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Abstract

Based on the notion of meta-representation proposed by Sperber & Wilson, this study analyzes echo utterances in Chinese
complaint hotline interactions, categorizing them into quotative and reconstructive echoes. Quotative echoes, relying on
metalinguistic resemblance, involve the literal reproduction of prior speech and are used predominantly by customers to voice
moderate, within-framework resistance. In contrast, reconstructive echoes, based on interpretive resemblance, fundamentally
reset the cognitive framework of the talk and serve as a deep intervention strategy. The choice and function of these echo
strategies are fundamentally shaped by the power dynamics inherent in the institutional setting. Customers, typically in
low-power positions, employ quotative echoes to tentatively resist proposed solutions and highlight procedural-personal
disconnects, while strategically using reconstructive echoes to overturn the epistemic framework of the talk into a deontic one,
thereby moralizing their complaint. Conversely, agents, positioned within the institutional authority, overwhelmingly use
reconstructive echoes to systematically convert customers' personalized, emotional narratives into neutral, technical, and
solution-oriented terms. This discursive process institutionalizes the complainable and functions to naturalize existing power
relations. Ultimately, this meta-representation perspective elucidates how the very nature of the complainable is not pre-formed
but negotiated through a continuous struggle between personal experience and institutional procedure. The study concludes that
effective complaint resolution hinges on this dynamic interplay, achieving a balance between procedural justice and the
acknowledgment of humane needs.
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1. Introduction

“Utterances which repeat as a whole or in part what has utterance, as illustrated in Excerpt (1), where the lexical item
been said by another speaker” [1], is referred to as an echo “%F /iy (doubts) in Line 1 is repeated in Line 2:
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Table 1. Excerpt (1).

1 Agent: {ER LR BLIETT REOC T IX —HUl B A — L858 A, ik
But it seems that you still have some doubts regarding this matter, so |
2 Customer: AFEHEIR, BER, RAHABER?

Not about doubts. Doubts, what doubts do I have?

Complaint hotline interactions are in situ practices where
the customers and the customer service agents (hereafter
referred as agents) negotiate to make complainables explicit
in a certain form [2]. Complaints are of constitutive and ne-
gotiated nature and are shaped by interactional contingencies,
such as how the trouble is described, how the agents respond
to or affiliate to the customers [3]. For instance, a “well”-
prefaced answer acknowledges the complainability in ad-
vance and can forestall overt complaints by showing aware-
ness of the problem before the customer voices [4]. Echo
utterances contribute little to the propositional content. But its
repetitive features make it natural linguistic resources for
negotiation, as to repair, register receipts or manage the topics
of the interactions [5]. Then how do echo utterances inform
the shaping of the complaints? How do the strategies of using
echo utterances differ between customer service agents and
complainants? How do these differences reflect power dy-
namics in institutional discourse? These questions are central
to this study. Based on the authentic complaint hotline data,
this research examines echo utterances from the perspective
of meta-representation, aiming to identify the specific
grammatical forms of echo utterances in the complaint hotline
interactions, and gain insight into the cognitive mechanisms
and power dynamics underlying the patterns of echo usage.
Consequently, this study employs the theoretical lens of me-
ta-representation to investigate how these repetitive acts
function as strategic tools in the negotiation of complaints and
power.

2. Echo Utterances: Features and
Functions

Echo utterances, defined as repetitions of prior utterances
[1], are generally categorized into two types. The first is a
narrow "formal repetition,” involving the exact or partial
replication of a prior turn's grammatical and lexical structure
[6, 7]. The second is a broader "independent repetition,"”
which permits modifications to the original form while re-
taining its core logical and semantic meaning [8, 9]. A key
characteristic of both types is the recurrence of linguistic
elements from a previous speaker's turn.

Within the sequential organization of conversation, echo
utterances operate as core components of Turn Construction
Units [2]. They typically occur at Turn Relevance Places [2],
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functioning as a key resource for turn management. Recent
research on Chinese interactional data highlights their role in
facilitating smooth turn transitions, and in sequential exten-
sion [8, 10, 11].

