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Abstract: The present study analyses the uses and functions of discursive markers (DMs) 
in complaints and apologies performed by learners of Italian as L2 and native speakers 
of Italian engaged in dyadic interactions. Oral data were elicited through prototypical 
scenarios, where the context and the relationship between the interlocutors were variable. 
The comparison between learners and natives highlighted some differences both in the 
use and in the variety of DMs. In general, native speakers exploited the DMs’ polyfunc-
tionality when performing the speech acts, combining them with politeness strategies, to 
strengthen or attenuate the illocutionary force or to guide the interlocutor in the interpre-
tation of the message. This made their expressions more effective and appropriate to the 
context and the interlocutor. On the other hand, even the most advanced learners did not 
draw upon similar strategies. Despite using a discrete variety of DMs, they showed less 
variability in DM usage depending on contextual variables. In some cases, this resulted in 
expressions that were too emphatic or impositive and less appropriate when addressing a 
distant interlocutor or a superior. The outcome of this study could offer useful information 
for language teaching.
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1.  Introduction
The aim of this paper is to analyse the uses and functions of discursive mark-
ers (DMs) in complaints and apologies performed by learners of Italian L2 and 
native Italian speakers engaged in dyadic interactions.1

In recent years, there has been a growing interest towards DMs in language 
acquisition and teaching. These markers are deemed crucial for the effectiveness 
of oral communication, since, as we know, they contribute to turn management, 
to the organization and structuring of speech and to establish micro- relationships 
between the expressed content and the shared knowledge. Additionally, they 

 1 The paper is the result of the joint work of the two authors; particularly, Anna De 
Marco is responsible for Sections 1, 2, 4.1 and 5.1; Emanuela Paone is responsible for 
Sections 3, 4.2, 5.2 and 6.
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activate inferential functions guiding the interlocutor in the interpretation of 
the message. In the context of complaints and apologies, where L2 learners often 
exhibit inadequacies on the pragmatic level compared to natives, DMs could 
play a crucial role. However, there is a lack of data or studies in the literature 
regarding this specific aspect, at least within the limits of our knowledge, except 
for a recent study we conducted on the use of DMs in complaints, which, how-
ever, focused on exclusively written and one- way data. Our goal is therefore to 
analyse, from a qualitative point of view, the functions performed by the DMSs 
in the realization of these acts and during the negotiation between the interloc-
utors in oral interactions. We will compare a sample of L2 learners with native 
speakers of Italian.

The paper is structured as follows: Section 2 outlines the theoretical frame-
work, focusing on the speech acts under observation and reporting evidence 
from previous studies in Second Language Acquisition (SLA) that highlights 
learners’ difficulties in performing those acts; a description of our study, the 
methods and materials is provided in Section 3; results will be reported in 
Section 4 and discussed in Section 5. Finally, in Section 6 we draw conclusions 
and implications for language teaching and learning.

2.  Theoretical Framework
2.1.  Complaints
Complaints are expressive speech acts by which the speaker expresses a negative 
judgment regarding a given event or situation (see also Nuzzo, 2007:107). They 
can be accompanied by a request for solution/  repair (directive component).

As noted by Murphy and Neu (1996) and others, a complaint can be defined 
as a ‘speech act set’ combining different speech acts to form a complete speech 
act. Four possible moves can be identified (Murphy & Neu, 1996): 1. initiation 
and explanation of purpose; 2. complaint; 3 justification; 4. request.

Complaints can vary in intensity in relation to the damage suffered and the 
relationships between interlocutors. Prosodic variations can also play a signifi-
cant role in the perception of (im)politeness by the hearer (Paone, 2020, 2021).

Acquisitional and contrastive studies have reported that L2 learners tend to 
exhibit aggressiveness (Murphy & Neu, 1996) and are less effective compared 
to native speakers (Trosborg, 1995; Nuzzo, 2007) in performing this speech act.

Concerning the role of DMs in complaints, a recent study (De Marco & 
Paone, in preparation) based on data from written discourse completion tasks 
found that A1– A2 learners of Italian as L2 used a more limited variety of DM 
functions and types compared to B1– B2 learners and native speakers (e.g. DMs 
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with mainly interactional functions related to the request for attention, like 
mi scusi ‘excuse me’, and as politeness strategies, like per favore ‘please’). More 
advanced learners showed a balanced use of DMs intensifying (e.g. veramente, 
davvero ‘really’) and mitigating (magari ‘perhaps’) the expressive and directive 
components of the act.

2.2.  Apologies
Apologies are expressive and post- event acts, signalling the fact that a certain 
type of event has already taken place, i.e. a violation of a social norm has been 
committed (Blum- Kulka & Olshtain, 1984: 206). Apologies imply loss of face for 
the speaker and support for the hearer.

Five possible strategies can be identified for making an apology (see Cohen 
& Olshtain, 1981: 119– 125): 1. An expression of apology, 2. Acknowledgment of 
responsibility, 3. An explanation or account, 4. An offer of repair, 5. A promise 
of non- recurrence. Learners have difficulty in adapting apologies to the level of 
familiarity of the interlocutors (Cohen et al., 1986).

According to Nuzzo (2007), native speakers of Italian use a wide range of 
conventionalized formulas to convey an apology. The most frequent expressions 
in her corpus were scusa(mi) and (mi) scusi ‘excuse me’, followed by mi dispiace 
‘I’m sorry’. The author also reported that social distance did not seem to affect the 
realization of apologies, except for the use of internal modifiers; indeed, in high 
social distance contexts, her informants employed a higher number of intensifi-
ers, in order to stress their regret for the offense.

