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Transcription Symbols

All the chapters in this book show and analyse examples of actual interaction,
recorded in a variety of natural settings, whether in news interviews, survey inter-
views, courtrooms, police–suspect interactions, medical consultations, focus groups,
or more ordinary, mundane conversations between family or friends. For the pur-
poses of analysis and publication, these recordings – whether they are audio or video
recordings – have to be transcribed. In transcribing what is said, we try to capture
not only the words which are spoken, but more precisely how and when things are
said. To do this, authors have used a transcription notation which is widespread
not only within conversation analysis, but increasingly among those investigating
language use and discourse in any depth and detail, from a range of analytic
perspectives.

The most important of these transcription conventions are shown below. We have
kept these to a minimum, to avoid unnecessary technical detail. A fuller account of
these transcription conventions will be found in Max Atkinson and John Heritage
(eds) Structures of Social Action: Studies in Conversation Analysis (1984: ix–xvi).

The relative timing of utterances

Intervals either within or between turns, or periods of silence (pauses), are shown thus
(0.7) (to the nearest tenth of a second)

A discernible pause which is too short to be timed mechanically is shown as a micro-
pause, thus (.)

Overlaps between utterances are indicated by square brackets, the point of overlap
onset being marked with a single left-hand bracket

Contiguous utterances, where there is no discernible interval between turns, are linked
by an equals sign (=). This is also used to indicate a very rapid move from one unit in
a turn to the next

••••••••
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Characteristics of speech delivery

Various aspects of speech delivery are captured by punctuation symbols (which,
therefore, are not used to mark conventional grammatical units) and other forms of
notation, as follows:

A period (full stop) indicates a falling intonation

A comma indicates a continuing intonation

A question mark indicates a rising inflection (not necessarily a question)

An upside down question mark indicates a rising inflection that is between the into-
nation indicated by a comma and that of a question mark. 

The stretching of a sound is indicated by colons, the number of which correspond to
the length of the stretching

.h indicates inhalation, the length of which is indicated by the number of ‘h’s

h. indicates outbreath, the length of which is indicated by the number of ‘h’s

(hh) Audible aspirations are indicated in the speech in which they occur (including in
laughter)

º º Degree signs indicate word(s) spoken very softly or quietly

A £ symbol is used to indicate a ‘smile voice’. 

Sound stress is shown by underlining, those words or parts of a word which are
emphasized being underlined

Capital letters are used to indicate a word, or part of a word, that is spoken much
louder than surrounding talk

Marked pitch raises are indicated by upward arrows, thus ↑, while marked falls in pitch
are shown by downward arrows, as ↓

If what is said is unclear or uncertain, that is placed in parentheses. So either the tran-
scriber can hear that something is said, but cannot make out any particular sounds or
words (     ); or the transcriber shows his/her ‘best hearing’ of what is said, (So I said)

• • • Transcription Symbols • • •
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This book is intended for undergraduate and graduate methods courses in sociology
and the social sciences more broadly. In this sense, it is certainly a ‘methods text’ –
that is, a text intended to help students become better practitioners of social scien-
tific research. However, it is a methods text with a difference. Instead of providing
standardized statements of social research methods, defending their validity and/or
specifying their scope, we actually describe social research methods in action. More
particularly, we show how in various ways social research methods are inevitably lin-
guistic devices and that their use is always and inevitably responsive to the exigen-
cies of language use. This is not only true of the techniques we employ to gather and
interpret data, but is equally true of a vast range of the social phenomena we seek to
understand. By describing methods in this way, it is hoped this text will acquaint
students with the realities of social research at a level of depth and detail they have
seldom, if ever, been able to see. 

Perhaps more than any other single social phenomenon, language has always held
a place of foundational importance in the social sciences. For many of the earliest
social scientists, it was our capacities as language users that distinguished humanity
from the animal kingdom and thereby set the primordial boundaries for the subject
matter of the social sciences. Around the turn of the twentieth century, social scien-
tists also began to demonstrate that language not only describes but also profoundly
and systematically shapes the character of the social world. In doing so they helped
establish the independence of the social sciences from biologically determinist
visions of the human condition. For if language not only depicts, but shapes, social
life, then the users of different languages (and the structures that comprise their
respective societies) must also be shaped in systematically different sorts of ways.
Because our biological characteristics are largely uniform across different human
societies they cannot but provide rather blunt theoretical instruments for the study
of human historical and cultural variation. Thus claims that language – and more

The Language of
Social Science:
A Brief Introduction
Darin Weinberg

CHAPTER ONE
••••••••
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specifically, linguistic diversity – is a fundamental feature of the human condition
rose up together with claims for the importance of the social sciences as such.

However, the social scientific celebration of linguistic diversity and a distinctively
sociologically deterministic vision of the human condition was haunted from its
inception by a rather ironic spectre. Just as they touted the reality of linguistic diver-
sity and linguistic determinism in the wider social world, social scientists also clung
fast to uniform and standardized conceptions of their ‘science’ itself (see Mead 1923).
The social sciences may study myriad social processes that are themselves shaped by
language, but they were held to do so by virtue of a unified and determinate
‘Scientific Method’ that was completely immune to corruption by any type of social
influence, including that of language. This image of ‘Scientific Method’ was bor-
rowed from the natural sciences and reflected a philosophical commitment to the
belief that science is exclusively concerned with producing universally valid state-
ments that correspond with a unified and unchanging natural world. Unlike the
flawed belief systems that science was intended to replace, the ‘Scientific Method’
was thought to fortify scientists against the biases introduced by the social contexts
within which their investigations were conducted. Hence, whether social scientists
conducted participant observation, surveys, archival investigations, life histories,
interviews, or any other manner of social analysis, they were enjoined to adhere
to strictly specified procedures with the aim of fortifying themselves against social
biases and producing universally valid statements regarding the nature of the social
world. The diverse linguistic forces shaping and particularizing social reality beyond
the walls of academia were not held to exert any significant influence on the social
scientific work conducted within those walls.

This unself-conscious exaltation of a unified ‘Scientific Method’ and what Hilary
Putnam (1987) has called ‘seventeenth century objectivism’1 remains with us in
many of the most established branches of the social sciences. However, it has become
increasingly obvious that this position endures more by virtue of the intellectual
inertia of its adherents than the soundness of the arguments in its favour. Beginning
in the 1960s, a growing number of social scientists began paying more serious atten-
tion to science, discovering it to consist less in a uniform logic of inquiry than a col-
lection of social institutions, social organizational contexts, and/or particular types
of collective action. This movement in the social sciences was greatly inspired by
Thomas Kuhn’s seminal text The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1962). Building on
Kuhn’s achievements, David Bloor, Barry Barnes, and several of their colleagues at
the University of Edinburgh produced some of the first thoroughly2 sociological
studies of science and established what became known as the strong programme in
the sociology of scientific knowledge.

The Edinburgh group took a macro-sociological approach to the study of scientific
knowledge, linking the findings of various historically notable scientific projects and
the macro-social contexts within which those findings were produced. By and large,
their explanations highlighted how powerful social ‘interests’, rather than adherence
to a uniform logic of empirical inquiry, governed the directions taken by scientific
progress (see Barnes 1977). Following closely on the heels of the ‘Edinburgh school’,

• • • Talk and Interaction in Social Research Methods • • •
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a micro-sociological approach to the study of scientific knowledge production emerged
around Harry Collins and his colleagues at the University of Bath. In place of ‘interests’,
the Bath school tended to highlight the contingently negotiated patterns of social
interaction according to which scientific controversies were resolved and credible
knowledge produced (Collins 1985). As the decade of the 1970s closed, a handful of
new approaches to the sociology of science emerged, many of which utilized discourse
analytic and/or ethnographic approaches to highlight the important roles played by
various linguistic processes in the production of natural scientific knowledge (see
Garfinkel et al. 1981; Gilbert and Mulkay 1984; Latour and Woolgar 1979). 

I have dwelt for a time on these discoveries in the sociology of the natural sciences
for the simple reason that social scientists, particularly those of us interested in
scientific methodology, have for many years looked to the natural sciences for our
models of what sound scientific practice ought to look like. Very often claims that
the social sciences are vulnerable to social influences have been made to distinguish
them from the natural sciences and to denigrate their legitimacy as sciences. Whereas
natural scientists were held up as dispassionate and value-free practitioners of uni-
versally valid methods of empirical inquiry, social scientists have been dismissed as
ad hoc ideologists, slapdash and irrational advocates of one or another partisan out-
look on the proceedings of the social world. 

Hence, insofar as social scientists have sought to model their own research meth-
ods on those used in the natural sciences, detailed empirical studies of how natural
scientists actually go about their research should be profoundly instructive. One of
the most recurrent findings these studies have produced is that there is generally a
rather considerable divergence between philosophical, programmatic, and/or other
post hoc accounts of research methods in the natural sciences and the actual achieve-
ment of natural scientific research in practice. Whereas philosophical and program-
matic generalizations overwhelmingly emphasize unity, formal logic, and the rigorous
standardization of natural scientific methods, empirical observation of natural sci-
entific research in practice overwhelmingly tends to reveal a world of contingency,
improvisation, and local variation in natural scientific work (see Lynch 1993). As it
turns out, there is a good deal more to the actual ‘methodology’ of natural scientific
work (if by this we mean the practical procedures through which good science gets
done), than orthodox texts on ‘scientific method’ have ever told us. Attention to the
empirical details of natural science in action has shed light upon a rather vast col-
lection of practical skills and co-ordinated activities that merely formal accounts of
natural scientific method have completely overlooked. 

While social scientific research on natural scientific practice has grown into a thriv-
ing sub-discipline within the social sciences, interest in turning the social scientific
gaze back upon the social sciences themselves has been slower to materialize. There
are, however, several noteworthy exceptions to this general rule. For example, impor-
tant socio-historical analyses have been done of the social sciences in general (see
Ross 1991), of statistics (see Hacking 1990; Porter 1996), anthropology (see Asad
1973; Kuklick 1991; Pagden 1982; Stocking 1987), economics (see Mirowski 2001),
history (see Novick 1988), psychology (see Dansiger 1990; Rose 1989), and others.

• • • The Language of Social Science • • •

• 3 •

Drew-3382-Chapter-01.qxd  3/29/2006  2:56 PM  Page 3



With respect to sociology itself, distinguished scholars, including Stephen Turner and
Jonathan Turner (Turner and Turner 1990), Jennifer Platt (Platt 1995), Martin Bulmer
(Bulmer 1984), Charles Camic (Camic 1989, 1995), Jean-Michel Chapoulie (Chapoulie
1987), and Martyn Hammersley (Hammersley 1989) have produced exemplary socio-
historical analyses. Their work has cast new and invaluable light upon the origins
and changing institutional characteristics of academic sociology and their respective
effects on the substance of sociological knowledge itself. Programmatic calls for a
‘reflexive sociology’ (see Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992) also indicate an increasingly
broad appreciation for the value of doing sociological research on the production of
social scientific knowledge.

