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In daily life, humans often tell lies to make another person feel better about themselves, or to be polite, or socially appropriate in situations when telling the blunt truth would be perceived as inappropriate. Prosocial lies are a form of non-literal communication used cross-culturally, but how they are evaluated depends on socio-moral values, and communication strategies. We examined how prosocial lies are evaluated by Canadian, Chinese, and German adults. Participants watched videos and rated politeness, appropriateness, and predicted frequency of use of prosocial lies and blunt truths. A two-way intention x culture interaction was observed for appropriateness and predicted frequency of use. These results suggest that the evaluation of prosocial lies is influenced by an interplay of intercultural communication strategies depending on cultural group membership.
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INTRODUCTION

Prosocial lies can serve many purposes, including preventing negative consequences to the interlocutor (Camden et al., 1984), enhancing social image (Nakkouzi, 2011), ensuring that social interactions proceed smoothly (Goffman, 1967; Brown and Gilman, 1989), preventing harm to the recipient, and avoiding conflict (Camden et al., 1984; DePaulo et al., 1996). Although Grice's Maxim of Quality (1975), states that interlocutors ought to be truthful, in some social situations telling a lie may benefit an interlocutor, whereas speaking the truth would likely have a negative effect on the relationship between communication partners. For example, telling a friend that their new haircut looks great, although they do not truthfully believe it does, avoids unnecessary conflict, maintains the friend's self-esteem, and fosters a positive relationship. In contrast to self-serving lies, which can be harmful and are told for one's own benefit, prosocial lies about feelings, preferences, attitudes, and opinions are used to reap psychological rewards, such as closeness and respect, to protect another's self-image, and to avoid hurt feelings (DePaulo et al., 1996, 2003;Argo et al., 2011).

The decision for a speaker to use a prosocial lie (also known as a “white lie”) is influenced by individual differences including age, gender, cognitive ability, personality, and social preferences (Ennis et al., 2008; Chakravarty et al., 2011; Cappelen et al., 2013). However, other factors also govern decisions about whether or not to use prosocial lies in conversation, including the topic of conversation, and the relationship of the interlocutors (Backbier et al., 1997; Perkins and Turiel, 2007). We are interested in the growing evidence that culturally shaped ideas of morality and social norms influence the use and perception of prosocial lies (Lee et al., 1997; Ferns and Thorn, 2001; Fu et al., 2007).

Cultures1 and communities of practice have different norms and values, and communicators are typically socialized within the moral, and social value systems of their own culture. Fu et al. (2007) describe that in many cases, these values are consistent across cultural groups and thus promote a coherent set of morally and socially acceptable behaviors. Previous studies have also shown that socially acceptable behaviors and social norms in everyday communications are universally maintained through conversational strategies and politeness (Grice, 1975; Brown and Levinson, 1987). These strategies guide interlocutors' conversations and determine which responses are socially expected and appropriate given a certain situation. Thus, failure to produce a prosocial lie in some cases can violate social norms, especially since interlocutors' true opinion is intended to remain undetected when telling these lies (Shany-Ur et al., 2012).

In a world in which immigration is commonplace and interactions between people of diverse cultural backgrounds occurs regularly, cultural differences in social pragmatic preferences, and strategies for the maintenance of social norms are likely to produce miscommunications or misinterpretations of interpersonal intentions in cross-cultural settings. This is known as pragmatic failure (Leech, 2016). Previous research demonstrates that social norms surrounding the use of prosocial lies exist in many cultures, that they are considered socially acceptable or even expected in many cultures (Camden et al., 1984; Moreno et al., 2016) and are often associated with polite behavior (Goffman, 1967; Camden et al., 1984; Talwar et al., 2007). Several studies have indicated that there are no differences in politeness between countries from the East and West (Usami, 2002 as cited in Fukada and Asato, 2004; Spencer-Oatey and Kádár, 2016). For example, Chen et al. (2013) found similar requesting behavior between Japanese, Canadian, and American adults concluding that there are no fundamental differences between these countries in terms of politeness norms. However, another body of research demonstrates that social norms differ across these cultures as evidenced by differences in the perception and use of requests, apologies, inferences, compliments, deception, and disagreements between people from different cultures (House and Kasper, 1981; Holtgraves and Joong-Nam, 1990; Aune and Waters, 1994; Yu, 2005; Marti, 2006; Stadler, 2006). For example, a developmental study found that Chinese children more often use prosocial lies to protect a group, whereas Canadian children do so to protect an individual (Lee et al., 1997). In the current study, we investigated whether cultural differences influence how prosocial lies are received and interpreted when viewing social interactions involving Anglophone Canadian actors, allowing insight into potential difficulties in an inter-cultural settings.

