/10) in 
learner group

Bella (2011)

Role play of 
one invitation 
situation; 
insistence-
response stage 
included

Length of stay 
and social 
opportunities

Greek NS, 
Learners of 
Greek from 
various 
backgrounds

20 in Greek NS 
group, 40 in 
learner group

Cultural differences in the use of gratitude
Refusal studies indicate a marked difference in the frequency of grati-

tude expressions in refusals depending on the culture of the participant. 
Examination of the data in the studies suggests the following:
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1)  Frequent use of expressions of gratitude in refusals among American speak-
ers of English
All the refusal studies that compare the use of expression of gratitude in 

responses of two cultures have included speakers of American English as one 
of the groups. Table 5 shows the findings of cross-cultural studies of gratitude 
use in refusal situations. In all of the studies examined, with the exception of 
those studies related to speakers of Spanish, the use of expressions of grati-
tude was more frequent among the Americans than that of the other culture 
investigated.

a) American English and Japanese
Beebe et. al (1990) found that expressions of gratitude on the part of 
American speakers of English were more common than those made by 
Japanese speakers of Japanese. In turning down a boss’s invitation, 30% 
of the American respondents expressed gratitude while only 5% of the 
Japanese responding in Japanese did.

b) American English and Korean
The data of Kwon (2004) similarly indicates much more frequent use of 
gratitude in refusals made by American English speakers in the U.S. 
than Korean speakers in Korea. In refusing an offer from a friend, 76% of 
the American English speakers used an expression of gratitude but none 
of the Korean speakers in Korea used this strategy. Among all data on 
refusals of invitations, suggestions, and offers, the Koreans never 
expressed gratitude more frequently than 15% for any refusal type.

c) American English and Thai
Investigating American English speakers and Thai speakers, Wannaruk 
(2008) found a markedly higher frequency of use of gratitude expressions 
on the part of the American English speakers. In the five situations in 
which gratitude was one of the three most frequent strategies, the per-
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centage difference was 25% or more in four. In the remaining situation, 
turning down an offer made by an equal, however, while the American 
frequency was higher, the difference was only 5%.

d) American English and Persian
Keshavarz et. al (2006) found a much greater frequency of expressions of 
gratitude among American English speakers than among Persian speak-
ers, particularly when turning down an invitation from someone of 
higher status. In this situation, 22% of the American English speakers 
used an expression of gratitude, but only 5% of the Persian speakers did.

Allami and Naeimi’s (2011) study of Persian speakers and American 
speakers of English similarly revealed a much higher frequency of 
expressions of gratitude among the English speakers in all situations. 
Expressions of gratitude were generally infrequent among the Persian 
speakers. However, 68% of the Persian speakers used an expression of 
gratitude when refusing an offer from an equal. While this was still a 
lower frequency than that of the English speakers (76%), it was much 
higher than the frequency of Persian gratitude in any of the other situa-
tions.

e) American English and Arabic
Nelson et. al (2002) found that expressions of gratitude comprised 7% of 
all the refusal strategies used in 12 situations of request, invitation, sug-
gestion, and offer by American English speakers, but only 1% by 
Egyptian Arabic speakers. While this 7% may not be considered very 
high, expressions of gratitude were the third-most frequent strategy for 
the American English speakers, following giving a reason and making a 
statement of negative willingness (use of the non-performatve “No” also 
had a frequency of 7%). In addition, the difference in percentage fre-
quency between the American English group and the Arabic group for 
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all 18 strategies listed was 2% or less for 14 strategies. Of the remaining 
four strategies, the difference in frequency of expressions of gratitude 
was the second-highest, following an 11% difference in the use of reasons. 
Nelson et. al’s (2002) data includes only the total for all four refusal-elicit-
ing types; it is likely that if data for refusals of requests were not 
included in the frequency data, a speech act which rarely elicits an 
expression of gratitude in response, the percentage of expressions of 
gratitude would increase.

Morkus (2009) similarly found a higher frequency of expressions of grati-
tude among American English speakers compared to Egyptian Arabic 
speakers, except in a refusal in response to a request from a person of 
higher status. In this situation, 6.4% of the Egyptian participants used an 
expression of gratitude, but only 1.7% of the Americans did. On the other 
hand, when turning down an offer from someone of higher status, 19.7% 
of the Americans used an expression of gratitude while only 5.2% of the 
Egyptians did.

In investigating Yemeni speakers of Arabic, Al-Eryani (2007) found a 
higher frequency of expressions of gratitude among American English 
speakers in all refusal cases in which gratitude was used, compared to 
Yemeni speakers of Arabic, except in suggestion refusals among equals, 
in which the frequencies were equal.