In addition to research on the social history of the social sciences there is now an
important body of sociological research concerning the linguistic performances
through which the authority of social scientific research is sustained (see Atkinson
1990; Clifford and Marcus 1986; Pollner 1992; van Maanen 1988; Woolgar 1988).
Moreover, a growing number of ethnographers and discourse analysts are also begin-
ning to produce epistemologically self-conscious studies of the mundane practices
through which they or other social scientists collect and analyse their data itself (see
Bourdieu 1996; DeVault 1999; Emerson et al. 1995; Gubrium and Holstein 1997;
Harding 1991; Maynard and Schaeffer 2000; Maynard et al. 2002; Pollner and
Emerson 1988; Smith 1989). The present volume builds upon and develops this pro-
gramme of research into the linguistic and interactional details of social scientific
knowledge production. By bringing together essays on the diverse roles played by
language and linguistic interaction in the practical accomplishment of research using
key social scientific methods and in several key substantive research areas it offers the
most in-depth treatment of these issues yet available. 

The first section of the book is comprised of essays focusing on how language and
linguistic interaction figure in six of the most heavily utilized methods of conduct-
ing social research in the world today (i.e. survey research, interviews, ethnography,
audio/video analysis, focus groups, and the analysis of documents). In the essays
comprising the book’s second section, attention is given to the insights and analytic
advantages to be had in researching language and linguistic interaction as they
figure in five major substantive research areas in the social sciences (i.e. gender and
sexual identity, race, crime and deviance, news media, and social institutions). While
space constraints do not allow me to summarize the findings of each of the contri-
butions to this volume here, in what follows of the rest of this introduction I will
briefly sketch what these chapters have in common and what is unique about the
contribution this volume makes as a whole.

In the first place, each of the following essays is premised on the observation that
social research methods, as well as a vast range of the substantive topics we consider
through the use of those methods, are fundamentally and inescapably linguistic
phenomena. This is so in the very obvious sense that formal specifications of social
research methods and findings must inevitably take linguistic form and therefore
must yield to the constraints that this form exerts upon them. But less obviously,
the chapters that make up this volume also demonstrate how in various ways our

• • • Talk and Interaction in Social Research Methods • • •
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practical implementations of social research methods and the practical realization of our
phenomena themselves must inevitably bend to the pressures the routine demands
of ordinary language use exert upon them. No matter the extent or the ingenuous-
ness of our efforts to standardize the procedures through which our research is con-
ducted, these procedures cannot be made immune to the vicissitudes imposed by
linguistic interaction. This is not, however, treated as cause for scientific despair
but for vigilant attention to the precise manner in which our research practices and
topics might be influenced by their embodiment in linguistic interaction. 

In the second place, each of the chapters that make up this volume treats the nature
of language in a particular kind of way. In stark opposition to analytic approaches
like structural linguistics and speech act theory, each of which construe ‘language’ as
a relatively static system of symbolic structures that is distinguishable from its instan-
tiation in the everyday conduct of social life, contributors to the present volume are
aligned in treating language as a form of incarnate social action. According to this
approach, it is the social contexts within which linguistic gestures actually occur and
the range of activities those contexts are held to warrantably accommodate, that
alone provide for the intelligibility that social actors find in linguistic gestures.
Hence, the analysis of language must consist in detecting the collaborative activities
conducted through actual instances of language use rather than constructing abstract
systems from decontextualized bits of symbolic structure. For the contributors to
this volume, analysing research methods as linguistic phenomena thus means
analysing them as linguistically embodied devices for the conduct of particular types
of empirically identifiable social activity. 

Implicit in the treatment of language as social action is the view that competent
language users possess and routinely employ a catalogue of tacit skills for identifying
the practical upshot of linguistic gestures in context. Hence, another set of insights
that flow from the contributions to this volume concerns the relationship between
these kinds of skills – what ethnomethodologists have often called ‘mastery of nat-
ural language’ or ‘ordinary practical reasoning’ skills – on the one hand, and the
more explicitly acknowledged and narrowly specified skills generally presumed nec-
essary to conduct sound social scientific research on the other. Harold Garfinkel (1991:
16) has famously argued that our ordinary practical reasoning skills, while irremedi-
ably unavoidable, are ‘specifically uninteresting’ to those who possess and rely on
them. In many cases this is quite true. However, readers will find that several of our
contributors provide specific and compelling arguments for why social scientists
ought to be interested in the relationship between the ethnomethods at work in social
scientific practice itself (and in the social worlds we study) and social science research
methods more traditionally construed. 

A fourth point of commonality among the contributions to this volume is their
orientation to the nature and importance of social context. As was noted above, early
social scientists viewed scientific methods largely as techniques with which to fortify
themselves against the corruptions introduced by social contextual influences.
The project of science was thought to require purification from the particularities of
one’s social context and production of epistemologically transcendent truths or

• • • The Language of Social Science • • •
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what Thomas Nagel (1986) has aptly called a ‘view from nowhere’. Sociologists have
effectively questioned this view and have argued that various features of social con-
text, including, of course, the interactional and linguistic context, are not only
unavoidable but are in fact indispensable to science. The contributors to this volume
share this view. But in addition to shaping how scientific methods are used, contrib-
utors to the present volume treat social context as in fact reproduced and altered in
and through the course of linguistic practice itself. John Heritage (1984b: 242) makes
this point as follows:

Since every ‘current’ action will itself form the immediate context for some
‘next’ action in a sequence, it will inevitably contribute to the framework in
terms of which the next action will be understood. In this sense, the context of
a next action is repeatedly renewed with every current action. Moreover, each
action will, by the same token, function to renew (i.e. maintain, alter, or adjust)
any more generally prevailing sense of context which is the object of partici-
pants’ orientations and actions. 

Many of our contributors therefore pay close analytic attention to the conversa-
tional sequences within which social research methods are put to use and demon-
strate in various ways how the sequence of talk has consequences for the ways in
which these methods are operationalized and understood. Once again, these points
are not made in a spirit of correction or critique, but only to demonstrate the bene-
fits that may accrue to social scientists by taking these influences into account in the
conduct of their research. Taken together, these essays powerfully demonstrate the
fundamental place that language and linguistic interaction occupy in social science
methodology and hence the importance of analysing language and linguistic inter-
action to fully grasp those methods. This, in turn, opens up a wide range of novel or
hitherto under-appreciated topics, research questions, and research directions for
future sociological consideration. The chapters that comprise the second part of the
volume go some considerable distance in specifying just what some of these new
research questions and agendas are and could become.

Notes

1. By this Putnam means the doctrine that science consists solely in the work of pro-
ducing theories that correspond with a uniform and constant reality that exists inde-
pendently of our efforts to understand it.

2. Earlier sociological research concerning the natural sciences (see Mannheim 1936;
Merton 1970 [1938]) tended to immunize the putative core of natural scientific
research from sociological influence and was, in this sense, less thoroughly socio-
logical than that of Bloor, Barnes, and company, who insisted the influence of socio-
logical forces went all the way to the core.
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Talk-in-Interaction
in the Context of Research
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PART ONE
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The survey interview as a form of social scientific research is ubiquitous almost
beyond comprehension. Its use spans disciplines (especially psychology, political
science, and sociology), national boundaries, government and business organiza-
tions, public and private sectors, and so on. In addition to its information-gathering
function, it is a tool for administering and governing society – in the USA, for exam-
ple, officials conduct the national census using a form of the survey interview, and
the Current Population Survey, by which the government ascertains employment fig-
ures on a monthly basis, is a tool for forging economic policy. Most generally, the
survey interview is a means for measuring demographic characteristics and aggregate
attitudes and opinions in many societies and sub-societies around the world. Surveys
do this in a systematic way: sampling a population and then using standardized
measurement in order to estimate various characteristics of it. 

Over the years both practitioners and critics of standardized surveys have consid-
ered how the fundamentally social nature of the interview affects the data. Critics
have presented examples of the awkward, or even bizarre, interactions that some-
times occur in survey interviews as evidence that the resulting data cannot be valid
(e.g. see Cicourel 1974; Mishler 1986; Suchman and Jordan 1990). Practitioners
(Kahn and Cannell 1957), on the other hand, view such individual incidents as
resulting from unusual circumstances or badly designed survey questions; they argue
that adherence to rules of standardization improves the overall quality of the data in
the aggregate, even if those rules seem to be awkward in some individual situations
(Cannell et al. 1975). Indeed, the desire to improve data quality is the justification
for the rather rigid-seeming survey instrument in the first place. 

Whether one approaches the survey interview as critic or supporter, an intriguing
question is how participants organize their interactive relations. This chapter exam-
ines what happens in the talk between interviewer and respondent that enables the
former to record codified answers from the latter on a computer for later aggregation

Standardization-
in-Interaction: The Survey
Interview
Douglas W. Maynard and Nora Cate Schaeffer

CHAPTER TWO
••••••••
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with other such interactionally generated raw data. From quantities of ‘conversations
with a purpose’ (Bingham and Moore 1925; Schaeffer 1991), in other words,
researchers are able to discern patterns and make inferences about the characteristics
of whole populations. Our interest is in the ‘interactional substrate’ (Maynard and
Marlaire 1992) – the social organization in talk that makes ‘accountable’ data gath-
ering possible with whatever degree of standardization the process exhibits.

In this chapter, we first review the justification for standardization in the survey
interview: we summarize recent debates, discuss different varieties of standardiza-
tion, and consider the limits of standardization. By considering these limits, we draw
attention to the role of tacit and common-sense knowledge in the conduct of the sur-
vey interview. Tacit knowledge is what Polanyi (1958: 20) terms ‘an essential personal
participation of the scientist even in the most exact operations of science’. Personal
or common-sense knowledge ‘co-operates’ with formal or impersonal (standardized)
judgements about how to act, just as tacit understandings combine with explicit
rules and procedures and as ‘subsidiary’ comprehension of how to do some task joins
with more ‘focal’ and instrumental awareness of the task. We subsequently argue for
studying interaction in the survey interview using an approach we call analytic alter-
nation. Because of the tension between the procedures for social measurement and
the practices of ordinary talk, interviewers alternate between following the rules of
standardization and using the tacit knowledge available to competent social actors
who must solve problems that arise as their work tasks unfold. Analytic alternation
means following the situated oscillations between formal rule-following and the
practices that interviewers enact in concert with survey respondents to make stan-
dardized measurement happen even when it seems most threatened. In particular,
we examine both (a) the interviewing sequences by which survey instruments are
administered, and (b) instances of what we call post-sequence elaborations, when
respondents, having provided a recordable answer to an interviewer, make some
comment that retrospectively changes the quality of that answer. In some cases,
these elaborations re-open interviewing sequences that appeared to have been
closed. We trace the consequences of elaborations both for the interaction and for
standardization and social measurement.