Different cultures have varied attention to face, or face preservation. Face is a concept first proposed by Goffman (1967), which includes positive face and negative face, both must be maintained during communication (Brown and Levinson, 1987). Negative face describes one's desire for actions or attention to be uninterrupted or unhindered, and to be free from imposition. Positive face refers to the positive self-image a person has, and includes one's desire for this self-image to be accepted, appreciated, understood, approved of, and liked (Brown and Levinson, 1987). Positive face is most important for prosocial lies (Nakkouzi, 2011). Preserving positive face motivates being dishonest, since prosocial lies involve intentionally hiding true negative feelings to avoid face-threatening acts. Cultures1 that are mainly collectivist in nature, such as Chinese (Lee et al., 1997), seem to display greater face concerns (Holtgraves, 1999) when compared to individualist cultures, such as Canadian (Gao and Ting-Toomey, 1998). This collectivist attention to face may favor violation of the Maxim of Quality to prioritize face maintenance in relationships. Holtgraves (1999) and others (Goffman, 1967; Brown and Levinson, 1987) suggest that maintaining or preserving face is often achieved through the linguistic mechanism of indirectness. Indirectness occurs when the sentence meaning differs from the speaker meaning. For example “Can you shut the door” has a speaker meaning—a request to shut the door, but the sentence meaning is asking someone their ability to shut a door. This is an example of an indirect request (Holtgraves, 1999). The use of indirectness can also manifest through the use of prosocial lies. Alternatively, some cultures have been shown to prefer direct or blunt communication, for example German culture (House and Kasper, 1981; Houck, 1992; House, 1996). In this culture the use of prosocial deception would be endorsed to a lesser extent due to a reduced attention to face maintenance when compared to cultures that emphasize politeness or face preservation. Instead, a direct, possibly face threatening and honest response would be favored. As such, it is expected that culturally shaped social communication preferences, will influence the evaluation of prosocial lies.

CURRENT STUDY

Motivated by these concepts, we systematically investigated how cultural membership affects the evaluation and interpretation of prosocial lies. Participants from three cultural backgrounds—Anglophone Canadian, Chinese, and German—viewed short video vignettes in English and subsequently evaluated politeness, social appropriateness, and predicted usage of prosocial lies expressed at the end of a leading remark. Since immigration is prevalent across the world, the likelihood of pragmatic failure (Leech, 2016) is very high. For this reason we decided to test non-native English speakers with limited experience in their current (Canadian-anglophone) culture to mirror real-life scenarios and gain insight into present miscommunications. Politeness is said to be universal (Holtgraves and Joong-Nam, 1990), so ratings of politeness are expected to be relatively similar across cultures. However, we do not predict that measures of social appropriateness and predicted usage of prosocial lies will be similar across cultures. As Meier (1995) explained, socially appropriate behavior is not synonymous with polite behavior, since polite behavior is viewed as a result of overly politic, and marked behavior (Watts, 2003). Additionally, dimensions of social communication such as individualism/collectivism and directness/indirectness are known to differ cross-culturally and are expected to influence the perceived social appropriateness and usage of prosocial lies. We predicted that the participants in the German sample on average will display a higher predicted frequency of usage and judged appropriateness of blunt responses compared to prosocial lie responses, due to their demonstrated preference for direct communication affording less attention to face-preservation (House and Kasper, 1981; Houck, 1992; House, 1996). Canadian and Chinese speakers have both been shown to prefer a more indirect communication style (Holtgraves, 1999; Jonasson and Lauring, 2012). However, since Canadians are described as individualist while Chinese are believed to be more collectivist, these groups are expected to differ in other ways. East Asian culture has been shown to employ display-rules that favor social harmony (Ishii et al., 2003; Liu et al., 2015)—with an emphasis on group harmony. As Aune and Waters (1994) suggest, deceiving in order to save face may be more acceptable in collectivist cultures. Informed by these ideas, we predict that participants in the Chinese group will find prosocial lies more appropriate and predict using them more frequently than blunt truths.