2)  Frequent use of expressions of gratitude in refusals among speakers of Span-
ish
Two studies of speakers of Spanish found generally similar frequencies 

of expressions of gratitude among Spanish speakers and speakers of Ameri-
can English, and one study suggested much higher frequency of gratitude use 
in invitation refusals among Spanish speakers. On the other hand, another 
study found infrequent use for Argentinians.
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a) American English and Spanish speakers in Spain
Lauper (1997) found that the percentage of expressions of gratitude in 
the overall most-used refusal strategies was lower for the Spanish 
respondents in Spain than the American English respondents. In refusals 
for social and educational reasons, particularly, the percentage of Ameri-
can responses using gratitude expressions was more than twice that of 
the Spaniards’ responses. However, in both groups, the use of gratitude 
in refusals on these grounds comprised 10.4% or less of the overall 
refusal strategies most frequently used. On the other hand, expressions 
of gratitude comprised the highest percentage of most-used strategies 
when refusing for physical reasons for each group. Here, the percentage 
gap was much less, with American expressions of gratitude comprising 
20.5% of most-used strategies, and Spanish gratitude amounting to 17.6%.

b) American English and Latin-American speakers of Spanish
Felix-Brasdefer’s study (2003) of refusals of invitations found little differ-
ence in the frequency of gratitude expressions between American 
English speakers and Latin American speakers of Spanish from Mexico, 
Honduras, and Bolivia, with the Spanish speakers using an expression of 
gratitude in 10.2% of the responses given and the American English 
speaker responses at a slightly lower frequency of 8.6%.

c) American English and Mexican speakers of Spanish
On the other hand, in one situation in a later study of a refusal of an invi-
tation to a party from a boss, Felix-Brasdefer (2008) found that 75% of 
Mexican male respondents used an expression of gratitude while only 
15% of American male respondents did.

d) Argentinean speakers of Spanish
In contrast, Garcia’s (2007) study of Argentinean speakers of Spanish 
who were asked to improvise a role-play of an invitation refusal yielded 
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few expressions of gratitude. The data of these role plays included grati-
tude in only 4% of improvised dialogues in both the initial refusals and 
the refusals in the insistence stage.

3)  Infrequent use of expressions of gratitude in refusals among speakers of vari-
ous cultures
Research described above suggests that expressions of gratitude are not 

a common feature in refusals in Japanese (Beebe et. al, 1990); Korean (Kwon, 
2004); Egyptian Arabic (Nelson e. al, 2002); and Argentinian Spanish (Garcia, 
2007). Other studies indicate that while gratitude expressions may not be fre-
quent in refusals in many cases, in certain situations they may be common in 
Persian (Allami & Naeimi, 2011). In addition, the following two studies sug-
gest infrequent use of gratitude in invitation refusals in two other cultures:

a) Brazilian speakers of Portuguese
Osborne (2010) made a study of Brazilian refusals to invitations to a 
friend’s birthday party. None of the respondents used gratitude in their 
responses, and the researcher notes that while obrigado (thank you) is a 
feature of politeness in Portuguese, this type of marker was not found in 
their interactions.

b) Greek speakers
Bella’s (2010) study found that Greek native speakers’ overall use of grat-
itude in invitation refusals was only 2.4% of total refusal strategies 
employed. Bella compared the Greek native data with learners of Greek 
from a variety of countries, and the learners’ use of expressions of grati-
tude was significantly greater.

Refusal-eliciting act
Not all types of refusals are equally likely to elicit an expression of grati-

tude. Types of refusals include those in response to requests, suggestions/
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Table 5.  Findings of cross-cultural studies of gratitude use in refusal situations

Study Findings Notes

Beebe et. al (1990) American English speakers>>
Japanese speakers

Sharpest difference in 
turning down boss’s 
invitation to dinner

Kwon (2004) American English speakers>>
Korean speakers

Sharpest difference in 
refusing offer from a friend

Wannaruk (2005) American English speakers>>
Thai speakers

Only a slight frequency 
difference in offer refusal 
among equals

Keshavarz et. al 
(2006)

American English speakers>>
Persian speakers

Greatest difference in 
frequency when refusing 
an offer from someone of 
higher status

Allami and Naeimi 
(2011)

American English speakers>>
Persian speakers

Closest frequency of 
occurrence in refusal of 
offer from an equal

Nelson et. al (2002) American English speakers>Egyptian Arabic speakers

Gratitude 3rd most common 
strategy for American 
English speakers

Morkus (2009) American English speakers>
Egyptian Arabic speakers

Greater frequency of 
gratitude expressions 
among Egyptians in refusal 
to request from person of 
higher status

Al-Eryani (2007) American English speakers>>
Yemeni Arabic speakers

Equivalent use in 
suggestion refusals among 
equals

Lauper (1997) American English speakers>
Spanish speakers of Spanish

Greatest use of gratitude 
when used in tandem with 
physical reasons for refusal 
in both groups