Cross- cultural studies and Second Language Acquisition (SLA) research on 
apologizing (Blum- Kulka et al., 1989) reported that the variation of social dis-
tance and power between participants influenced participants’ choices of apol-
ogy strategies and that ‘the relative weight of these factors was subject both to 
situational and cultural variation’ (Walker, 2017: 30). In Cohen, Olshtain and 
Rosenstein (1986), the level of familiarity of the interlocutors ‘appeared to influ-
ence NNS and NS responses differently: namely, NS apologies to strangers were 
intensified more than apologies to friends, which was not the case with learner 
responses’. Among the possible explanations advanced by the authors was the 
hypothesis that the learners might not yet have gained the ability to vary the 
intensity of their apologies in accordance with contextual variables. A recent 
work on the expression of apologies in learners of Italian as L2 confirmed this 
hypothesis even at a prosodic level: unlike native speakers, learners were not able 
to vary the ‘tone’ of the apologies in accordance with contextual variables (see De 
Marco & Paone, 2022).
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Regarding the role of DMs in expressing apologies, no study has explored this 
aspect so far, to the best of our knowledge (but see Businaro, 2002). However, a 
recent work by Ghezzi and Molinelli (2019) highlighted the polyfunctionality of 
forms derived from the Italian lemma scusi ‘excuse me’, including the use of con-
ventionalised formulas and pragmatic markers like scusa/ mi scusi ‘sorry’, ‘excuse 
me’ to convey both polite and (im)polite messages.

3.  The Study
In the light of the theoretical framework we discussed in Section 2, we assume 
that the use of DMs may be crucial in the realization of complaints and apolo-
gies, allowing the speakers to guide the interlocutors in the interpretation of the 
message and the negotiation of the act. In this sense, our hypothesis is that learn-
ers of Italian, independently from their language proficiency, may draw upon a 
limited range of DMs’ functions, resulting in less effectiveness and appropriate-
ness, compared to native speakers.

3.1.  Method and Materials
3.1.1.  Participants
L2 international students attending Italian courses at University of Calabria 
(hereinafter, It- L2) and 6 speakers from Calabria, South Italy (It- L1) participated 
in the study. The It- L2 group came from different countries and had different 
levels of language proficiency (see Table 7.1).

Table 7.1. Sociolinguistic information about the participants

Learners of Italian (It- L2) Native speakers (It- L1)
N° 12 6
Country Iran, Kurdistan, India, 

Pakistan, Egypt, Brazil, 
Ecuador, Peru, Mexico, 
Spain.

Italy (Calabria, South Italy)

Proficiency level A1– A2 (6 students); B1– B2 
(6 students)

- - - 

Age range 19– 34 19– 34
Length of residence (LOR) From 3 months to 3 years - - - 
Occupation Students at University of 

Calabria
University students and 
young professionals
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3.1.2.  Data Collection Procedure
Oral data were collected through role- plays. Prototypical scenarios (adapted 
from Nuzzo, 2007; De Marco & Paone, 2019; Paone, 2020; De Marco & Paone, in 
press) were used to elicit the linguistic acts under investigation, however, the con-
text and the relationship between the interlocutors were variable (see Table 7.2). 
By equal- intimate, we mean a symmetrical relationship (equal) in which the 
interlocutors already know each other (see also Gesuato, 2015). Within this label 
we include different degrees of knowledge ranging from a minimal level, such 
as between student and professor, to a high level of familiarity, such as between 
brothers /  sisters. By equal- distant, we intend instead a symmetrical relationship 
in which, however, the interlocutor is a stranger; by superior- intimate, we mean 
an asymmetrical relationship in which, however, there is a minimum level of 
knowledge between the interlocutors.

Furthermore, in all scenarios the negative event that arouses the complaint 
or the apology is non- verbal, that is, it is triggered by extra- linguistic events 
(Businaro, 2002).

The interactions are symmetric, that is It- L2- It- L2 dyads and It- L1- It- L1 dyads; 
they have been recorded by means of a professional audio recorder. Along with 
the complaints and apologies, participants also made other dialogues focused on 
other speech acts (requests and refusals). Each subject repeated the same scenario 
twice: the first time in the role of the person complaining, the second time, recorded 
weeks later, in the role of the addressee of the complaint with a different person.

Table 7.2. Scenarios eliciting complaints and apologies

Equal-  intimate 
interlocutor

Equal-  distant 
interlocutor

Superior-  intimate 
interlocutor

Complaints [COM_ S1]
Mess in the kitchen 
(with a roommate)

[COM_ S3]
Queue at the post office 
(with a stranger)

[COM_ S4]
Wrong evaluation 
(with a professor)

[COM_ S2]
Loud music (with a 
neighbour)

Apologies [APO_ S1]
Torn dress (with a 
family member)

[APO_ S3]
Accident in the park (with 
a stranger for accidentally 
damaging his /  her shirt /  
blouse)

[APO_ S4]
Late at an 
appointment (with a 
professor)

[APO_ S2]
Lost notes (with a fellow 
student)
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Our corpus consisted of: 96 role- plays performed by It- L2 group (48 per level of 
proficiency); 48 role- plays performed by It- L1 group. Each role- play lasted from 
1 to 5 minutes.

3.1.3.  Approach to Analysis
Our study is based on the analysis of the functions rather than the forms, that 
is we adopted an onomasiological approach rather thana semasiological one. 
Following the taxonomy proposed by Bazzanella, 1995, 2006; Bazzanella & 
Borreguero Zuloaga, 2011; Sansò, 2020, we distinguished three types of func-
tions: the interactional function, the metatextual function and the cognitive 
function. The qualitative analysis aims to identify the functions of the DMs in 
the realization of the two speech acts and their negotiation between the two 
interlocutors.

4.  Results
4.1.  DMs in Complaints
4.1.1.  The It- L2 Group
The qualitative analysis of It- L2 group’s interactions highlighted the use of DMs 
as part of the sociopragmatic and pragmalinguistic strategies adopted by the 
learners to perform the act. We will report some excerpts from the role- plays2 
that are representative of some frequent uses in our corpus. In fragment (1), 
the speaker A complains to a roommate for leaving the kitchen dirty; we can 
notice the use of interjections like mamma mia! and adverbs like davvero ‘really’ 
(è davvero sporco, ‘it’s really dirty’) that intensifies the expressive component of 
the complaint. The subsequent use of guarda ‘look’ orients and focuses the inter-
locutor’s attention on the negative event that stimulated the speaker’s reaction 
(Guarda questo è davvero sporco, ‘Look at this! It’s really dirty’). The use of NO! 
and ma ‘but’ in the last turn indicates an interactional conflict by countering 
the reasons presented by the interlocutor with a repair request (ma devi pulire 
questo! ‘but you have to clean up all this!’).

