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"Bowel Quaking Pessimism": An Ethnographic Examination of Competence and Complaining in The Forensics Community Nichelle McNabb, Otterbein College Jose Pepe Cabara, University of Nebraska



Abstract Previous literature indicates that complaining is a negative form of speech. While the forensics community does not value constant complaints they do not avoid them either. Perhaps, being immersed in a culture devoted to argument makes them more likely to embrace complaints' potential for building trusting relationships. Forensics team members from a Midwestern university told us that complaining is a common and open occurrence in their culture. Yet, complaints generally occur in a humorous tone. We conclude that complaining behaviors are so important to the forensics culture we examined that one cannot be a competent communicator without complaining competently. We also suggest that competent complaining may help negotiate life in a society that thrives on competing thoughts. Forensics teams spend a great deal of time together over the course of a season. Team members meet for work sessions, provide each other with feedback, and they rely on others to complete part of the team's work (working with a partner in the case of duo, preparing files for extemporaneous speaking, and doing debate research). Individual events teams also spend hours traveling together in cramped vans and team members struggle to determine what restaurant the team should dine at. What we are arguing is that forensics students face conditions where they are likely to spend a great deal of time complaining about travel conditions, each other, feedback from judges, and other topics. Those complaints demand attention from other students on the team, coaches, and the Director of Forensics. In the forensics community, students not only complain, but the training the activity provides in critical thinking skills likely expands the complexity of the complaint itself. Our concern is with whether complaining is always negative. When forensics students complain, does it create a negative atmosphere, expose differences, and make people feel bad? Or, are the complaints productive because they bring issues that students feel strongly about out into the open, generate discussion, and allow coaches and directors to solve problems? In the most general sense, we see the act of complaining as expressing discontent. Alberts (1988) defined complaints as "statements of dissatisfaction with the actions (or lack of action) of another" (p. 185). Our broad view expands the more focused definition Alberts (1988) had of complaining. For the purposes of this study, we find it useful to broaden the scope of what
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complaining is because we consider complaining to also be an expression of dissatisfaction about one's circumstances. Moreover, it becomes useful to allow those in the community to define complaining themselves. It is our belief that in an argument culture, such as a forensics team, there will be much dissatisfaction with both the people in the speech community and the circumstances in which people in the community find themselves. We begin by reviewing previous research regarding complaining. Much of the body of literature regarding complaining is centered on two themes: couples' relationships and business communication. Among the research on complaining couples, Gottman (1982) found that unhappy marriages are positively related to the seriousness of domestic grievances; or one partner being perceived as too critical of the other. Additionally, Gottman argued that complaints could spiral, or escalate. Thus, Alberts (1988) concluded that complaining is problematic for married couples and that studies have focused almost exclusively on strategies for responding to complaints. Finally, Alberts (1989) reacted to the lack of research regarding couples' complaint topics, by creating a typology of what couples complain about and a typology for how partners respond to those complaints. In this typology, Alberts argued that couples complain about: behavior, personal characteristics, performance, complaining, and personal appearance. Part of our exploration includes both a detailed look at one particular context where complaining exists and complaint topics. Generally, existing research has focused on relationships among intimates. The nature of complaining in other interpersonal relationships remains relatively unexplored. Thus, we expand existing research by exploring another context for complaining. The second line of research on complaints, involves complaining to businesses (Day & Landon, 1977; Garrett & Meyers, 1996; Martin & Smart, 1994). Krapfel (1988) examined the influence that customer interaction style and appearance had on retail sales employees' willingness to comply. This research revealed that both style and appearance influence compliance. In two areas related to complaining, Soritin (2000) wrote about "bitching" and Burchard (1999) examined "venting." Soritin examined female bitching in an office context, and explained that bitching is unjustified complaining which is indirect and goes on for a more extended time period than complaining. Burchard conducted an ethnographic study of resident assistants' venting behaviors. He noted that venting is sometimes used interchangeably with complaining, but it is different because venting focuses on framing the problem more than on the specific nature of the problem. There is also disagreement regarding the impact of complaints. Researchers indicate that while complaining can be problematic, it also has potential benefits. Johnson and Roloff (1998) noted that Gottman identified complaining and criticism as a factor in leading to divorce. Alberts (1988) argued that complaining behavior is problematic for married couples, "Complaint behavior was chosen as the area of examination because complaints
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are pervasive, problematic and likely to be connected to a couple's relational satisfaction or adjustment" (p. 184). Newell and Stutman (1991) examined social confrontation and argued that among the problematic situations which might arise, were complaints. Moreover, they suggested that, "The bulk of research on problematic situations investigates how an individual will respond to being reproached" (p. 362). However, the research also indicated that there might be some positive outcomes of complaining. One possible positive outcome of complaining might be to clarify a problematic area and improve it (Johnson & Roloff, 1998; Newell & Stutman, 1991). Alberts (1989) suggested that in relationships, people must negotiate ways to handle their differences, and complaining is often a means to that end. Second, complaining might help to reduce hostilities in a relationship as people have a chance to vent. According to Johnson and Roloff (1998), "Presumably, engaging one another over a topic of disagreement could allow intimates to vent hostility, clarify perceptions, create change, and improve their relationship" (p. 327). Another reason to examine complaining is to determine whether its' impact is positive, negative, or both. Finally, there have also been ethnographic studies of complaining behavior. Rosenberg (1990) conducted field observation of the complaint discourse of the !Kung Sun of Botswana. The elderly there are well cared for and respected according to western standards, Rosenberg argues. Yet, it is the norm for elderly !Kung Sun to complain that their families neglect them. The elderly rarely express appreciation, but they do complain, even when it is not justified. However, complaining does not have the negative stigma it has in American culture. Although they take a serious tone when complaining, it is considered humorous. Rosenberg concluded that the !Kung Sun live in a culture where the ideal is that "every person is directly obligated to meet the needs of every other person all the time. Because this is an unattainable ideal, they have much to complain about" (p. 36). Aleman (2001) did an ethnographic study of complaining among the elderly. She argued that complaining is central in revealing the identities of the elderly she spent time with. This is because through complaining, people connect with some and separate from others. Aleman also noted that complaints function as a means of exerting control over the environment that the elderly find themselves in. Finally, complaints are used to express the loss of control the elderly are experiencing and an awareness of the conditions in which they find themselves. Katriel (1991) wrote about Israeli griping rituals. Griping, in Israeli culture, is disavowed. At the same time, it seems to be an expression of national character. Katriel noted that Israelis gripe about problems. Griping can be about national or local topics. It is generally not personal, however. Katriel stated, "Personal problems can be the topic of griping only insofar as they are incorporated into the discussion of some aspect of the current situation (e.g. as 'an example of or 'as evidence for')..." (p. 39). Additionally, a justified
