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Abstract 
Pragmatic failure has been one of the main topics in pragmatics, second lan-
guage acquisition, and other related research fields for many years. It reflects a 
deficit in pragmatic knowledge and is widely considered a hindrance to suc-
cessful cross-cultural communication. Notably, proficiency in English as a learner 
does not equate to proficiency as a communicator, this is especially true for 
college students because although most of them have a good mastery of English 
grammar and vocabulary knowledge through a large amount of training and 
practice, they may still probably lack good communicative competence and in-
evitably encounter all kinds of pragmatic errors, which will cause embarrass-
ment and misunderstandings in the process of real communication. Since de-
veloping students’ proficiency in cross-cultural communication is the purpose 
of college English teaching, it’s necessary for English teachers to pay more at-
tention to help them avoid pragmatic failure so as to develop more fluent and 
successful communication with others of different social and cultural back-
grounds. This paper first analyzes the pragmatic errors that college English 
learners tend to commit in cross-cultural communication. Then, it further dis-
cusses the factors leading to the occurrence of pragmatic errors and provides 
suggestions for college English teaching. It is hoped that these suggestions can 
help college English learners avoid pragmatic failure as much as possible and 
develop their communicative competence. 
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1. Introduction 

These years, pragmatic competence, as a significant competence by which hearers 
comprehend what speakers say contextually [1], has received widespread atten-
tion from scholars at home and abroad for its overwhelming and practical value 
to human society. Meanwhile, as economic globalization progresses rapidly, com-
munication between people from different cultural and social backgrounds be-
comes increasingly frequent [2]. Therefore, developing cross-cultural communi-
cative competence to facilitate successful communication becomes necessary for 
speakers. However, pragmatic failure is commonly seen because communication 
between people from different fields, regions, and countries will inevitably be in-
fluenced by their lack of knowledge of the other party’s culture, which will cause 
embarrassment and even misunderstanding [2]. Many research results showed 
that the frequency of L2 learners encountering pragmatic failure is much higher 
than English native speakers [3]-[7]. This situation is especially common in col-
lege students’ English, even though college students usually perform better in Eng-
lish grammar and vocabulary. Some researchers have found that when college stu-
dents talk to their foreign teachers, even if they can correctly convey their mean-
ing, they often fail to achieve the expected effects, and sometimes their utterances 
even cause misunderstandings that unconsciously annoy the foreign teachers [8]. 
Hence, focusing on cross-cultural communication of college students, we will first 
analyze the phenomenon of pragmatic failure in detail in terms of its definition, 
types, and the antecedent factors triggering the occurrence of pragmatic errors, 
then we will explore implications and appropriate college English teaching meth-
ods to facilitate more successful communication between college students and for-
eigners regardless of their distinct cultural and social backgrounds. 

2. Literature Review 
2.1. Pragmatic Failure  

Pragmatic failure refers to the “pragmatic error” [9]. Pragmatic failure was first 
conceptualized by Jenny Thomas in her paper, which was considered as “the ina-
bility to understand what is meant by what is said”, that is, in the actual process 
of verbal communication, the listener fail to come understand the intention of the 
speaker, misinterprets the message he or she received, and does not respond as a 
qualified listener should [10]. In addition, apart from the definition given by 
Thomas, some other researchers gave their definitions of pragmatic failure. For 
example, Sun Ya and Dai Ling defined pragmatic failure as “the speaker uncon-
sciously violates interpersonal norms and social statutes, or disregards the time 
and space, the object, the identity, status, and occasion of the two communicating 
parties, leading to interruption of or failure of the communicative act [11]. The 
errors of this nature are called pragmatic errors.” Cao on the other hand, defines 
a pragmatic error as “an error that occurs in the process of communication be-
cause of the failure to achieve a full communicative effect” [12]. Despite the dif-
ferent types of definitions, researchers have reached a common sense that prag-
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matic failure is a hindrance to effective cross-cultural communication. 
In terms of the category of pragmatic failure, it is usually classified into prag-

