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Abstract. Complimenting can be considered an important communicative event.
The use of compliments can be influential in enhancing the quality of interactions
especially from social perspectives. This study aims to review several researches
about compliments in Indonesian cultures to find out aspects of compliments cov-
ered in the studies. Furthermore, this research is intended to investigate which
cultures in Indonesia have been covered in the compliment studies. It is found
that the study about compliments has been very popular among Indonesian schol-
ars. The researchers have covered several issues, including compliment strategies,
compliment responses, and the influence of gender and social status on compli-
ments. Nevertheless, only a few studies refer specifically to certain ethnics in
Indonesia. Further investigations are needed to obtain a more systematic descrip-
tion about compliments in Indonesian language, including a detailed description
of syntactic patterns. This is considered significant in building more detailed the-
ories about Indonesian language. Finally, the fact that Indonesia consists of many
cultures brings a demand for researchers to conduct studies about compliments in
various ethnics in Indonesia.
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1 Introduction

Complimenting is an important communicative event. As part of phatic communication,
compliments are very helpful in maintaining social connection between participants in
an interaction. Compliments have an essential role as they facilitate improvement in
people connection (Yousefvand et al., 2014: 182). Therefore, it is significant to master
compliment strategies as part of communication skills, and it is important to develop
theories that can explain this communicative function.

Meanwhile, similar to communication in general, complimenting mechanism is
strongly influenced by culture. It is then necessary to conduct studies investigating com-
plimenting within various cultural contexts. Unfortunately, in many studies on cultural
elements, the general perception of national culture is still dominant. In Indonesia, espe-
cially, the country appears to be considered one homogenous culture. In fact, Indonesia
consists of so many ethnic groups, which means that there are many cultural variations.
This concern demands more studies that are within the context of specific ethnic groups
in Indonesia.
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This writing is intended as an initial effort to review researches on complimenting
in Indonesian cultural context. Important findings of the studies will be elaborated, and
finally the aspects of compliment discussed in the studies, and the part of Indonesian
culture that is investigated will be highlighted.

2 Theoretical Background

One definition of compliment was proposed by J. Manes (cited in Solodka and Perea,
2018: 42). The expert explains that compliments can be defined “as those speech acts
which have the reflection and expression of cultural values because of their nature as
judgments, over expressions of approval or admiration of another’s work, appearance
or taste”. This definition shows that the nature of complimenting focuses on positive
perception about others. This is similar to Grasmik’s (2013: 4) opinion that “Making
a compliment to an addressee means to praise him or her positively for his/her look,
possession or achievement”.

However, it is important to note that compliment mechanism can be culture-specific.
The way people compliment in one culture can be different from that of people in
other cultures. This is especially important in the context of using a language as a
second or foreign language. Ignorance of the cultural differences can cause problems,
starting from a simple misunderstanding to the total breakdown of communication.
It is emphasized that “Lack of knowledge in and attention to how compliments and
their responses function, as other speech acts, can cause serious problems and result in
miscommunication” (Yousefvand et al., 2014: 183).

3 Method

This study was conducted by reviewing several researches related to complimenting in
Indonesian cultural settings. The steps employed in the literature review included: (1)
reading the articles carefully to determine the purpose of writing, the complimenting
aspects covered in the research, parts of Indonesian culture covered in the study, and the
important findings of the study; (2) classifying information obtained in the review; (3)
analysing the information obtained in the review; (4) drawing some conclusions related
to the purposes of the review.

4 Studies Related to Complimenting in Indonesian Cultural
Contexts

4.1 Constructing Compliment in English and Bahasa Indonesia: A Comparative
Study (Akhyar, 2015)

In the study, the author compared complimenting in English and Bahasa Indonesia,
and suggested several ways of teaching compliments in the class of English as a Sec-
ond Language. The researcher relied on the data from observations as well as other
sources, i.e., a paper entitled “Compliments in Cross-Cultural Perspectives” for English
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data; and a research about “Respon Pujian dalam Bahasa Indonesia oleh Dwibahasawan
Indonesia-Inggris” [Compliment Responses in Bahasa Indonesia by Indonesian-English
Bilinguals] for the Indonesian data. The first thing can be clearly seen in the study is
that the explanation about English compliments is more comprehensive than Indonesian
compliments. With regards to English compliments, Akhyar refers to two previous stud-
ies by Wolfson in 1981, and by Manes and Wolfson, also in 1981 (pp. 148–149). The
patterns concluded in the studies are as follows:

On the other hand, the discussion on Indonesian compliments is not comprehen-
sive. Most of the discussion is not supported with sufficient data. There is no systematic
description of compliment patterns, like those provided by experts in English compli-
ments. However, the researcher presents three important claims: (1) compliments are
important in Indonesian culture that prioritizes close relationship and togetherness, as
the manifestation of religious and traditional values (p. 147); (2) there can be variations
of compliments across different contexts and ethnic groups in Indonesia (p. 147); and
(3) Indonesian compliments can be expressed in metaphorical forms (pp. 147–148). In
addition, Akhyar’s suggestions on the methods of teaching compliments in ESL classes
(p. 148) are very valuable. The researcher concluded that compliments have an impor-
tant role in both English and Indonesia. In both languages, compliments are organized
in various patterns.

4.2 Respon PujianOlehMahasiswaMultikultural (Studi Kasus Dengan Tinjauan
Sosiopragmatik) [Compliment Responses by Multicultural Students (a Case
Study with Socio-pragmatic Approach)] (Rachman and Kinanti, 2018)

Another study by Rachman and Kinanti (2018) were conducted among students of IKIP
Budi Utomo (Budi Utomo Teachers College) to find out the realization of compliment
responses. The students were from various ethnic groups. The data showed that the
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respondents used various strategies in responding to compliments, including rejecting,
accepting, interpreting, silence, and the combination of the strategies (pp. 17–20). The
rejecting strategy was used with further comments to show politeness (pp. 20–21); while
the accepting strategy was used in indirect ways through jokes, further comment, expres-
sion of gratitude to the God, expression of hope, expression of gratitude, and stories
about the origin of the object of compliment (p. 21). The researcher explains that this
indirectness is related to the tradition of Indonesian people as part of “eastern” culture
(p. 21).

4.3 Respon Pujian Dalam Bahasa Indonesia Oleh Dwibahasawan Indonesia-
Inggris [Compliment Responses in Bahasa Indonesia by Indonesian-English
Bilinguals] (Mukminatien and Patriana, 2005)

Mukminatien and Patriana (2005) describe the findings of a study about compliment
responses used by Indonesian-English bilinguals. The data were taken in 2004 and
2005 from students and lecturers who used English and Bahasa Indonesia (p. 173), but
no specific ethnic groups are mentioned. The setting was informal, and there was no
social distance (p. 177). The findings revealed some strategies that were considered
uncommon in Indonesian culture, including appreciation token, comment acceptance,
and praise upgrade (pp. 173–175) and this phenomenon can be considered an evidence
of interlanguage (p. 176). The followings are examples of data related to appreciation
token, comment acceptance, and praise upgrade in the study (p. 174) withmy translation.
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4.4 Patterns and Strategies of Responses to Compliments: A Case Study
on Post-graduate Students of One State University in Indonesia (Handayani,
2015)

Another study by Handayani (2015) focused on comparing males and females in com-
plimenting. The respondents were Indonesian post-graduate students without any spec-
ification of ethnicity (p. 21). The research elaborated the patterns and strategies used by
males and females in responding to compliments. It was found that males tended to use
the simple pattern (e.g. conversation 1), while females tended to use the complex pattern
(e.g. conversation 2) (pp. 22–23).
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The research also found that male respondents tended to use down-grading strate-
gies (55.53%), while female respondents tended to use accepting strategies such as
confirmation (37.5%) and tagging (31.25%) (p. 23).

4.5 The Socio-pragmatic Dimensions of Complimenting in Maros Buginese
Culture (Dwinita et al., 2013)

The study by Dwinita et al. (2013) is more specific and comprehensive. Its discussion is
limited to the issue of socio-pragmatic influences on compliments, especially in relation
to gender and social status. Furthermore, the coverage of analysis was also limited to
Buginese culture, especially the people living in Turikale Sub-district, Maros regency,
South Sulawesi. This specificity makes the discussion more focused so that more under-
standing can be gained regarding the influence of Indonesian culture on compliments.
The study used a combination of qualitative and quantitative research methods. Several
techniques, including observation, interview, questionnaire, and field note were used in
collecting the data.

The results of the analysis showed that complimenting has an important role in the
communication of Buginese society. It functions as a phatic expression to greet someone
after not meeting for a long time, and as an expression of politeness and solidarity (pp. 5–
6). Complimenting can serve to open the channel of communication, indicating that there
will be something to say later on (pp. 5–6).