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complaint does not constitute griping. Katriel pointed out that people gripe in order to relieve tensions and frustrations. Griping tends to produce a sense of solidarity. Yet, it is viewed as unproductive in terms of seeking solutions. However, Katriel is forced to compare Israeli griping to communication in America. This suggests that there should be more specific research on Americans' griping or complaining behavior. The existence of the empirical data about complaining couples and consumers can be expanded to interpersonal relationships versus those of intimates or strangers. Our argument is that by examining complaining behavior on one particular team, coaches and directors can learn about the role and function of complaining behavior. Instead of attempting to suppress complaints, perhaps complaining can contribute positively to the team's identity. Second, by exploring the behavior of a team that dealt with complaints positively, perhaps we can learn something about how to deal with complaints in a healthy manner. Finally, we think that being a member of a forensics team, which exists for the purpose of creating artistic messages that are brought into competitive formats can help to teach students how to complain competently. Why Forensics? One context in which to examine complaining is within a forensics, or speech team. Democracy is founded on an assumption that allows for dissent, a marketplace where ideas compete. A forensics team is a group of people whose identity revolves around communication and debate. Because argumentation is so important in this culture, this is an interesting context in which to examine complaining. Thus, we will examine what it means for a member of the forensics team to be a competent complainer. What is the nature of complaining among members of a forensics team? What, if anything, makes complaining in this speech community unique? How do people complain in this context? What purpose does complaining serve for them? The nature of the forensics activity seems to make complaining likely for at least four reasons: First, complaining seems likely to occur because of the nature of travel arrangements. Generally, on this team, fifteen to twenty people travel to a tournament each weekend. This means that there needs to be a common departure time, which is bound to inconvenience someone. The departure time is often at four or five o'clock in the morning, which is much earlier than most college students are used to getting up. Moreover, all fifteen to twenty people on the team must eat at the same restaurant, travel in confined van space, and make stops whenever someone needs to. Finally, the accommodations at the Super 8 Hotel, or other similar establishment where four students share a room, inevitably provides further propensity to complain. Second, students may sometimes disagree with each other. The nature of the activity as one in which a team earns points, means that competi-
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tors must rely on each other. If someone does not attend practice, does not put in enough time working on events, or fails to memorize a speech, other members of the team may face a situation in which disappointment reigns supreme. Possible contexts for complaints about other students include: students who may not listen attentively in the audience, some tournaments may make mistakes in tab rooms, they may feel that other teams overstate their accomplishments, or they may feel that a judge dislikes their work. Third, coaches set performance requirements that students have to meet in order to travel to tournaments. Students may occasionally feel that the demands of those requirements compete with their ability to have free time or to work on their courses. This certainly could create frustration. Additionally, coaches occasionally argue for changes in students' performances, which students may dislike. After all, the speeches are students' ideas. Given students' ownership of ideas, it seems likely that suggested changes to their speeches might result in complaints. Sometimes questioning those ideas may seem somewhat personal. Finally, students receiving written critiques on a regular basis may be another possible cause of complaints. Rice and McGowan (1997) argued, "Learning to accept criticism and negotiate defeat can be a painful, albeit rich experience" (p. 72). Trimble (1994) suggests that "students do receive the dreaded 'Nice job, tough round, 6/70' ballot" (p. 12). Ross (1984) suggests, '"Good job-tough round' - hardly assists a student in improving his or her performance. Worse, weakly-articulated reasons for a judging decision can prompt unjustified student attitudes about competition" (p. 35). Consequently, students may complain. According to Mills (1991) "complaints about (judges') comments or a lack of comments are not unusual" (p. 31). Method Descriptive theoretical framework The framework that we used in order to code complaints is Hymes' (1972) speaking mnemonic. This framework was used by Katriel (1991) to examine Israeli griping rituals: topic, purpose, channel, participants, setting, key, and act sequence. We also used Hymes' category of norms. Hymes' framework is appropriate for assessing all speech events because all speech events have these components. According to Braithwaite (1997) "this framework is the investigative tool used by ethnographers of speaking to organize the ongoing interaction that they observe. SPEAKING is understood here as a system that can be viewed using the ethnography of speaking descriptive framework as the 'lens'" (p. 430). There are five benefits to using Hymes' framework. First, this is an adequate framework to use because it addresses the issue of what makes a member of the forensics team a competent complainer. Questions such as: What do forensics students complain about? Why do people complain? Does complaining have both positive and negative impacts? How do others feel



22 ---------------------------------------------------------------------



Spring 2006



about witnessing complaints? How do they react? When people complain, do they do it in e-mail, phone calls, writing, or in person? Where do people complain? Is there a routine/ritual to complaining? Second, the categories specified in this framework are observable. One can record the topic of complaints, the reasons for complaining, the communication channels through which participants complain, the setting, the tone of the conversations, and the sequence of the exchanges. Additionally, competitors can be asked about their complaining behaviors in interviews. Third, there are a relatively small number of categories, which makes recording them a relatively manageable task. Fourth, this framework has been used to examine a similar phenomenon, such as griping rituals. Because this framework was used to examine a similar phenomenon in another culture, our findings could be compared to Katriel's concerning the use of complaints. Context A Midwestern University forensics team was observed in this research project. The team was in its one hundred and third year of competition. There are twenty-four competitors on the team, and there are five coaches. Coaches act as guides and mentors for the students participating in forensics. They help the students select and prepare the various speech and debate events in which they compete. Four of the coaches are graduate students and there is also a full time director of forensics. Eight (of the twenty-four) students participate in Parliamentary debate and four students participate in Lincoln-Douglas debate. There are twelve returning members of the team and there are twelve freshmen. The team's class standing breaks down as: four seniors, one junior, seven sophomores, and twelve freshmen. Over the course of the year, the forensics team attends approximately fifteen invitational speech competitions, two national individual events tournaments, and Parliamentary Debate Nationals. The average tournament is four to six hours away, and competitors frequently stay in hotels while competing at tournaments. Data Gathering The data for the study was compiled from five sources: seventy-five hours of observation, eight formal interviews, eight informal interviews, minutes from team meetings, and messages posted on the team listserv. Observations. We have approximately 75 hours of observation. The observations at tournaments and during travel were dictated to a tape recorder and transcribed after the observation (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995). This technique was used so that the observer could be in the moment and interact. Also, it was used to avoid having the observer look odd with a pad and pen in situations where such behavior was not warranted. However, the observations of the team meeting and squad room were transcribed in context. People observed writing notes during a meeting is commonplace. Also, the writing