malinguistic failure and sociopragmatic failure, with the former referring to “fail-
ure occurs when the pragmatic force mapped by the speaker onto a given utter-
ance is systematically different from most frequently assigned to it by native 
speakers of the target language, or when conversational strategies are inappropri-
ately transferred from the speaker’s mother tongue to the target language”. For 
example, Chinese people are modest and careful with their speech, so they like to 
use some vague words in their communication such as “maybe, perhaps, probably, 
almost”, while American and British people don’t have such speech impediment 
because they are more outspoken and straightforward by nature. Besides, soci-
opragmatic failure denotes “failure results from different cultural norms and prag-
matic principles that govern linguistic behaviors in different cultures”. Due to the 
fact that speakers from diverse cultural backgrounds hold varying perceptions of 
what constitutes appropriate linguistic behavior, obstacles to effective communi-
cation may arise. According to Thomas, individuals from distinct cultural back-
grounds exhibit divergent thinking patterns, conversational norms, and social val-
ues, while also assigning varying degrees of importance to pragmatic principles. 
These cross-cultural disparities in the evaluation of social parameters exert a det-
rimental impact on language users’ communicative choices, ultimately giving rise 
to sociopragmatic failure. For example, the traditional Chinese greeting when 
meeting someone is “Have you eaten?” or “Where are you going?” However, such 
a greeting will confuse Westerners because they don’t have such greeting habits. 
They usually use “good morning” and “good afternoon” instead to show the pur-
pose of greeting.  

Thomas’s categorization of pragmatic failure has laid a solid foundation for the 
following studies by many other researchers. Many researchers have tried to es-
tablish their categorizations about pragmatic failure based on different perspec-
tives, which has not only enriched the study of the field of pragmatic failure but 
also has benefited the cross-cultural communication between speakers of different 
social and cultural backgrounds. For example, some researchers categorize prag-
matic errors in terms of their structures and forms at vocabulary, sentential, and 
discoursal levels [13]. Some researchers tend to categorize pragmatic errors ac-
cording to the antecedents that trigger these errors, such as pragmatic errors 
caused by request speech acts, the use of different words with the same meaning, 
the use of interlanguage, cross-cultural differences, and so on [14]. Besides, some 
other researchers developed their categorization based on the social pragmatic di-
mension and categorized these errors into the following types: failure to perceive 
the level of formality and procedure in social situations; failure to perceive one’s 
own or the other party’s goals, intentions, and so on; failure to perceive and ex-
press the emotional distance between each other; offense to the other party’s 
shared values and customs [15]. 

Moreover, several studies have been conducted concerning the issue of prag-
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matic failure. Some researchers explored the issue of pragmatic failure in the con-
text of internationally used languages and made classifications as well as sugges-
tions accordingly [15]. Natrio analyzed pragmatic failure through the translation 
of a proverb done by Indonesian EFL students and the result showed that the 
translation of the Indonesian proverb not acceptable in the target language con-
sidering how the cultural aspect is not transferred properly [16]. Hutauruk and 
Puspita investigated the possibilities of pragmatic failure by Indonesian EFL stu-
dents through their translation [17]. 

Although researchers have provided several different ways of categorization 
and have conducted many studies concerning the issue of pragmatic failure, the 
field of pragmatic failure encountered by college EFL learners is still understudied, 
and there is still a lack of research awareness of exploring pragmatic failure tar-
geting undergraduate populations. Compared with other groups, college students 
have more opportunities to use English for practical communicative purposes ra-
ther than just aiming for a higher score on English proficiency tests, therefore it is 
necessary for the researchers to take undergraduate as the research target to fur-
ther analyze the issue of pragmatic failure in order to promote their English com-
municative competence. 

2.2. Cross-Cultural Communication 

Concerning the definition of “cross-cultural communication”, two versions of in-
terpretations are generally acknowledged. One is based on the saying “one coun-
try, one language, and one culture”, which holds that once people cross country 
borders, they may be very likely to suffer from a huge cultural shock [18]. The 
scope of the other version of interpretation is a little bit broader, that is cross-
cultural communication refers to all the matters arising between speakers of dif-
ferent cultural backgrounds and is not limited to the boundary of countries. 
Thomas clearly favored the second version. In her view, “cross-cultural commu-
nication” is not limited to what happens between natives and foreigners across 
national borders but should include communication between two speakers who 
do not share a common language or cultural background in any field. Thus, inter-
actions between employer and employee, citizen and policeman, university pro-
fessor and freshman, etc., can all be subsumed under the definition of “cross-cul-
tural communication” [19]. 