 2 We acknowledge that the translation of DMs from Italian to English is challenging 
due to the lack of equivalence of some DMs in the two languages. Also, we would 
like to underline that many It- L2 productions are characterized by the presence of 
lexical, morphosyntactic and pragmatic errors, consequently the English translations 
will reflect some of these errors as well.
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 (1) COM_ S1_ Mess in the kitchen (with a roommate). Level: B1– B2
A: Mamma mia! Mamma mia! Questo è sporchissimo! E caffè! Non c’è caffè! Caffè! 

O mamma mia! Caffè!
M: Buon giorno Angie
A: Buon giorno
M: cosa fai?
A: Davvero buon giorno? Guarda /  Guarda questo /  è davvero SPORCO!
M: Ma ieri io ho avuto una festa con i miei amici [ee]
A: NO! Ma devi devi pulire questo!
‘A: Oh my god! Oh my god! This is so dirty! And the coffee! There’s no coffee! 

Coffee! Oh my god! Coffee!
M: Good morning, Angie
A: Good morning
M: What are you doing?
A: Really good morning? Look! Look at this! it’s really DIRTY!
M: But I had a party with my friends yesterday
A: NO! But you have to clean this up!’

In examples (2) and (3) the complaint is addressed to a neighbour for the loud 
music coming from his/ her apartment in the middle of the night. In (2), we can 
observe the use of additional DMs that direct the interlocutor’s attention on the 
negative consequences of his/ her behaviour (e.g. ti dico in Mi arrabbio assai, ti 
dico ah ‘I get very angry, I tell you, ah’) or as rhetorical expedients to verify that 
the message has been understood (e.g. hai capito? in All’una si dorme, hai capito? 
‘At one a.m everyone is sleeping, do you understand?’).

In (3), the pragma- dyad scusa ma/ scusami ma ‘excuse me but’ is used to 
introduce the complaint or to respond to the arguments of the interlocutor. As 
Ghezzi and Molinelli (2019) and Fedriani and Molinelli (2019) pointed out, 
these pragma- dyads are often used to introduce a face- threatening act, such as a 
criticism, an accusation, a conflicting point of view. Scusa is used to mitigate or 
pretend to mitigate a criticism, while ma signals a contrast on the interactional 
level due to the interlocutor’s behaviour as in Escusa, ma abito qua vicino e sento 
la musica ‘Excuse me but I live nearby and I hear the music’ and to counter the 
arguments of the interlocutor (scusami ma queste non sono ore per questa musica 
‘sorry but it’s not time to listen to this music’).
 (2) COM_ S2_ Loud music (with a neighbour). Levels: Ad. B1– B2; Ag. A1– A2

Ad: Salve Ag., per favore bassa la musica voglio dormire non riesco con questo 
casino che hai nella casa, ma cosa state combinando dentro?

Ag: salve estamo festeggiando per favore signore è solo una riunione di amici
Ad: ma non potevate farle al bar? All’una si dorme hai capito? Io l’ho aspettato 

mezzanotte e ecco si finiscono ecco si vanno, per favore bassate la musica o mi 
arrabbio assai oh, ti dico ah
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‘Ad: Please turn down the music I want to sleep I can’t with this noise you have in 
the house, but what are you doing inside?

Ag: Hi we’re celebrating please sir it’s just a meeting among friends
Ad: But couldn’t you have it at the bar? At one o’clock everyone is sleeping, do you 

understand? I waited for midnight and now they end they go, please turn down 
the music or I get very angry oh, I tell you ah’

 (3) COM_ S2_ Loud_ music (with a neighbour). Levels: B1– B2
L: Escusa, ma abito qua vicino e sento la musica e mi dispiace dirlo ma è troppo 

alta. Per favore la puoi abbassare un po’?
D: oh escusami escusami ma la musica non è alta, è abbastanza bassa
L: no no no, scusami ma queste non sono ore per questa musica
D: forse la tua età è un’età…come dire…non so come si dice, mamma mia…

forse tua
L: stai dicendo che sono vecchia? (ride)
‘L: Sorry, but I live nearby and I hear the music and I’m sorry to say it but it’s too 

loud. Could you please turn it down a little?
D: Oh sorry sorry but the music isn’t loud, it’s low enough
L: No no no, sorry but this is not the time for this music
D: maybe your age is an age … how to say … I don’t know what they say, mamma 

mia … maybe yours
L: Are you saying I’m old? (laughs)’

In fragment (4), the speaker complains to a stranger who does not respect the 
queue at the post office. In this example, we can notice the presence of another 
pragma- dyad, ho capito ma/ ho capito però ‘I understand but’ /  ‘I know, but’, 
recurring in the negotiation phases of the act, to respond to the justifications 
given by the recipient of the complaint: ho capito is used to recognize or pretend 
to partially recognize the reasons of the other, ma/ però ‘but /  however’ marks 
a conflict on an interactional level and reiterates the complainer’s motivations, 
possibly appealing to the violated social norm (e.g. Ho capito ma questo non va 
bene per tutte queste persone che sono qua ‘I understand but this is not good for 
all these people who are here’).
 (4) COM_ S3_ Queue at the post office. Levels: A1– A2

Agu.: scusi signore sto aspettando qua nella fila e tu entrato prima di me e questo 
no va bene

Adi: ah scusa non l’ho visto lei scusami
Agu: ok ho capito ma…. Per favore signore
Adi: sì sì sì, chiedo scusa davvero non l’ho visto lei, nemmeno la fila… ma se si 

può adesso ormai sono qui, si può entrare prima di lei
Agu: scusi signore mi scusi questo non è possibile per favore torna all’inizio 

della fila
Adi: ma davvero solo un minuto di fare questa cosa
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Agu.: Ho capito ma questo non va bene per tutte queste persone che sono qua 
quindi per favore signore all’inizio della fila

‘Agu: Sorry sir I’m waiting here in the line and you get in before me and this is 
not good

Adi: Sorry, I didn’t see you, sorry
Agu: ok I understand but…. Please sir
Adi: Yes yes yes, I’m sorry I really didn’t see you, not even the queue … but if I can, 

now I’m here, can I enter before you
Agu: Excuse me sir excuse me this is not possible please go back to the beginning 

of the line
Adi: But really just a minute in order to do this thing
Agu: I understand but this is not good for all these people who are here so please 

sir go at the beginning of the line’