Echo utterances deal with the non-truth-conditional ele-
ments of the prior utterances, including presuppositions, im-
plicatures, stylistic choices, morphological form, pronuncia-
tion, and emotional connotations [12]. So, they are inde-
pendent of the truth value of the echoed proposition. In Chi-
nese echo utterances, this meta- representational function is
frequently marked with quotatives such as “/#775" (so-called),
which allow speakers to project their subjectivity without
interference with the truth value the prior utterances [11, 13].

The subjectivity expressed by echo utterances—from
alignment to resistance—depends decisively on their sequen-
tial placement [9, 14]. Those in the third and fourth position
of the sequence usually express affiliation [9]. When an echo
utterance conveys a negative stance, it typically signals a
divergence from the original viewpoint and target the appro-
priacy of the prior utterance rather than its truth conditions
[15]. On a spectrum of subjectivity, the strength of this eval-
uative force increases with the degree of divergence from the
original utterance [16]. At the interactional level, expression
of subjectivity helps achieve intersubjectivity, enabling par-
ticipants to negotiate and align understanding [13, 17].

Taken together, prior research suggests that echo utterances
can be characterized by three defining features: linguistic
repetition, independence from the truth value, and expression
of subjectivity. These properties underscore their fundamen-
tally metalinguistic nature, setting them apart from utterances
that directly represent a state of affairs. By reprocessing and
re-representing prior speech, echo utterances reveal speakers’
metacognitive capacities and stance-taking practices. Build-
ing on this foundation, the present study examines echo ut-
terances in complaint interactions, analyzing how selective
repetition is deployed as a meta-representational strategy for
cognitive monitoring, stance negotiation, and the manage-
ment of power relations within interaction.

3. Theoretical Framework:
Meta-representation and Echo
Utterances

Meta-representation is “a representation of a representa-
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tion,” where a higher-order representation embeds a low-
er-order such as an utterance, thought, or proposition [18].
The concept connects directly to the distinction between the
descriptive and interpretive uses of language. Descriptive use
involves language describing a state of affairs in the world,
while interpretive use involves language representing another
representation (e.g., a thought or utterance) that it resembles.
Interpretive use, which is the basis of meta-representation,
relies on resemblances of various types, including “perceptual,
linguistic, logical, mathematical, conceptual, sociolinguistic,
stylistic, typographical” [19] Formal or linguistic resemblance,
as in direct quotation, is called metalinguistic resemblances
while the semantic or logical resemblances, as in indirect
quotation, is called interpretive resemblances [18]. An utter-
ance can exploit both simultaneously, as in the following case

of a mixed quotation cited by Sperber and Wilson “according
to Mary, I am ‘neglecting’ my work™ [19]. Here, the phrase
'neglecting my work' metalinguistically resembles Mary's
exact wording, while the overall clause interpretively repre-
sents the proposition she expressed. Meta-representations of
thoughts rely typically on interpretive resemblances [19].
Informed by the typology of resemblances mentioned
above, this study analyzes echo utterances by categorizing
them into either quotative echoes or reconstructive echoes, as
is shown in Figure 1. Echo utterances are a specific type of
interpretive use where a speaker meta-represents another's
utterance or thought to express their own attitude towards it.
The discussion is limited to the parts within the dashed box,
with detailed criteria and Excerpts provided in Section 4.
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Figure 1. Conceptualization of echo utterances informed by the Meta-representation theory.

4. Data

The data for this study are derived from 10 authentic com-
plaint recordings uploaded by complainants to their personal
accounts on a Chinese social media platform:
www.bilibili.com'. These recordings involve complaints
across various sectors, including bank services, telecommu-
nication service, online game platform, online shopping
platform, and social media content censorship, totaling 152
minutes and 06 seconds in duration and transcribed into
22,141 Chinese characters.