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while participating made it less likely that we would miss something important or significant. Interviews. Each researcher conducted four formal interviews with a semi-structured interview approach. We devised a list of topics (questions) around our descriptive framework, and from the data found during the observations, that guided the interview discussion. The semi-structured interview format was purposeful in that it allowed us the freedom to ask numerous probing questions. The interviews were conducted in a neutral setting, and were audio recorded for accurate quoting. The interviews were approximately 35 to 45 minutes in length. In addition to the formal interviews, we also conducted about the same number of informal interviews. These interviews ranged from simple in-passing conversations to small-talk about school. The informal interviews operated primarily as perception checks. Documents. The team elected a member of the team to serve as secretary. That individual took minutes at team meetings and then made them available to all team members and coaches by posting them to the listserv. Because one of us was a member of the coaching staff of the team, it was easy to print off the minutes for 16 team meetings. In addition to the minutes, we also printed off relevant communication exchanged through the listserv. Moreover, we had access to ballot sheets from the various tournaments that the team had attended. Data Analysis Once we gathered our data, we followed an analytical pattern similar to that of Bogdan and Biklen (1992). We first jotted down ideas independently on every transcript and document. We looked through each other's transcripts and provided notations and highlighted themes that emerged from the data. This process provided the foundation for when we collaborated to try out the themes. We met several times to discuss and compare the themes that surfaced in our independent analyses. We then played with the concepts in order to construct categories of analysis. Independent modified Q-sorts were helpful in breaking down the larger sections of our framework into manageable and understandable subcategories. Verification Strategies Philipsen (1982) suggested that validity equals the adequacy of a description as a representation on an observed situation. From this perspective, validity is a continuum, not an absolute. We must talk about validity in terms of the degree of validity. In this section, we discuss how we attempt to achieve the highest possible levels of validity and reliability. We made sure that our observations were valid by triangulating data gathering and peer debriefing (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). We drew from observations, interviews and documents. Throughout this project, we met to discuss the various things we had discovered independently. This helped shape the outcome of this study in addition to increasing our confidence in our
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results because we were able to check each other's perceptions. Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggested thinking about the "dependability" or "consistency" of the results obtained from the data. Thus, we were careful in choosing informants. Miles and Huberman (1994) proffered numerous types of sampling. We located informants that complied with the five characteristics of good informants established by Spradley (1979): a good informant (a) is thoroughly enculturated, (b) is currently involved, (c) is from an unfamiliar cultural scene, (d) has adequate available time, and (e) is unanalytic. Although a few of our informants were first year members of the team, each person we spoke with claimed to have enough previous forensic experience to be aware of the customs and courtesies of the forensic speech community. All of the informants were indeed currently active in forensics as either a participant or a coach. Although one of us was familiar (and currently involved) with the cultural scene, the other provided enough cultural un-awareness to provide an un-assuming perspective. The fact that we both "saw" the same thing meant that it was likely there. Finally, we created clear analytical constructs and categories for coding. Through the meetings we had, we came up with clearly identifiable themes and codes for each theme. According to LeCompte and Goetz (1982), our first concern with internal reliability was to use low-level descriptors. We used multiple verbatim examples from our observation and interview notes and transcripts as well as the team documents and correspondence. We focused our analysis on the terms used by the participants. Another way of improving internal validity is having multiple researchers. Having two researchers allowed us to perform peer examinations as well. As stated in a previous section, we peer reviewed independent theme constructions and examined each other's writing. Finally, we had each interview taped so that we could revisit the original data if needed. Insider/Outsider When observing a group, there are advantages and disadvantages to being either an "Insider" (member of the group) or an "outsider." We will first discuss the role of the insider. Because one of us is a coach on a forensics team, she can get access for us to observe a variety of behind the scenes" or "backstage" contexts as Goffman (1959) would suggest. Complaining might be observed: in vans, at work sessions, at official team meetings, at tournaments, and when students are talking in the team room in between coaching sessions and classes. Because she is a normal part of that context members of the team would be less likely to alter their normal behavior around her. In addition, member status gave us access to the listserv documents with relative ease. We also feel that the members of the team may confide in her because of familiarity. Moreover, her coach stature might have made the participants feel important from the attention. However, being an insider also presents potential challenges or limi-
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tations. Although the insider status gave us benefits of access and trust, the informants may have assumed that she already knew about the information we sought. Also, a coach might unknowingly come across a situation where informants tell her what they think she wants to hear. The outsider of us provided several benefits as well. He had the ability to play dumb, giving the unstated push for the informants to fully explain issue in their responses. Because the outsider is perceived as knowing little about the speech community, the informants may also have told him something that he or she may have assumed that an insider would have known. In addition, the outsider provided insight for questions that the insider overlooked. However, outsider status also poses some potential challenges. The informants might have withheld information from the outsider for fear of giving out team secrets. Moreover, the outsider may not know the pertinent or relevant questions to ask or the terminology in order to communicate in the speech community. As an ethnographic researcher, it is impossible to avoid both of these role challenges because one would seem to be either an insider or an outsider, by definition. Allen (2004) noted: Advocates of the "insider" view argue that it is only those who are closely immersed in the field of study who can ensure an authentic account. Others make the counter claim, that the "outsider" position is a preferable stance as it is free from the potential for bias that arises from too close an affiliation with the research subjects or "going native" (p. 15). We feel that we limited perceptual difficulties by working together as an outsider and an insider. According to Fitch (1994) "for qualitative data to be admissible as evidence for claims about social life: (a) The researcher should have been deeply involved and closely connected to the scene, activity, or group studied" (p.36). Clearly, as an insider, one of us was. Fitch (1994) continues, "(b) The researcher should achieve enough distance from the phenomenon to allow for recording of action and interpretations relatively uncolored by what she or he might have at stake" (p.36). This, we are arguing, is the outsider advantage. Working as a research pair allowed us to "triangulate" or perception check each other's observations. Indeed, LeCompte and Goetz (1982) suggested, "Ethnographic conclusions are qualified by the investigator's social role within the research site. Other researchers will fail to obtain comparable findings unless they develop corresponding social positions or have research partners who can do so" (p.37). Finally, we took as many precautions possible in order to protect the people who were involved with this study. We were candid in the voluntary nature of their participation with the observations and interviews. Names were changed in the transcription of each of the observations and interviews. The audiotapes of the interviews are secured.