Finally in example (5), the speaker complains to a professor who made a mistake 
in evaluating a written exam. We can see the use of DMs that reinforce (e.g. dav-
vero ‘really’) and mitigate (e.g. mi sembra ‘it seems to me’) the explicit accusation, 
(lei ha sbagliato ‘you made a mistake’). The subsequent use of non lo so ‘I don’t 
know’, mitigates the request for repair (non lo so se lei può darmi questo voto ‘I 
don’t know if you can give me this grade’).
 (5) COM- S4_ Wrong evaluation (with a professor). Level:B1– B2

Ad: […] vorrei parlare riguardo al mio voto dell’esame che lei m’ha messo 28 ma la 
verità che io ho studiato tantissimo per questo esame e davvero mi sembra che 
lei ha sbagliato di darmi 30 e lode perché davvero prof io meritavo secondo me 
trenta e lode non lo so  se lei può darmi questo voto

‘Ad: I would like to talk about my grade of the exam that you gave me 28 but the 
truth is that I studied a lot for this exam and it really seems to me that you made 
a mistake in giving me 28 because really prof I deserved in my opinion 30 cum 
laude I don’t know if you can give me this grade’

4.1.2.  The It- L1 Group
The use of DMs as part of pragmatic and politeness strategies to convey the 
act by the It- L1 group is similar to It- L2 group’s, even though a broader vari-
ety of DMs enriches It- L1 speakers’ complaints. In example (6), with the room-
mate, we may notice the use of DMs that signal a contrast such as non è tutto 
ok ‘everything is not ok’, però ‘but’, whereas the dyad scusa ma ‘excuse me but’ 
introduces the complainer’s criticism and disapproval towards the interlocutor 
(scusa ma avresti potuto pulire ‘excuse me but you could have cleaned up’). Scusa 
in this last example is used with a mock politeness value (see Ghezzi & Molinelli, 
2019), triggering ‘an impoliteness understanding that does not match the surface 
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form or semantics of the utterance or the symbolic meaning of the behaviour’ 
(Culpeper, 2011: 17).
 (6) COM_ S1_ Mess in the kitchen (with a roommate).

E: Ciao, Federì, tutto ok?
M: non è tutto ok  /  perché la cucina fa vomitare //  Fa VOMITARE /  se non ci sei 

entrata vai a vedere perché è uno schifo /  ora  io non pretendo che dobbiamo viv-
ere nella reggia perché siamo studenti /  mò figurati  se sto lì attaccata alla cosa /   
però /  non c’è un piatto pulito, non c’è un cucchiaino pulito, non c’è una cacchio 
di tazzina  e non me la posso nemmeno  andare a lavare perché non c’è caffè. 
Scusa, ma ieri avresti anche potuto ripulire!

‘E: Hi, Federì, everything okay?
M: it’s not all right /  because the kitchen makes me feel sick //  It makes me FEEL 

SICK /  if you didn’t go in go and see why it’s disgusting /  now I don’t expect to 
live in a royal palace because we are students /  but /  there isn’t even one clean 
plate, there isn’t a clean teaspoon, there isn’t even one bloody cup and I can’t 
even go wash it because there is no coffee. Sorry, but you could have at least 
cleaned up yesterday!’

In example (7), where the addressee is the neighbour, the use of ma signals, 
again, a contrast with the behaviour of the interlocutor. Furthermore, we can 
also notice the use of the reformulation marker cioè ‘that is’, to better explain 
the reasons for the protest, and of insomma ‘for heaven’s sake!’, to intensify the 
expressive component of the complaint, conveying, on the prosodic level, irrita-
tion and annoyance. Insomma is also used in a subsequent turn with a different 
function: to urge, together with dai ‘come on!’, a remedial action on the part of 
the interlocutor, strengthening the request for repair.
 (7) COM_ S2_ Loud music (with a neighbour)

MIC: Beh, Buonasera, maaa abbiamo intenzione di andare avanti per molto con 
questa storia?

E: Ah ma dice per la musica?
MIC: Eh no! Per che cos’altro, secondo lei? Cioè Sono già le due e mezza del mat-

tino, insomma E voi continuate a sparare musica ad alto volume […] ma vi 
rendete conto che sono le due?

E: Va bene, abbassiamo un po’
MIC: Eh! sarebbe anche il caso, insomma, dai, su
‘MIC: Well, but are we going to go on with this for a long time?
E: ah but are you talking about the music (do you refer to the music)?
MIC: Eh no! What else, in your opinion? That is, it is already half past two in the 

morning, (for heaven’s sake) come on And you go on playing loud music […] 
but do you realize that it is two o’clock?

E: Okay, we’ll turn it down a bit
MIC: Eh! it would be about time, for heaven’s sake, come on, come on’
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 (8) COM_ S2_ Loud music (with a neighbour)
 M: Ragazze, ciao sono Mari, vi devo supplicare di abbassare la musica perché è 

l’una e non riusciamo proprio a chiudere occhio stanno proprio rimbombando 
pure i vetri delle finestre lo sapete che la mattina ci svegliamo all’alba, ma-  ci 
abbiamo provato a dormire ma è impossibile è anche martedì sera

 E: No guarda è il compleanno di Michela per questo stiamo facendo festa, dai, 
un’altra mezz’oretta e chiudiamo tutto

 M: E lo so però è anche martedì sera, voglio dire, fosse sabato, figurati, pure fino alle 
5 però siamo in un condominio…

 ‘M: Girls, hello, it’s Mari, I must beg you to turn the music down because it’s one 
o’clock and we just can’t sleep, even the windows are literally rumbling, you 
know that in the morning we wake up at dawn, but-  we have tried to go to sleep 
but it is impossible it is also Tuesday evening

 E: No, look, it’s Michela’s birthday that’s why we’re celebrating, come on, another 
half hour and we’ll close everything

 M: And I know but it’s also Tuesday evening, I mean, if it was Saturday, no problem, 
even until 5 but we are in a condominium…’

 (9) COM_ S3_ Queue at the post office (with a stranger)
MIC: EE mi Scusi, scusi, mi avrebbe preso il posto.  C’ero…ero già in attesa io Ero 

immediatamente avanti a lei e lei mi ha praticamente scavalcato e si è fregata 
il mio posto