Felix-Brasdefer 
(2003)

American English speakers≒
Latin American speakers

Study of invitation refusals 
only

Felix-Brasdefer 
(2008)

American male English speakers
≪Mexican male English 
speakers

One invitation refusal
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proposals, invitations, and offers. Of these, gratitude is not a suitable compo-
nent of refusals of requests, except possibly in cases in which the request is 
reformulated or understood by the refuser as an offer. On the other hand, 
expressions of gratitude are common in responses to invitations and offers. It 
is possible, though less frequent, for gratitude to be expressed when turning 
down a suggestion or proposal. Analysis of the frequencies of gratitude 
expressions in studies which provided data on refusals in response to a vari-
ety of refusal-eliciting acts suggests the following:

Gratitude common in refusals of offers
Among American speakers of English, Thai speakers, Persian speakers, 

and Egyptian Arabic speakers expressions of gratitude were more frequent 
in refusals of offers than in refusals of requests, suggestions, or invitations.

a) American speakers of English
Kwon (2004) found that for American speakers of English, expressions of 
gratitude were most common in refusals of offers when the refuser was 
of equal status, with a frequency of 76%, or when the offer was from 
someone of lower status (38%). However, when the offer was from some-
one of higher status (5%), gratitude was less common. Wannaruk (2008) 
also found that for American speakers of English, expressions of grati-
tude were most common in refusals of offers between equals (89%), 
followed by refusals of offers from someone of lower status (75%). On the 
other hand, the American English speakers in the Morkus’s study (2009) 
used expressions of gratitude most often when the offer was from some-
one of higher status (19.7%), followed by those used in refusals of offers 
from an equal (9.7%).

b) Thai speakers
Wannaruk’s (2008) Thai speakers only used expressions of gratitude as 
one of the top three most frequently used strategies in response to offers 
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from equals and from those of lower status. Gratitude in response to 
offers from equals had a frequency of 75% and those in response to offers 
from someone of lower status had a frequency of 30%.

c) Persian speakers
Expressions of gratitude were most frequent in Persian refusals in 
response to an offer from an equal (68%), followed by refusals in response 
to an offer from someone of lower status, which had a 20% frequency of 
occurrence (Allami and Naeimi, 2011).

d) Egyptian Arabic speakers
The Egyptian Arabic speakers that Morkus (2009) investigated also used 
expressions of gratitude most frequently when refusing an offer from an 
equal (7.7%)

Effect of status on use of gratitude
As noted above, it is difficult to discern clearly the effect of status on the 

use of gratitude in these refusal studies because often the details of the situa-
tion varied in significant ways in addition to the change in status. However, it 
appears that particularly in offers, expressions of gratitude are likely to occur 
most frequently in refusals to those of equal status.
In Kwon’s (2004) study, there was higher frequency in the use of expres-

sions of gratitude when refusing an invitation or an offer from an equal than 
from someone of higher or lower status. On the other hand, gratitude in the 
refusal of a suggestion was most frequent when the suggester was of lower 
status. Expressions of gratitude in offers appeared to show the greatest sen-
sitivity to status differences. Seventy-six percent of refusals of an offer from 
a person of equal status contained an expression of gratitude, but only 38% of 
those from someone of lower status, and 5% of those from someone of higher 
status did. For the Korean speaker data, the frequency of expressions of grat-
itude was generally low. However, refusals of an offer from someone of lower 
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status had the highest frequency, at 15%, while there were no refusals of 
offers made to someone of equal or higher status.
Using gratitude in refusals to someone of higher status was less frequent 

than its use with equals or to those of lower status in both invitations and 
offers in Wannaruk’s (2008) study. Regarding offers, all three groups of Amer-
ican English speakers, Thai speakers, and Thai English learners used 
gratitude in refusals of offers most frequently with those of equal status, with 
frequencies of 80%, 75%, and 70% respectively.
The frequency of expressions of gratitude showed little sensitivity to sta-

tus in Allami and Naeimi’s (2011) study of Persian speakers, except in the 
situations related to refusals of offers. While 68% of those in an equal relation-
ship with the person making the offer used an expression of gratitude when 
refusing the offer, only 20% of those of higher status did, and just 3% of those 
of lower status did. Among Morkus’s (2009) Egyptian Arabic speakers and 
American English speakers, both groups used significantly fewer expressions 
of gratitude when refusing an offer from someone of lower status compared 
to refusals of offers from those of equal or higher status.
Status may also affect the positioning of the expression of gratitude in a 

refusal. Al-Kahtani (2005) focused on the order of strategies in refusals of 
American speakers of English, Japanese speakers of English, and Arab speak-
ers. When all groups used expressions of gratitude, their positioning in the 
refusals was typically similar: In the initial position when turning down an 
offer from someone of higher status, and in the second position when declin-
ing an offer from someone of lower status.