METHODS

Participants

The experiment included three cultural groups: Anglophone Canadian, Chinese, and German. Sixty participants (n = 20 per cultural group) ranging in age from 18–35 years (M = 23.36 years, SD = 4.57 years) participated in the study (see Table 1 for demographic information). All participants reported good hearing and had normal or corrected-to-normal vision. Canadian participants were native English speakers who were born and raised in Canada. Given the multicultural nature of Canada, for Canadian participants we also collected information regarding their second language (see Table 1). Participants in the German and Chinese groups were second language (L2) English speakers who had lived in their home country (Germany or mainland China, respectively) until at least 18 years of age, and had lived in Canada for a maximum of 24 months (to minimize effects of cultural assimilation on L2 participants; Liu et al., 2015). At time of testing, Chinese participants (M = 461.90, SD = 190.00) had spent significantly more days in Canada than German participants (M = 209.45, SD = 229.66; t = 3.28, p < 0.01). Analyses showed that the cultural samples also differed significantly in Age [F(2, 58) = 11.56, p < 0.001] and Years of Education [F(2, 58) = 3.93, p < 0.05]. German participants were significantly older than both Canadian (p < 0.01) and Chinese participants (p < 0.001) and had more years of formal education than Chinese participants (p < 0.05).


Table 1. Demographic information for all three cultural groups (Canadian, Chinese, German, N = 60).
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L2 English proficiency for Chinese and German participants was screened by obtaining a second language cloze test (Table 1). A significant difference in L2-cloze scores was found between the German and Chinese groups (p < 0.0001), with higher L2 proficiency in English for the German participants. In addition, self-ratings across six domains (listening comprehension, reading comprehension, pronunciation, speaking fluency, vocabulary, grammatical ability) using a 7-point Likert scale (1 = not proficient at all, 7 = like a native speaker; Jackson and Bobb, 2009) were collected. Participants with self-ratings lower than 3 in any domain were excluded from the study to ensure that basic language processing deficits did not interfere with the evaluation of spoken interactions conducted in English. All participants rated their listening comprehension at 5 points or higher (Blumenfeld et al., 2016).

Materials

Stimuli were short videos selected from the Relational Inference in Social Communication (RISC) database (Rothermich and Pell, 2015). The RISC videos depict conversations between two actors speaking Canadian-English in varied social situations. After that, a leading remark or question is posed by one actor and the “speaker” responds with a statement that communicates some form of literal or non-literal meaning. Five different responses were developed for each leading remark, allowing five distinct interpretations of the speaker's final response: literal positive, blunt, sarcastic, jocular/teasing, or white lie (prosocial lie). The identification of these intentions was validated by a group of Anglophone-Canadian listeners (see Rothermich and Pell, 2015). Half of the videos begin with a verbal context that reveals the true intentions of the speaker (question-response dyads). Rothermich and Pell presented 960 videos to participants whose task was to categorize each video using a forced-response paradigm, selecting one of five possible intentions (literal positive, blunt, prosocial lie, jocularity or sarcasm). Results showed that participants correctly categorized responses into each of the four possibilities well-above chance level. The identification of prosocial lies well-above chance level indicates that the viewers were aware that the videos depicted prosocial lies. The relationship of the actors (couple, friends, boss, colleagues) was also manipulated for each scene (see Rothermich and Pell, 2015 for more details), although this variable was not of theoretical interest in the current study.

For this study we included scenes in the intentions of interest (prosocial lie and blunt truth) as well as 3 non-literal filler intentions (sarcasm, jocularity, literal position). We included 7 scenes all with verbal context (see Appendix), which were accurately identified as blunt or prosocial lie 95.39% (SD = 4.06) and 93.43% (SD = 4.52) of the time in the original validation study (see Rothermich and Pell, 2015 for details). We then included 7 scenes without verbal context as filler items. Finally, each of the 14 scenes included exemplars which presented the same conversation but varied the social relationship of the two actors (couple, boss/employee, friends), resulting in 210 experimental trials in total (14 scenes × 5 intentions × 3 relationships). For the analysis, 42 items were included (21 prosocial lies and 21 blunt truths: 7 scenes [see Appendix] × 2 intentions [blunt, lie] × 3 relationships [couple, friends, boss/employee]). The mean duration of stimuli was 10.41 s (SD = 3.30 s).

