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AN ANALYSIS OF BURMESE TELEPHONE CONVERSATIONAL
STRUCTURES BETWEEN THAI CALL CENTER OPERATORS AND BURMESE
CUSTOMERS

WHIT KRISATHAIN 5136505 LCLG/M
M.A. (LINGUISTICS)

THESIS ADVISORY COMMITTEE: SUJARITLAK DEEPADUNG, Ph.D.,
PATTAMA PATPONG, Ph.D., ISARA CHOOSRI, Ph.D.

ABSTRACT

The aim of this study is to analyze the conversational structure of Burmese
telephone conversations between Thai call center operators and Burmese customers.
The data consists of 80 conversations recorded from a call center. This study is based
on the framework of Sacks, Schegloff and Jefferson (1974), Schegloff et al. (1977),
and Schegloff (1968, 1979).

The findings point out that there are three sequences in opening sections:
summon-answer, greeting, and identification sequences. There are two sequences in
closing sections: possible pre-closing and closing. It was found that Thai call center
operators and Burmese customers use possible pre-closing strategies which are related
to their duty. In addition, in terms of turn taking, the most popular type of turn
allocation is that the current speaker selects the next speaker by using question and
request strategies. The overlapping is composed of “terminal overlapping,” “continue
overlapping,” “conditional access to the turn,” and “simultaneous talking”. Thai call
center operators produce terminal overlapping to interruptand Burmese customers
produce terminal overlapping to check understanding and produce continuous
overlapping to continue conversation. The backchannel responses contain short
verbalizations, *“yes” responses, repetition, and questions. The results show the
difference of using types and places of backchannel responses. Backchannel responses
produced by Thai call center operators usually occur after turn completion, while
backchannels produced by Burmese customers usually occur in overlapping positions

or after turn completion. The repairs consist of 1) self- initiation and self-repair, 2)
other-initiation and self-repair, and 3) other-initiation and other-repair. The second
type is most commonly found.

KEY WORDS: THAI CALL CENTER OPERATORS/ BURMESE CUSTOMER/
BURMESE/ TELEPHONE CONVERSATION/ CONVERSATION
ANALYSIS
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A : May I have a bottle of Mich ((Q1))
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B: No (A1)

(Merritt, 1976 : 333 d1alu Levinson, 1983: 304)
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EXTENDED SUMMARY

1. Introduction

Today, we use mobile phones to connect with our acquaintances or to
communicate with people from many organizations. Sometimes, there may be
problems with the telephone network, and we tend to request assistance or make the
inquiries from the telecommunication service providers. These companies, who
understood the need of customers, have also provided the information service center to
assist both Thai and foreign customers such as Chinese people, English people,
Korean people, and Burmese people. These customers, especially Burmese customers
who are living in Thailand, have called the information service center and requested
for Thai call center operators who can speak Burmese to answer their inquiries or
register promotional services for them. Telephone conversation between Thai call
center operators and Burmese customers in this kind of service is found to be unique
in characteristic.

Telephone conversation clearly emphasizes discourse structures, such as
back channel. As the interlocutors talk on the phone, they cannot perceive nonverbal
clues such as nodding or other movement which indicate back channel. Therefore, the

interlocutors have to use vocal clues, such as pitch and short verbalization, in the




JUNAINGIa WHIINRINRAD AR, (MEFEns) / 187

conversation to show that they are listening (Heinz, 2003: 1119). It is found to be an
interesting study for this unique characteristic, and from the researcher’s own
experience of having a chance to work as a quality inspector of a telecommunication
service provider to inspect the use of Burmese language in service. The researcher has
found that, sometimes when the Burmese customers wanted to register to promotional
or added services and they didn’t state their purposes clearly, or when the Burmese
customers spoke their mother tongue with local accents, such as Dawei, Karen, and
Shan, or spoke English with Burmese accent, the repair usually happened in discourse.
Likewise, when Thai call center operators didn’t explain the detail clearly or correctly,
or spoke Burmese with Thai accent, the Burmese customers tended to correct their
speech. Moreover, from the literature review, it is found that there is no study about
telephone conversational structure in Burmese. With these reasons, the researcher
decided to do the research in this topic to find out about telephone conversational
structure in Burmese and its characteristic in order to create more understanding about

Burmese language in such situation.