E: Scusi eh io però io non l’ho vista, sto aspettando da un bel po’
MIC: Ho capito signora ma pure io stavo aspettando qui in fila
E: Le giuro che io proprio non l’ho vista
MIC: Mah Faccia un po’ lei, insomma, Non è manco giusto, insomma, che lei prende 

e si infila in questo modo
‘MIC: EE Excuse me, excuse me, you took  my place. I was there … I was already 

waiting
 I was just ahead of you and you practically stepped over me and stole my turn
E: Excuse me, but I didn’t see you, I’ve been waiting for quite a while
MIC: I understand ma’am but I was also waiting here in line
E: I swear to you that I didn’t see you
MIC: But really, it’s not even fair, for heaven’s sake, that you sneak in this way’

In extract (8), where the addressee is, again, a neighbour, we can see the use of 
proprio that intensifies the severity of the negative event, and the presence of 
other DMs that support the negotiation of the complaint, such as the dyad E lo 
so, ma ‘and I know however’, similar to Ho capito ma ‘I understood but’, also pres-
ent in fragment (9), where the interlocutor is a stranger. In this example (9) there 
is a balanced use of DMs that mitigate the accusation (mi ha praticamente scaval-
cato ‘you practically stepped over me’) and DMs that reinforce the illocutionary 
force of the complaint (e.g. Non è manco giusto, insomma ‘Well, that’s not fair, for 
heaven’s sake’).
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In examples (10) and (11), where the addressee is a superior, that is a professor, 
we can notice several DMs used with different functions. In (10) markers as un 
po’ ‘a little’, mi sembra ‘it seems to me’ attenuate the explicit accusation, whereas 
magari ‘perhaps’ mitigates the request for repair. We may also notice the presence 
of other DMs that reveal some difficulties in turn planning and structuring: refor-
mulators (e.g. cioè ‘that is’) and fillers (e.g. niente, similar to the English ‘well’, 
insomma in the sentence riguardando pure insomma i punteggi). In this sense, we 
may hypothesize that the speaker feels uncomfortable and a little clumsy while 
accusing the professor of making a mistake in the grade assignment.

In (11), we can observe how the use of quindi ‘so, then’ contributes on a meta-
textual and cognitive level to the effectiveness of the arguments that anticipate 
the request for repair.
 (10) COM_ S4_ Wrong evaluation (with a professor)

F: Salve professore, niente, ho visto che lei praticamente aveva- - -  ho visto il risul-
tato insomma dello scritto, ho ricontrollato pure la mia brutta e riguardando 
pure insomma i punteggi mi sembra che sia stato un po’ cioè non mi torna,  mi 
sembra che lei mi abbia dato qualche punto in meno /  non è che potremmo 
magari riguardare insieme il compito e vedere di risolvere magari i miei dubbi, 
insomma.

‘F: Hi professor, well I saw that you practically had - - -  I saw the result in short, 
I also double- checked my draft and looking at the scores as well, it seems to 
me that it was a bit, that is, it doesn’t add up, it seems to me that you gave me a 
few points less /  couldn’t we maybe look at the exam paper together and see to 
maybe solve my doubts, that’s all.’

 (11) COM_ S4_ Wrong evaluation (with a professor)
M: Professoressa buongiorno, sono Rossi, ho fatto l’esame con lei la settimana 

scorsa, lo scritto
E: Sì mi ricordo mi dica
M: ascolti, io ho controllato on line l’esito dell’esame, che è risultato 27 su 30, 

quindi come voto 27 per tre errori //  solo che quando sono andata a vedere 
la traccia c’erano solo le correzioni per 2 esercizi come se gli altri risultassero 
tutti corretti, quindi mi aspettavo un 28 su 30, a meno che non ci sia effettiva-
mente un errore su un terzo esercizio però effettivamente risulta tutto corretto 
tranne 2.  Quindi volevo insomma capire come mai.

‘M: Professor good morning, I am Rossi, I took the exam with you last week, the 
writing

E: Yes I remember tell me
M: Well, I checked online the result of the exam, which was 27 out of 30, so 27 as a 

score for three errors //  only that when I went to see the track there were only 
corrections for 2 exercises as if the others were all correct, so I was expecting 
a 28 out of 30, unless there is actually an error on a third exercise but actually 
everything is correct except for 2. So I wanted to understand why.’
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4.2.  DMs in Apologies
4.2.1.  The It- L2 Group
Just as in complaints, DMs perform different functions in conveying the apology 
and during the negotiation of the act. For example, in extract (12) the speaker 
apologizes to her sister for damaging a borrowed dress; the use of non lo so ‘I 
don’t know’, after the offended party’s request for explanations, functions as a 
face- saving device: the speaker does not admit her responsibility explicitly, but 
simply expresses regret for the damage caused (mi dispiace, non lo so ‘sorry, 
I don’t know’). The subsequent use of lo so ‘I know’ by the same speaker func-
tions as a face- saving device as well, but in the opposite direction, i.e. oriented 
towards the interlocutor, in order to restore social harmony, legitimizing the 
offended party’s request for repair (deberia comprarme uno nuovo ‘You should 
buy me a new one’).
 (12) APO_ S1_ Torn dress (with a family member). Levels: M (A1– A2 ) & J (B1– B2)

M: AH! Il mio vestito favorito! Qué pasa?
J: Oh, Marta, mi dispiace, non lo so. Sono andata a una festa ieri e quando sono 

ritornata a casa ho visto che il tuo vestito è strappato.
M: ma io penso che tu deberia comprarme uno nuovo
J: sì, lo so mi dispiace. Se vuoi domani possiamo andare a Cosenza e vieni con 

me e ti compro un altro
‘M: AH! My favorite dress! Qué pasa?
J: Oh, Marta, I’m sorry, I don’t know. I went to a party yesterday and when I got 

home I saw that your dress was torn.
M: but I think you should buy me a new one
J: yes, I know I’m sorry. If you want tomorrow we can go to Cosenza and you’ll 

come with me and I’ll buy you another one’

In example (13), again in a context characterized by a high degree of intimacy 
among the interlocutors, we can notice the use of dai to exhort the acceptance of 
the apology (mi devi scusare, dai ‘you have to excuse me, come on’).
 (13) APO_ S1_ Torn dress (with a family member). Levels: B1– B2