Procedure

The study was approved by the McGill Faculty of Medicine Institutional Review Board and informed written consent was obtained in English prior to testing. The experiment was conducted in a quiet laboratory environment. Video stimuli were presented to participants individually on a 23-inch computer screen controlled by SuperLab 5.0 (Cedrus, Arizona) and pseudo-randomized in 14 separate blocks to ensure that each leading remark appeared only once per block. Participants were randomly assigned to one of four pseudo-randomized lists containing all 210 videos to control for order effects and possible fatigue. The experiment was self-paced with the option of taking breaks after each block.

Each experimental trial was composed of a 500 ms fixation cross projected in the center of a blank screen, followed by a video conversation ending in a question prompting a prosocial lie, blunt, literal positive, sarcastic, or jocular response. For expository purposes, we will refer to the main conditions of theoretical interest as LIE (prosocial lie), or BLUNT, respectively. At the offset of each video, participants saw a series of rating scales and were required to indicate the politeness and appropriateness of the final remark, and their personal tendency to use the same strategy in the context they viewed. Politeness and appropriateness were each rated consecutively on a Likert scale from 1 to 5, prompted by the questions, “How polite is the speaker's response?” and “How socially appropriate is the speaker's response?” Participants then indicated their tendency to respond in the same manner (e.g., “Usage”) by means of a Yes/No response to the question “Would you respond in a similar way?” After participants rated whether or not they would answer similarly (i.e., using a lie or the blunt response), the percentage of “Yes” responses was computed for analysis. The study lasted ~75 min in total and participants received $20 CAD for their involvement.

Data Analysis

While there is some debate in the literature on the best analytical approach to analyzing ordinal data such as Likert scales (Kizach, 2014), linear mixed models have been shown to be precise even when assumptions are violated (Norman, 2010; Gibson et al., 2011). All measures were analyzed in R (R Core Team, 2013) by means of linear mixed effects analysis (LME) using lme4 (Bates et al., 2014). We applied the Satterthwaite (1946) approximation for computing p-values for t-statistics, as implemented in the lmerTest package version 2.0-6 (Kuznetsova et al., 2017). Separate LME models were built for dependent variables of perceived (a) politeness, (b) appropriateness, and (c) usage. In all cases, we first defined a base model, which included only one random effect (Subject); refined models were then identified by performing comparisons using the ANOVA function in R, and systematically comparing the full model with the model reduced by random and fixed effects in turn (see similar approach in Valuch et al., 2015). Our fixed effects included Intention (LIE, BLUNT) and Cultural Group (Canadian, Chinese, German), Age, Cloze, Education, Self-Rating Language Scores, and Duration in Canada. Random effects included intercepts for Subjects and Scenes, as well as by-subject slopes for the effect of Intention, Age, and Education for all participants, as well as Self-Rating Duration in Canada, and Cloze for models only including Chinese and German participants. Additionally, we included by-scenes slopes for Intention, Age, and Education for all participants, as well as Duration in Canada, Self-Rating, and Cloze for models only including Chinese and German participants. Models were compared based on χ2, Akaike information criterion (AIC; Hu, 2007), and p-values. Post-hoc comparisons were performed using the lmerTEST package and we report β-, t-, and p-values.

RESULTS

Perceived Politeness of Prosocial Lies

Random effects included intercepts for Subjects and Scenes, as well as by-subject slopes for the effect of Intention, Age, and Education; and by-scenes slopes for Intention, Age, and Education. No main effect of Cultural Group was found on ratings of politeness (χ2 = 0.19, p = 0.91). However, we found a main effect for Intention (χ2 = 64.39, p < 0.001) when comparing the minimal model (AIC = 6,806) to an Intention model (AIC = 6,743; Figure 1). When running the same models for Chinese and German participants only, including the random slopes for Self-Rating Duration in Canada and Cloze, we found no main effect of Cultural Group on ratings of politeness (χ2 > 0.001, p = 0.99). A main effect was found for Intention (χ2 = 44.49, p < 0.001) when comparing the minimal model (AIC = 4,520) to an Intention model (AIC = 4,478; Figure 1). In terms of politeness ratings, all cultural groups rated lies as more polite than blunt truths.
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FIGURE 1. Evaluation of politeness in Canadian, Chinese, and German groups. Violin plots (combining density plots and boxplots) showing Likert scale (1–5) results for politeness by cultural group and intention. The red lines connect the mean values between conditions resulting from a linear model fit while the transparent gray band represents the 95% confidence interval.