With the three key defining feature mentioned above as
criteria—Ilinguistic repetition, independence from the truth

value, and expression of subjectivity—88 cases of echo ut-
terances are identified. They are categorized either as quota-
tive echoes or reconstructive echoes. Quotative echoes con-
tain, in whole or in part, the original linguistic forms of the
prior utterance, mixing both metalinguistic and interpretative
resemblance. In some instances, quotative echoes employ the
linguistic constructions, such as “i X” (still X), “#ix X
(you said X), “Z1 X" (just X). A particularly notable subtype
of quotative echoes is the echo question, where reproduction
is embedded in interrogative constructions such as “X, &/ 2"
(X, isn’t it?), “/7°Z4 X (what X?), “E 4 X (how X?), “ %
114 X (why X?), etc. Excerpt (2) is an instance of an echo
question.

Table 2. Excerpt (2).

Agent:

JEAEIRRER,  AERCR AR PR R AR AR S S XU R BRI, IR R G XA [ EAA AT RO B T i, ST

B RE R T, BB EE SR RRE — N THLE R
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Sir, in such cases, the handling of rights protection is based on the documentation provided by both the buyer and the seller. If
you do not agree with this resolution, you may escalate the matter to a senior representative of customer. Please ensure your
phone remains accessible for follow-up communication.

Tk, HAIE? mPE BRI A FEIE? A AFRRIE? WEILA A FRRIEN, B, ERBS
(o MR AN, LR — BB, RIS AEIE?

TN o

Customer:

Documentation, what documentation? What documentation does a senior representative of customer base on? What factual
basis is there for it? My documentation is all fact-based—official state invoices, national tax invoices. After all this time with
video evidence, the seller has been persistently unreasonable. What documentation are you basing your decisions on?

towards the former.

By contrast, reconstructive echoes involve reformulating
the prior utterance through semantic mapping rather than
direct repetition. They primarily exploit interpretative re-
semblances without reproducing the original wording. Ex-
cerpt (3) illustrates a case of reconstructive echoes.

In Excerpt (2), the customer’s turn in line 2 contains four
echo questions, which reproduce lexical items from the prior
turn, including “ #Z #£” (documentation), “&X % 43" (a
senior specialist), “#&#(is based on). The construction “/7-
4 X (what X) is used for reproduction. It is a typical case of
quotative echoes, which draw on both metalinguistic and
interpretative resemblances, though they lean more heavily

Table 3. Excerpt (3).

1 Agent B RS XA B2 4 B M B A IMEI, BUNERRAERAT M ATH IR, Frolgt R ISR sk it & R
gent T MK IR —NER T FAE S, sz QBT EN I W SR 2 T ASZ IR

But actually, for this fund retention control, there is a way. Since you opened the account at our Guangzhou branch, for

this savings card, any offline branch counter in Guangzhou can actually handle it—any branch that is open can handle it.

2 Customer: LR, FRIESRIRVRE T, SRS RITEICIA S A W&, AR, B, R, RATEA A,

HWRARKIF A, RE S AL @EL RN R A XA A ?

Just a few transfers came in, and you froze it. And now you still think there’s no problem. Don’t you still think, ‘hey, we

have no problem, it’s all your problem; you can go unlock it at the counter yourself’? Isn’t that what you just meant?

Unlike the previous excerpts, Excerpt (3) does not repro-
duce the exact linguistic items of the prior turn. Instead it
contains two expressions forming semantic mappings with the
prior turn: “ &7/ (there is a way) in Line 1 aligns with
“J& & (no problem) in Line 2; /47 sZ#” (branch
counter can handle it) in Line 1 aligns with “# £ #” (go
unlock it at the counter) in Line 2. It involves the secondary

processing of the original expressions and tends towards
interpretive resemblance.

Based on the criteria, 49 cases of quotative echoes and 39
cases of reconstructive echoes are identified. The distribution
of different types of echo utterances among the different ini-
tiators is presented in the following table:

Table 4. Frequency of Echo Utterances by Initiators and Types.