Why standardization in the survey interview?

The varied practices that researchers refer to as ‘standardization’ evolved in response
to early studies that demonstrated how the behaviour of interviewers affects error in
survey estimates (Groves 1989: 380–1; Hyman et al. 1975 [1954]: 257). Interviewers
were found to be highly variable in ratings they themselves made and in the number
of responses obtained to open questions. Possible sources for such variability could
be the expectations of interviewers – for example that respondents have consistent
attitudes or that their attitudes would be associated with particular social characteris-
tics (as when an interviewer expects that poor respondents would favour government
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programmes to aid those with low incomes). Practices for expressing these expectations
would include ‘probing’, the action whereby interviewers query respondents who
have not provided an adequate answer to some interview question. When inter-
viewers vary in the way that they ask questions or probe, this is known as error. If,
however, interviewers share certain expectations and consistently ask questions or
probe in ways that express them, this is known as constant error, or bias. Summarizing
the effects of the interviewer on the distribution of answers, Hyman, Feldman and
Stember (1975 [1954]: 271) say, ‘… the only reasonable answer seems to be that
absolutely anything can happen’. So, the rules of standardization attempt to control
the behaviour of the interviewer. The goal is to reduce variable error by having inter-
viewers behave in the same way and to reduce bias by restricting opportunities for
the interviewer’s expectations or opinions to intrude on the process by which the
respondent’s answer is generated, interpreted, or recorded.

Standardization works mainly to reduce interviewer variability. However, it does
not eliminate the effect of interviewers on respondents. An interviewer who follows
the rules of standardization might react to a respondent’s ambiguous answer by
repeating all the response categories, for example. From the point of view of stan-
dardization, this would be preferable to alternative behaviours, such as using beliefs
about the respondent’s likely answer to choose which response categories to repeat.
Accordingly, standardized repetition of response categories does influence how
respondents express their answers and, over the course of the interview, probably has
the desirable outcome of training respondents to choose a category from among
those offered rather than answering in other terms. This is clearly an effect of the
interviewer on the individual respondent. Nevertheless, if standardization were com-
prehensive and perfectly implemented, we could say that the interviewer did not
affect responses – in the very specific sense that the influence of any interviewer
would be the same as that of any other interviewer. That is, in the best world of sur-
vey administration, interviewers are interchangeable.

Concerns about standardization

Standardizing the survey interview involves rules or principles that Fowler,
Mangione and Mangione (1990: 35) codified in their well-known book on this topic.
These principles are comprehensive and refined through many years of practice and
observation: 

1 Read questions as written. 
2 Probe inadequate answers nondirectively. 
3 Record answers without discretion. 
4 Be interpersonally nonjudgmental regarding the substance of answers. 

These principles are widely accepted by survey researchers, although specific prac-
tices derived from them can vary substantially, as researchers and staff charged with
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supervising field operations have derived their own specifications for training
interviewers (Viterna and Maynard 2002). 

Standardization is focused on reducing interviewer variability and thus on improving
reliability, so that different interviewers act according to interviewing rules and obtain
the same answers from similar respondents. However, standardization may neglect issues
of validity (Hyman et al. 1975 [1954]: 20–1). Critics like Cicourel (1963), Briggs (1986),
Mishler (1986), and Suchman and Jordan (1990) argue that the rigidities of standard-
ization lead to awkward interactions and inaccurate answering. For this reason, they
propose allowing more natural or ‘recipient-designed’ questions and more expression
of respondents’ lay understandings with respect to survey topics. 

Despite the concerns from inside and outside the survey enterprise about reliabil-
ity and validity, very little is known about how interviewers actually behave, how
their behaviour affects the answers given by respondents in the immediacy of the
interaction, or how conversational practices from other sorts of talk (including what
is often called ‘ordinary conversation’) are used in standardized interviewing. This
means that the survey interview is ripe for investigation and understanding as a form
of talk-in-interaction. Consider Schegloff’s remark about the survey interview as a
measuring instrument:

Although an interview cannot in any case be like a thermometer … reliable exploita-
tion even of a thermometer requires knowing the properties of mercury, the glass in
which it is encased, and so on, and incorporating these properties in the extraction
of the desired information from the measurement device. It is by no means clear
that we have such elementary understanding of the constitutive components of the
survey interview … a more general inquiry into the features of the survey interview
as an organized occasion of talk-in-interaction may help us think through in a thor-
oughly informed way how exactly to understand the methodological, epistemologi-
cal, and theoretical features and status of the interview as a tool of inquiry.
(Schegloff, 2002: 156)

Given the survey as an organized occasion of talk-in-interaction, standardization-in-
interaction points to understanding and analysing surveys as they are enacted
through the tacit knowledge of both participants to the interview, performing in
concert with one another, alternating between what is scripted for them to do and –
when contingencies of asking or answering arise that the script does not cover – what
their common-sense tells them to do. Historically, as Schaeffer (1991: 367) observes,
the survey interview has been called a ‘conversation with a purpose’, which recog-
nizes that, although the interview depends upon conversational skills, it is not an
‘ordinary’ conversation. As a form of talk-in-interaction that attempts to regulate
both what the participants say and how they say it, the aim is to maintain a unifor-
mity in asking and answering questions that aids in social measurement by mini-
mizing error and bias. The degree of uniformity that participants achieve, however,
is contingent upon the vicissitudes and contingencies of their actions and reactions
to one another in and through talk. By the phrase ‘standardization-in-interaction’,
we mean to capture the real but organized flow of such talk, including the speech
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practices and non-vocal behaviours of interviewer and respondent. Studying
standardization-in-interaction contributes both to understanding the organization of
interaction in the interview and improving the quality of data it produces. 

Alternation to the tacit realm

At any Computer-Aided Telephone Interviewing (CATI) Survey Research Centre, it is
possible to observe interviewers reading verbatim from the screen in front of them to
their respondents, listening to respondents’ answers, and entering into the computer
the resultant codes or categories. The interviewers can appear to be operating in a
strictly standardized or routine fashion, enacting what the survey instrument on
their computer screen tells them to do as they talk, listen and type. However, survey
practitioners explicitly or implicitly recognize that interviewers inevitably must alter-
nate between the rules of standardization and supplementing those rules with
common-sense practices. At any unpredictable moment, interviewers will glance
away from the screen, move their hands from the keyboard and gesture more or less
expansively, producing talk that is neither scripted nor otherwise pre-designed, in
order to handle some departure from the routine, with the aim of being able to
return to that routine. For example, the interviewer may find it necessary to gesture
while explaining something learned during training about the survey to a respon-
dent. Although the gesturing is not something that the respondent sees, it might
help the interviewer in articulating a point, or in emphasizing a significant piece of
talk, or co-ordinating some other aspect of the verbal presentation. When done with
the articulation, or emphasis, or co-ordination, the interviewer returns gaze and
hands back to the computer and keyboard. For example, an interviewer calling back
and trying to recruit or ‘convert’ a call recipient who recently refused a request to par-
ticipate may employ unwritten but familiar rhetorical devices and gesture in a way
that enhances words or phrases by emphasizing certain speech particles (Maynard
and Schaeffer 2002a). After obtaining the respondent’s co-operation, it is possible for
the interviewer to return to what is scripted on the computer screen, reading and
speaking in a more standardized way. In short, interviewers momentarily alternate
from standardized, formal practice to the tacit realm and engage practices designed
to provide for alternation again back to the formal realm. Analytic alternation is an
inevitable aspect of standardization-in-interaction.

It may be that survey researchers, understandably emphasizing standardization so
as to improve measurement and the quality of data, have neglected the essential pair-
ing that occurs between the formal and the tacit, or between instructions and the
alternate ‘lived work’ and courses of action involved in implementing instructions
(Garfinkel 1988, 2002; Lynch 2002). Early on, Garfinkel (1967a: 97–8) demonstrated
how rules for coding require a variety of ad hoc procedures to make them work, and
other ethnomethodologists have expanded the point (Lynch 1991; Zimmerman
1970). Most recently, sociologists have more fully appreciated that tacit and common-
sense understandings are situated within ‘communities of work’, embodying
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commitments of trust and mutual orientation (Collins 1985; Lave and Wenger 1991;
Shapin 1994; Suchman 1987). In addition, studies of technology and social action
are shedding light on, as Heath and Luff (2000: 4) put it, ‘… the ways in which indi-
viduals, both alone and in concert with each other, use tools and technologies in the
practical accomplishment of their daily work’. Along these lines, Hak (2002) provides
an enlightening study demonstrating the importance of ad hocing, tacit knowledge,
and practical interpretation in the coding of CATI survey responses. 

The interviewing sequence

Some time ago, Schuman (1982: 22) observed: ‘Surveys start from two of our most
natural intellectual inclinations’. Those two inclinations are to ask questions in order
to obtain information and to sample in such a way as to have this information gen-
erally reflect a larger universe. As an example, consider how, at professional meet-
ings, one participant might ask another whether there is a good restaurant nearby
(Schuman 1982: 22). Extending this example, we can imagine how the restaurant
seeker might decide that information from just one person would not be good
enough, and that it would be better, therefore, to ask a few haphazardly if not
entirely randomly chosen people. Therein lies the basis for the more systematic and
analytic way of doing social measurement. In everyday life, participants have tacit
knowledge enabling them to obtain information about worldly matters and to do so
in relatively methodical ways that enhance the quality of this information. 

One form in which tacit knowledge about how to gather information is exhibited
in interaction is through the use of a generic ‘interviewing sequence’ which unfolds
in three turns: (1) question, (2) answer, and (3) acknowledgement.1 To continue with
Schuman’s (1982: 22) illustration, the turns might be: (1) ‘Do you know of a good
restaurant?’; (2) ‘Yes, try the Grille just two blocks down on the right side’; (3) ‘Okay,
thanks!’ (which contains a gratuity in addition to the acknowledgement). And we
can observe this generic interviewing sequence at the very start of a formal survey
interview. The parts of two interviewing sequences are indicated with arrows (number
signs, as at line 6, denote keystrokes), while the interviewer is indicated with ‘IV’ and
respondent with ‘R’:

(1) AW01:A
1 IV: 1--> Oh kay: (.) a::nd >now we’ll get started?< .hhh first
2 (.) how many persons live in your househo:ld counting 
3 all adults and children and including yourself. 
4 R: 2--> four
5 IV: 3--> .hhhh okay(gh): a::[::nd? now we have some questions=
6 [##
7 IV: =about government agencies. .hhh as you know:? every ten
8 years there is a census of the population of the
9 1--> United States. .hhh how confident are you: (.) that the 

10 census bureau protects the privacy of personal information
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11 about individuals and does not share it with other 
12 government agencies. .hhh very confident (0.4) somewhat
13 confident (0.5) not too confident? (0.2) or not at all
14 confident. 
15 (1.0)
16 R: Share it with what other governments?
17 IV: (tch) .hh well the question doesn’t specify: but (0.3) it
18 just says other government agen[cie]s
19 R: [oh]
20 R: 2--> Probably very confident
21 (0.5) 
22 IV: 3--> °Oh kay.° People have different ideas about what the census
23 is used for ...