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Findings Participants Complaining takes place among team members: students and coaches. There seems to be a bit of a hierarchy for determining which members of the team can speak generally, and complain more specifically. Thus, at formal team meetings complaints about members' needing to work harder, prepare more, and work with coaches more are frequently heard. Those complaints come primarily from the director of forensics who conducts the meeting. Other coaches occasionally add comments, and people on the team who are more experienced members or who have achieved a particular status, such as competing in a final round at the national tournament are allowed to add comments. It is not as though there is a formal rule dictating that freshmen cannot complain at team meetings, they just tend not to. If a student has a complaint with a coach, it is typically not dealt with in public out of respect for that coach. Sabrina, a new coach to the team, pointed this out, "Complaints about the coaches are totally taboo. I've never heard, ever, a complaint about another coach... The strongest complaint I've ever heard about another coach is, 'they're taking a long time to find a piece [of literature for a student to perform]'" (Interview 4). This could be because she is a coach, but we also observed that no students complained about coaches publicly. However, they may well do so in private. Further evidences for the existence of a hierarchy can be found in the steps that the students discussed to deal with their complaints. They said that they would talk to the person one on one, and if that did not work, they would seek advice from a more experienced team member, and then, they would go to the coaches (See act sequence). Clearly, this indicates that a hierarchy exists. Topic Where the team sits. We found that members of the forensics team complain about issues of commitment to the team, relational concerns, and the activity. First, team members complain about other team members' commitment to the activity and to the team. Topics ranged from others' work ethics, the importance of the team in people's lives, failure to work on events as much as is the expected norm, and keeping appointments. Within this category we also placed complaints about personal sacrifice, such as: some weeks spending forty-five hours on team related tasks, giving up sleep and food while at tournaments, leaving early for tournaments, and hands aching from carrying debate boxes. When asked if there were other things that team members complain about, Monica responded, "... events and stuff... just sometimes how you approach the team, umm, where it sits in people's lives, priorities and stuff can cause a little bit of conflict..." (Interview 6). Every respondent interviewed indicated that people complain about issues of prepa-
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ration. Relational. Second, members of the forensics team complain about relational aspects of interaction. They talk about these topics much like others make small talk. Monica said in her interview, Uhh, well there are sort of topical arguments, usually those aren't so, they are conflict, but I don't see that as being really deep since we do debate on the team a lot, and you know, it's kinds of accepted that you're supposed to get in arguments about stuff like that at some point in time (Interview 6). I asked her what these arguments were about, and she replied, "... usually it has to do something more with like religion, or you know, something that strikes at people's own beliefs and values" (Interview 6). While some might perceive these types of spirited discussions as threatening, this is something that members of the forensics team do for amusement. As she said, it is expected. Thus, relationships seem to be less affected by statements of disagreement, than the literature would suggest is the norm (See norms section). In interviews with members of the team, they indicated that people complain about others' personalities, such as someone talking too much or using off color humor. That judge hates me. Finally, members also voice activity related complaints. Among the greatest of these complaints were focused on judges and judging. Sabrina told us that she frequently hears complaints about judging, "They often say, this judge must hate me. I hear this all the time, this judge hates me, when clearly, the judge doesn't hate them, they don't even know who they are" (Interview 4). Bev complained, for example, that she wished the judges would offer more suggestions for how to make her speech better, rather than just pointing out what was wrong with it (Field notes, October 27, 2001). Ross was asked if there was anything about forensics that he did not like. He explained that he disliked the subjectivity in judging sometimes, I think that a lot of the need for change within forensics is like, getting away from a paradigm, especially a judging paradigm, based on physical appearance... Uhh, and, I remember last year, seeing some of ahh, the awards at AFA it was very rare that you would see someone who was large in build, up there in the final round.... I don't know if it's blatant, or if it's just ahh, you know the natural human attractiveness cycle or style or whatever, but it just seems that, with all the different things that go into a judging paradigm, that appearance has to be one of the things that naturally falls in there, whether you realize it as an adjudicator or not (Interview 5). Other activity related topics include: making judges judge too many rounds, harsh evaluations from lay judges, tournaments running long, the
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travel schedule, hotel and restaurant choices, and the budget disparity between teams. Typology of complaining. Our findings confirm Alberts' (1989) findings. Alberts argued that couples complained about: behavior, personal characteristics, performance, complaining, and personal appearance. Forensics team members too, complain about behavior. For example, when they complain that a team member is not working hard enough, or someone is late, these are behaviors. Second, complaints about people using off color humor, talking too much, or trying to exert too much power are aspects of personality. Complaints about performance involve complaining about how something is done. When team members complain about the level of commitment or "where the team sits" in others' lives, these are performance complaints. Is there complaining about complaints in this culture? Yes, there are metacomplaints. For example, we observed a coach in the judges' lounge complaining about her team's complaining. She indicated that the students "think they have the right to vocalize what they want for lunch" (Field notes, November 10, 2001). She commented that students' say they are sick of McDonald's and Burger King and then they drag that stuff into her office all the time. She suggested that she was frustrated because on a team, it is impossible for everyone to have what is desired. This, metacomplaining also occurs in forensics. Finally, team members do not, as couples do, complain about personal appearance. However, they do complain about topics related to the forensics activity. Thus, it seems that some