2. Objectives
The objective of this research is to study the structure of telephone
conversation in Burmese language between Thai call center operators and Burmese

customers.

3. Methods

The methods of this research are as follow: 1) Preparation — the researcher
has revealed related studies about discourse analysis of Thai, Burmese, and English
language. The researcher has also prepared for data collecting step by requesting a
permission to collect data from the customer relationship manager of a
telecommunication service provider and explaining the research’s objectives, data
collecting method, and the time of the collecting; 2) Data collecting — the researcher
has collected the conversation between 6 Thai call center operators and 80 Burmese

customers from the information service center of a telecommunication service
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provider on Phaholyothin Road, Bangkok. There are altogether 80 conversations
collected. The time of data collecting was 4 months, between November 2010 to
February 2011. The data collecting steps are as follow. At the first step, the supervisor
randomly opened the files of the conversation between Thai call center operators and
Burmese customers. Then the researcher has recorded those conversations with the
MP4 recorder and written down the detail about those voice recorded files. At the
second step, the data recorded with MP4 recorder were opened in Audacity program
and transcribed into Burmese alphabets. Jefferson’s transcription conventions
(Jefferson, 2004) were also used, along with other details for future search, such as the
file’s number, date, the name of the operators, the gender of the customer, and the
starting and ending time. At the third step, the transcribed Burmese scripts were
transcribed into Burmese phonetic symbols using the transcription system of Watkins
in Studies in Burmese Linguistics (Watkins, 2005). For the data selection, the
researcher chose only the records with clear voices and longer than 1 minute, in which
the elements of the conversation were complete; 3) Data analysis — the data were
analyzed according to the theory of conversation analysis by Sacks, Schegloff, and
Jefferson (1974), Schegloff et al. (1977), and Schegloff (1968, 1979).

4. Results
The conversational structures can be categorized into 5 topics, which are

1) Opening-Closing, 2) Turn-taking, 3) Overlapping, 4) Back Channel, and 5) Repair.

4.1 Opening-Closing

The study revealed that there were 7 types of opening, and the most
frequent one was the seventh type. All of the 7-type opening were consisted of 3
steps: summons-answer, greeting, and identification.

For the summons-answer, it is found that Thai call center operators used

Burmese greeting odooool /minkalaba/ “Hello” to answer the phone and to greet

Burmese customers. For the greeting of Burmese customers, it is found that they used

Burmese greeting or English greeting v>c3 /halé/ “Hello” with kinship terms, such as
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=06 /?oma/ “older sister,” oSeeco: /mimolé/ “younger sister,” and oo8: /Gomi/

“daughter.” They also used Burmese greeting with kinship terms and appellative
suffix, such as eq /j&/ “dear” in mdoeq /?omaje/ “older sister dear,” in the reply to the
employees’ greeting.

For the identification, the data revealed that Thai call center operators
identified themselves with the name of their unit/department, while Burmese
customers identified themselves with their phone numbers or immediately entered the
topic without the identification step.

There were 2 steps in closing the conversation: possible pre-closing, and
closing. It is found that there were 8 types of possible pre-closing, which were 1)
reinforcement, 2) thanking, 3) continuance, 4) topic shading, 5) topic bounding, 6)
recommendation, 7) giving reason, and 8) confirming the first reason for calling.

From the comparison of the possible pre-closing between Thai call center
operators and Burmese customers, it is revealed that Thai call center operators used
topic bounding and continuance most frequently, while Burmese customers used
thanking and topic bounding most frequently.

The study revealed that there were 5 types of closing, which were 1)
thanking exchange, 2) greeting exchange, 3) one-side thanking or bidding farewell, 4)
Thanking - bidding farewell response or answering and bidding farewell response, and
5) one-side thanking or bidding farewell - answering response. The most frequent
types were thanking exchange and one-side thanking or bidding farewell and

answering response, respectively.