Not all survey questions appear in this three-part format, with an ‘okay’ or other
object in the third position. Often, a two-part question-answer sequence, which omits
the third position, appears. For example, in extract (2), when the interviewer has a
block of questions to ask about a single topic, she withholds the acknowledgement:

(2) AW01:B
1 IV: 1 ––> Okay our next questions have to do with government? 
2 .hhh on a scale of one to ten (.) where one means very 
3 ↑poo:r and ten means excellent °.hhh° >how would you 
4 rate the< job the president is doing. 
5 (1.4)
6 R: 2 ––> Uh:::m::: (0.9) six
7 IV: 1 ––> .hhh and on the same one to ten scale? where one means 
8 very ↑poo:r and ten means excellent °·hh° >how would 
9 you rate< the job the congress is doing. 

10 (1.0)
11 R: 2 ––> Uh::: (0.5) four
12 IV: 1 ––> .hhh on the same one to ten scale where one means very
13 ↑poor and ten means excellent (.) >how would you rate 
14 the job< the supreme court is doing? 
15 (0.8)
16 R: 2 ––> Uh:m five
17 IV: 1 ––> .hhh on the same one to ten scale where one means very 
18 poor and ten means excellent (.) >how would you rate the<
19 job the military is doing? 
20 (0.9)
21 R: 2 ––> Uh::m:: (1.3) eight(h)
22 IV: 3 ––> Eight ↑okay please tell me whether you agree: or disagree:
23 with each of the following statements? .hhh the first
24 statement is (0.4) people like me don’t have any say about
25 what the government does. 

Notice that at line 22, when the interviewer is done with the questions that ask the
respondent to rate the president, Congress, and Supreme Court, she repeats the
respondent’s answer (‘eight’), and then produces the third-turn acknowledgement,
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an ‘okay’ that is dual in character – marking the end of one activity and the start of
another (Beach 1993). Here, it is accompanied by a polite request form (‘please tell
me’) that also may project a forthcoming next question distinct from the previous
series. It could be said that interviewers have ways of signifying the boundaries of
related questions, withholding third-turn acknowledgement when a subsequent
question links to the topic of its predecessor, and producing such an acknowledge-
ment when the next question does not. Thus, even when they read a script more or
less verbatim, survey interviewers, in interaction with respondents, are engaged in
performances that improvise on the script. 

The survey interviewing sequence: questions and answers

Questions and answers – the first two turns in an interviewing sequence – have inter-
actional facets, only some of which have been investigated. That is, interaction-based
research on the survey interview and the sequences it comprises is still in its infancy.
The limited research that has been done is suggestive, however. For example,
Schaeffer (1991: 386–7), drawing on conversation analysis (CA) research about the
projectable completion of turns at talk (Sacks et al. 1974), observes that many survey
questions are vulnerable to interruption because they can be heard to implicate a
response from the respondent before the scripted question or its response options
have been completely read. A typical example is when interviewers ask respondents
for their political party affiliation:

(3) AW01:364 
1 IV: Generally speak↑ing do you usually  think of yourself as a
2 re↑publican (0.4) demo[crat     ] independent? Or=
3 R: [republican ]
4 IV: =something else[:? re[publican? ]
5 R: [ [republi    ]can
6 IV: [# [#

According to how this item was written, the interviewer is required to read the entire
list of response options (‘republican, democrat, or something else’) before the respon-
dent answers. However, in this instance, in overlap with the interviewer completing
the list (line 2), the respondent produces an answer (line 3), thereby intersecting the
full reading. Nevertheless, IV continues with the list (lines 2, 4), and then asks if
R said ‘republican’ (line 4), thereby retrieving that item from the overlap for confirma-
tion, which R provides in line 5. Although the verification produced by IV would be
judged directive by the strictest versions of standardization, it could have been awk-
ward had the interviewer ignored the content of the respondent’s interruption and
attempted a re-reading of the list of choices. Often, in fact, when respondents answer
prematurely, interviewers do modify their reading of questions or response options.
Again, interviewing establishments may vary in how they implement standardiza-
tion; and within establishments, interviewers may vary in how standardized they
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are. In circumstances where respondents can project completion of questioning
turns, it appears that Dutch survey interviewers become more ‘conversational’ while
US interviewers are stricter in following rules of standardization (Houtkoop-Steenstra
2000: Chapter 5).

Whereas respondents can interrupt standardized question-asking, their answering
is also vulnerable to interactional effects. Particularly when they display ‘uncertainty’
(Maynard and Schaeffer 2002b: 24–7), respondents may provide ‘occasions for inter-
vention’ (Schaeffer and Maynard 2002) on the part of interviewers. One such occa-
sion occurs when, instead of using survey categories for their answers, respondents
engage in ‘reporting’, whereby they detail an activity without making the upshot
explicit (Drew 1984). In excerpt (4), the respondent, when asked if he owns his own
business or farm, does not produce an answer that is formatted in the proper
response categories. Instead he begins with a particle ‘Weahh’ (line 2) that sounds
like a combination of ‘Well’ and ‘Yeah’. This particle suggests a mitigated agreement
or acceptance of the presumption of the question. There is then a full ‘Well’ and a
report that he is in business with his sister. 

(4) 008c0301, version C: 11
1 IV: Do you have your own business or farm?
2 R: Weahh, well I’m (.) in partnership with my sister in the shoe 
3 repair business?
4 (1.5)
5 IV: O:kay so that would (.) uh qualify as your own business?
6 R: I guess so=
7 IV: =uh huh
8 (6.0)
9 IV: Now I’m going to ask a few questions about … 

The particle ‘well’ is known to preface disagreements or to provide for sequentially
weak agreement or acceptance (Pomerantz 1984). Moreover, the answer at lines 2–3
follows a yes–no interrogative and, as a nonconforming answer, takes issue with
premises of the prior turn (Raymond 2003). After a delay (line 4), the interviewer
responds in the form of a probe that draws the upshot for the respondent to confirm
(line 5). The respondent’s reply (line 6) confirms the probe in a hedged way by
saying it would be a ‘guess’, and thereby it displays uncertainty; nevertheless, the
interviewer acknowledges this answer (line 7), which completes the interviewing
sequence. She also records the answer (line 8), and moves to the next set of questions
(line 9).

In the survey interview, the use of a report implies that it is the interviewer’s job
to gather the upshot and map the report on to the proper response category (Moore
2004; Schaeffer and Maynard 1996, 2002). In most versions of standardization, how-
ever, survey interviewers are required to avoid making even obvious inferences and
resubmit answer categories to respondents (Schaeffer and Maynard 2002: 272). When
interviewers do propose an upshot, as in excerpt (4), it is often a directive probe that
violates protocol. On the part of respondents and interviewers both, the proclivity to
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use ordinary conversational devices during the survey interview can intrude on
standardization.

The survey interviewing sequence: third-turn acknowledgements or ‘feedback’

Survey methodologists refer to the third turns of the interviewing sequence as ‘feed-
back’. Depending on how it is produced, this turn has the potential to convey inter-
viewers’ evaluations or expectations rather than something more neutral.
Acknowledgements or feedback include subtle forms of interviewer behaviour as well
as the more formal tokens that interviewers use after a respondent has produced an
answer to a survey question.

In environments other than surveys, third turns perform various kinds of interac-
tional work. For instance, following information-seeking question-answer sequences
in conversational contexts, third turns register that the information is informative to
the questioner. Turns in the excerpt below are labelled:

(5) Heritage (1984b: 285–6)
S: 1––> .hh When do you get out. Christmas week or the week before

Christmas.
(0.3)

G: 2––> Uh::m two or three days before Ch[ristmas.]
S: 3––> [Oh:,    ]

The ‘Oh’ in turn 3 indicates a ‘change of state’ in the answer recipient’s knowledge
(Heritage 1984a). In educational settings, ‘instructional’ sequences involve teachers
asking ‘known information’ questions, and providing evaluative feedback in the
third turn:

(6) Mehan (1979: 52–3)
T: 1––> ((Holding up card)) This is the long word. Who knows what

It says?
S: 2––> Cafeteria.
T: 3––> Cafeteria, Audrey, good for you!

In contrast with conversational and educational settings, there are other institu-
tional settings in which questioners withhold third-turn responses of either variety
(indicating a change of knowledge state or evaluation of an answer). Prominent are
courtrooms (Atkinson and Drew 1979), job interviews (Button 1987), and news inter-
views (Clayman 1988; Heritage and Greatbatch 1991). These venues have in com-
mon that interviewers (attorneys or employers or newscasters, as the case may be) are
soliciting answers for an overhearing or what we might call a lurking audience of
some kind who may do their evaluations of interviewees and their answers at some
distance from the interview itself.2 By refraining from post-answer commentary,
interviewers exhibit themselves as conduits for those answers to flow to those
audiences – who are then in the position of supplying that commentary in another
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social context, such as a jury room, a recruitment committee, or a political meeting.
For an obvious example, it is during their later deliberations that jurors, having
observed attorneys interview witnesses in the courtroom, may discuss and evaluate
witnesses’ answers to the attorneys’ questions. With survey interviews, it is the
researchers who later evaluate answers as they incorporate the codified results of the
survey into an aggregate analysis using the tools of statistical inference.

Still, important differences exist in the ways that potential third turns are fashioned
for lurking evaluators. An informal or formal rule that forbids third-turn responses, as
in news or courtroom environments, may be relatively easy to follow. More difficult
are protocols under which the interviewers are permitted or even encouraged to
produce third-turn acknowledgements but are to refrain from evaluating the content
of the answers they acknowledge. This creates a dilemma of being permitted to respond
to second-turn answers but in restricted ways, and it characterizes not only the survey
interview, but also educational testing interviews. Indeed, the protocols for tests such
as the Woodcock–Johnson Psychoeducational Battery may warn administrators: ‘Be
careful that your pattern of [third-turn] comments does not indicate whether answers
are correct or incorrect’ (Mehan et al. 1986: 96–7). Administrators may produce ‘neu-
tral’ acknowledgements (‘okay’, ‘thank you’, and the like) after a child has answered a
test item. Despite these protocols, research demonstrates that administrators some-
times alter their third-turn responses systematically – using ‘good’ when an answer is
correct, and ‘okay’ when it is incorrect; they may also give encouraging non-vocal
signals by smiling or nodding when a child’s answer is right, and appearing more tac-
iturn when it is wrong (Maynard and Marlaire 1992). Although such acknowledge-
ments do not necessarily affect an individual answer, they may have a cumulative
influence on the child’s performance and at some point alter subsequent responses.