complaint topics may be similar across cultures, while there are also some distinct topic choices related to the relationships of the people involved. Purpose Me me me We identified three categories of purpose: self, relational, and task. Members of the forensics team complain in order to fulfill personal needs, in order to enhance a relationship, or to get something accomplished. The kinds of personal needs we found were venting/releasing tension, to be heard, and to get reinforcement or boost self-esteem. First, team members complain to fulfill their personal needs. At one tournament, a student approached the author who was coaching, with a ballot. She had received a ranking of fourth in the round, after the coaches had praised this speech for the previous week. She marched up to the author who was coaching and said, "You've seen my speech, read this," and handed off her ballot. It seems as if she just wanted positive reinforcement here. In spite of the fact that this one judge disliked the speech, she wanted to hear that it was a good speech (Field notes, September, 29, 2001). This served her personal esteem needs. Alberts (1989) suggested that most complainers want acknowledgment that their feelings are valid. This seems to be the case here as well. In order to confirm that people complain for a specific purpose, we
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asked the interviewees why people complain? Ross said, Well, because they are dissatisfied. Because they feel like the situation isn't such that, that they can stand without either first expressing their dissatisfaction, meaning like they have to make their feelings known or else they'll feel like they're just keeping it bottled up inside... (Interview 5). Our research concurs with Burchard (1999) who argued that venting is a verbal outlet for distress; expression makes people feel better. This seems to also be the case with complaining. Relational maintenance



Second, we found that complaints serve relational needs. Among the relational aspects of interaction that we identified were: establishing trust, maintaining relationships, getting emotional support, and building trust. Part of the culture of the team is to enjoy arguing about philosophical issues. When asked why people on the forensics team complain, Steve commented, "Trust is what we get out of it. We can trust people who are honest and will tell us" [when something is bothering them] (Interview 7). Burchard (1999) says that venting can help develop bonds, maintain close relationships, and provide a sense of control. In this sense, the same is true of complaining. Get it done



The third reason that people on a forensics team seem to complain is to accomplish a task. Members told us that they complain to get things done, to motivate people to work, and to make people aware of concerns. For example, two debaters tried to convince the author who was coaching at the time to take them to a tournament in Ohio (Field Notes, September 29, 2001). They made arguments such as: "we will not see these teams at the other tournaments we go to," and "we need to know what cases people are running so that we can stay up to date with our research." When they were told that the team could not afford to send them, because three national tournaments create a lot of expense, they dropped the topic. They were trying to accomplish change, and when it became obvious that they could not achieve this goal, they let it go. Additionally, every interviewee noted that coaches complain when expectations are not being met. Steve stated in his interview, "Coaches kind of have an obligation to say we're falling behind on events and we need to pick it up now" (Interview 7). Monica seconded that perspective. She was talking about the Director of Forensics and she said, "... he's a coach, he needs to express the dissatisfaction because his goal is to make sure that we're living up to our potential" (Interview 6). Channel. Members of the team use immediate and non-immediate channels for communicating with each other. Immediate channels include speaking in person at team meetings and talking on the phone. Face-to-face oral communication takes place in coaching sessions, at coaches' meetings,
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in the squad room, in the van on the way to tournaments, and at tournaments. Non-immediate communication channels include: e-mail, use of the listserv, written messages placed in competitors' mail boxes in the team room, answering machines, and written notes left for people on the team's bulletin board. Sometimes the topic dictates the form of channel that is utilized. For example, one competitor wanted to vent about the lack of cooperation she was getting from a member of the coaching staff, and at the same time to request the assistance of another coach. She obviously e-mailed the coach directly instead of posting this message on the listserv (Interview 4). There seems to be an awareness that using the listserv can promote more intense language choices and thus, a greater reaction. Marc posted this comment as a response to something written on the listserv, "If anyone has a personal problem with someone else, that is just fine, but deal with them one on one. 'Calling people out' on the listserv is just going to make everyone defensive" (Listserv Document, December 12, 2001). Additionally, it seems that students are more likely to voice complaints about team decisions over the listserv. Often, coaches do not even read the debates that occur on the list serve. Coaches are more inclined to use this channel in order to make the entire team aware of a decision, such as where the team is meeting to leave for a tournament, departure times, and assignments. Scene Alberts (1989) noted that couples tend to complain privately or in front of only the couple or immediate family members. Members of the forensics team, too alter their complaining behavior based upon where they are. In team meetings, the coaches complain, but students rarely do so. Perhaps this is because the coaches control this context. They called the meeting and they determine how it progresses. Additionally, the room is a fairly formal room. It is a large conference room with a series of big tables and fairly new office chairs. The dissertations that fill the room's shelves, give it an academic feel. Moreover, a dedication plaque to a successful departmental alumnus from the 1950s, and former team member, who returning students met at last year's forensics banquet, hangs on the wall to signify the success to which they all aspire. This formal environment reinforces the existence of a hierarchy. In the squad room, anyone may freely complain. This room is not unlike a clubhouse. Frequently, coaches and students hang out in the team room when they are not in classes, and chat with whom ever is around. Coaches and students frequently hang out in the squad room when they are not in classes. Thus, people speak informally and freely there. The author who coached this team was helping a student do some research on the computer in the team room one day, and she got out a critique from a tournament and told me that she thought her judge was really irritated with her. Roscoe was working in his office with the door open, so he joined in the discussion.