Other findings are related to gender. The data showed that males and females from
higher status compliment more than those from lower status (p. 6). Unfortunately, there
is no further interpretation from the researcher regarding this phenomenon. There is a
possibility that compliments from people with lower status to people with higher status
are considered flattering. Another gender-related finding is that the frequency of male-
to-female complimenting was higher that of female-to-male complimenting (p. 6). Not
expressing compliments, according to the researcher, is a way to maintain good attitude
in line with the cultural expectation for females, especially unmarried ones (p. 6). Men’s
higher frequency in giving compliments is also found in husband-and-wife relationship
(p. 6). Besides the above findings, this research also found that behavior can be another
topic of compliment, in addition to the three reasons of providing compliments in a
theory by Wolfson in 1983. In general, the research findings bring a conclusion that
gender and social status may influence one’s complimenting behavior.
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4.6 Compliments Across Gender and Power Relation Among Indonesian EFL
Learners (Indah, 2017)

Relationship between complimenting, gender, and power relation becomes the focus of
another study by Indah (2017). The context is still Indonesian culture, but not in specific
ethnicity. One specificity of this study is that the respondents were college students. In
terms of power-relation (pp. 135–139), the findings show that the respondents weremore
modest in complementing people of the same and higher status. In contrast, they can
express more detailed compliments to people with lower status. This is similar to the
findings by Dwinita’s in the context of Buginese culture. In terms of gender (pp. 139–
142), one of the findings show that women have longer compliments. They also provided
more kinds of compliment responses. These findings are comparable to the study by
Handayani (2015) which found that females tended to use complex compliments.

4.7 Responses to ComplimentsWithinMinangkabau Families in Pauh, Indonesia
(Flores et al., 2019)

The study by Flores et al. (2019) was also very specific as it investigated compliment
responses used by family members in Minangkabau culture, Indonesia. As many as 20
families participated in the research (p. 59). The data were collected and classified based
on a taxonomy proposed byHerbert (p. 60). The study also used secondary data obtained
from an expert in Minangkabau culture named Musra Dahrizal Katik Rajo Mangkuto
(p. 59).

The findings showed that the respondents used various types of responses including
appreciation token, comment acceptance, reassignment, return, question, and disagree-
ment (p. 61). A bigger proportion of the responses is in the agreement category (p. 62).
The respondents and the expert of Minangkabau culture explained that although hier-
archy characterized Minangkabau culture, very close relationship between participants
can result in agreement responses to compliments (p. 65).

In addition, two strategies used by the respondents were not found in Herbert’s
taxonomy (p. 66). They are expression of compliment to the God and provision of
additional explanation (p. 66). The former was realized commonly using the Arabic
word “Alhamdulillah”, and according to the researcher it reflected the strong influence
of Islam in Minangkabau culture (p. 66). The latter can be illustrated when, replying
to a compliment “Wow Dad/Mum you look very handsome/beautiful (where are you
going?)”, a person says “I’m going to a wedding party” (p. 66).

The followings are several examples of compliment and compliment responses in
the study by Flores et al. (2019).



Compliments in Indonesian Cultures: A Literature Review 267

4.8 Comparison of How Arabic and English Foreign Language Learners
Compliment and Respond to Praises (Kamsinah et al., 2022)

This research investigated the case of compliment and compliment responses among
Indonesian learners of English andArabic languages in a university in Indonesia (p. 158).
The objective was to analyze the compliment strategies used by Indonesian learners of
Arabic and English languages; and how the learners respond to compliments (p. 160).
Data, in the forms of compliments and compliment responses, were obtained from
respondents’ responses to several scenarios given by the researchers, which were then
followed with online interviews to discuss the responses (p. 160).

The findings revealed some interesting differences between learners of Arabic and
English languages. The researchers reached a conclusion that the learners of English lan-
guage employedmore various types of compliment strategies and compliment responses,
compared to the learners of Arabic language (p. 166). However, the two groups were
similar in terms of the dominant compliment responses they used: reassignment and
appreciation (pp. 166–167).

4.9 Discussion

The effort by Handayani (2015) to classify her research data into complex and simple
compliments is very good. It successfully proved one significant difference between
Indonesian males and females in complimenting. This finding about pragmatic pattern
needs to be completed with further analysis of syntactic pattern. The syntactic patterns of
English compliments discussed in Akhyar (2015) can be a good example in formulating
the syntactic patterns of compliments in Bahasa Indonesia.