Interlanguage use of gratitude
Understanding the pragmatic norms of the target language is often a 

“sticking point” for learners (Beebe et. al, 1990). Table 6 shows the findings of 
various interlanguage refusal studies that include frequency of expressions of 
gratitude. The research indicates that learners’ use of gratitude expressions 
may fall back on the norms of their first language, partially acquire the 
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norms of the target language, overuse or underuse expressions of gratitude, 
have differing frequencies depending on level of language ability, or execute 
speech acts in ways not typical in either their target language or the lan-
guage they are studying:

1) Partial acquisition of gratitude expression norms
The Japanese learners of English in Beebe et. al’s (1990) study used 

expressions of gratitude more frequently in their refusals than the native 
speakers of Japanese did, but less than the native speakers of English did, 
suggesting a partial acquisition of native-English speaker norms.

2) Overuse of gratitude expressions
In Wannaruk’s (2008) study, in refusing an offer from someone of higher 

status, the Thai learners’ frequency of use was 35%, slightly higher than the 
AE use, which was 30%. Thai native speakers did not make use of gratitude 
at all in this situation. Morkus’s (2009) American learners of Arabic used 
more expressions of gratitude than both Egyptian Arabic speakers and 
American English speakers in refusing offers from equals or from those of 
higher status. Allami and Naemi (2011) investigated the refusals of Persian-
speaking learners of English according to three levels of ability. In several 
situations, the frequency of expressions of gratitude in the learners’ groups 
was similarly higher than those in the groups responding in Persian and 
American English.

3) Underuse of gratitude expressions
Al-Eryani’s (2007) Yemeni English speakers used fewer expressions of 

gratitude than both the Yemeni Arabic speakers and the American English 
speakers. Similarly, in Wannaruk’s (2008) study, use of gratitude expressions 
was slightly lower on the part of the learners compared to both native-speak-
ing groups when refusing an offer from an equal.
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Table 6.  Interlanguage use of gratitude expressions in refusal situations

Study Findings Notes

Beebe et. al (1990)

Japanese learners of English 
frequencies were closer to 
Japanese speakers of Japanese 
frequencies than American English 
frequencies

Partial acquisition of 
American English norms

Lauper (1997)

Spanish learners of English 
frequencies generally closer to 
American speakers of English 
frequencies than Spanish speakers 
of Spanish frequencies

Exceeded American 
English speakers in one 
category; Spanish learners 
of English use lower than 
both Spanish speakers of 
Spanish and American 
English speakers in 
another category

Al-Kahtani (2005)

Order of expression of gratitude, 
when used, was similar among 
American English speakers, 
Japanese learners of Japanese, and 
Arab learners of English

Expression of gratitude 
came first in refusals of 
offers to higher-status 
people; 2nd in refusals of 
equal-status offers

Keshavarz et. al 
(2006)

Persian learners of English 
frequencies of expressions of 
gratitude fell between Persian 
speakers and American English 
speakers

Closest approximation to 
American English 
speakers in refusal of 
suggestion to a person of 
lower status

Al-Eryani (2007)

Yemeni learners of English used 
fewer expressions of gratitude than 
both Yemeni Arabic speakers and 
American English speakers in one 
situation; only slightly more than 
Yemeni native-speaking group in 
another situation

Little evidence of 
acquisition of American-
English norms regarding 
expressions of gratitude in 
refusals

Wannaruk (2008)

Thai learners of English use of 
gratitude in two situations unused 
by Thai speakers of Thai and 
American English speakers; use 
closer to AE group in two other 
situations

In one situation lower use 
of gratitude than Thai 
speakers of Thai or 
American English 
speakers group

Allami and 
Naeimi (2011)

Persian learners of English 
frequencies often greater than both 
Persian speakers and American 
speakers of English groups

Highest ability group of 
learners used lowest 
frequency of expressions 
of gratitude
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4) Differing strategy use depending on learner ability
An important question for language teachers is whether learners of 

higher proficiency acquire the pragmatic norms of the target language. While 
it might be expected that as learners reach higher levels of ability, their use 
of gratitude would come to resemble more closely that of the speakers of the 
target language, such is not always the case. In Allami and Naemi’s (2011) 
study, the group of learners of highest ability was less likely overall to use 
expressions of gratitude than the lower two groups, even when use of grati-
tude in their refusals would have more closely approximated the frequencies 
of the American English group.
In Keshavarz et. al’s (2006) study, the frequency of expressions of grati-

tude of Persian learners of English of three proficiency levels fell between 
those of the Persian speakers and the American speakers. However, the fre-
quencies of the learners of the intermediate level were slightly closer to that 
of the American English speakers than the frequencies of the advanced learn-
ers in two of the three situations examined. On the other hand, when refusing 
an invitation from a higher-status person, the intermediate frequencies were 
lower than those of the beginners’ group, the advanced group, and the group 
of American English speakers.