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She went and got the ballot and showed us and the three of them all chatted about it (Field notes, October 17, 2001). However, if a student was upset with a coach, she or he would probably speak with that coach privately. For example, one day the author who was coaching was working in her office and Chris came in and asked to speak with her. He said that he thought the requirements that debaters had to meet in order to justify spending money for them to travel to tournaments, were too much. Chris said that he was having trouble finding time for his classes and the work he did for the team. The author who was coaching assured him that eventually, the coaches would reduce those requirements, but that initially the team had a great deal of work to do to get ready for the early tournaments. Chris would not have criticized the coaches' decisions publicly; but privately he felt free to talk openly. He may have been afraid of how his coach would react to being questioned publicly. This could be considered a challenge of sorts, were it public. When the team attends tournaments, coaches and hired judges evaluate their speeches and rank order them. Thus, there are people from a variety of schools around at the tournaments. The team sees some of the same teams/people every week. So, there is a need to be careful of what people say. Coaches warn their team before the first tournament never to complain in public at a tournament. Sabrina stated, "We have a rule that (at tournaments) they complain in the van, and not in public" (Interview 4). The last thing a competitor would want to do is to complain about a judge to a member of his or her team and have that judge find out. Even complaining about another competitor could be problematic if coaches or competitors who take offense hear it. Thus, no complaints about people should be stated at tournaments. In fact, coaches even warn their teams not to complain in the bathroom, so that no one overhears. Finally, a context can yield certain kinds of complaints. Activity related complaints (about tournaments running long, restaurant choices, lack of sleep, hotel accommodations, and judging) occur more when competitors are at tournaments (Field notes September 29, 2001; October 17, 2001; October 27, 2001; November 10, 2001). This is intuitive, because it makes no sense to complain about travel related topics when one is not traveling. Conversely, commitment related complaints, do not tend to occur at tournaments. Once the team gets to a tournament, they are a team. These types of complaints were observed primarily in the team room or at team meetings, when coaches are trying to push students to work harder (Field notes September 29, 2001; October 17, 2001; October 27, 2001; November 10, 2001). Key Complaints seem to begin with a humorous tone. In the team minutes from October 9, 2001, Chris complains about a team member talking too much in a team meeting,
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"Ross talked, & talked, & talked, & talked, & talked, talked, & talked, & talked, & talked (Sylvester began to cry here) & talked, & talked, & talked, & talked, & talked (shoot me!), & talked, & talked, & talked, & talked, & on the 7th day he rested (Ross you are still a stud, & we love you too... just not as much as Steve.)" This is a way of complaining, which is also entertaining. It lets the person know what he has done right up front, but in pleasant way. In a second example, the Director of Forensics was explaining to the team that they needed to work harder and be more productive (Field Notes, November 6, 2001). Instead of expressing his disappointment in the current effort, he said, "Right now, we need to be feeling bowel quaking pessimism." Clearly, this is a humorous way of phrasing the request for greater effort. A third example comes from the team minutes October 16, 2001, Students were told that they needed to work harder. This is how it was reflected in the minutes, "We are the same as last year right now, and that is not good. As of now we are getting slapped around like red headed stepchildren and we are not even getting close to our potential. The time to work is NOW!!! We all have high potential and we just need to get our heads out of our asses and get to work!" The red headed stepchildren comment was included for humor value. In order to confirm this use of humor, we asked about it in interviews with team members. When asked if this tone is something she frequently sees, Bev replied, "Yes. I do. Totally" (Interview 8). Every interviewee said this was typical of initial complaints. Sabrina reported, "Usually when we complain about other team members, it's usually done in a joking way, and usually that person is present" (Interview 4). Ross indicated that a humorous approach is more likely to gain compliance from students. He said that at the college level, competitors have many demands on their time. If the coaches and others who complain were too demanding, the response might be negative. He said that someone might reply, "You're making all these demands and yet, you don't seem to understand, like what demands I have in my own personal life" (Interview 5)? He pointed out that he has seen competitors on other teams "flatly refuse" to do what is asked of them, due to a less jovial tone. Steve also said in his interview that because team members do not receive scholarships and the kinds of rewards that college athletes get, a humorous tone initially is better received than a more serious tone might be. He states, "Yelling might work in the Army, but the type of personalities that do forensics react better to not taking things so seriously. (He then refers to the director's comment about bowel quaking pessimism.) He said, "Like even though he did that in a joking fashion, I think we all understand" (Interview 7). The fact that this is a group of people who enjoy writing speeches, developing arguments, and playing with language may make them more likely to use a joking tone. In fact, Berry (2001) found that the high school forensics team he examined used a lot of humor in their interaction. The examples
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of joking above often include some clever use of language. Additionally, such jokes might not be perceived as being nearly so threatening to people existing in an argument culture, such as forensics. During his interview, Steve told us that it seems as though people in the world beyond forensics usually perceive constructive criticism as an attack, but people on the forensics team do not (Interview 7). Perhaps this is a result of the constant critiquing process that forensics competitors go through. They get frequent critiques from coaches, peers, and judges. According to Sabrina, "In real life, when we want to complain, we go to a source that we know won't tell that person. But that doesn't really exist on the team, because everyone's so close. And so, typically people will get complained to face to face, and it's usually done in more of a good natured joking way" (Interview 4). Thus, while the literature on married couples indicates that complaints can often spiral out of control and be problematic for the relationship, there might be less perceived threat here. Even so, some team members believe that there is a fine line between joking and seriousness. Monica says, for example, "... there is a fine line between joking and being serious. Some students joke more than others" (Interview 6). However, Roscoe, one of the coaches, suggests that sarcasm is a way of sugar coating the truth (Interview 1). Instead of yelling at someone, the point is gently but directly made. Alberts (1989) found that couples claimed that they strongly disliked complaints "delivered in hostile ways, with yelling, criticizing and ridicule" (p. 140). Moreover, Boxer (1996) argued that indirect complaining serves an affiliative function; it can create camaraderie. Within the context of the forensics community, it certainly creates a sense of who the group is. Freshmen enter the group and sit quietly and listen to such comments, until the end of the first semester. Sabrina pointed this out, "freshmen are often shocked by the ways that we talk to each other and are often dumb-founded that we are able to be so open with each other" (Interview 4). Once they become enculturated, the freshmen often begin to join in. Thus, a competent complainer in this community usually begins his or her complaining with a humorous tone. Should this approach not work, however, complaints can also be more intense in tone. Monica stated, "Well sometimes, since we are on a speech team with big personalities, it gets direct.... But there have been tournaments where I have seen fights, well not physical fights, but yelling at each other and feelings hurt directly and not just in a joking manner" (Interview 6). This, however, does not seem to be the dominant approach to expressing complaints. Burchard (1999) argues that the tone of venting was dictated by the importance or depth of what was bothering the venter. This may be the case here as well. We assume that relational complaints might be more likely to escalate, than complaints about judging, or carrying debate boxes. Act Sequence As was indicated above, complaints begin with a humorous tone.