Initiator
Types
Customers

42 (85.7%)
33
9

Quotative Echoes
Echo Questions

Others
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Agents Row Total
7 (14.3%) 49 (100%0)
3 36
4 13
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Initiator
Types
Customers

Reconstructive Echoes 23 (59.0%)

Column Total 65 (73.9%)

Agents Row Total

16 (41.0%)
23 (26.1%)

39 (100%)
88 (100%)

Note. Percentages for the main categories (Quotative and Reconstructive echoes) are calculated based on their row totals. Within the Quotative
Echoes category, Echo Questions are the major sub-type, accounting for 73.4% (36/49) of the category. A chi-square test of independence was
performed to examine the relation between echo type (Quotative vs. Reconstructive) and initiator role (customer vs. agent). The relation was
significant, }2(1, N = 88) = 8.03, p =.005. The effect size, Cramér's V =.30, indicates a moderate association according to conventional
benchmarks. This result suggests that customers are significantly more likely to use quotative echoes, while agents show a greater propensity

for reconstructive echoes.

5. Analysis

By using quotative echoes and reconstructive echoes dif-
ferently, customers and agents express subjectivity, each
seeking to manipulate the framework of the complaint inter-
actions to their own advantage.

5.1. Quotative Echoes: Covert Resistance
Within the Framework of the Prior Speech

In quotative echoes the linguistic forms of prior speech are
reproduced either with or without the linguistic construction.
The reproduction maximizes metalinguistic resemblance, thus

preserving the cognitive framework of the original speech.
However, by selectively reusing the specific linguistic com-
ponents for reproduction and secondary representation, quo-
tative echoes function to express skepticism while not seeking
to overturn the underlying framework of the prior speech.
This constructs a stance of moderate resistance. In the dataset
of 88 echo utterance cases of the present study, quotative
echoes constitute 49 cases (55.7%). Of these, 42 were initiated
by customers, which indicates that their primary function is to
enact a covert resistance against the institutional discourse.

Excerpt (4) is a case of quotative echoes initiated by cus-
tomers.

Table 5. Excerpt (4).

WRBA FHIRE, REILE A= RATEMER DMK — MG RJed, ARIEEX R SHE,

1  Agent:

TR IEA ] s ?

Provided there are no abnormal statuses, the system will normally release the pending status for your account within
three days. Mr. Zhu, | wonder if you are satisfied with this explanation? Do you have any other questions?

WA 1 T, RN RS, UREURSS 11X 3 THR, I H BTSRRI — s, T

2 Customer:

TN, AREIER, EWAE.

PSR AT — RAMAE S o ARTIBUEARIEWEAHR, XAMRIER, IRITHEMRAT RS ? R AR T HEK T 7 RRE

There's still over 10,000 yuan that you didn't freeze; you only froze these 30,000 yuan. And you did it without any
alert. If you had just notified me, it would have been better—I could have prepared a day in advance. You now still
think this is very... very normal? You are China Merchants Bank, right? Have you got water in your brain?" You've
given your explanation, and you think it's still normal, and ask if I'm still satisfied.

In Excerpt (4), the customer uses metalinguistic resem-
blance to enact a covert resistance. The original representation
of the agent’s turn in line 1—* & 4 IF 7 237 = K A EER BT
/7 (the system will normally release the pending status for
your account within three days)— frames the situation within
a standardized, institutional procedure. The subsequent ques-
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tion, “ANA7E BX] E FEAZ 2% & (1 wonder if you are satis-
fied with this explanation?), further reflects a scripted, pro-
fessional register. In Line 2, the customer strategically quotes
the keywords /£ 7 (normal) and /% & (satisfied) from the
agent’s turn, using the “zZ X (still X) construction to form
two quotative echoes. This rhetorical maneuver semantically


http://www.sciencepg.com/journal/ijll

International Journal of Language and Linguistics

http://www.sciencepg.com/journal/ijll

alienates these terms, casting doubt on their validity. In the
customer’s turn, the abnormal and dissatisfying experience of
fund freezing is recounted together with the bank’s “normal”
“satisfying” routine procedures, highlighting the gap between
the disaffiliation in the agent’s turn and the “satisfying” cus-
tomer service acclaimed by the institution, as well as the
disconnection between institutional discourse and the cus-
tomer’s lived experience. So, the strong skepticism of the
customer is expressed toward the agent and is used to chal-
lenged his high power-position in the talk.

Metalinguistic resemblance in Excerpt (4) helps retain the
original cognitive framework of institutional discourse, and
express the speaker’s subjectivity. Words like “/Z 7’ (normal)
and “J# & "(satisfied), which were originally used by the
agent to represent institutional success, are transformed in the
customer's echo into markers of institutional failure..