Extrapolating from research on educational testing, the concern that most survey
centres have over third-turn ‘feedback’ is no doubt well placed, and in fact survey
researchers have long recognized that fine gradations in these responses potentially
influence the answers of a respondent (Marquis et al. 1972). When survey practi-
tioners first documented how interviewers follow respondents’ answers with feed-
back, the impulse of survey researchers was to standardize that feedback. Controlled
feedback (e.g. ‘thank you’, ‘that information is helpful’) is intended to reinforce
thoughtful respondent behaviour positively without appraising the answer.
Although this is not a uniform finding (Miller and Cannell 1982), some experiments
with controlled feedback suggest that it may improve the accuracy of reports
(Cannell et al. 1981), possibly because it teaches respondents what kinds of effort and
answer the interviewer wants. However, survey centres are not in full agreement
about what ‘controlled’ feedback is exactly (Viterna and Maynard 2002). That is,
practitioners agree on the principle that feedback should not evaluate the content of
the answer, but differ in specifying the purpose of feedback – whether it should be
used to provide reassurance, sustain motivation, praise the respondent’s level of
effort, or notice that the respondent’s answer meets task requirements, etc. Survey
centres differ, as well, in defining the proper content of feedback and enumerating
how frequently interviewers should provide it.
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Elaborations occurring after a possibly complete answer3

Having examined the interviewing sequence and its elementary interactional
features, we now turn our attention to a phenomenon that can create interactional
and procedural difficulties during the interview. On occasion, after providing a codable
answer or after an interviewing sequence is completed, respondents may produced
more information or commentary. In effect, they are keeping the answering activity
going after the point when it has, at least for the interviewer, been brought to a con-
clusion for the purposes of the interviewing task at hand. We refer to post-answer or
post-sequence turns of talk that are relevant to the previous question as ‘elaborations’.
These elaborations are like what Schegloff (1995) calls ‘post-expansion’ items. Actually,
the third turn of the interviewing sequence is one minimal type of post-expansion,
meaning that it is delivered after the completion of the question–answer pair of turns
and has closure of the sequence as its task. The kind of post-expansion that elabora-
tions constitute, in Schegloff’s (1995) terms, ‘post-completion musings’ or ‘post-
mortems’. They somehow comment on the prior sequence in an ‘out-loud’ fashion. In
our data, some elaborations are unproblematic and not consequential for the interac-
tion of the recorded survey answer. Others, however, can create troubles for the inter-
actional trajectory of the interview. The prior sequence may be ‘re-opened’ to deal with
the trouble that the elaboration poses. Indeed, if the later talk conflicts with an already-
chosen response, it also implicates problems of measurement.

The data on which this analysis is based are from two audiotaped collections of
random-digit-dial telephone interviews: labour force participation questions in
pretests for the redesign of the Current Population Survey (CPS) conducted by the US
Bureau of the Census, and interviews of public opinion conducted by the Letters and
Science Survey Center (LSSC) at the University of Wisconsin. In the CPS interviews,
the interviewer asks the respondent the same set of labour force questions about each
adult member of the household. The LSSC interviews are divided into a number of
different topics (taxes, government, economic expectations, etc.), and within each
topic a particular question form is repeated for several items. Our purpose here is to
illustrate in more detail what we mean by analytic alternation, and the variable
effects that elaborations may have on recorded answers and quality of data.

Unproblematic case of an elaborated answer: achieving rapport

Our first instance is one in which the respondent, after answering a question, invites
and obtains laughter from the interviewer. R and IV then ‘laugh together’ ( Jefferson
et al. 1987) in a prototypical exhibit of achieving momentary rapport within the
interview (Lavin and Maynard 2001).

(7) 112L02030
1 IV: O:kay ##      hh an: how would you rate the job the military
2 is doing
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3 (2.8) 
4 R: Oh I think the military is doing very well hh probably:: (.) well 
5 let’s go with an eight
6 IV: Oka:y =
7 R: =There’s always room for improvement right? =
8 IV: =Yeah ehh heh  [heh .hh hh YEAH heh .hh O:kay .hh] =
9 R: [heh  heh  ehh  heh  heh  heh .bh] =

10 IV: =generally speaking do you usually think of yourself as:
11 a republican? a democrat an independent or: what. 

R’s answer to the survey question (lines 1–2) is an extended one, accounting for
her forthcoming answer (line 4) before it arrives (line 5). Immediately after IV
acknowledges this answer in line 6 with ‘Okay’, R produces an idiomatic evaluation
of her answer by commenting about ‘room for improvement’ (line 7). With the tag-
question ‘right?’, she also asks for affirmation. At line 8, IV provides an affirmative
response and begins to laugh. Subsequently, R (line 9) joins the laughter and the two
participants laugh together for several particles. In the midst of this, IV at line 8 pro-
duces another agreement token, and then bids to end the laughter and initiate the
next question with an ‘O:kay’ token; R’s laughter stops after the ‘Okay’ appears, as
both parties draw inbreaths. Subsequently, IV issues the next interview item (lines
10–11), but the way that IV and R track each other during the laughter shows how
the resolution of these elaborations is an interactional matter involving both inter-
viewer and respondent contributions.

The respondent in excerpt (7) elaborates on her response in a way that both par-
ties treat as humorous. Although some survey centres, in the interests of standard-
ization, work to prohibit interviewer laughter, not all do (Lavin and Maynard 2001;
Viterna and Maynard 2002), and this instance, at this survey centre, is not problem-
atic interactionally or for the proper conduct of the interview.

Unproblematic case of an elaborated answer: talk beyond keyboard entry

Other kinds of elaboration also may be inconsequential, although interviewers may
record answers so quickly during an elaboration that it may not yet be clear to the
interviewer whether the elaboration is relevant to that coding operation. This is
because, at the first point where a respondent’s turn of talk contains evidence of a
recordable answer, interviewers may key a code into the computer. Excerpt (8) shows
how an interviewer treats an in-process answer:

(8) 211Ll306
1 IV: (U-) ((tch)) okay and do you think that during the next twelve
2 months it will be larger or smaller than during the past 
3 twelve months:? or about the same.
4 R: Oh bout the s::[ame] I guess
5 IV: [  # ]
6 IV: Okay hh an: what about interest rates: (.) uh do you think that
7 during the next twelve months interest rates will: go up? (.)
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8 come down or: stay about the same as  [they are now] 
9 R: [.hhhhh        ]hhhhh hhhhh

10 °well: let’s see, they’ve gone down° they’ll probly stay[: ]=
11 IV: [#]
12 R: =’bout what they are now
13 IV: Okay (0.2) ((tch)) .hh and in what state do you live . . .

As soon as R produces, in line 4, an utterance that is recognizably matched to one of
the answer categories (i.e. just after IV hears ‘bout the s::.’), she appears to enter a code
for ‘about the same’ on the keyboard (line 5). IV waits until R completes the utterance
with ‘I guess’ before providing the third-turn ‘Okay’ receipt (line 6) and reading the
next question, but the answer has been mechanically recorded well before that. 

Such ‘recognition-point’ ( Jefferson 1973) data entry also occurs at the end of
R’s next answering turn (lines 9–10). Near the completion of IV’s question (lines 6–8),
R begins her answer. Then, as soon as R says something that is hearable as one of the
offered answers (i.e. when R has completed ‘they’ll probly stay’ in line 10), IV makes
a keyboard entry (line 11). Given the capacity for turn projection, then, interviewers
can and do treat the speech material following a codable answer as so much chaff.
Stated differently, as soon as an answer can be recorded using the material in a
respondent’s turn-so-far, it often is. The interview progresses according to the CATI
instrument without any obstacles. However, not everything that follows a codable
answer in a respondent’s turn is chaff, or is treated as such by the interviewer. 

A problematic case: sequential implications of an elaborated answer

Some post-answer elaborations are very interactionally consequential in that they
can affect the subsequent course of the interview. In a variety of ways, they can
implicate alternation away from the instrument as an interviewer engages in tacit
forms of handling the emergent material. Consider this: 

(9) Ol5C0403
1 IV: Did you do work at all last week not counting work around the
2 house?
3 (0.4)
4 R: No: I run back and forth to the hospital
5 IV: h Alright (.) then is it correct that you did not have a job or 
6 business from which you were temp’raly absent or layoff last
7 week?

After IV’s question (lines 1–2), R begins his turn in line 4 with a ‘No:’, which provides
an initial properly formatted survey response. If that were all of R’s answer, it
would be what Raymond (2003) calls a type-conforming one – grammatically fitted
to the yes/no interrogative it follows. However, R’s continuation beyond the ‘No:’
develops a nonconforming response, which exhibits the inadequacy of and resists
presuppositions in the question. This R proposes that a simple ‘no’ to the question
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could allow for assumptions about his status ‘last week’ as one who did not ‘do work’.
His nonconforming response provides an account for not working that possibly
depicts himself as responsibly occupied nevertheless. 

Of further significance in this excerpt, and consistent with Raymond’s (2003:
951–4) observations, the nonconforming response has sequential implications for
the ensuing talk. These implications, in turn, are significant for the proper conduct
of the survey. After receiving the R’s nonconforming response, IV alters the wording
of the next question. The scripted question is ‘Did you have a job or business from
which…?’. However, she changes the question, forming it, in survey terms, as a ‘ver-
ification’ question that incorporates an interpretation of the respondent’s ‘no’
answer, and asks for confirmation of a statement that R did not have a job (lines 5–7).
In conversation analytic terms, the question prefers a confirming answer (Sacks
1987). For the survey, this means that the question she produces presents an infer-
ence based on R’s previous answer and thus violates some versions of standardiza-
tion. Nevertheless, this interviewer is showing conversational competence, in that
producers of yes/no interrogatives (survey questions here) who receive nonconform-
ing responses regularly work to deal with the resistance these responses display.

Another problematic case: correcting the interview’s trajectory

In our previous cases, a respondent’s continuation past the production of a codable
answer occurs within the same turn as the answer that the interviewer recorded. In
excerpt (10) the pattern is slightly different. R, in line 4, provides a survey-formatted,
type-conforming answer, which is complete and perfectly recordable for the inter-
view. A silence follows (line 5), and when the interviewer resumes talking at line 6,
she starts to ask the next question. However, at line 7, R interjects an elaboration to
his previous answer, offering an account for the ‘nope’ at line 4. This effectively
deletes IV’s initiation of the next question, connecting the line 4 and line 7 utter-
ances and assembling a nonconforming answer.