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If that approach does not work, then the complaining can get more direct. For example, Steve discussed a situation in his interview, where students were failing to show up for peer coaching, and initially people kidded each other about their failure to attend. But this did not get the desired results, attendance. Thus, Chris became frustrated with this situation and sent out an e-mail letting people know that the lack of effort was noticed and not appreciated (Interview 7). If there was a personal conflict with another person on the team, which was more than simply finding someone annoying, team members indicate that instead of humor, they would approach the other person directly. Steve suggests that he would go to the other person one on one. If that did not work, he would ask the advice of more experienced team members who knew the personalities involved. He suggests that they might have a better idea of how to deal with that person. Finally, if that approach did not work, he might ask a member of the coaching staff for advice (Interview 7). Ross offered similar advice in his interview, ... they might consider going to the student and having a frank and open discussion with them, to try to resolve it. Or, to have, ah, the student officers possibly talk with this person, or, ah, having the director of forensics possibly becomes involved with that as well. Ahh, like my own perspective is that, if you can deal with the problem in a civil manner yourself, that that's probably preferable, because, the more people you involve, first the more risk that it's gonna get blown out of proportion, and then second, that there's just not gonna be the most favorable solution... (Interview 5) Norms Interaction. Philipsen (1992) indicated that a rule is a prescription for how one should act. There are some prescriptions for what counts as competent complaining behavior on a forensics team. We noted complaining needs to follow guidelines set up by coaches, and it should appear to be justified. First, different coaches set up different guidelines. Roscoe said in his interview, that he has what he terms a "ten minute rule" for complaining (Interview 1). This rule specifies that students can review their ballots in the van. Once they have done so, they have ten minutes to voice complaints. However, they must avoid personal attacks on judges. Another coach, indicated that she allowed students to look at their ballots in the restaurant, but applied the rules that if anyone from another team entered the restaurant, the ballots went back in the envelope immediately and without further comment. A third coach was observed telling students that they were each allowed to express one complaint after viewing ballots. (Some students exercised the right not to complain) [Field notes, October 27, 2001]. The normal approach for prescribing expression of complaints in response to judges' ballots, is
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varied based on who the coach in charge is. Hymes (1972) identified two types of norms. The first is norms of interaction. Hymes described it as, "What is intended here are the specific behaviors and proprieties that attach to speaking - that one must not interrupt, for example..." (p. 63). The norms that coaches establish regarding complaining are behavioral norms. For example, students may not complain about judges where people from other teams or the judges may hear that. Or, students may not complain all the way home. Instead, they are afforded ten minutes for such talk. Interpretation. Second, there seems to be a norm regarding perceived legitimacy of complaints. Hymes (1972) also talked of norms of interpretation. Hymes pointed out that norms of interaction "may still leave open the interpretation to be placed upon them... Norms of interpretation implicate the belief system of the community" (p.64). We are interpreting that the team's negative response to certain complaints implies a requirement for complaints that they perceive to be legitimate. First, teammates get irritated when people complain about things that cannot be changed. For example, field notes from October 27, 2001 indicate that one student complained about the roads being too hilly. He suggested that the group take another route home, but the coach knew no other way home. He said, "Well I'm going to vomit, and I'm not going to clean it up because this road is too hilly." This was not well received. Members of the team groaned and booed him because this complaint seemed unreasonable to them. It seems unlikely that anyone could easily change the landscape or chart a new course without a map of the state. Second, complaints must be related to a serious concern. For example, Ross was complaining in a team meeting, that people had been taking pop from the team room without paying. He went into a long explanation about how the team makes money from the pop. The team minutes from October 9, 2001 represent this event, "Big Ross is pissed about pop, don't anger him or else you will be wearing cement shoes sleeping with the fishes. Yes, his mafia WILL kill you and make you into a bloody, icky mess. So pay or DIE!!!" The mafia comment is a humorous way of making the point that perhaps Ross is taking the pop sales too seriously. Day and Landon (1977) suggested that perceived legitimacy of the complaint is vital to whether or not the complaint is expressed. Thus, our observations confirm this finding and suggest that when a complaint is not legitimate, the response is to react negatively to it; in this case complaining about the complaint. Alberts (1989) argued, that our culture (American) has strong sanctions against complaining publicly. This also seems to be true for members of the forensics team. The above examples indicate that coaches place limits on complaints, and try to keep team members' complaints from being heard by others in the speech community. Additionally, as we indicated in scene, there are some places where complaining is discouraged, such as public gatherings, when people from other universities are gathered around. Finally, the fact that people complain in vans, in hotels, in team meetings, and in the team
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room, indicates that they complain when they are "backstage" as Goffman would say. Discussion In this section, we will address limitations to the study and insights for the forensics community. First, we do tend to cite fairly heavily from interviews number five and six. However, these are seasoned members of the team, who have competed for at least three years at the college level. They have experienced many different combinations of coaching staffs and students. These two informants have been on the team longer than any other team members or coaches who are presently associated with the team. At the same time, we consulted with a fair mix of people with various attributes, in order to gain a greater perspective. For example, we interviewed six students and two coaches. We interviewed two people who have been associated with the team for three years, four people who have been associated with the team for two years, and two people who are new to the team this year. It is possible, that more experienced members of the team are aware of some things that new people are not. At the same time, it is also possible that people who are very experienced, are less aware of some behaviors because they are so