Quotative echoes allow customers to express subjectivity
within the original institutional framework. This balance is
essential for customers in a low-power position to effectively

advance their complaints toward a resolution. But the subjec-
tivity expressed by quotative echoes discourage their use by
the agents, whose neutrality is required by their institutional
role. Any expression of subjectivity by agents may be
mis-interpreted as the institution’s stance, creating undue risk.
This dilemma explains the agents’ avoidance of quotative
echoes in the data (only 7 cases).

5.2. Echo Questions: Overt Resistance Within
the Framework of the Prior Speech

Echo questions constitute the largest type within quotative
echoes, 36 out of 49 cases (73.5%). Echo questions not only
reproduce the linguistic forms of the prior utterance, but also
use interrogative operators, like “.& 4 “(how), “ % 1}
4 ”(why), and “/7Z4 ”(what), to deconstruct the proposi-
tional basis. They deliver an overt resistance but still preserve
the original cognitive framework of the prior utterance. Ex-
cerpt (5) is a case of echo question.

Table 6. Excerpt (5).

1 Agent HHE AR 7 2 R RE S I R 2 B A2 (A, I SRR K 7 SR B SEAT 2 B TR AL, A

In my opinion if the seller is willing to offer you a compensation amount, and in my opinion this settlement proposal has

no problem, then

2  Customer:

N A BARGERTF? A AZARGEAR? R HE? IRAEUE? A BRI A2

Why is it in your opinion? Why is it in your opinion? Who are you? Who are you? Why is it in your opinion?

In Excerpt (5), “Z % 7% (in my opinion) from the agent’s
turn is reproduced in the echo question in line 2, being em-
bedded in the interrogative construction “ %//-4 ”(why). The
echo question focalizes the agent’s subjectivity, as expressed
in the reproduced phrases, and makes it problematized since
in institutional discourse the agent’s subjectivity should be
downplayed because of their institutional identity.

By functioning as a type of metalinguistic negation, the
interrogative operators in echo questions target the appropri-
ateness—rather than the truth—of a prior utterance. Conse-
quently, their primary discursive function is to challenge
cognitive frameworks [20]. The customer's echo question in
Excerpt (10) targets the phrase “Z % 77" (in my opinion),
contesting its appropriateness and highlighting its incongruity
with the agent's institutional role. This use of an interrogative
operator serves to make the customer's resistance to the pro-
posed plan explicit.

Besides, interrogative operators in echo questions also
function to initiate a new question-answer adjacency pair so
as to redirect the original trajectory of the ongoing sequence.
This is particularly effective in countering an agent's institu-
tional strategy. For instance, in Excerpt (10), the agent uses
“Zf(then) in Line 1 to signal a turn closure and impose a
solution. The customer's subsequent echo question, “ 4774
72 (Why s it in your opinion), pre-empts this closure
and successfully steers the interaction in a new direction..

The echo questions by the customers in the complaint in-
teraction express an overt resistance by negating the appro-
priateness of the prior utterance and redirecting the ongoing
sequence of the talk. Echo questions by the agents are rare: 3
cases in the present data. All are used to confirm the infor-
mation mentioned in the prior utterance, as is shown in Ex-
cerpt (6).

Table 7. Excerpt (6).

1 Customer:
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RS R RAT T .

Well, that is the thing. My main story quest in Genshin Impact

can’t progress normally in the main game.

2 Agent:

WA, GPR, AR, RILFRER—T, B

- conflicts with the (promotion) activity. As a result, |

VLI FEAE G LA 55 S B A ph s 2

Okay, | see. Please wait a moment while | check on my end. Are you saying that your main story quest conflicts with the

activity?

The agent’s institutional role demands a posture of accom-
modation and problem-solving, making the overtly resistant
and sequence-redirecting moves as echo question strategically
counterproductive. Therefore, the agents' use of echo questions
likely serves a different, more affiliative function, confirming
understanding in the present study, whereas the customers' use
remains a potent marker of disagreement and a direct challenge
to the agent's authority or claims.