(10) 022C0505
1 IV: Last week (0.4) did you do any work at all include work for pay
2 or other types of compensation
3 (0.4)
4 R: Nope
5 (1.8)
6 IV: Last week =
7 R: = I’m on full disability for [Sosh] Security disability =
8 IV: [uhh  ]
9 R: =[cause] I’ve got asbestos in my lungs

10 IV: [uh– ]
11 IV: Okay last week you’re (a d–) okay you are disabled
12 R: [Yes]
13 IV: [Oka]:y hbh and (0.3) will your disability prevent you from 
14 accepting …
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This nonconforming answer turns out to be very interactionally and instrumentally
significant. On the CATI screen, there are answer categories besides ‘Yes’ and ‘No’ for
the question produced at lines 1–2. One of these, ‘No, disabled’, is a blind category,
which the interviewer does not use unless the respondent volunteers the relevant
information. When it is used, and a ‘No, disabled’ answer is entered in the computer,
the CATI program skips to a different set of questions from those that appear after a
simple entry of ‘No’.

As R produces his announcement of the disability (line 7), IV acknowledges this
additional information with ‘uhh’ (line 8), and produces another ‘uh’ (line 10) as R
completes his announcement (line 9). IV also backs up in the CATI program to change
the previous answer to ‘No, disabled’, asking for confirmation (line 11) and then,
according to the program, initiating a different next question about whether R would
be prevented from accepting a job (lines 13–14). In this case, unlike the previous exam-
ple, the interviewer corrects the trajectory of the interview in a way that fits the pro-
tocols for standardization. Rather than altering the wording of the following question
on her own, as IV did in excerpt (9), that is, this IV uses the R’s elaboration to record
the R’s situation more accurately and to obtain computer-guided further questions.

Final problematic case: ambiguous answering

The next instance of elaboration is built into a single turn of talk. The construction
of this turn is such that its ending appears to contradict what appears (to the inter-
viewer) to be a codable answer in the beginning of the turn. The CATI screen for the
question read at lines 1–3 in excerpt (11) offers the answer categories ‘go up’, ‘go
down’, and ‘stay where they are now’ (lines 2–3). 

(11) 182L1004
1 IV: Mkay .hh .hh and then during the next twelve months do you think
2 prices in general will go up? go down? or stay where they are
3 now? 
4 (2.1)
5 R: They’ll hold their: s:pot but they .hh they should be going down.
6 (0.4)
7 IV: Nkay?
8 (0.6)
9 IV: So:: do you wanta say they’ll stay the same then:?

10 (0.6)
11 IV: What you’re saying?=
12 R: n::Well they’ll    [stay the same– ]
13 IV: [Or do you think they’ll be going  ] down
14 (0.6)
15 IV: Okay # .hhhh and then how bout interest rates…

After a silence (line 4), R starts his turn with a component (‘hold their: sp:ot’, line 5)
that could be taken as the equivalent to the ‘stay where they are’ category. However,
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after a token of contrast (‘but’), he continues with another component (‘… should be
going down’) that has similarities to a different category. This implies an ambiguity:
does R’s ‘should be going down’ indicate his opinion of what will happen or what
ought to happen?

The interviewer’s hesitations and actions indicate that he regards the R’s turn as
ambiguous. He lets a 0.4 second silence pass, then responds with a question-intoned
marker of receipt (‘Nkay?’, line 7), which is itself ‘lax’ and indefinite as to whether it
is neutral and accepting of the prior turn, or possibly a complaining rejection of that
turn ( Jefferson 1978). Another pause follows (line 8), and then IV begins a candidate
reformulation or paraphrasing (line 9) that retrieves the initial part of line 5 for con-
firmation. This paraphrasing of a respondent’s talk is a directive probe and is (as we
have observed before) incorrect under most rules for standardized interviewing pro-
cedures. However, in conversation, repeating a portion of a prior turn for confirma-
tion is a common device by which speakers ask for clarification.

Despite the probe, R still does not speak (line 10). IV probes again, in a more neu-
tral manner this time (line 11), and as he reaches the end of his utterance and the tone
goes up, R immediately initiates a turn of talk (line 12) that eventuates in an unam-
biguous answer (‘stay the same’). Before R can speak the disambiguating part of his
turn, IV continues his own prior turn and produces, in overlap, an alternative candi-
date answer (line 13). (This is not the original wording of the question, but the word-
ing that the respondent offered in line 5.) Having received no apparent response to
his suggestion of ‘stay the same’, IV turns to the other interpretation of R’s initial elab-
orated answer. After the overlap and completion of his own utterance, and a silence,
IV produces a clear acknowledgement token and makes a keyboard entry (line 15). If
we assume that IV has heard R’s line 12 utterance, IV would register his answer as the
‘stay the same’ response option. In this extract, then, a respondent’s elaboration
results in an ambiguity to which the interviewer is attuned. In an effort to disam-
biguate the elaborated answer and register a code properly in the computer, and in a
manner similar to that of the interviewer in excerpt (9), he acts as a competent prac-
titioner conversationally even when violating protocols of standardization.

Elaborations and their consequences

Elaborations on answers to survey questions, we noted, expand the question answer
and interviewing sequences they follow (Schegloff 1995). At times, interviewers treat
talk after an already-produced answer as irrelevant to collecting and recording data
in an interview. This may happen because at the first moment when interviewers
hear a codable item in the respondents answering turn of talk, they may perform a
keystroke to enter the item in the computer. At other times, elaborations of an
answer significantly affect the course of the talk and what the interviewer does to
register a code in the computer. As the talk develops to handle an elaboration, it may
be done in a way that stays within protocols of standardization. However, because
elaborations often mean that a previous answer is now incorrect or ambiguous,
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interviewers, as they alternate away from the CATI script, may be prompted to
invoke their conversational competence – their generic knowledge of how to handle
interactional mistakes – and break protocol inadvertently. 

In practical terms, interviewers do manage to record answers to each item, and do
so even when the answer is complicated by elaborations. Without further study of a
quantitative and distributional kind, for example by coding to examine the relation
of interactional variables to outcomes such as accuracy, it is not possible to determine
whether post-answer elaborations affect the reliability and validity of the data col-
lected. In their study of the accuracy of reports about legal custody, Schaeffer and
Dykema (2004) found that elaborations occurred in approximately 1 to 14 per cent
of cases (across six items presented in two different orders). Although elaborations
lowered the odds of reporting accurately, the effect was not statistically significant in
predicting the accuracy of answers, except for lagged analyses wherein elaborations
are associated with significantly lower odds of reporting accurately for joint legal cus-
tody and reports about dates of marriage. A study by Dijkstra and Ongena (2004)
shows that elaborations4 are a fairly regular occurrence after initially adequate
answers but it is difficult to determine how they affect the overall validity and qual-
ity of the data. More research needs to be done to answer definitely whether and how
much post-answer elaborations affect the quality of data.

Conclusion

The section of this chapter on elaborative talk demonstrates that respondents are not
what Garfinkel (1967: 67) called ‘judgemental dopes’. Much as a survey can prescribe
what and how they should reply to items on an instrument, respondents exercise
and display forms of reasoning to accompany what can appear to be just-now cod-
able answers for the survey instrument. However, whereas from an interviewer’s per-
spective, respondents may initially have offered a codable answer, interaction is
temporally organized in a manner to allow for talk to emerge that clarifies the sig-
nificance of the already-said (Garfinkel 1967: 41). Thus, sometimes despite the efforts
of interviewers to mark a respondent’s turn or turn-so-far in a way that will conclude
an interviewing sequence, respondents may elaborate their answer and defy what
turns out to be premature codification. 

If respondents are not judgemental dopes, neither are interviewers. That is, their
handling of elaborations is also a skilful endeavour not fully encompassed by proto-
cols for standardization. Sometimes, an interviewer’s recording of an answer at a
point of recognition in its production may make an elaboration irrelevant or redun-
dant to the coding of an answer. At other times, elaborative talk appears to seduce
interviewers into alternating away from CATI scripts so as to handle competently
what the elaboration exhibits in relation to the original answer on which it is para-
sitic. Interviewers’ alternation involves an invocation of tacit knowledge by which
they may accomplish actions that diverge from the interviewing task per se, but that
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build rapport or record answers efficiently. And when an elaboration contradicts its
preceding answer, interviewers necessarily perform a correction and may have to
alter the course of the interview altogether. That they may violate protocol in doing
so is testament not to the inadequacies of survey interviewing but to interviewers’
conversational and interactional skill as they work with respondents to accomplish
the rather challenging tasks of social measurement the research instrument puts
before them.

Standardization in survey research or any other realm is not guaranteed by its rules
and procedures. Standardization has to be achieved according to the variegated cir-
cumstances that impinge on any attempt to follow those rules and procedures
(Maynard and Schaeffer 2000). Because of this, at least for the survey interview, it is
best to investigate attempts to enact the uniform asking and answering of questions
as standardization-in-interaction. Such investigation means paying attention to turn-
taking (i.e. the interviewing sequence) and the variety of practical ways that this
sequence is implemented to accommodate the vagaries of tapping the social entities
a survey measures. It also necessitates analysis of the interactional details by which
interviewers and respondents fit the instrument, with its codified questions and
answers, to the respondents’ circumstances. Studying talk-in-interaction in the sur-
vey interview, in other words, is an invaluable way to do research on standardization-
in-interaction, a phenomenon that is endemic to many organizational settings. The
interactional structures by which participants accomplish their tasks during the sur-
vey, attempting to facilitate good social measurement, are the site of actions whose
pattern and organization are of immense importance for ethnomethodology and
conversation analysis, survey design, data collection, and a variety of other theoret-
ical, methodological, and empirical endeavours in the social sciences. 

Notes

1. For a discussion of the generic interviewing sequence, see Maynard and Schaeffer
(2002b: 15–16).

2. See Houtkoop-Steenstra’s (2000) consideration of ‘participant roles’ and ‘footing’
(Goffman 1981b) in the survey interview. The interview implicates more than just an
‘interviewer’ and ‘respondent’, as interviewers exhibit themselves as ‘animators’ or
‘relayers’ of text that is designed by others, the ‘authors’ or ‘formulators’.

3. We are very grateful to Robert Cradock for collecting and helping in the preliminary
analysis of post-answer elaborations, and this section draws upon an earlier collabo-
rative paper (Cradock et al. 1993).