5) Use of gratitude expressions not used by native language or target language
Wannaruk’s (2008) learners used expressions of gratitude when refusing 

suggestions from a higher status person and an equal, which neither the Thai 
speakers of Thai nor the American speakers of English did.

Other findings related to use of expressions of gratitude in refusals
In addition to investigating the impact of culture, status, and type of 

refusal-eliciting act on the strategies used in refusals, researchers have 
explored other issues affecting the execution of refusals, including:
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1) Role of data collection instrument
Sasaki (1998) found large differences in the frequency of expressions of 

gratitude in four refusal situations completed by Japanese learners of English 
when comparing data collected by means of a discourse completion test with 
previously collected data using the same situations obtained by means of role 
plays. In three of the four situations, the frequency of expressions of grati-
tude was greater in the role-play data. In particular, in a situation involving 
the refusal of an invitation from a friend to a party, no respondents used an 
expression of gratitude in the DCT but 25% did so when acting out their 
responses. On the other hand, in refusing an invitation from the president of 
a company to a party, the use of expressions of gratitude was lower in the 
role play than in the DCT.
In this situation, the company president gives a reason for the invitation, 

saying that he is interested in learning about Japanese culture. The use of 
such a reason might lessen the likelihood of saying thank you for the invita-
tion since the president has implied that his invitation is not simply out of the 
goodness of his heart but rather because the respondent’s attendance will be 
of benefit to him. It is possible that this aspect of the situation was more 
salient in the role play than in the DCT.

2) Correlation between reasons given for refusal and expressions of gratitude
Lauper’s (1997) study analyzed strategies used in making refusals accord-

ing to the reason given for the refusal. She found that expressions of 
gratitude were most frequently used in refusals with physical reasons for all 
three groups she examined: Spaniards speaking in Spanish, Americans speak-
ing in English, and Spaniards speaking in English. On the other hand, 
expressions of gratitude were least frequent when the reason was educa-
tional for all of the groups.
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3)  Language ability, conventional expressions, and acquisition of native-like 
gratitude expression frequency
Based on pilot studies of native speakers of English, Bardovi-Harlig et. al 

(2008) considered “No thanks, I’m full” and “No thanks, [I’m/ I am] just look-
ing” conventional expressions in refusals for more food or for help from a 
salesperson in a store. Using a discourse completion test, they elicited 
responses from Arabic, Chinese, Japanese, and Korean learners of English 
studying in the U.S., as well as peers and teachers, who were native English 
speakers. Among the four levels of learner ability they studied, approxima-
tion of the frequencies of gratitude expressions of the native English peers 
and teachers rose with increased language ability level.

4)  Role of length of stay and social opportunities in the acquisition of native-
like gratitude expression frequency
Bella’s (2011) study of learners of Greek suggests that social opportuni-

ties are more important in cultivating native-like refusals of invitations than 
length of residence. Both learners of Greek with a long length of residence 
and limited social opportunities, and learners with a shorter length of resi-
dence but greater social contact, used expressions of gratitude more 
frequently than the Greek native speakers in refusing an invitation. However, 
those with shorter length of stay but more social contact came closer to 
approximating the native speakers. At the same fine, this group had a higher 
frequency of use of expressions of gratitude in the insistent second stage of 
the invitation than both the native speakers and the learners with longer res-
idence but less social contact. The Greek native speakers did not use any 
expressions of gratitude in the first stage but did make limited use of grati-
tude in the follow-up stage. It seems possible that some of the learners with 
high social contact, who similarly made use of few expressions of gratitude in 
the first stage, may have simply postponed their expressions of gratitude 
until the follow-up stage.
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Discussion

Examination of the use of expressions of gratitude in studies of refusals 
reveals a variety of interesting discoveries. Use of expressions of gratitude 
expressions in refusals appears to be especially frequent among speakers of 
American English and speakers of Spanish. On the other hand, research indi-
cates that speakers of several cultures rarely make use of expressions of 
gratitude when turning down someone, including speakers of Japanese, 
Korean, Egyptian Arabic, Argentinean Spanish, Brazilian Portuguese, and 
Greek. It is likely that other strategies are used in these languages instead of 
expressions of gratitude to mitigate the loss of face engendered by refusals, 
but this is beyond the scope of this paper.
The occurrence of expressions of gratitude also depends on the type of 