3. Analysis and Discussion 
3.1. Pragmatic Errors College EFL Learners Commit 

College English learners may encounter pragmatic failures in the following cate-
gories: firstly, pragmatic errors in terms of titles. Chinese do not call their teachers 
by their first names, but usually refer to them by their relatives’ titles or positions 
such as “teacher Wang” “teacher Li” etc.; however, when it comes to the use of 
titles in the native English language, the English native speakers usually refer to 
them as Mr. and Mrs., and usually call them by their first names. Secondly, prag-
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matic errors in compliments. Chinese college students usually use compliments 
when the other person has made great achievements to express their appreciation; 
however, Western students can pay compliments to any small things in their lives. 
Thirdly, pragmatic errors arising from students’ ways to response to a compliment 
or praise. Raised in an environment where they are taught to maintain humility, 
Chinese college students often respond to others’ praise with self-deprecating re-
marks, rather than accepting the compliment directly, which is considered as a 
virtue and a phenomenon of politeness that is characteristic of Chinese culture. 
But in cross-cultural communication such speaking style often cause misunder-
standings. For instance, we will always see the scene that when a foreign teacher 
praises the Chinese student for his or her good performance, the student will often 
be self-deprecating to show that he or she is modest and courteous, ultimately 
causing the foreign teacher to feel embarrassed because the Western countries do 
not have such a cultural practice. When British or American people are praised, 
they will always be very happy to say “Thank you” or “Really?” But the Chinese 
response is usually a modest negative: “No, no, thank you.” For Westerners, this 
kind of negative response can make them feel embarrassed, as if they are telling a 
lie or that they don’t have the ability to distinguish between good and bad, which 
can even lead to a feeling of resentment.  

3.2. Antecedent Factors Triggering Pragmatic Failure 

“Noise” is the main cause of pragmatic errors. Noise refers to anything that is 
added to a message that is not intended by the sender to send the message. Ac-
cording to Communication Science, noise includes the differences in communi-
cation strategies, the differences in information between the communicators, and 
the influence of communication channels. According to He, in the process of 
cross-cultural communication, the differences in cultural information between 
the communicating parties and negative pragmatic transfer are the root causes of 
pragmatic failure [20]. 

3.2.1. Cultural Differences between the Communicating Parties 
Cultural differences may mislead the learners because they will affect their way of 
thinking. The cultures in different countries and regions are different. Under such 
circumstances, individuals naturally have differences in their values, beliefs, cus-
toms, and so on, which can easily lead to misunderstandings between the two sides 
in the process of cross-cultural communication. This stems from ignorance or 
misunderstanding of the other’s culture, or from over-confidence or prejudice in 
one’s own culture. Different cultures may have different interpretations and ex-
pressions of the same concept or phenomenon. For example, in some cultures, 
certain topics may be taboo or sensitive, while in other cultures they may be re-
garded as ordinary or harmless. For example, during the exchange, topics such as 
academic performance rankings, family financial conditions, and romantic rela-
tionship status are events that can be talked about among Chinese college stu-
dents, although young people nowadays consciously avoid such issues and talk 
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about them in a brief way. On the other hand, in Britain and the United States, 
the above-mentioned topics are regarded as personal privacy and are generally 
avoided. Therefore, when communicating with foreign teachers or classmates, if 
cultural differences are ignored in communication, speakers are very likely to touch 
the sensitive points of the other party, offend the other party unintentionally, 
cause unnecessary misunderstanding and conflict, and ultimately lead to pragmatic 
failure in cross-cultural communication. 

3.2.2. Negative Pragmatic Transfer 
Negative pragmatic transfer is another significant source that cause pragmatic 
failure. It refers to the influence exerted by learners’ prior linguistic and cultural 
pragmatic knowledge on the comprehension, output, and learning of second-lan-
guage pragmatic information [21]. To make it more specific, the negative transfer 
can be divided into two types: negative transfer of native linguistic knowledge and 
negative transfer of native cultural conventions [22]. 