Akhyar (2015) has also claimed that different ethnic groups in Indonesia may have
different ways of complimenting. However, from the eight studies reviewed above, only
two studies specify the discussion on certain cultures, Buginese and Minangkabau. In
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fact, Indonesia consists of around 360 ethnic groups (Kedutaan Besar Republik Indone-
sia di Canberra Australia), so the room for exploration and discussion is still widely
opened. The advantage of having a specific discussion is that it brings an opportunity
for researchers to dig deeply into the specific culture, and the findings will broaden our
perspective of Indonesia as a multi-culture nation.

Another important issue to be highlighted is about the common assumption of com-
pliment responses in Indonesian culture. Mukminatien and Patriana (2005) claimed
that the Indonesian-English bilinguals in their study would probably become bicultural
people, as shown in their responses to compliments which also included the accepting
strategies (p. 177). This consideration might be related to the assumption that Indone-
sians tend to respond to compliments with rejection. This assumption is supported by
Rahmayani (2020) who conducted a study on compliment responses using data from an
Indonesian talk-show. The results show that two most frequent strategies employed by
Indonesian guests in the talk show were no acknowledgement (31.03) and disagreement
(24.13%) (p. 390). The author explains that the use of the two strategies is a typical
way of Eastern cultures like Indonesia in responding to compliments (p. 394). A related
explanation - especially in the context of culture in Java, Indonesia - can be found in
Putrihapsari and Dimyati (2021). They explain several concepts in Javanese culture, one
of which is the andhap-asor concept that requires people to be humble including in
responding to compliments (p. 2064). In the global context, the assumption for Indone-
sian culture is in line with the research by Rong Chen in 1993 (cited in Chen, 2010,
p. 86) that determined rejection as the most frequent responses of compliments used by
Chinese. However, in the Flores et al.’s (2019) study on compliment responses, it was
found that accepting was used quite often as compliment responses (p. 62). The respon-
dents were family members from Minangkabau culture (p. 59), so the relationship was
very close to each other. The nature of close relationship is also found in the interaction
between respondents in the study byMukminatien and Patriana (2005, p. 177). Here lies
the critical point to question the assumption of rejecting as themost frequent compliment
response in Indonesia.

Rather than perceiving rejection as the most typical compliment response in Indone-
sia, the writer proposes that the issue regarding compliment responses might be more
related to the social distance between participants. In Rahmayani’s (2020) study, the
objects of the observation were popular people who might not be very close with the
host of the talk show, so their responses to compliments were in the form of rejection.
Alternatively, the popular people felt the necessity to maintain their image by following
the expectation for people to be humble in interaction. In contrast, respondents in the
research by Mukminatien and Patriana (2005) and Flores et al. (2019), the objects of
observation were people with close relationship, so social distance is not an issue. In
these two studies, the nature of interaction is very informal, so that accepting compli-
ments were highly likely to be considered normal. This is a significant gap for further
researches of compliments in Indonesian cultures. More evidences are needed to prove
that the current theory that rejection is themost typical Indonesian compliment responses
is too simplified. Future explanation and theories about Indonesian compliments need
to be based on data from various social contexts.
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The study by Kamsinah et al. (2022) brings a special nuance in the researches about
compliment in Indonesian cultural contexts. Starting from the data of the research, further
studies can compare how Indonesian learners perform compliments when they use the
target languages they learn (Arabic and English in this case) and when they use their
native language (Bahasa Indonesia or other local languages in Indonesia). The findings
will provide an understanding of the characteristics of language learners in Indonesia.

Finally, for researchers in English Language Teaching, there will be a necessity
to formulate the ways in teaching compliments in EFL/ESL classes. Akhyar (2015)
has proposed three methods: conversation completion, performance method, and direct
interaction with native speakers. More research on the efficiency of the methods can
bring benefits to teachers and learners.

5 Conclusions and Recommendations for Future Research

It can be concluded that studies about complimenting in Indonesia culture have attracted
Indonesian scholars. However, further studies are still needed. Firstly, more researches
are necessary to develop a complete description about the patterns of Indonesian com-
pliments, in both syntactic level and discourse level that consider the influence of social
variations. The complete description is expected to become a part of theories about
Indonesian language. Secondly, considering that Indonesia is a multicultural country,
it becomes an important demand for language researchers to conduct studies that are
specified for certain ethnic groups. Specific studies will be very helpful to build a com-
prehensive perspective about compliments in various cultures within Indonesia; and
more importantly to provide evidences about multiculturalism in Indonesia.
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