G: –  Mi piaceva, mi piaceva tantissimo!
A: –  Te lo faccio sistemare
G: –  No, non si può
A: –  Mi devi scusare, dai
‘G: –  I liked it, I liked it very much!
A: –  I’ll have it fixed
G:  –  No, it’s impossible
A: –  You have to forgive me, come on’
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Moving on to example (14), where the speaker apologizes to a university mate 
for losing her notes, we notice the use of non lo so ‘I don’t know’, and lo so ‘I 
know’, with functions similar to those described above and the use of magari 
‘maybe’ to suggest a possible remedy (magari possiamo chiedere ai nostri colleghi 
‘maybe we can ask our colleagues’).
 (14) APO_ S2_ Lost notes (with a university mate). Levels: B1– B2

A: ciao cara.ehm  Per questo volevo parlare…Gli appunti che tu mi hai prestato 
l’altra volta…. credo che ho perso nella biblioteca, non lo so dove

N: come li hai persi?
A: non so. Credo che ho dimenticato in qualsiasi parte
N: Armando, come facciamo? Quella era l’unica copia, non avevo fatto le foto-

copie… La settimana prossima c’è l’esame!
A: e lo so mi dispiace. Magari possiamo chiederlo ai nostri colleghi
‘A: hello dear. ehm This is why I wanted to talk… The notes you lent me the other 

time…. I think I lost in the library, I don’t know where
N: how did you lose them?
A: I don’t know. I think I left them somewhere
N: Armando, what can we do? That was the only copy, I hadn’t made any photo-

copies… The exam is next week!
To: and I know I’m sorry. Maybe we can ask our colleagues’

In extract (15), where the speaker apologizes to a stranger for accidentally stain-
ing her shirt with ice- cream, we note the use of DMs such davvero that intensify 
the illocutionary force of the apology (scusami davvero davvero ‘sorry, really’) 
and of DMs that urge the interlocutor to accept the offer of repair, such as dai 
signora ‘come on madam’, which is probably inadequate in this context.
 (15) APO_ S3_ Accident in the park (with a stranger). Levels: B1– B2.

G: ah! scusa mi dispiace scusami scusami davvero davvero cosa posso fare per 
scusarmi? […]

G: –  E la porto alla lavanderia
A: –  Non hai nemmeno i soldi per comprarla, no no no
G: –  Sì, ce l’ho, dai signora
A: –  E devo andare io a portarlo, riportarlo, no no no
G: –  Ma signora senti per favore, che non l’ho fatto a a a, non l’ho fatto perché 

volevo, non l’ho fatto
‘G: ah! I’m sorry I’m sorry I’m really sorry really what can I do to apologize?
[…]
G: –  And I’ll take it to the laundry
A: –  You don’t even have the money to buy it, no no no
G: –  Yes, I do, come on lady
A: –  And I have to go and take it, take it back, no no no
G: –  But madam listen please, that I did not aaa, I didn’t do it because I wanted 

to, I did not’
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In extract (16), where a student apologizes to a professor for being late for an 
appointment, the speaker uses un po’ ‘a bit’, to attenuate the seriousness of the 
negative event (credo che arriverò un po’ in ritardo ‘I think I’ll be a bit late’), also 
projecting the event into the future (while in fact it has already happened since 
he is already late). In the final turn, the use of DMss is strategic for the negotia-
tion of the act and also for the safeguard of the speaker’s face: sì, ho capito ‘yes, 
I understand’ are used to recognize and legitimize the arguments of the interloc-
utor, però ‘however’ is used with demarcative functions to introduce a remedial 
action (dieci minuti e arrivo ‘ten minutes and I will be there’), attenuated by the 
use of diciamo ‘let’s say’ as a mechanism of modulation that reduces the speaker’s 
responsibility with respect to the promise just made, also calling into question 
the interlocutor.
 (16) APO- S4_  Late for an appointment (with a professor). Levels: B1– B2- 

A: salve professore. Chiedo scusa eh ho avuto un problema eh con la casa con la 
famiglia, credo che arriverò un po’ in ritardo…

N: e ma quanto in ritardo, Armando? Io la sto aspettando da almeno un quarto 
d’ora. Sono venuta apposta all’università per fare ricevimento […] E la sto 
aspettando da più di un quarto d’ora ormai

A: sì, ho capito però diciamo dieci minuti e arrivo
‘A: hi professor. I apologize eh I had a problem eh with the house with the family, 

I think I’ll be a bit late …
N: and how late, Armando? I’ve been waiting for you for at least a quarter of an 

hour. I’ve come especially for our meeting [… [And I’ve been waiting for you 
for more than a quarter of an hour now

A: yes, I understand but let’s say ten minutes and I’ll be there’

4.2.2.  The It- L1 Group
Let’s now look at the productions of Italian- speaking speakers. In general, in 
addition to the functions observed in the productions of learners, we can note 
other functions that underlie different strategies in the realization of the act. In 
extract (17), with a family member, the use of senti ‘listen’ (pronounced more 
slowly and followed by a short pause and a sigh) directs the interlocutor’s atten-
tion to what the speaker is about to communicate, conveying through her tone 
of voice that she is about to say something unpleasant. We may also note the 
strategic use of DMs that introduce the act gradually: allora ‘well’ that signals the 
turn taking and also the introduction of the topic, (non è stata colpa mia ‘it was 
not my fault’), focusing the attention of the interlocutor firstly on the fact that 
the speaker is not responsible for the negative event (face- saving device); the use 
of però ‘but/ however’, introduces instead the expression of regret, emphasizing 
the contrast between the absence of responsibility and the emotional state of the 
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speaker. After the offer of repair, we finally note the use of dai ‘come on’, to rein-
force the request for forgiveness.
 (17) APO_ S1_ Torn dress (with a family member)

MR: EH…senti, ti devo dire una cosa
N: che cosa?
MR: Allora…non è stata colpa mia
N:  che cosa?
MR: però mi dispiace da morire.  Praticamente a quel cacchio di locale c’erano le 

sedie con…i cosi di paglia, si è agganciato il vestito, si è fatto uno strappo 
lungo la cucitura […] Se per te va bene, domani andiamo al centro commer-
ciale e ti scegli quello che vuoi. […] Dai, dai, mi perdoni? Mi perdoni?