Negative transfer of native linguistic knowledge often arises from the “recipro-
cal” transfer of syntactic and lexical forms as well as the transfer of speech act 
strategies. Syntactic and lexical “reciprocal” transfer occurs when learners try to 
use the whole sentence structure of their mother tongue to express themselves in 
the corresponding form of the target language, or to translate words from their 
mother tongue into the target language one by one. However, some of the trans-
lated texts, although the surface structure remains unchanged, have been given a 
new meaning in the target language. For example, Chinese students will say “Re-
peat” in class when they don’t catch up with what the teacher is saying. Although 
the surface meaning of this utterance is the same as “I beg your pardon”, which 
means to ask the other person to repeat what he/she has said, however, the extra-
linguistic force is very different, in which “I beg your pardon” is a polite request 
while “Repeat” is an abrupt command. These transfers will bring about unexpected 
associations in cross-cultural communication. On the other hand, it has been 
found that foreign language learners often transfer speech act strategies from their 
mother tongue to the target language in cross-cultural communication. Here’s a 
classroom example: 

Teacher: Could you please share your thoughts on this poem? 
Student A: (standing up, bowing slightly) I’m sorry, teacher. My understanding 

is very shallow… 
Teacher: That’s okay, just try to express your ideas. 
Student A: I really don’t know much about poetry. Maybe other classmates have 

better opinions… 
Teacher: (pausing) But I’d like to hear your perspective first. 
In this interaction, the student, influenced by the Chinese cultural norm of 

showing humility in academic settings (where downplaying one’s abilities is con-
sidered polite), repeatedly deflects the teacher’s request. This contrasts with the 
expectation in many Western classroom cultures, where students are encouraged 
to directly voice their thoughts even if they’re incomplete. Therefore the student’s 
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persistent self-deprecation comes across as evasive rather than respectful to the 
teacher. Another type of negative pragmatic transfer is the negative transfer of 
native cultural conventions. In cross-cultural communication, Chinese students 
may violate the phonological principles of English social interaction and inappro-
priately use the tone of voice that is common in their own native culture, thus 
violating the social and cultural consciousness of native speakers of English. For 
example, Chinese students often ask the teacher questions in class by uttering: “I 
have a question, teacher.” This is appropriate in Chinese culture, but in British 
and American culture, this tone of voice is considered inappropriate, and ques-
tions need to be asked in a more polite way. Therefore, native English speakers usu-
ally use polite language forms such as “Could I ask a question, Professor Smith” 
when they ask the teacher a question in class. 

3.3. Suggestions for College English Teaching 
3.3.1. Enhancing Students’ Ability to Express, Clarify, and Understand  

the Target Language 
Cross-cultural communication requires participants to have the ability to express, 
clarify, and understand the target language. Firstly, it’s impossible for communi-
cation to take place if learners cannot express themselves clearly. Secondly, as mis-
understandings are inevitable in the cross-cultural communication process, it is 
necessary for the speaker to have the ability to clarify the information so that when 
misunderstandings or incomprehension occur, the participant can state his or her 
intention or willingness to communicate in a clearer way. In addition, because 
there are many varieties of English other than British and American English, it is 
also necessary for learners to be familiar with the different speech intonation, vo-
cabulary, and syntax within these varieties such as Japanese English, Korean Eng-
lish, American English, and so on. Wen pointed out that in the ELF context, more 
attention is paid to “the extent to which students are able to use what they have 
learned about the language to accomplish communicative tasks effectively” [23]. 
Therefore, the attention is not on the speaker’s ability to achieve a standardized 
intonation, fluency, accuracy, and to make few grammatical errors, but rather on 
whether the uttered discourse expresses his or her communicative goals and in-
tentions appropriately. 

3.3.2. Enhancing Students’ Ability to Adapt, Consult, and Correct Errors 
In English teaching classrooms, it is impossible to cover all the communicative max-
imums and social norms, so it is necessary to focus on cultivating students’ ability 
to recognize cultural differences by themselves and on how to make timely adapta-
tions and error corrections when they find that the other party’s communicative 
maximums are not in line with their expectations, and on how to find out the other 
party’s cultural norms through negotiation to make appropriate adjustments ac-
cordingly. In a word, the outcome of language instruction should be the acquisition 
of proper pragmatic strategies and competence within the specific context, rather 
than merely the acquisition of vocabulary, grammar, and syntactic rules [23]. 
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3.3.3. Enhancing Students’ Ability to Judge the Other Party’s Emotions,  
Attitudes, Communicative Goals, and Willingness to Act,  
and Strengthening Students’ “Empathy” 

Empathy refers to the emotional connection between the speaker and the listener in 
which they are able to envision and understand the other party’s intention. This 
requires instructors to pay attention to cultivating students’ sense of empathy in the 
process of English teaching and learning so that they are able to take into account 
each other’s culture, values, and social norms in their discourse output, and be tol-
erant and in understanding the other party’s discourse, and willing to consider the 
appropriateness of communication from the other party’s point of view. The success 
of cross-cultural communication is largely inseparable from the use of empathy. 