4.2 Turn-taking

The study revealed that, generally, both Thai call center operators and
Burmese customers used turn-allocation in which the first speaker was the one who
chose the next speaker. It is found that there were 7 strategies of turn-taking: 1)
address terms, 2) conjunction, 3) subordinate clauses, 4) final particles, 5)
interrogative sentences, 6) requesting sentences, and 7) pause. The most frequently
used strategies were interrogative sentences and requesting sentences respectively. It is

also found that Thai call center operators and Burmese customers used different type
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of requesting sentences. Thai call center operators used polite imperative sentences
requesting Burmese customers to follow their instruction. The sentence structure of the

request was consisted of a main verb followed by terms expressing politeness ol /pa/,
or consisted of imperative particle qeoS /jame/ “must.” For the Burmese customers,

they tended to used polite imperative sentences like Thai call center operators, and
they also used requesting sentences with interrogative sentence structure to ask for the
possibility of the process from the Thai call center operators, such as “Could you
register me to that service?” Interrogative sentences used in asking for the possibility

were considered to be an indirect request in Burmese society. (Rattanaphitak, 2012)

4.3 Overlapping

The study revealed that there were 4 types of overlapping: terminal
overlapping, continue overlapping, conditional access to the turn, and simultaneous
talking. It is also found that overlapping had 4 functions: giving or requesting
information, verifying, continuing conversation, and giving additional information.
Considering the frequency of overlapping, it is found that the most frequent types
found were continue overlapping and terminal overlapping, respectively.

From the comparison of the overlapping between Thai call center
operators and Burmese customers, it is found that Thai call center operators used
terminal overlapping more frequently than Burmese customers, while Burmese
customers used continue overlapping more frequently than Thai call center operators.
Moreover, it is found that apart from the turn-taking of the interlocutors that caused
overlapping, the problem from network signal caused the delay in turn-taking and also
resulted in overlapping.

4.4 Backchannels

The study revealed that there were 4 types of back channel, which were 1)
short verbalization, 2) responding, 3) repetition, and 4) question. It is also found that
back channel had 4 functions: indicating agreement, confirming the correction,
expressing surprise, and understanding.

Considering the frequency of back channel, it is revealed that the most
frequently used types were responding and short verbalization, respectively. From the
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comparison of back channel between Thai call center operators and Burmese
customers, it is found that Burmese customers used responding and short verbalization
more frequently than Thai call center operators. Moreover, there were significant
differences in 2 aspects, which were the types of back channel and the place of back
channel. For the types of back channel, it is found that Burmese customers expressed
more various types of back channel than Thai call center operators. Thai call center

operators expressed back channel with the response expressing agreement vr0507

/hou?ke/ “Yes,” with the response and terms expressing politeness wyo5aj0l
/hou?keba/, or with the response (o35 /?5/ “I see” to express understanding. On the

other hand, Burmese customers expressed back channel with short verbalization such

as a0 /7a/ “Well,” e32:/?¢/ “Hmm,” with polite response w0530l /hourkeba/ “Yes”

to express their agreement, or with the question v305coo: /hou?la/ “Really?” to express
their surprise.
For the time of back channel, it is found that Burmese customers expressed

back channel with the response w0503 /hou?ke/ “Yes” or with short verbalization

em: /7€ / *“Hmm” to let the operators know that they agreed and were listening to the

conversation either after the operators finished their turn, or interrupting the speech of
Thai call center operators. On the other hand, Thai call center operators expressed

back channel with the response o050 /houtke/ “Yes” in their turn and didn’t

interrupt the speech of Burmese customers.

4.5 Repairs

The study revealed that there were 3 types of repair, which were 1) self-
initiated and self-repair, 2) other-initiated and self-repair, and 3) other-initiated and
other-repair. The most frequently used types were other-initiated and self-repair, self-
initiated and self-repair, and other-initiated and other-repair, respectively.

From the comparison of repair initiation between Thai call center operators
and Burmese customers, it is found that Burmese customers started repair initiation
more frequently than Thai call center operators. The process of repair initiation began

with Burmese customers using polite final particle for men or women, such as ¢p /bja/
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“Yes? (men),” and q¢ /fin/ “Yes? (women),” with high intonation, and let Thai call

center operators did the self-repair of speech. Moreover, it is found that self-initiated
and self-repair of Thai call center operators was more frequently than self-initiated and

self-repair of Burmese customers.

5. Discussion

5.1 Opening-Closing

There were 4 steps in discourse opening according to the suggestion
Schegloff (1968, 1979): summons-answer, identification and/or recognition, greeting,
and ‘How are you.” But in this research, it is revealed that there were only 3 steps,
which were summons-answer, greeting, and identification, and the order was different
from Schegloff’s study.