‘MR: EH… listen, I have to tell you something
N: what?
MR:  Well… it wasn’t my fault
N: what?
MR: but I’m so sorry. Basically at that fucking club there were chairs with … the 

straw things, the dress was hooked, it got torn along the seam […] If that’s 
okay with you, tomorrow we’ll go to the mall and you’ll choose what you 
want. […] Come on, come on, will you forgive me? Do you forgive me?’

In  example 18, the DM però ‘but/ however’ emphasizes the contrast between the 
negative event (ho perso i tuoi appunti ‘I lost your notes’) and the speaker’s lack 
of intentionality (non so come sia potuto accadere ‘I don’t know how this could 
have happened’). The use of purtroppo ‘unfortunately’ and terribilmente ‘terribly’, 
respectively, emphasize the speaker’s regret and her sense of guilt for what hap-
pened. Finally, we note the use of non lo so ‘I don’t know’, already found in It- L2 
productions as a face- saving device on the part of the speaker.
 (18) APO_ S2_ Lost notes (with a university mate)

M: Prima che me la chiedi, è meglio che te lo dica io direttamente.  Allora /  ee/  
Non so come sia potuto accadere/  però/  ho perso i tuoi appunti.

E: Stai scherzando?
M: No purtroppo li ho persi non riesco a trovarli ehm  ti avrei chiamato io // 

praticamente adesso //  ee per trovare insieme una soluzione qualsiasi cioè io 
ti aiuto, dimmi tu quello che posso fare perché mi sento già terribilmente in 
colpa per quello che è successo […] Non riesco a trovarli NON SO //  Guarda,  
farò tutto io, ti passo miei appunti […] Dai a domani, ti giuro che mi impegno

‘M: Before you ask me, I’d better tell you directly. So /  ee /  I don’t know how it 
could have happened /  but /  I lost your notes.

E: Are you kidding?
M: No unfortunately I lost them I can’t find them ehm I would have called you 

//  practically now //  and and to find together some solution that is I will 
help you, tell me what I can do because I already feel terribly guilty for what 
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happened […] I can’t find them I DON’T KNOW //  Look, I’ll do everything, 
I’ll pass you my notes […] See you tomorrow, I swear I’ll do my best’

In example (19), with a stranger, we notice instead the use of DMs that emphasize 
the lack of intentionality such as proprio (non me ne sono proprio accorta ‘I didn’t 
really notice it’), or the expression of regret, such as veramente ‘really, truly’ in mi 
dispiace da morire, veramente ‘I’m very sorry, really’. Quite interesting is the use 
of tutt’al più ‘if anything’ to introduce and at the same time circumscribe the offer 
of remedy, as if to say ‘at most I can pay for the laundry’.
 (19) APO_ S4_ Accident in the park (with a stranger).

N: scusi, signorina, faccia attenzione, mi ha sporcato di gelato
R: oddio mi scusi, non me ne sono proprio accorta. Ma l’ho sporcata assai?
E: eh guardi, tutta la camicetta si è sporcata, poi  è gelato al cioccolato, questo non 

uscirà più..
R: mi dispiace tantissimo, allora intanto le do un fazzoletto così almeno, mi dis-

piace da morire, ma non verr- 
E: questa è una camicetta di seta, non so se l’ha notato…
R: io tutt’al più le posso dire che se la porta in lavanderia mi posso occupare io 

del conto, di pagarla, mi dispiace da morire, veramente.
‘N: excuse me, miss, be careful, you stained my shirt with ice- cream.
A: oh my god, sorry, I didn’t really notice. But did I smear it a lot?
E: eh look, the whole blouse got dirty, then it’s chocolate ice- cream, this will 

never come out ..
A: I’m very sorry, so in the meantime I’ll give you a handkerchief like that at least, 

I’m so sorry, but it won’t come
E: this is a silk blouse, I don’t know if you noticed it …
A: At the most I can tell you that if you take it to the laundry I can take care of the 

bill, to pay you, I am so sorry, really’

Finally, in  example 20, with the professor, the use of ma ‘but’ introduces a con-
trast between the expression of regret (sono mortificata ‘I am ashamed’) and the 
account of the circumstances that led the apologizer to violate the social norm 
(mi hanno messo in una situazione in cui veramente non avrei potuto neanche alz-
are il telefono ‘they put me in a situation where I really couldn’t even pick up the 
phone’); here, the use of the adverb veramente, with the meaning of ‘as a matter 
of fact’, emphasizes the speaker’s lack of intentionality, whereas the adverb sicura-
mente ‘definitely/ certainly’, is aimed at reinforcing the promise of not recurrence 
(‘definitely, it will not happen again’).
 (20) APO_ S5_ Late at an appointment (with a professor)

M: Io, ripeto, sono mortificata, ma mi hanno messo in una situazione in cui ver-
amente non avrei potuto neanche alzare il telefono o mandarle il messaggio. 
[…] sicuramente non si ripeterà
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‘M: Again, I am mortified, but they put me in a situation where I really couldn’t 
even pick up the phone or send you a message. […] Surely it won’t hap-
pen again’

5.  Discussion
5.1.  Complaints
In relation to the complaints, our analysis highlighted the strategic use of DMs 
in performing the act. To summarize our results, we can illustrate the different 
functions expressed by DMs in It- L2 and It- L1 productions:

 • Introducing the act. Both in the Ita- L1 and Ita- L2 productions, we found the 
presence of the dyad scusa ma/ mi scusi ma (‘excuse me, but’ and its formal 
equivalent in Italian) used to introduce the threatening act, in which scusa/ 
scusi is often used with a mock politeness value (see Ghezzi & Molinelli, 
2019), whereas ma marks a contrast on the interactional level (Fedriani & 
Molinelli, 2019).

 • Intensifying the expressive component of the complaint. Learners used inter-
jections like ah, oh, mamma mia in informal contexts, whereas natives used 
expressions such as: insomma! ‘for God’s sake!’, mah! ‘Ugh!’ manco, nemmeno 
‘not even’, etc.