4. Their term for elaboration is ‘consideration’.

• • • Standardization-in-Interaction: The Survey Interview • • •

• 27 •

Drew-3382-Chapter-02.qxd  3/29/2006  2:56 PM  Page 27



Our aim in this chapter is to highlight the way that talk-in-interaction is fundamen-
tal in conducting and analysing interviews, and to argue that it is important to con-
sider interviews as instances of social interaction. To substantiate this argument, we
re-examine interview data using an appropriate analytic method, namely conversa-
tion analysis (CA). This analysis reveals three potential problems with failing to take
account of the interactional character of interviews. We then reflect on more general
methodological implications of our observations regarding the use of interviews as
tools in social research.

Interviews as social research tools

Interviews are widely used throughout the social sciences. To go further, it is proba-
bly accurate to claim that the majority of qualitative research conducted in the social
sciences has to some degree drawn upon data generated through interviews between
researchers and members of the public. There is a vast amount of research which
relies exclusively upon verbal reports of experiences and opinions offered by respon-
dents in face-to-face interviews. Interview data may also play a part in research pro-
jects which use other kinds of qualitative material. For example, interviews may be
employed as part of a broader ethnographic study, or to supplement the findings
from the study of texts, such as the print media. The use of interviews in these kinds
of study has been facilitated by advances in audio recording technology which have
made the research interview an even more attractive method of data collection.
Cheap and discreet tape recorders can record the respondent’s words with greater
accuracy than can be achieved through obtrusive and disruptive on-the-spot note
taking, and relieves the researcher from any subsequent attempt to reconstruct what
the respondent had said. Finally, the research interview can play a part in the collec-
tion of quantitative data (see Chapter 2 in this volume). Many large-scale national
surveys are administered by researchers in interviews with respondents, in which
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answers are recorded in such a way that they are suitable for subsequent statistical
analysis.

Of course, the research interview may take different forms, depending at least in
part on the purposes for which they are to be used. Four main types of interview have
been distinguished (Fielding 2001). These vary according to the degree to which the
interviewer’s and respondent’s contributions are constrained through the structure of
the interview. Thus, there are structured, semi-structured and unstructured individ-
ual or group interviews. We will consider briefly the features of these different types
of interview. This will provide a point of reference for our subsequent argument that
although the format differs, interviews share a common basis in interaction. We shall
confine our remarks about the potential consequences of ignoring this fact mainly to
structured and semi-structured interviews. However, our observations can be applied
to some degree to all types of interview.

The standardized or structured interview is associated with questionnaire research
and statistical analysis. The interviewer simply administers a questionnaire or survey
to the respondent. This is the most formal kind of interview setting: the interviewer
follows the survey or questionnaire much like a script, and records the respondent’s
answers on the questionnaire. The wording and order of questions is constant, which
ensures continuity across all the interviews with all the respondents. This in turn
allows statistical analysis of the data thereby collected. Questions are designed so that
the respondents’ participation is constrained and minimized, thus ensuring that
their answers can be easily coded. Many of these features are illustrated in extract (1),
which comes from Suchman and Jordon’s (1990) study of interaction between
respondents and researchers completing a Social Survey and a Health Survey in
the USA. (1) (In this and all subsequent extracts, ‘I’ is the interviewer, ‘R’ is the
respondent.)

I: During those two weeks, did anyone in the family receive health care at 
home or go to a doctor’s office, clinic, hospital or some other place. Include 
care from a nurse or anyone working with or for a medical doctor. Do not 
count times while an overnight patient in hospital.

R: (pause) No:: 
(Suchman and Jordan 1990: 233)

Compared with the structured interview, which is designed to obtain factual infor-
mation, the semi-structured interview is often constructed to elicit views or accounts
in relation to quite specific questions. Moreover, in contrast to the structured inter-
view, in a semi-structured interview, the sequence of questions can be varied, as can
the wording of questions. The researcher has some scope to pursue themes which
may emerge during the interview. In some studies this facilitates the possibility of
later quantitative analysis while preserving the researcher’s option to develop partic-
ular topics, although semi-structured interviewing is also more commonly used in
purely qualitative research. There is more respondent participation, and this is not
directly constrained by the interviewer’s questions. To illustrate, consider extracts
(2) to (4) overleaf. These come from interviews with members of youth subcultures.
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They were conducted as part of a project on social identity. The interviews were
started with a question which invited the respondents to describe themselves. Extract
(2) provides an example. 

(2) ((Tape starts))
1 I: CAn you tell me something about your sty:le 
2 and (.) ºy’knowº
3 (.)
4 R: [ºuhmº
5 I: [the way you’re dressed
(Widdicombe and Wooffitt 1995: 78)

However, this question was not stated in exactly the same way on each occasion.
In extract (3), a tape problem meant that the first part of the interviewer’s question
is lost, but it is clear from what remains that it is phrased differently from the ver-
sion in extract (2). Extract (4) illustrates another variation on the wording of the
interviewer’s first turn. 

(3) ((Tape starts))
1 I: ... about your sty:le 
2 (.3) 
3 I: and who you are 
4 (.4)
5 I: how would you describe yourselves
6 R1: huhh huhh hhagh punk rockers
7 R2: punk rockers yeah huhh huhh
8 I: How long have you been punk rockers,
9 R2: three:- ah’ve been three years

10 R1: yeah three
(Widdicombe and Wooffitt 1995: 78)

(4) ((Tape starts: respondents talking to each other about Princess Anne for approximately 12
seconds.)) 

1 I: can you tell me something about your style and the way 
2 you look,
3 (0.7)
4 I: how would you descri:be yourselves
5 (0.7)
6 R1: ºhuhhº

(.7)
8 R1: I dunno >I hate those sorts of quest[ions uhm
9 R2: [yeah horrible

10 isn’t it
(Widdicombe and Wooffitt 1995: 96–7)

In standardized or structured interviews, the respondents’ answers are constrained:
the questions are worded to ensure that they require yes/no answers, or a simple
factual statement (e.g. the number of visits to a doctor in the past month). But in

• • • Talk and Interaction in Social Research Methods • • •

• 30 •

Drew-3382-Chapter-03.qxd  3/29/2006  2:56 PM  Page 30



semi-structured interviews, respondents’ replies can take various forms. In extract (3),
for example, respondents address the interviewer’s first turn by identifying them-
selves in terms of a subcultural label (punk rockers), but in extract (4) the respon-
dents adopt a more hostile stance, declaring their dislike for this type of question.

The third type of interviews is known by a variety of terms: the non-standardized,
unstructured, or focused interview. This type of interview is used more to explore
issues or themes which are relevant to the researcher’s interests, and of which the
respondent is likely to have some direct experience or thoughts. The interview struc-
ture is loosely organized: instead of a series of specific questions, the interviewer may
simply have a list of issues she wishes to raise with the respondent. It therefore dif-
fers from both structured and semi-structured interviews in that the interviewer does
not follow predefined guidelines. Moreover, the interaction is relatively uncon-
strained, in that the researcher may depart from an interview guide to pursue novel
topics which are introduced by the respondent. The respondent’s participation is not
constrained and may be extensive: they may offer lengthy accounts, narratives, anec-
dotes and stories to illustrate experiences or opinions. It is assumed that by encour-
aging respondents to reflect on and relate their experiences at length, the researcher
is more likely to obtain rich data which will yield greater insight into the personal
experiences of the respondents. Extract (5) illustrates the start of a focused interview.
This comes from Wooffitt’s (1992) study of accounts of paranormal experiences. 

(5) ((Tape starts))
1 I well then (.) if you’d care tuh (.) tell me 
2 what happened
3 (0.6)
4 S well all I know is:: >I< well I’m not sure o’ me a:ge 
6 when I (.) i(t)- happened because >ah<* all I know is 
7 I w- (0.2) was at school so it musta bin after 
8 five years of age ‘cos we didn’t start ‘fore five
9 an’ I was losin’ a lo(t) of time at school cz I ‘ad this: pneumonia, (1)

10 an uh (0.5) a- according to mother I became seriously-at first of all 
11 with just (.) normal (0.5) er plain pneumonia an’ in those days to 
12 treat pneumonia all they ºhhh knew about treating’ pneumonia in
13 those days was to put hot kaolin poultices on yer ºhh chest tuh keep
14 the fluid (1) anyway it didn’t do much good an’ it got worse un I got
15 into the situation what they call double pneumonia where both 
16 lungs become infected ºhhhh an just got worse and worse and I was 
17 in bed of ooh: eight or nine weeks I s’pose I don’t know exactly the 
18 number of weeks but I was there a long time in bed (1) an apparently 
19 or so my mother told me afterwards when I got better (0.5) that one
20 day the doctors comes ‘e says well there’s no more I can do he:’s: 
21 y’know (0.5) you must prepare yourself for the worse ‘e’s not gonna
22 make it through the night in my opinion ‘e says c’z people become at
23 their lowest ebb (0.5) during the early hours of the morning I don’t
24 think he’ll make it he says so you (0.5) y’know, all you can do is 
25 hope so:: anyway (0.5) when you’re in bed that length o’ time you 
26 don’t sleep regular hours like (0.3) when you normally go to bed at 
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27 night yu’ know if you’ve been up all day you go to bed you go to 
28 sleep (.) hhhh an’ you wake up in the morning (.) an’ ah musta bin
29 do:zin’ there or somethin’ un u(h)r: suddenly this: light a very 
30 small light (.) must’ve started playing s:i:lly devils

((continues))

In this extract the interviewer’s first turn simply invites the respondent to report
his apparitional experience. In this section of the interview, the interviewer does not
intervene, and takes the role of a passive recipient of the respondent’s lengthy
account of his health problems at the time of his experience. However, the focused
interview can be collaborative, with the researcher taking a more participatory role.
Consequently, it is often said that the focused interview can come to resemble a con-
versation, with both participants exploring a range of mutually interesting issues. 

Finally, in focus group interviews, a number of people can be brought together to
engage in joint discussion facilitated by the researcher, often prompted by consider-
ation of stimulus materials, such as videos, newspaper articles or magazine adverts.
This is an extremely efficient method of data collection, as one session might allow
the researcher to record reports of opinions and experiences of ten or more people
at one time. Moreover, it is possible that the presence of others with similar life
experiences may encourage greater participation and disclosure of personal or inti-
mate details, although the presence of others can also inhibit full and frank par-
ticipation. A more detailed discussion of focus groups is provided in Chapter 4 of
this volume.

We noted above that the interview is fundamental to the social sciences, because
so much of what we know about the social world comes from analysis of data gen-
erated through some form of interview. It is no surprise, then, that sociologists have
been keen to explore the ways that interviews may shape the data gathered through
them. Attention has focused mainly on two issues. One concerns the factors that can
lead to the collection of distorted, biased or irrelevant data. A second concern is with
those variables that can inhibit the interview as a data-gathering procedure, for
example, by interfering with the smooth execution of an interview. So, in methods
textbooks, we can find descriptions of possible questioning techniques including
advice on how to ask straightforward, clear questions, exhortations not to ask lead-
ing questions, and advice on how to probe for more information or prompt hesitant
respondents. We also find discussion of various interpersonal issues. For example, the
benefits and dangers of developing rapport with the respondent; general warnings
about the ways in which respondents may unwittingly impede the unfettered flow
of information; and the effect of social category membership and social status on
responses. That is, we are encouraged to ask: is the respondent too keen to please the
researcher because of her (perceived) higher status? Does the interviewer’s class or
gender affect the nature of the respondent’s answers? 