For the summons-answer, it is found that Thai call center operators used
general Burmese greeting terms in answering the phone or greeting Burmese
customers, while in Schegloff’s study, “Hello” was used in answering the phone, and
“Hi” was used in greeting the interlocutor.

In the greeting step, it is found that Burmese customers tended to greet
Thai call center operators with Burmese greeting “Hello” and kinship terms or kinship

terms with appellative suffix eq /j&/ “dear.” Using kinship terms with strangers

reflected the respect and politeness which the Burmese showed to the strangers.
Moreover, using appellative suffix which is usually used with people with close
relationship (Rattanaphitak, 2012) also expressed the familiarity between Burmese
customers and Thai call center operators.

Conversation closure is considered to be an essential factor to the
satisfaction of the interlocutors. The study revealed that there were 2 steps in the
closure, which were in accordance with the study of Schegloff and Sack (1973):
possible pre-closing, and closing. In the possible pre-closing step, it is found that Thai
call center operators mostly did the topic bounding which led to the closure. This is
because after Thai call center operators had registered Burmese customers to the
services, they tended to summarize the detail of the services. Topic bounding was also

considered to be a regulation of the unit/department, and the employees had to inform



JUNAINGIa WHIINRINRAD AALY. (MEIFEAS) / 193

Burmese customers before closing the conversation. Therefore, the possible pre-
closing in this type was more necessary than the rest. The second most used possible
pre-closing type was continuance, as Thai call center operators expressed the
continuance in order to persuade Burmese customers to continue using the service in
the future, and to show that the company was always willing to be in service of the
customers. The study also revealed that both Thai call center operators and Burmese
customers tended to use the pre-closing strategies which were relating to their duty.
The duty of Thai call center operators was the information providers, and the operators
tended to choose the pre-closing strategies which related to their duty by bounding the
topic or expressing the continuance. The Burmese customers who were the
information receivers or requesters tended to choose the pre-closing strategies of
thanking after the operators provided the requested information or assistance, and
topic bounding to end the request.

The study revealed that the closing type of thanking exchange was the
most used. This was because after Thai call center operators had registered the
customers to the services, they tended to thank the customers for calling and using
their services, while the Burmese customers thanked the Thai call center operators for

fulfilling their request. Therefore, this type of closure was the most used.

5.2 Turn-taking

The most frequently used technique of turn-taking was to have the speaker
select the next speaker. It is found that the strategies of using interrogative sentences
and requesting sentences in turn-taking were most used, as the topics were generally
about the information inquiry and the request to register with the service. Considering
the strategies using requesting sentences in details, it is found that there were
differences between Thai call center operators and Burmese customers. Burmese
customers tended to use polite imperative sentence structure, which consisted of the
main verb and terms expressing politeness, to request the Thai call center operators to
register them to the services. This kind of requesting sentences is considered to be a
polite requesting sentence and can be used in any context with no social factor
involved. (Rattanaphitak, 2012) It is also found that Burmese customers tended to

make a request with interrogative sentence structure to inquire about the possibility of
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Thai call center operators. This kind of requesting sentences is considered to be an
indirect requesting sentence. However, from the study of request in Burmese language,
it is found that the request related to 3 social factors, which were social distance,
power, and imposition. The factor of power is one of the significant factors in the
discourse in Burmese society. People with power are considered to be in the higher
status, for example, teachers are considered to be the most powerful one in class.
Therefore, before making request to the one in higher status, the speakers have to
consider the distance value between them. (Rattanaphitak, 2012) As Burmese
customers and Thai call center operators is not in close relationship or acquaint with
each other, it is possible that Burmese customers have to use indirect request sentence
to make requests to Thai call center operators and inquire about the possibility of the
process. Using the indirect requesting sentences also showed that Burmese customers

wanted to express their politeness to the ones who were not in close relationship.