No effects were found when including the fixed factors Education (χ2 = 1.28, p = 0.26), Age (χ2 = 0.01, p = 0.91) for all cultural groups, and Cloze (χ2 = 0.002, p = 1), Self-Rating (χ2 = 1.54, p = 0.98), and Duration in Canada (χ2 = 0.112, p = 1) for Chinese and German subjects.

Perceived Appropriateness and Reported Usage of Prosocial Lies

Random effects included intercepts for Subjects and Scenes, as well as by-subject slopes for the effect of Intention, Age, and Education; and by-scenes slopes for Intention, Age, and Education. A main effect of Intention was found on ratings of appropriateness (χ2 = 6.32, p = 0.02) and usage (χ2 = 16.79, p < 0.001). This was tested by comparing a minimal model (appropriateness: AIC = 7,007, usage: AIC = 3,140) to an Intention model (appropriateness: AIC = 7,003, usage: AIC = 3,125). Reported appropriateness (χ2 = 14.36, p < 0.001) and usage (χ2 = 10.78, p < 0.001) were significantly different when comparing the Intention model (AIC = 4,631, usage: AIC = 3,125) to a model including a 2-way interaction between Intention x Cultural Group (appropriateness: AIC = 4,621; Figure 2; usage: AIC = 3,118; Figure 3). Appropriateness and usage differed between cultural groups in the following ways. In terms of appropriateness ratings, German participants judged BLUNT scenes to be more appropriate than LIES (BLUNT > LIE; β = 1.07, t = 4.60, p < 0.001). No significant differences were found for Chinese (p = 0.71) or Canadian subjects (p = 0.72).
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FIGURE 2. Evaluation of appropriateness in Canadian, Chinese, and German groups. Violin plots (combining density plots and boxplots) showing Likert scale (1–5) results for appropriateness by cultural group and intention. The red lines connect the mean values between conditions resulting from a linear model fit while the transparent gray band represents the 95% confidence interval.
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FIGURE 3. Evaluation of predicted usage of prosocial lies and blunt truths in Canadian, Chinese, and German groups. Violin plots (combining density plots and boxplots) showing Likert scale (1–5) results for usage by cultural group and intention. The red lines connect the mean values between conditions resulting from a linear model fit while the transparent gray band represents the 95% confidence interval.



When running the same models for Chinese and German participants only, including the random slopes for Self-Rating Duration in Canada and Cloze, a main effect of Intention was found on ratings of appropriateness (χ2 = 5.79, p = 0.02) and usage (χ2 = 12.58, p < 0.001). This was tested by comparing a minimal model (appropriateness: AIC = 4,635, usage: AIC = 2,052) to an Intention model (appropriateness: AIC = 4,631, usage: AIC = 2,041). Reported appropriateness (χ2 = 14.44, p < 0.001) and usage (χ2 = 10.88, p = 0.03) were significantly different when comparing the Intention model (AIC = 7,002, usage: AIC = 3,125) to a model including a 2-way interaction between Intention x Cultural Group (appropriateness: AIC = 6,996; Figure 2; usage: AIC = 3,122; Figure 3). Appropriateness and usage differed between cultural groups in the following ways. In terms of appropriateness ratings, German participants judged BLUNT scenes to be more appropriate than LIES (BLUNT > LIE; β = 1.07, t = 4.60, p < 0.001). No significant differences were found for Chinese (p = 0.71) or Canadian subjects (p = 0.72).