3.3.4. Exposing Students to Western Cultural Context 
Language is a vehicle for the transmission of culture and a major expression of 
local culture. In the process of learning, students should not only master the ap-
plication of vocabulary and grammar but also understand the local culture and 
clarify the development history of the culture as well as the background in which 
it is located [24]. In order to improve students’ cross-cultural communicative 
competence, teachers have the responsibility to provide learners with opportuni-
ties to keep in touch with the target language’s culture. For example, during Eng-
lish class, teachers should make an effort to create an authentic language environ-
ment for the learners to help them understand the cultural norms and maximums 
of the target language, acquire the rules of language use, and achieve successful 
communication. Besides, college students have much spare time to learn inde-
pendently, therefore, apart from teachers’ instruction during English class, stu-
dents can also be encouraged to make use of their extracurricular time to learn 
about some materials relating to Western cultures such as English literature work, 
newspapers, and magazines so as to broaden their vision of Western culture, im-
proving their cross-cultural communication. Second language learners should be 
taught everything about the target language culture, etiquette, and traditions. To 
be more specific, teaching pragmatic competence should be involved in some 
modules such as Oral Expression (through watching films and analyzing how 
speech acts are performed in natural situations with a comparison to the first lan-
guage), Literature (through analyzing poems, metaphors, idioms, expressions, etc. 
to show cross-cultural differences between the first and the target language), Civ-
ilization (through describing the target etiquettes, traditions, behaviors, princi-
ples, attitudes, etc.), and Translation (through explaining the cultural differences 
between the first and the target language) [25]. Only when learners are exposed to 
sufficient input relating to the Western environment, can they be more familiar 
with the cultural norms of the other party and avoid pragmatic failure. 

3.3.5. Language Teachers Need to Shift Their Concepts of Language  
Instruction 

In China’s current college language teaching system, foreign language teaching is 
mostly carried out only in the classroom, with the teachers playing an absolutely 
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dominant role. If teachers only focus on grammar and vocabulary teaching, it is im-
possible for students to learn the practical use of the language and gain cross-cul-
tural communication skills. Therefore, the design of a language course should take 
into consideration the needs of the language learners to better their communicative 
competence, and language teachers must change their traditional language teaching 
concepts as well as realize the danger of cultural conflict as well as the importance 
of cultivating students’ cross-cultural communicative competence, only in this way 
can they help language learners achieve the expected teaching purposes. 

4. Conclusion 

The fundamental purpose of foreign language teaching is to achieve cross-cultural 
communication. Therefore, comprehensively improving the efficiency and quality 
of foreign language teaching and substantially increasing students’ foreign lan-
guage application ability is both a need for China’s national economic development 
and an urgent task for intercultural Chinese education. In order to achieve this 
goal, it is necessary for us to correctly understand that foreign language education 
is a part of intercultural education, and to regard language as a whole that is insep-
arable from culture and society. As a major obstacle in cross-cultural communica-
tion, pragmatic errors deserve the attention of the foreign language education com-
munity. This requires English teachers to be good at knowing the factors that may 
cause cross-cultural communication breakdowns, helping to avoid nonnative 
speakers’ cross-cultural pragmatic failure, guiding students’ awareness and ability 
of cross-cultural communication and cultivating their composite talents that are in 
line with international standards. This paper analyzed the pragmatic failures that 
college EFL learners may commit and antecedent factors triggering pragmatic fail-
ures that college English learners commit in cross-cultural communication. As 
there are still many obstacles for college English learners in adhering to foreign 
social conventions and cultural norms while communicating with native English 
speakers, more efforts should be made to improve college English teaching [22]. 
First of all, instructors should enhance students’ ability to express, clarify, and un-
derstand the target language; secondly, instructors should enhance students’ ability 
to adapt, consult, and correct errors; thirdly, instructors should enhance students’ 
ability to judge the other party’s emotions, attitudes, communicative goals, and will-
ingness to act, and strengthening students’ “empathy”; thirdly, instructors should 
try to expose students to the Western cultural context; lastly, language teachers 
need to change their concepts of language instruction. 
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