5.3 Overlapping

The study revealed that terminal overlapping occurred with Thai call
center operators more than with Burmese customers. And it is considered to be an
interrupt overlapping. The possible factor that affected Thai call center operators’
overlapping was the rush to finish the process as fast and as much as possible in order
to answer the call from other Burmese customers. It is found that Burmese customers
tended to have continue overlapping as the Burmese customers may have an opinion
that terminal overlapping indicates the change of turn-taking and may be an impolite
behavior to the interlocutors. Therefore, Burmese customers tended to have continue
overlapping and cooperate with Thai call center operators. Moreover, overlapping
discourse of Burmese customers is similar to the overlapping discourse in Mon
society. In Mon society, the overlapping rarely occurs, and the possible affecting
factor is the social factor, in which the speakers respect the elderly ones. (Sungkaman,
2006)

5.4 Backchannels
It is found that Thai call center operators and Burmese customers chose

different types and different place of back channel. Thai call center operators tended to
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express the back channel with the response “Yes” to follow the utterance of Burmese
customers. This is because the operators have been trained and learned that this
response is a polite response in the Burmese language and it should be used in a
conversation with Burmese customers. And if Thai call center operators respond to the
Burmese customers with the responses like “Well,” or “Hmm,” which the elderly use
to respond to the ones who are younger or in the same age, it may be impolite to the
Burmese customers who are older than the operators in general. With this reason, Thai
call center operators tended to express the back channel with the response “Yes”
mostly in the conversation.

As for the Burmese customers, the back channel’s responses are more

varied than that of Thai call center operators, such as zao /?a / “Well,” and e32:/7¢/
“Hmm.” eaz: /?¢/ “Hmm?” is a response of the elderly and use with people who are

younger or in the same age. The reason Burmese customers chose to use the responses

s /72 / “Well” and e3:/?¢/ “Hmm” may be because the customers considered the

Thai call center operators to be younger than or in the same age as them. Therefore,
Burmese customers use these responses as the back channel to the operators. But

generally, Burmese customers tended to use polite responses for back channel, such as

w0503 /houtke / “Yes,” to express their attentiveness and agreement, and e(035 /5/

“| see” to express their understanding.

For the place of back channel, if is found that, generally, Thai call center
operators tended to respond after Burmese customers have finished their speech, while
Burmese customers tend to use short verbalization, such as “Well” or “Hmm,” both in
the middle of the operators’ speech and after the operators have finished their speech.
The possible factor affected the place of back channel may be the language skill. The
language skill of Thai call center operators isn’t as fluent as the language skill of the
Burmese themselves, and Thai call center operators may have to listen to the whole
speech in order to respond to the Burmese customers. With this reason, the back
channel of Thai call center operators tended to be at the end of the customers’ speech.
On the other hand, the Burmese customers have better skill in the Burmese language
than Thai call center operators, so they didn’t have to listen to the whole speech, but
they can guess and understand the meaning the operators wanted to convey, which
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resulted in the back channel occurred both in the middle of the Thai call center
operators’ speech and at the end of the speech.

5.5 Repair

The study found that other-initiated and self-repair has occurred more
frequently than the other types of repair. This finding is in accordance with the study
of Schegloff et al. (1977) which suggested that other-initiated occurred more
frequently than self-initiated. Moreover, after considering the result in detalil, it is
revealed that initiation by Burmese customers and self-repair by Thai call center
operators, as well as initiation by Thai call center operators and self-repair by Burmese
customers, these two were mostly found in the study. There are 3 possible factors for
these initiations and repairs, which are language competency, chances, and politeness.
For the language competency factor, it is because the operators didn’t explain clearly,
used incorrect grammar, or pronounced English words with Thai accent. This resulted
in the misunderstanding or unclear information of the Burmese customers, and the
Burmese customers tended to start the initiation and have the operators did the self-
repair. On the other hand, when the Burmese customers spoke Burmese with local
accent, or pronounced English words with Burmese accent, the repair usually occurred
in their speech. As for the factor of chances, it is for the ones, who did the initiation,
gave a chance for the other, who mispronounced the words and didn’t speak clearly, to
consider their mistakes and repair their speech. (Schegloff et al., 1977: 377) And for
the factor of politeness, Rattanaphitak (2012) has suggested the choices of politeness
in Burmese. Burmese people choose the level of politeness according to power, social
relation, and respect to the others’ feeling. It is possible that, both Thai call center
operators and Burmese customers chose to do the initiation but not repairing to the
others is because they may not want the others to feel that they have flaws in their
speech. With this reason, they tend to start the initiation and let the other do the self-

repair. And this behavior also expresses the politeness in saving each other’s face.
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