For appropriateness, no effects were found when including the fixed factors Education (χ2 = 0.78, p = 0.26), Age (χ2 = 0.01, p = 0.93), Cloze (χ2 = 0.13, p = 0.71), Self-Rating (χ2 = 0.60, p = 0.44), and Duration in Canada (χ2 = 0.72, p = 0.39). For usage, German subjects predicted using BLUNT remarks more frequently than LIES (BLUNT > LIE; β = 0.40, t = 5.10, p < 0.001). Although all groups predicted that they would use lies less frequently, no significant differences were found for Chinese (p = 0.48) or Canadian subjects (p = 0.09). Additionally, no effects were found when including the fixed factors Education (χ2 = 0.51, p = 0.47), Age (χ2 = 1.23, p = 0.27), Cloze (χ2 = 0.05, p = 0.82), Self-Rating (χ2 = 0.32, p = 0.58), and Time Spent in Canada (χ2 = 0.51, p = 0.47).

DISCUSSION

Few studies have empirically examined differences in the perception of prosocial lies across cultures during conversation. Moreover, little research has addressed these questions using video stimuli with high ecological validity that resemble face-to-face communication in daily conversations (Rothermich and Pell, 2015). Our results are therefore useful in beginning to understand how individuals who have recently arrived in a foreign country perceive others in an unfamiliar cultural environment, in a polite and socially appropriate manner. Our data may also shed light on ways that cultural variability in perceptions, expectations, and underlying assumptions about prosocial lies leads to intercultural miscommunication and misunderstandings, also known as pragmatic failure (Gao and Ting-Toomey, 1998; Stadler, 2006; Leech, 2016).

Our results show that group factors such as cultural background influence to an extent whether prosocial lies or blunt responses are perceived as socially appropriate or useable in conversation. While prosocial lies were rated as more polite than blunt responses by participants of all groups, we noted cultural differences in the perceived appropriateness and predicted usage of particular responses. These data add to existing discussions of how cultural features such as individualism/collectivism and directness/indirectness influence these forms of communication and will be discussed below.

Previous literature emphasizes that politeness is difficult to precisely define and that its relationship to appropriateness is not always transparent (Meier, 1995). It has been suggested that adults universally possess an abstract concept of polite behavior, however what actually “counts” as polite is culture- and language-specific, shaped by shared values, cultural norms, and expectations (Gu, 1990; Watts et al., 2008; Spencer-Oatey and Kádár, 2016). Maintaining politeness is cited as a motivation for deviating from the Gricean Maxim of Quality that governs communication (Brown and Levinson, 1987). Communicators may also choose not to satisfy the Maxim of Quality–be truthful–in order to preserve the face of the person to whom they are speaking. Our data show that prosocial lies were rated as more polite than blunt responses, irrespective of the cultural background of the participant (see Figure 1). Since prosocial lies were unanimously perceived as more polite than blunt responses (which express the speaker's true beliefs), our results corroborate previous findings that politeness norms with respect to prosocial lies are similar (or “universal”) across cultures (Holtgraves and Joong-Nam, 1990), and are not governed by individualist/collectivist or face-preserving dimensions of culture.

In contrast to politeness, we observed significant cultural effects on the perceived appropriateness, and predicted usage of prosocial lies. In the empirical literature, minimal work informs the relationship between cultural (in) directness and prosocial lies, although research suggests that American English and German speakers prefer direct communication (Gao and Ting-Toomey, 1998; Holtgraves, 1999), whereas Chinese and British English speakers prefer indirect communication (Gao and Ting-Toomey, 1998). In light of these claims and given that the Canadian and Chinese groups did not differ from each other nor did they show a preference for blunt vs. lies in the current study, it seems that Anglophone-Canadian speakers favor ways of communicating indirectly, more similar to what has been reported for British English and Chinese participants (Gao and Ting-Toomey, 1998). The lack of preference for blunt truths over lies in Canadian participants is in contrast with previous studies showing that individualist cultures (i.e., American) favor honest, open communication over deception (Kim et al., 2008). In the literature different English-speaking groups (i.e., Anglophone-Canadian vs. American-English) have been shown to vary in their preference for open vs. deceptive communication, therefore our data reinforce the importance of culture, rather than language, in guiding pragmatic decisions in communication, such as when to use a prosocial lie (Ishii et al., 2003). Directness and indirectness may be one of the cultural dimensions playing a role in evaluating the appropriateness or predicted usage of a prosocial lie. Both American and Canadian cultures are deemed individualist, however Americans are direct (Gao and Ting-Toomey, 1998; Holtgraves, 1999), and Canadians are indirect (Holtgraves, 1999; Jonasson and Lauring, 2012). Consequently, Canadian cultures may favor a face-preserving deceptive alternative—an indirect response, over a blunt truth—a direct response—that may threaten an interlocutors face. This preference for indirectness seems to be found in both Canadian and Chinese cultures with respect to prosocial lies and may explain the trends seen in the Canadian dataset. On the other hand, German participants reported a predicted preference for using blunt comments over prosocial lies in their daily lives (Figure 3), and they rated blunt comments as being more appropriate than lies in these situations (Figure 2). Our results substantiate existing studies that conclude that German communication style is rather direct (House and Kasper, 1981; Houck, 1992; House, 1996). These promising ideas involving the interplay of numerous cultural dimensions (individualism/collectivism, [in] directness) merit more detailed study involving different groups in new communicative settings, and future work should gather additional measures of individual and regional communication style to advance work in this area. This area of research could benefit from further study of other English-speaking groups (i.e., Hong Kong, Australia) with varied politeness and social appropriateness norms. It may also be beneficial to compare smaller communities and/or regional differences. In a previous study, regional differences were also found in the use of sarcasm in which American college students in Tennessee vs. New York (Dress et al., 2008) exhibit different uses of this form of speech. This suggests that regional differences, or communities of practice may also influence the evaluation of non-literal speech including but not limited to prosocial lies and sarcasm.