5.3. Reconstructive Echoes: Resetting the
Framework

Reconstructive echoes reset the cognitive framework by

reformulating the linguistic forms while retaining the seman-
tic core of the original representation. Agents use reconstruc-
tive echoes to target non-literal or formal aspects of a cus-
tomer's utterance. By using interpretative resemblance, they
translate the customer's speech into institutional talk without
altering its core propositional content, thereby minimizing
potential offense. Here, reconstructive echoes serve to align
customer requirements with institutional procedures, and to
place the problem within the institutional framework without
negating the customer's experience, thereby achieving inter-
subjectivity and forging problem solution.

Excerpt (7) demonstrates how an agent uses reconstructive
echoes to reset the framework of user needs.

Table 8. Excerpt (7).

b2 FEE RIS (B B ARG L, ARETHEE . W, X, SRS MRS S AR 55 At EORIZAS NPC fE ORI EL, P DAFR#

L CUSIOME bk FEHET R, AT AN T )

He has locked the gaming time to the evening, and it cannot be adjusted. Then, the tasks in the promotion activity require
this NPC to appear during the daytime. So, I simply cannot continue playing the game or participate in the activity at the

same time.
A ULIX AN B[] o T

That is to say, there is a time conflict.

2 Agent:

In line 1, the customer explains a bug in the game, which
does not allow him to play the game and participate the
promotion activity at the same time, the agent initiates a re-
constructive echo, “#L4Z g/ /i) 7 (that is to say, there
is a time conflict) (line 2). It recontextualizes the customer's

personal experience narrative, reformulating it into a clear
technical issue through meta-representation, aligning both
parties' cognition, and facilitating problem resolution.

Excerpt (8) is a case of the reconstructive echoes initiated
by the customer, when his complaint was rejected bluntly.

Table 9. Excerpt (8).

A LT I

Understood. Accordingly, we have helped re-apply for you to the fullest extent we deem possible.

It's not about you trying to help to the fullest extent you deem possible; you must help fix this problem for me.

1 Agent mE, REMEMEL, FrUBRMNCER TR
2 Customer: AR AREERE IR, RAIREEH LM I A )8
3 Agent:

PRESUE, AL REE R K, RFE—A, AR AR IR M A TR BRI R ek

Just to be clear, the gift card is tied to your account, and our team manages both. Regarding your specific card
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So, you're saying you are the gift’s, you are the manager of the accounts, but you still can't resolve this issue? Is that what

4  Customer:  IR{RI B ZMERALS R, HREKFWEE, WREMBHRAT XA, 2?2
you're saying?"

5 Agent: WSS T I, IR
We genuinely cannot resolve this, and for that, we are deeply sorry.

6 Customer:

IR BEALFL A AR ERFERTZIWT, IRANGE, SRR R SR VR Xl e 2 BRI i T,

Then transfer me to someone who can resolve! If you won't, so you're basically stealing my money? Is that it?

Excerpt (8) contains three instances of customer recon-
structive echoes. In the customer’s turn in Line 2, “AZ# /K
afREEZBE” (It's not about you trying to help me) first
negates the agent's expression through a combination of ne-
gation operators and quotative echoes. The subsequent ut-
terance “ A2 IR Z7EFAE I 1N (you must help fix this
problem for me) in Line 2 forms syntactic and lexical map-
pings with the agent's promise “7# /& & #7 #1i7" (helped
re-apply for you) in Line 1. Notably, the customer replaces the
epistemic adverb “/% 7/ 757 (to the fullest extent we deem
possible) in Line 1 with the deontic modal verb “Z2” (must) in
Line 2, resetting the framework and altering the illocutionary
force of the utterance. In Line 4, “ K2 /7 57, 1RL4PEAN
77 (you are the manager of the accounts, but you still can't
resolve this issue) make explicit a presupposition embedded
in the prior turn—the presupposition that "managers should
solve problems.” It shifts the framework of the talk to a de-
ontic one, reconstructing the agent’s professional identity as
negligence of duty. In Line 6, “#£ 7554 2 9 A ~(then
transfer me to someone who can resolve) reproduce the lexi-
cal item “resolve” in the prior turn but in imperative sentence,
and expresses deontic responsibility. This builds up a deontic
framework. The subsequent term * /45 %~ (literally "eat
black,” meaning to steal or swallow unlawfully) more ex-
plicitly reframes the technical limitation as a moral flaw.