much a matter of their every day lives that they cease to notice them anymore. Thus, this mix of experience levels is beneficial. Future Research Future research might examine judges' complaining behaviors specifically. In reviewing documents for this paper, we examined judges' ballots. We thought we saw judges sometimes using their ballots as an outlet to complain. However, when we asked informants in interviews who in the community expressed dissatisfaction and where they expressed it, we did not get a response that judges complain on ballots. However, it is possible that informants were just thinking about their teams, and thought that they were not really in a position to observe judges in a context where they might complain. Insights for the Community Alberts (1989) presented a typology of topics couples complain about. We also found that the forensics community complains about: behavior, personal characteristics, performance, and complaining. However, we did not find that personal appearance was a topic of complaints. We did find, however, that people on the forensics team frequently voiced activity related complaints to the group and usually in front of others (unless the situation was really growing serious). This leads us to conclude that there are some topics that people tend to complain about, in general. In addition, we suggest that there are topics that are also shaped by the unique situations of a particular speech community. For example, forensics students are more likely
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to complain about "where the team sits" in each other's lives or judges who "hate" them than previous research on couples' complaints. Knowing what students are most likely to complain about is useful. Coaches, directors and students alike can use this information to prevent a need for complaints or to establish means of dealing with them. For example, the team we observed seemed to have clear ways for dealing with complaints about judges. Some coaches allowed one complaint from each competitor, some allowed ten minutes of complaining, and most of the coaches in this program put some limitations on the context where students were allowed to complain. If there are teams who have not considered these types of guidelines, doing so might be helpful. It is useful to know that forensics students like to argue and complain about a vast array of topics. Many teams find themselves arguing about topics such as: religion, current events, and philosophy. Thus, people who are new to a team may feel alienated at first because they do not yet enjoy such banter. Additionally, our informants said that members of their team appeared to be more up front. That is, if they find someone on the team's behavior problematic, they tell them. This too, might make new team members feel out of place. If coaches are aware of this behavior, they can address that the team addresses complaints so that they do not grow into major problems. None of the literature that we reviewed on complaining made a direct link between communication competence and complaining. While the literature did note potential benefits of venting and raising issues for negotiation, the literature on couples' complaints indicated that complaining is an overwhelmingly negative form of speech. However, while the forensics team did not value constant complaints; they did not avoid them either. Perhaps, the fact that this is a culture devoted to argument and debate makes them more likely to embrace complaints as offering potential for building trusting relationships. Interviewees told us that complaining is more common, and in a sense a more open occurrence in this culture. It is open in the sense that people generally do not say things behind each other's backs that they would not say to each other's faces. Yet, complaints begin in and generally occur in a joking or humorous tone. It is our conclusion, that complaining behavior is so important in this culture, that one cannot be a competent communicator without complaining competently. This may result from the fact that students in this culture are constantly critiqued. Students write draft after draft of speeches, and judges, peers, and coaches constantly critique their ideas. Our findings concur with the previous research on the positive effect of venting and the importance of privacy in complaining. Previous research (Alberts, 1989; Burchard, 1999; Johnson & Roloff, 1998) indicated that expressing dissatisfaction about a situation could function positively as an emotional release. In our discussion of purpose, informants told us too, that complaining made them feel better. Moreover, Alberts (1989) argued that privacy was a key aspect of complaining. Our research also revealed that team members complained primarily in private contexts, such as the squad
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room or the van. At tournaments, which are very open public contexts, complaints are less likely to occur. Coaches might be inclined to perceive complaining as problematic or frustrating behavior. However, since conducting these observations, the author who coaches has viewed team complaints more positively. When students feel free to complain there must be some degree of comfort and trust among them. In many ways it means that the individuals are forming a team when students and coaches feel free to tease each other about being late or making unreasonable demands when ordering at a restaurant. The author who coaches forensics, for example, now has a competitor on her team that everyone refers to as "princess" because when she joined the team she was a little spoiled. Not only is this student not threatened by this complaint, she signs emails and notes to team members "princess." Moreover, she seems to be altering her behavior in positive ways because she is aware that people notice it. Thus, we might learn to embrace the positive potential of complaints and defuse some conflict spirals. Additionally, knowing that a joking tone increases compliance and is considered to be more understanding by some students is useful because it can help us relate to our students. As one informant told us, students have incredible demands on their time. When you add to that the fact that students often do not receive scholarships, work really hard (doing draft after draft of speeches), travel long distances and return home tired and with school work to complete for the week, go without sleep, etc. the tone of coaches' complaints matters. If there is a joking tone, as the informant told us, students are more receptive to changing their behaviors. Finally, our findings might be used to extend our knowledge of communication competence. Perhaps complaining is not primarily a negative factor. Rather, it's appropriate expression might make a communicator more competent. Thus, if an individual is having problems fitting in a context, it may not be that he or she complains too much, but rather she or he may inappropriately voice complaints. Because complaining is so pervasive in the forensics community, knowing what team members are likely to complain about, considering strategies for dealing with complaints, and embracing the idea that complaining can be a positive sign can make travel and time spent together a better. For these reasons we encourage coaches, students, and directors of forensics programs to consider complaining in a new light.
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