A unique aspect of our study is that, for participants in two of our cultural groups (Chinese, German), impressions were derived from social interactions that un-folded in their second language and a culture different to their own. Chinese and German participants evaluated the politeness of Canadian (“out-group”) speakers, after spending only a number of months living in Canada. The purpose of this study design was to investigate how newcomers may be interpreting social interactions differently to members of the dominant culture. We expected the Chinese group to rate prosocial lies as more appropriate and to predict using them more, but this was not found. Instead, we found that the Chinese group was rating the videos similar to the Canadian group. The Chinese group, may have adapted their disposition to judge the politeness of prosocial lies/blunt remarks to what they believed reflects Canadian or anglophone standards of politeness, as displayed in the video stimuli. A previous study found East Asian (Korean) participants to have more malleable dispositions and personality traits, which may reflect greater sensitivity to situational influence (Norenzayan et al., 2002). The observed sensitivity to situational influence has been found in East Asian cultures and may begin to explain the similarity of Canadian and Chinese datasets and/or the lack of preferences for prosocial lies as expected. Additionally, Chinese participants have been spending more time in Canada on average compared to German participants. A study by Rafieyan et al. (2015) found that there is a strong positive relationship between degree of acculturation attitude toward a target language culture and pragmatic comprehension ability. Another study (Taguchi, 2011) found that in a pragmatic listening task, language proficiency but not time spent abroad, affected response time while response accuracy was sometimes affected by time abroad and other times not affected. It appears that the effect of time spent in a foreign country on outcome measures is not straightforward. For our study, including “Duration in Canada” as a factor in our analysis did not significantly alter the results. Further research could test the Chinese and German groups in their home countries and compare these results with newly integrated immigrant groups in Canada to further assess possible effects of cultural experience on social communication.

Of noteworthy discussion are the results demonstrating that despite participants of all cultural groups recognizing lies as more polite, the recognition of politeness did not correspond with significantly higher predicted frequency of use for lies. Instead, participants seem to rate the use of lies in parallel with the judged appropriateness. For example, German participants rated blunt truths as more appropriate, as well as a higher predicted usage of blunt truths. What is socially appropriate is largely governed by expectation and norms derived from beliefs about behavior (Spencer-Oatey, 2005). Within communities of practice these norms are negotiable (Mills, 2009), however at the level of cultural group, communicators depend on a certain level of overlap in their expectations in order to communicate (Culpeper, 2008). Our data suggest that politeness, despite its universality, does not exclusively govern all aspects of how we act, but rather, our actions or use of deception is governed by ideas of social appropriateness that are shaped by culture among other factors. However, further studies with larger sample sizes and testing participants within a community of practice are needed to expand the generalizability of our results.

CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

Our data provide new information on the perception and use of non-literal speech across cultural groups. While our results provide some interesting insights, the topic would benefit from further investigation with larger sample sizes, more controlled age, and education of cultural groups. Our study indicated cross-cultural differences in the perception of prosocial lies in an intercultural setting which is useful when considering immigration and globalization. Moreover, as Chao and Moon (2005) concluded, each individual has a “unique collage of multiple cultural identities” which results in non-homogeneous cultural groups. Thus, greater attention needs to be paid to how individual participant characteristics simultaneously influence social perception and pragmatic language processing in context (e.g., Matsumoto, 2007; Rothermich and Pell, 2015; Jiang et al., 2017). Within our Canadian sample in particular, several participants were first-generation Canadians who had likely experienced heterogeneity in their exposure to different cultural practices. As Bousfield (2008) has emphasized, cultures gravitate toward the use of similar communication strategies, but individuals within these cultures vary and may not reliably follow certain culture-specific patterns. Comparing larger groups with even more restricted linguistic and cultural backgrounds will assist in parsing apart group differences.

In summary, we have found that when young adults evaluate everyday social interactions in English, cultural group membership (community of practice) has an effect on the perceived appropriateness and predicted usage of prosocial lies depending on the speech intention in question. Although our three cultural groups had the same impression of how polite it was to lie in particular contexts, they varied in how appropriate they considered prosocial lies and in what conditions they would tend to tell a prosocial compared to the blunt truth. Our study provides a first step into understanding cross-cultural communication using ecologically valid, audio-visual stimuli that are close to real world situations. Future studies should elaborate on these results in reference to other cultural and regional groups, while examining how further attributes of the social context (e.g., power distance, Holtgraves and Joong-Nam, 1990) influence particular communication choices and their evaluation through the cultural lens. It may also be useful to examine cultural differences in the perception and use of other forms of non-literal speech, for example sarcasm, in order to compare and contrast findings.
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FOOTNOTES

1Our definition of culture is largely based on (Spencer-Oatey, 2008, p. 4): “Culture is a fuzzy set of attitudes, beliefs, behavioral conventions, and basic assumptions and values that are shared by a group of people, and that influence each member's behavior and each member's interpretations of the 'meaning' of other people's behavior.”
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APPENDIX


Verbal context, question, and responses used in the current study.
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Verbal context

Yeah, | was a bit disappointed in Lisa's/Peter's performance.
Ehm, | gotta go, bye!

Question

So how did you like my performance?

Final Remark (Blunt/Lie)

Blunt: You could've done better.
Lie: | thought it was amazing.

And | don't really wanna go there. Ok’ Il talk to you later, byel

And that cafe? Oh my god, that place was so strange. O, Il
talk o you later, bye!

You have to come sing karaoke with us tonight...

Did you like that cafe | recommended?

Blunt: | don't think so, | hate singing.
Lie: Sure, you know how much | love karaoke.

Blunt: It wasn't for me.
Lie: | oved the place.

And | don't really wanna go anyway. Alight, bye.

And he/she brought his/her new friend Mike, oh my god,
what a jerk. Ehm, ok, Il talk to you later, bye.

Are you going to come with me to Sarah's wedding?

So, what do you think of him?

Blunt: Nope, weddings aren't really my thing.
Lie: Yeah, it's gonna be fun.

Blunt: | don't really like him.
Lie: He's a nice guy.

And that hotel that he/she recommended, it was awful. Ok,
we'll talk later, bye!

And then he/she made us go that hideous play. Oh, here
he/she comes. Bye!

So how did you like it? (refers to hotel)

That play was really good, don't you think?

Blunt: | have to say; | was not pleased.
Lie: | have to say it was amazing.

Blunt: | wasn't amused at all.
Lie: Yeah, the acting was well done.
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MF
Native language
Second languages

Age (years)

Years of formal education

L2 Cloze Test (30)

Self rated english proficiency (scale 1-7)
Duration in Canada (months)

Canadian (n =

812
English
French (n = 14); Mandarin
NA (0= 4)
225(37)
155 (2.0)
NA
7.0(0.1)
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Cultural Group
20)

1); Hebrew (0 = 1);

Chinese (n = 20)

7:13
Mandarin
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20.8(2.7)
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5.4(08)
14.9 (6.2)

German (1 = 20)

742
German
English

266 (4.9)
17.3(4.2)
26.0(1.9)
59(0.7)
71(7.9)
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