refusal. Of the various types of refusal-eliciting acts, offers seem to be most 
likely to trigger a thank-you in the refusal for speakers of American English, 
Thai speakers, Persian speakers, and Egyptian Arabic speakers, particularly 
when refusing an offer from an equal. Expressions of gratitude in refusals to 
those of equal status appeared most common in the data generally, suggest-
ing that use of gratitude in a refusal to someone of lower status or higher 
status may be perceived as more problematic, perhaps implying condescen-
sion or a lack of respect. However, because the details of the situations 
differed in addition to the various status changes, it is difficult to say with 
any certainty the impact of status on frequency of expressions of gratitude in 
refusals.
Learners of foreign languages often use expressions of gratitude in refus-

als with different frequencies from that of both speakers of their native 
language and those of the target language: there may be partial acquisition, 
overuse, or underuse. Learner ability level may affect the use of gratitude 
expressions in unexpected ways, with advanced learners not necessarily 
using gratitude in a manner closer to that of the speakers of the target lan-
guage. In addition, language learners may sometimes say thank you in 
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situations in which neither the speakers of their language nor those of the 
target language does. It is possible that some learners may adopt a provi-
sional strategy of “when in doubt, say thank you”, while others, perceiving 
this tendency, may try to avoid this stratagem, even in cases in which thank-
ing may be appropriate.
Above all, research suggests that many factors may influence the use or 

non-use of an expression of gratitude in a refusal even within a given culture: 
the relationship between the interlocutors, including social distance and sta-
tus; the refusal-eliciting act; the motivation for the refusal; whether the 
refusal comes after insistence following an earlier refusal; and of course, the 
specifics of the offer, suggestion, or invitation. Because of the interplay of all 
of these factors, it can be difficult to assess the impact of each individually.

Conclusion

The use of gratitude expressions in refusals has not been widely investi-
gated except as an adjunct strategy in general refusal studies. Moreover, 
many studies have made use of the same DCT. While this facilitates compari-
son between the studies, it has meant that many studies have only 
investigated the same 12 situations so there is a need for investigation of the 
use or non-use of gratitude in other refusal situations. Furthermore, data 
derived from DCTs and role plays may differ in frequency, so more studies 
using role plays would be beneficial.
Depending on the culture, type of refusal, and status, gratitude may be a 

prevalent and effective means of taking away the sting and affront of rejec-
tion. On the other hand, an improperly executed refusal of an offer, 
suggestion, or invitation may damage the relationship between the speaker 
and the addressee. Much is left to investigate regarding the uses of “Thanks 
but no thanks” and other gratitude-in-refusal expressions of this type.
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Appendix

A.  Frequency of gratitude expressions in refusals among Japanese speakers,  
Japanese learners of English, and American speakers of English

Refusal-eliciting act 
and refuser status

Japanese speakers 
in Japanese

Japanese learners 
in English

American speakers 
of English

Invitation 
(lower → higher) 5% 15% 30%

Suggestions 
(all status levels) 3.3% 5% 16.6%

Adapted from Beebe et. al (1990)

B.  Frequency of gratitude expressions in refusals among Spanish speakers, 
Spanish speakers in English, and American speakers of English

Type of 
reason 
provided

No. of tokens/% of 
reasons/% of most-
used strategies*

Spanish 
speakers in 
Spanish (n=60)

Native English 
speakers 
(n=60)

Spanish 
speakers in 
English (n=60)

Moral

no. of tokens 23 44 48
% of total reasons 11.7% 16.5% 17.8%
% of most-used 
strategies 5.7% 10.9% 10.4%

Social

no. of tokens 24 44 63
% of total reasons 12.2% 16.5% 23.3%
% of most-used 
strategies 4.8% 10.4% 11.1%

Physical

no. of tokens 105 108 94
% of total reasons 53.6% 40.5% 34.8%
% of most-used 
strategies 17.6% 20.5% 15.8%

Educational

no. of tokens 8 23 25
% of total reasons 4.1% 8.6% 9.3%
% of most-used 
strategies 1.6% 4.6% 4.3%
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Financial

no. of tokens 36 48 40
% of total reasons 18.4% 18% 14.8%
% of most-used 
strategies 6.9% 10.5% 7.2%

*For the Spanish speakers in Spanish and the American English speakers, there were 13 most-
used strategies; for the Spanish speakers in English there were 11.
Adapted from Lauper (1997)

C.  Frequency of gratitude expressions in refusals of Japanese learners of 
English

Refusal-eliciting act, refuser status, and social distance DCT Role play
Offer (equals, acquainted) 8.3% 16.7%
Offer (lower → higher, unacquainted) 25.0% 33.3%
Invitation (equals, acquainted) 0% 25.0%
Invitation (lower → higher, unacquainted) 33.3% 25.0%

Adapted from Sasaki (1998)

D.  Frequency of gratitude expressions in refusals of invitations among 
American speakers of English and Egyptian speakers of Arabic

American English speakers Egyptian Arabic speakers
12 refusal situations 7% 1%

Adapted from Nelson et. al (2002)

E.  Frequency of gratitude expressions in refusals of invitations among 
Latin American speakers, American speakers of Spanish, and American 
speakers of English

Latin American Spanish 
speakers

American speakers of 
Spanish

American English 
speakers

10.2%  9.2%  8.6%

Adapted from Felix-Brasdefer (2003)
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F.  Frequency of gratitude expressions in refusals among American speak-
ers of English and Korean speakers of Korean

Refusal-eliciting act and refuser status American speakers 
of English in U.S.