In summary, agents use reconstructive echoes to convert
personal experiences into institutional expressions and seek
solutions. Customers use reconstructive echoes to decon-
struct institutional expressions, reset the cognitive frame-
works, and emphasize the deontic responsibility of agents’
solving problems. Compared to quotative echoes, agents’
reconstructive echoes demonstrate a more proactive attitude,
while customers’ use of reconstructive echoes involve mor-
al-level intervention.

6. Conclusion

Echo utterances fundamentally shape complaints by serv-
ing as the primary discursive mechanism through which the
very nature and framework of the complainable are negoti-
ated and constituted. Complaints are not pre-formed entities
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but are interactively shaped through the participants’ me-
ta-representational practices. Echo utterances, with their dual
structure of original and meta-representation, allow both
customers and agents to selectively re-process and
re-contextualize prior speech. Through meta-representation,
participants engage in a continuous struggle over the cogni-
tive framework of the talk. The complaint is ultimately de-
fined by the tension between two forces: the customer's use
of echoes to pull the problem into the realm of personal,
moral experience, and the agent's use of echoes to push it
into the realm of impersonal, technical, and procedural reso-
lution. The evolving definition of the complainable is a direct
outcome of this meta-representational negotiation.

Quotative echoes, based on metalinguistic resemblance,
rely on the literal or formal reproduction of the prior utter-
ances, express a moderate resistance within the original cog-
nitive framework. Customers predominantly use quotative
echoes to voice a moderate, within-framework resistance,
highlighting the disconnect between institutional procedures
and their personal experience. Agens’ rare use of quotative
echoes is typically for confirmation, not resistance. Recon-
structive echoes, based on interpretive resemblance, can reset
the cognitive framework set by the prior utterances and serve
as a deep intervention strategy. The customers use it to over-
turn the professional framework of the talk into a deontic
framework when their framing of complainable is rejected.
Agents overwhelmingly use this type to institutionalize the
complainable. They systematically reformulate the custom-
er's personalized, emotional narratives into neutral, technical,
and solution-oriented terms that fit within the institutional
framework.

The meta-representation perspective explains the power
negotiation and reconstruction inherent in echo utterances.
Power imbalance in the institutional talk is key to determin-
ing the participants’ choice of echo utterance strategies. In
the complaint interactions, customers, who are positioned in
the low-power positions, often rely on quotative echoes to
tentatively voice their resistance to the proposed solution.
They also use reconstructive echoes to convert the epistemic
framework into the deontic framework to make the talk to
their advantages. Agents, who are in high-power positions in
the complaint interactions, are required by their roles and
identities to maintain the neutrality of the institutional talk,
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so they often use reconstructive echoes to institutionalize the
customers’ individualized narratives into a technical narra-
tive, providing solutions within the framework. This is a
discursive procedure that "naturalizes" power relations [21].

The meta-representation perspective focuses on the dy-
namics between everyday frameworks and institutional
frameworks. It provides a new analytical path for complaint
disputes and even broader institutional interactions and con-
flict discourse. The practical significance of this study lies in
prompting participants to reflect on institutional talk. For
complainants, the key to achieving their demands is whether
they can effectively transform their individual everyday ex-
periences into institutional expressions. For agents, while
maintaining "procedural justice" at the discourse level, they
must not ignore customers’ humane need. The power negoti-
ation between individual demands and institutional authority
constitutes the core value and significance of this linguistic
research.
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Bilibili (www.bilibili.com) is a major Chinese video-sharing website focused on
animation, comics, and gaming (ACG) culture.

i This is a literal translation of the Chinese idiom “fRE M FHEK T~ an
idiomatic expression equivalent to “Are you out of your mind?”

il Genshin Impact is a free-to-play, open-world action role-playing game devel-
oped and published by the Chinese company HoYoverse (formerly miHoYo). It
was first released in September 2020.
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