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Abstract: This paper explores the phenomenon of pragmatic failures in cross-cultural
communication, an issue that has become increasingly significant in today’s globalized
world. While learners of a foreign language often achieve competence in grammar and
vocabulary, they may still fail to communicate successfully due to an insufficient
understanding of the pragmatic rules that govern language use in different cultural
contexts. Pragmatic failures arise when speakers transfer inappropriate cultural or social
norms into another linguistic environment, leading to misunderstandings,
misinterpretations, or even communication breakdowns.
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The aim of this study is to investigate the causes and types of pragmatic failures
that occur in intercultural communication, particularly among English as a Foreign
Language (EFL) learners. The methodology employed in this research includes an
extensive review of relevant literature, observational analysis of communication between
non-native and native speakers, and a comparative study of conversational patterns across
cultures. The findings reveal that pragmatic failures frequently occur in areas such as
politeness strategies, greetings, conversational implicatures, and the interpretation of
humor and indirect speech acts.

The results highlight the need for language instruction to focus not only on
linguistic competence but also on the development of pragmatic competence, which
integrates cultural awareness with language use. Addressing pragmatic failures is essential
to ensuring effective intercultural communication and preventing misunderstandings in
international academic, business, and social settings.
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Introduction

In the era of globalization, communication across cultural boundaries has become
an essential aspect of personal, academic, and professional life. English, as a global lingua
franca, is frequently used as the medium of communication among people from diverse
linguistic and cultural backgrounds. While proficiency in grammar and vocabulary is
often emphasized in traditional language teaching, research has shown that these skills
alone are insufficient for achieving successful communication. A crucial, yet often
overlooked, aspect of language learning is pragmatic competence—the ability to use
language appropriately according to the context, cultural norms, and social conventions
of the target language community.

Pragmatic failures occur when language learners or speakers from different
cultural backgrounds unintentionally violate the socio-cultural rules of communication,
resulting in misunderstandings. For instance, a phrase that is considered polite and
respectful in one culture may appear overly formal or insincere in another. Similarly,
direct speech, which is valued in some cultures, may be interpreted as rude or impolite in
cultures where indirectness is the norm. Such failures can lead not only to confusion but
also to negative impressions about the speaker, potentially hindering interpersonal
relationships and cross-cultural collaboration.

The significance of studying pragmatic failures lies in their direct impact on
communication effectiveness. Miscommunication caused by pragmatic errors can disrupt
academic discussions, workplace interactions, or diplomatic exchanges, leading to
conflicts or even long-term breakdowns in relationships. Therefore, identifying the main
sources of pragmatic failures and understanding their implications are essential for
improving cross-cultural communication.

Literature Review

Pragmatic failures in cross-cultural communication have been widely studied
within applied linguistics, sociolinguistics, and intercultural communication research. The
concept was first introduced by Jenny Thomas (1983), who classified pragmatic failure
into two categories: pragmalinguistic failure and sociopragmatic failure. Pragmalinguistic
failure refers to errors in linguistic expression, such as using inappropriate words or




MULTIDISCIPLINARY JOURNAL: FUNDAMENTAL

RESEARCH SCIENTIFIC JOURNAL
VOLUME 01. ISSUE 08. AUGUST 2025.
ResearchBib Impact Faktor: 9.943 ISSN: 3060-513X

grammatical structures that Tail to convey the intended meaning. Sociopragmatic Tailure,
on the other hand, arises when speakers misinterpret the social norms and cultural
expectations that underlie communication in the target language.

Studies have shown that pragmatic failures frequently occur in areas such as
greetings, requests, refusals, politeness strategies, humor, and conversational
implicatures. For example, Blum-Kulka and Olshtain (1986) in their Cross-Cultural
Speech Act Realization Project (CCSARP) demonstrated that learners often transfer
politeness strategies from their native language into English, leading to unintended
rudeness or excessive formality. Similarly, Kasper and Rose (2001) argued that pragmatic
competence requires not only linguistic knowledge but also awareness of cultural norms
governing interaction.

Methodology

This study employs a qualitative research approach based on the analysis of
communication patterns between native and non-native English speakers in intercultural
settings. The methodology includes three main components:

1. Literature-Based Analysis

An extensive review of existing research was conducted to identify common areas where
pragmatic failures occur, with special focus on speech acts such as greetings, requests,
refusals, and expressions of politeness.

2. Observational Data

A set of real-life intercultural conversations was observed in academic and professional
contexts where English was used as a lingua franca. Instances of miscommunication were
documented and categorized as either pragmalinguistic or sociopragmatic failures.

3. Comparative Case Studies

Selected examples of cross-cultural miscommunication were analyzed to compare
conversational norms across cultures. For instance, direct refusals common in English-
speaking cultures were compared with indirect strategies preferred in Asian contexts.

Results and Discussion
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The analysis of observed intercultural Interactions revealed several patterns of
pragmatic failure.

1. Politeness Strategies

The most frequent failures occurred in the use of politeness markers. Non-native
speakers often omitted softeners such as “could you,” “would you mind,” or “please,”
leading to perceptions of impoliteness. Conversely, some learners overused formal
expressions, which created a sense of social distance in casual contexts. This highlights
the importance of teaching context-sensitive politeness strategies.

29 ¢c

2. Directness vs. Indirectness

Cultural differences in directness caused misunderstandings. For example, learners
from cultures where direct refusals are acceptable often appeared rude when
communicating with English speakers, who tend to use more indirect forms such as “I’'m
not sure if [ can” or “Maybe another time.” Conversely, learners from indirect cultures
sometimes appeared vague or uncooperative when speaking with direct communicators.

Discussion

The results confirm that pragmatic failures are not merely linguistic errors but
cultural misunderstandings. The findings support earlier studies (Thomas, 1983; Kasper
& Rose, 2001) by showing that sociopragmatic failures are more damaging to
communication than pragmalinguistic ones, as they involve violations of cultural norms
rather than just incorrect wording.

The study also emphasizes the need for explicit pragmatic instruction in EFL
classrooms. Integrating authentic materials, role-playing, and intercultural
communication tasks can help learners acquire both linguistic and pragmatic competence.
Furthermore, teachers should create opportunities for learners to reflect on cultural
differences and develop strategies to repair miscommunication when it occurs.

Conclusion

This study has emphasized that pragmatic failures represent a major challenge in
cross-cultural communication, often hindering the effectiveness of interactions even when
participants possess a strong command of grammar and vocabulary. The findings
demonstrate that most pragmatic failures stem from cultural differences in communication
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styles, politeness norms, indirectness, and the Interpretation of social cues. These Tailures
are not simply linguistic errors; rather, they reflect deeper cultural misunderstandings that
can negatively affect interpersonal relationships, workplace dynamics, and international
cooperation.

The implications of this research are significant for language learning and teaching.
Traditional approaches that focus primarily on grammar and vocabulary must be
supplemented with explicit instruction in pragmatic competence. This includes training
learners to recognize cultural differences in communication, practice authentic interaction
patterns, and develop strategies for repairing misunderstandings when they occur.
Moreover, teachers should integrate cultural knowledge, role-plays, and real-world
scenarios into language curricula to prepare learners for authentic intercultural encounters.

From a broader perspective, addressing pragmatic failures also contributes to global
harmony and cooperation. In today’s interconnected world, effective communication is
the foundation of academic exchange, business negotiations, and diplomatic relations. By
equipping learners with the ability to navigate cultural differences pragmatically, we
foster not only linguistic proficiency but also intercultural sensitivity, empathy, and
respect.
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