Korean speakers of 
Korean

Invitation (lower → higher) 14% 15%
Invitation (equal status) 30% 5%
Invitation (higher → lower) 22% 5%
Offers (lower → higher) 5% 0%
Offer (equal status) 76% 0%
Offer (higher → lower) 38% 15%
Suggestion (lower → higher) 8% 5%
Suggestion (equal status) 11% 8%
Suggestion (higher → lower) 32% 5%

Adapted from Kwon (2004)

G.  Typical order of gratitude expressions in refusals among American 
speakers of English, Japanese speakers of English, and Arab speakers of 
English

Refusal-eliciting act 
and refuser status

American speakers 
of English

Japanese speakers 
of English

Arab speakers of 
English

Invitation 
(lower → higher) ─ ─ ─

Invitation 
(equal status) 2nd position

Invitation 
(higher → lower) 1st position

Offers 
(lower → higher) 1st 1st 1st

Offer 
(equal status) 2nd 2nd 2nd (also excuse)

Offer 
(higher → lower) ─ ─ ─

Suggestion 
(lower → higher) 1st 1st (also agreement)
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Suggestion 
(equal status) ─ ─ ─

Suggestion 
(higher → lower) 1st ─ ─

Adapted from Al-Kahtani (2005)

H.  Frequency of gratitude expressions in refusals among American speak-
ers of English, Japanese speakers of English, and Arab speakers of 
English

Refusal-eliciting 
act and refuser 

status

Americans speakers 
of English

Japanese speakers 
of English

Arab speakers of 
English

Invitation 
(lower → higher) ─

Excuse> Regret> 
Gratitude = Positive 
Opinion = Negative

─

Invitation 
(equal status) ─ Excuse> Gratitude> 

Regret> Wish

Excuse> 
Postponement> 
Gratitude> Alternative

Invitation 
(higher → lower)

Excuse> Postponement 
= Positive agreement 
= Negative Willingness 
= Gratitude

─
Excuse> 
Postponement> 
Gratitude> Alternative

Offer 
(lower → higher)

Excuse> Gratitude> 
Negative willingness> 
Postponement= 
Positive opinion

Excuse> Gratitude = 
Positive feeling> 
Regret = Negative 
Ability

Excuse> Gratitude

Offer 
(equal status)

No> Gratitude> 
Excuse> Positive 
agreement

Gratitude = Excuse> 
No > Agreement> 
Positive opinion

─

Offer 
(higher → lower) ─ ─ ─

Suggestion 
(lower → higher)

Self-defense> 
Explanation> Gratitude

Explanation> Self-
defense = Gratitude 
= Agreement

─

Suggestion 
(equal status)

Negative Willingness> 
Alternative = Gratitude 
= Excuse

─ ─

Suggestion 
(higher → lower)

Principle> 
Alternative> Self-
Defense = Gratitude

─ ─

Adapted from Al-Kahtani (2005)
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I.  Frequency of gratitude expressions in refusals among Persian speakers, 
Iranian learners of English, and American speakers of English

Refusal type and refuser 
status

Persian 
NS EFL/B EFL/I EFL/A English 

NS
Invitation (lower → higher)  5%  9%  5% 15% 22%
Offer (lower → higher) 15% 27% 28% 26% 38%
Suggestion (higher → lower)  3%  5% 12% 11% 14%

Adapted from Keshavarz et. al (2006)

J.  Frequency of gratitude expressions in refusals among Yemeni Arabic 
speakers, Yemeni English speakers, and American speakers of English

Yemeni Arabic 
male speakers

Yemeni English 
male speakers

Am English male 
NS

Order of occurrence 1st 2nd 3rd 1st 2nd 3rd 1st 2nd 3rd
Invitations 
(higher → higher) ─ ─ ─ ─ ─ ─ 20% ─ ─

Invitations 
(equal status) ─ 20% ─ 20% 10% ─ 40% ─ 30%

Suggestions 
(equal status) ─ 20% 10%  5% ─ ─ ─ 20% 10%

Offers 
(lower → higher) ─ ─ ─ ─ ─ ─ ─ ─ ─

Invitations when the speaker was higher status were not part of the study, nor were higher- and 
lower-status suggestions, or higher- or equal offers.
Adapted from Al-Eryani (2007)