 • Stressing the interlocutor’s blame. The It- L2 group employed expressions like 
davvero ‘really’, while natives used proprio ‘just’, pure, anche ‘also’.

 • Mitigating the accusation. Both groups employed mi sembra ‘it seems to me’; 
natives also used ‘un po’ ‘a little/ a bit’.

 • Intensifying the directive component of the complaint. The It- L2 group did not 
use DMs with this function, whereas in It- L1’s productions we found the use 
of insomma, dai to intensify the request of repair. Interestingly, in Ita- L1 pro-
ductions, insomma is used to reinforce both the expressive and directive com-
ponent of the complaint.

 • Mitigating the directive component of the complaint. To mitigate the request 
of repair, the It- L2 group drew upon politeness formulas such as per favore 
‘please’, while natives used a great variety of formulas such as per favore, cor-
tesemente, per cortesia, gentilmente ‘kindly’ and other DMs like magari ‘per-
haps/ maybe’, un po’ ‘a little/ a bit’.

 • Negotiating the act. Learners used dyads like lo so, però, ho capito, ma/ però 
‘I know but’, ‘I understand but’, to respond to the justifications given by the 
addressee of the complaint, whereas natives employed similar and other DMs 
like vabbè ho capito ma/ però’ ‘well, I understand but/ however’, comunque sia/ 
comunque vada ‘however/ whatever it is /  however it goes’.
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 • Supporting the act. In support of the act, we found DMs with consequential- 
inferential functions, such as quindi ‘therefore’ (used by both groups) and DMs 
with reformulation functions as cioè ‘that is’, voglio dire ‘I mean’ used by the 
Ita- L1 group only. The Ita- L2 group used rhetorical devices to make sure that 
the message has been received by the addressee: hai capito? ‘you understood?’, 
a function that is absent from the natives’ production. Finally, we found the 
use of DMs as focalizers aiming at orienting the interlocutor’s attention to a 
specific aspect or to warn him/ her about the negative consequences of his/ her 
behaviour, e.g. ecco ‘here’, ti dico ‘I tell you’, guarda ‘look’, in the case of learners, 
ascolti ‘listen’, (ma) guarda ‘(but) look’ in natives.

From this overview and from the examples discussed in Section 4.1, a greater 
variety of DMs can be noticed in the Ita- L1 productions than in those of the 
learners.

5.2.  Apologies
As for the prevailing functions of DMs in apologies, we can summarize as follows:

 • Intensifying the expressive component of the apology/ the expression of regret. The 
Ita- L2 group used veramente, davvero ‘really’, whereas natives also employed 
other DMs like terribilmente ‘terribly’, purtroppo ‘unfortunately’.

 • Acknowledging the responsibility/ fault and intensifying the expression of guilt. 
Learners did not use any DM with these functions, while natives used expres-
sions like perfettamente ‘perfectly’, terribilmente ‘terribly’.

 • Highlighting the lack of responsibility/ expression of self- deficiency (face- saving 
devices). This function is absent in It- L2’s productions, whereas in It- L1’s is 
entrusted to DMs like proprio, veramente with the meaning of ‘as a matter of 
fact, really’.

 • Negotiating the act. The DMs also play a key role in the negotiation of the act 
and as mechanisms for safeguarding the speaker’s face but also as support for 
the face of the interlocutor. These functions are present both in the produc-
tions of learners and Italian speakers and are entrusted to DMs as non lo so ‘I 
don’t know’ and lo so/ capisco/ ho capito ‘I know’, ‘I understand’.

 • Enhancing the textual coherence of the explanation or the account. Both groups 
used DMs with logical- argumentative functions, such as ma/ però ‘but/ how-
ever’, quindi ‘therefore’. Natives also used allora ‘so/ then’ with an inferential- 
consequential value.

 • Encouraging the interlocutor to accept the apology or the offer of repair. These 
functions represent the directive component of apology. Both groups used 
exhortative expressions like dai ‘come on’ but in different contexts: It- L1 
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employed this DM to address an equal- intimate interlocutor (e.g. a family 
member), whereas It- L2 also used it in more formal contexts, where the inter-
locutor was a stranger.

 • Introducing the offer of repair. Learners and natives used magari ‘maybe’, ‘per-
haps’ to suggest a possible solution/ an offer of repair. The It- L1 group also 
employed tutt’al più ‘if anything’ and comunque sia ‘whatever goes’ to intro-
duce the offer.

 • Intensifying the illocutionary force of the promise of non-  recurrence. This func-
tion, which represents the commissive component of apology, is absent in 
learners’ productions, whereas, in those of natives, it was expressed by DMs 
like sicuramente ‘surely/ definitely’.

6.  Conclusions and Future Research
In conclusion, our analysis highlighted the strategic role of DMs in expressing 
complaints and apologies and in negotiating these acts between the interlocutors.

The comparison between learners and native speakers revealed differences in 
both the use and the variety of DMs. In general, native speakers exploited the 
DMs’ polyfunctionality in performing the speech actscombination, combining 
them with politeness strategies to strengthen or attenuate the illocutionary force 
and guide the interlocutor’s interpretation, resulting in a greater effectiveness 
and appropriateness to the context and the interlocutor. On the other hand, even 
the most advanced learners did not draw upon similar strategies. Despite using 
a diverse range of DMs, they exhibited lessvariability depending on contextual 
variables, occasionally appearing too emphatic or impositive and less appropri-
ate when addressing a distant interlocutor or a superior.

The findings of this study could have an interesting impact on language 
teachers. It is advisable to teach DMs in relation to the pragmatic functions they 
perform in the realization of complex and delicate acts such as apologies and 
complaints. Moreover, specific attention should be given to the contextual and 
sociolinguistic variables influencing the choice of one DMs over another (e.g. 
the informal dai ‘come on’) to foster an effective and appropriate use of DMs in 
oral interactions.

In our future work, we will carry out a quantitative analysis of DMs’ frequency 
and variety in relation to proficiency levels and contextual and sociolinguistic 
variables. Further analyses are also needed to clarify the role of prosody in con-
veying DMs’ pragmatic functions in apologies and complaints, as, very often, the 
same form may convey different meanings, depending on its prosodic realiza-
tions (as in the case of insomma, see Solsona Martínez, 2015).
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