K.  Frequency of “No thanks” in refusals in two situations according to 
native language

Refusal 
situation Arabic Chinese Japanese Korean Peers Teachers

More food 56% 50% 77% 68% 74% 64%
Help at store 38% 33% 69% 46% 69% 79%

Adapted from Bardovi-Harlig et. al (2008)
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L.  “No thanks” used in refusals in two situations according to language abil-
ity level

Refusal situation Level 3 Level 4 Level 5 Level 6 Peers Teachers
More food 50% 62% 69% 67% 74% 64%
Help at store 19% 48% 54% 62% 69% 79%

Adapted from Bardovi-Harlig et. al (2008)

M.  Frequency of gratitude expressions in refusal of invitation among Ameri-
can speakers of English and Mexican speakers of Spanish

Refusal-eliciting speech act 
and refuser status

American male speakers 
of English

Mexican male speakers 
of Spanish

Invitation (lower → higher) 15% 75%

Percentage indicates percentage of participants using this strategy
Adapted from Felix-Brasdefer (2008)

N.  Frequency of gratitude expressions in refusals among Japanese learners 
of English and American speakers of English

Refusal-elicting act and 
refuser status JE before (n=35) JE after (n=35) AE (n=46)

Invitation (equal status) 3% (1) 20% (70) 37% (17)

Number in parentheses represents number of tokens
Adapted from Kondo (2008)

O.  Frequency of gratitude expressions in refusals among American English 
speakers, Thai native speakers, and Thai learners of English

Refusal-eliciting act and 
refuser status American Thai Thai EFL

Invitation (lower → higher) ─ ─ ─
Invitation (equal status) 25% ─ ─
Invitation (higher → lower) 50% ─ ─
Suggestion (lower → higher) ─ ─ 20%
Suggestion (equal status) ─ ─ 25%
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Suggestion (higher → lower) ─ ─ ─
Offer (lower → higher) 30% ─ 35%
Offer (equal status) 80% 75% 70%
Offer (higher → lower) 75% 30% 45%

Note: Only the top three most frequent strategies were recorded
Adapted from Wannaruk (2008)

P.  Frequency of gratitude expressions in refusals among American learners 
of Arabic, Egyptian Arabic speakers, and American speakers of English

Refusal-elicting 
act and refuser 

status

American 
learners of 
Arabic, 

intermediate

American 
learners of 
Arabic, 
advanced

Egyptian 
Arabic 
speakers

American 
English 
speakers

Request 
(equal status) ─ ─ ─  1.9%

Request 
(lower → higher)  2.9% ─  6.4%  1.7%

Request 
(higher → lower)  1.5% ─  2.1% ─

Offer 
(equal status) 17.3% 10.0%  7.7%  9.2%

Offer 
(lower → higher)  8.5%  7.3%  5.2% 19.7%

Offer 
(higher → lower)  1.6%  5.3%  0.5%  1.2%

Adapted from Morkus (2009)

Q.  Frequency of gratitude expressions in refusals among American speak-
ers of English, Persian speakers, and Iranian learners of English

Refusal-elicting 
act and refuser 

status

American 
English 
speakers

Persian 
speakers

EFL/upper 
intermediate

EFL/
intermediate

EFL/ lower 
intermediate

Request 
(higher → lower) 0% 0% 10% 30% 0%
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Request 
(equal status) 0% 0% 0% 10% 0%

Request 
(lower → higher) 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%

Invitation 
(higher → lower) 25% 10% 10% 0% 20%

Invitation 
(equal status) 11% 17% 0% 10% 40%

Invitation 
(lower → higher) 8% 10% 0% 10% 10%

Suggestion 
(higher → lower) 32% 6% 0% 10% 0%

Suggestion 
(equal status) 11% 6% 10% 10% 20%

Suggestion 
(lower → higher) 8% 6% 0% 10% 20%

Offer 
(higher → lower) 35% 20% 0% 30% 20%

Offer 
(equal status) 76% 68% 70% 90% 70%

Offer 
(lower → higher) 5% 3% 0% 10% 20%

Adapted from Allami and Naeimi (2010)

R.  Gratitude expressions used in native and non-native Greek refusals to 
invitations

Greek native speakers Non-NS 1 Non-NS 2
Overall 2.4% 11% 6.7%
First stage 0% 11.9% 1.6%
Second stage 4.2% 8.9% 11%

Percentages represent frequency among total strategies used.
Non-NS 1 group had long length of residence but limited social opportunities; Non-NS 2 group had 
considerably shorter length of residence but more social contact
Adapted from Bella (2011)
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