Nevertheless there is something quite curious about such discussions of interview
techniques and methods. In particular, researchers have overlooked the fact that
the research interview is a period of social interaction. This lack of interest in the
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interactional dimensions of social research interviews reflects the broader tendency
in the social sciences to treat language either as a passive medium for the transmis-
sion of information, or as a canvas which merely reflects the influence of sociologi-
cal variables such as the participants’ relationship, class, gender, status, and so on.
However, in the past three decades there has been a sustained criticism of this dom-
inant position, and this critique encourages us to look at interviews in a new light.

Language use as social action

Drawing from the later philosophy of Wittgenstein and the sociological writings of
Garfinkel and Sacks, scholars in a range of social science disciplines now treat verbal
communication as social action. This is best exemplified in the approach of conver-
sation analysis (CA). Over the past 30 years, CA has emerged as one of the primary
methodologies in the analysis of naturally occurring verbal interaction. Some key
assumptions inform conversation analysis. The first is that language use is a site for
social action: people do things to each other when they talk. Second, the way in
which utterances are designed will be informed by the speakers’ communicative
competencies: procedures, methods, maxims and practices for producing mutually
intelligible interaction which are available to them by virtue of their membership of
a natural language-speaking community. But utterances are not examined as isolated
actions. Conversation analysis is centrally concerned to discover and explicate
sequences of utterances – highly patterned ways of talking together in which partic-
ipants engage in interactional and inferential activities. Part of the work of analysing
sequences in interaction requires showing how they are interactionally produced. In
other words, CA is interested in showing how participants’ orientation to the require-
ments of that sequence inform their activities, and in so doing ‘bring off’ or realize
that sequence collaboratively. The ways in which utterances are designed, then, will
embody the participants’ tacit understanding of the normative properties of sequen-
tial organization – that certain activities are appropriately placed in specific posi-
tions. (For introductions to CA and its methodological orientation, see Drew 1994,
2003; Heritage 1984b; Hutchby and Wooffitt 1998; ten Have 1999.)

Although it is known as conversation analysis, CA’s methodological procedures
can be applied to any form of naturally occurring talk-in-interaction (Drew and
Heritage 1992b). So, in addition to hundreds of studies of mundane interaction,
there has been considerable research on interaction in work or institutional settings,
such as courtooms, doctors’ surgeries and television news interviews (Boden and
Zimmerman 1991; Drew and Heritage 1992a). In these formal or semi-formal con-
texts, the participants’ conduct can be investigated to show how their discourse
attends to requirements of the setting. For example, in doctor–patient consultations
we may examine how the turn-taking system common to everyday interaction may
be temporarily suspended to facilitate the doctor’s diagnostic work (Heath 1986,
1992). And in televised news interviews, we can examine turn design to reveal how
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the participants orient to each other’s setting-relevant identities: interviewer or
interviewee (Heritage and Greatbatch 1991). 

Conversation analytic research has produced a cumulative and detailed account of
the organization of talk as action. This has important implications for the way we
understand what happens between interviewer and respondent in the research inter-
view, and how we view the data which are subsequently produced. In the rest of this
chapter, we will explore three (interrelated) issues raised by a CA approach to inter-
action in the research interview, focusing, as noted above, on structured and semi-
structured interviews. First, CA shows that the requirements of the standardized
interview may conflict with the expectations associated with everyday interaction.
This may make interaction in interviews awkward and uncomfortable. The next two
issues apply to the analysis rather than the collection of data and they are therefore
potentially relevant to the analysis of all types of qualitative interview data. The
second issue is that the analysis of interview data often overlooks the interactional
basis of data production and this has implications for the interpretation of that data.
Third, analysts may ignore the way that an utterance functions as an action in the
interview interaction, interpreting it instead as exemplifying an underlying theme.
This may distort the findings or limit the analyst’s understanding of what is going on
in the interview. We will discuss and illustrate each issue in turn. 

Breaching normative expectations

Talk-in-interaction relies upon a shared set of communicative practices which inform
our interpretations of and inferences about each other’s conduct. However, the con-
duct of interviewer and respondent may depart from these expectations because of
the requirements of the research interview. We will examine what may occur when
these normative expectations are breached.

In a structured interview, the interviewer administers a survey to a respondent. The
questions are written to require either yes/no answers, or a selection from a range of
possible options. The respondent’s answers are then coded or recorded in terms of a
number of pre-set categories. These formally coded data provide the social scientist
with the basis for statistical analysis.

Standardized data are necessary for statistical analysis. Therefore, it is important
that the interviewer asks the respondents the same questions in the same way in the
same order every time. However, the need to produce standardized answers entails
the suppression of some essential characteristics of everyday interaction. Suchman
and Jordan (1990) show that this has some very important consequences for the
nature of the information actually being recorded. They conducted an analysis of
recordings of interviews in which researchers were administering either the General
Social Survey or the National Health Survey to members of the public. They noted
several ways in which the requirements of the interview constrained everyday com-
municative competencies. For example, in conversational interaction, utterances are
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designed for particular recipients: there is an elegance and economy about the ways
in which turns can be built to show their relevance to their intended recipients.
But in a structured interview, each question must be presented to different respon-
dents in the same way. Therefore, questions have to be written to accommodate a
wide range of respondents and their possible circumstances. This means that ques-
tions can become awkward and clumsy, as extract (6) illustrates:

(6)
I: During those two weeks, did anyone in the family receive health care at

home or go to a doctor’s office, clinic, hospital or some other place. Include 
care from a nurse or anyone working with or for a medical doctor. Do not
count times while an overnight patient in hospital.

R: (pause) No:: 
(Suchman and Jordan 1990: 233)

In everyday conversation, turn exchange is managed with precision: there are few
silences between turns, and periods when more than one person is talking at once
are shortlived. One of the reasons for this is that we share a tacit understanding of
the procedures for turn management, and a sensitivity to where in interaction it is
appropriate to initiate turn transfer (Sacks et al., 1974). One such location is at the
end of stretches of talk which could be heard as the grammatical end of a sentence.
However, because standardized interview questions have to anticipate a range of
respondent circumstances, they may contain many clauses, and the end of each of
these could be heard as an appropriate place for a respondent to start talking, that is,
to provide an answer.

Suchman and Jordon noted that it is not unusual for a respondent to answer a
question after an initial clause. However, because of the requirement to ask questions
in the same way on each occasion, the interviewer has to continue with the rest of
the question even after the respondent has answered it. 

(7)
I: Was the total combined family income during the past twelve

months, that is yours, your wife’s Judith’s and Jerry’s more or less
than twenty thousand dollars.

R: More
I: Include money from jobs, social security, retirement income,

unemployment payments, public assistance and so forth. Also include 
income from interest dividends, net income from business or rent, and
any other income received.

R: More. it was more income. 
(Suchman and Jordan 1990: 234)

This is interactionally clumsy. The respondent has answered ‘more’ at the end of
the first part of the interviewer’s utterance, and the logic of the question means that
his answer will not be altered by his consideration of the instructions which follow
his answer. Yet the interviewer is obliged to ask each question in its entirety, in
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exactly the same way, for each respondent. Thus we have the unsatisfactory situation
in which the interviewer has to read out now-irrelevant information, while the
respondent waits to repeat his answer. 

In everyday interaction, contributions to a conversation can be designed to take
account of prior interactional events, or previously disclosed information. This is a
valuable resource by which we can avoid repetition, redundancy, and so on. In stan-
dardized interviews, however, interviewers have to ignore precisely this kind of con-
textual knowledge: they are not allowed to incorporate inferences available from
prior turns into the design of subsequent questions. This, again, can led to interac-
tional dysfluencies (see Chapter 8 in this volume).

Suchman and Jordan cite an instance concerning the respondent’s health. The
interviewer establishes that the respondent has a form of skin complaint brought on
by playing the violin. The respondent is then asked ‘When did you last see or talk to
a doctor or assistant about the dermatitis under the neck?’ (Suchman and Jordan
1990: 233). However, the respondent’s answer reveals that she did not see a doctor
about this condition. On the basis of this information, we might draw the following
inference: that if a medical condition was not serious enough to warrant a visit to a
doctor, it is unlikely to be serious enough to merit hospitalization. Some turns later,
however, the interviewer is obliged to ask the following question.

(8)
I: Were you ever hospitali[zed::for

R: [No    
(Suchman and Jordon 1990: 233)

Because of the requirement that all questions have to be asked in every interview,
interviewers can find themselves having to pose questions to which they already
know the answer, to respondents who have already answered. 

These features of standardized interviews may be irritating to the respondent
(‘couldn’t she figure that out?’), and embarrassing for the interviewer. But the
requirement to depart from everyday conversational practices may have more dam-
aging implications.

During a standardized interview, it is not only the questions which are pre-determined:
so too are the kinds of answer respondents can give. This is because answers have to
be recorded in terms of the categories or coding schemes built into the survey which
is being administered. This means that interviewers are constrained either to ignore
the respondent’s answer if it deviates from the required format, or to force it into one
of the available categories. In the following extract, the respondent is being asked to
assess the appropriateness of the amount of money being spent on problems in big
cities. 

(9)
I: ... solving the problem of big cities

R: Ahm:: (long pause) Some questions seem to be (little laugh)
hard to answer because it’s not a matter of how much money, it’s-
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I: Alright, you can just say whether you think it’s too much, too little or
about the right amount, or if you feel you don’t know you can:: say that of course.

R: Ah from the various talk shows and programs on TV and in 
the newspapers, ah it could be viewed that they’re 
spending maybe the right amount of money. but it isn’t 
so much the money that they’re spending it’s the other 
things that-

I: Well do you think we’re spending too much too little, or about the right amount.
R: Ahm, I’ll answer I don’t know on that one.
(Suchman and Jordan 1990: 234–5)

In this extract it appears that the respondent is taking issue with the premise of the
question: she queries whether the important issue is the amount of money being
spent, and suggests that what matters is how it is allocated. But this does not fit the
kinds of category of answer the interviewer can accept, and she urges the respondent
to provide an answer which does. Eventually the respondent offers a ‘don’t know’
answer. While this can be coded in terms of the available categories, it is technically
untrue. It implies the respondent has no knowledge of or position on this topic, when
in fact it is transparently the case that she has a sophisticated and critical appreciation
of the issues. The respondent’s actual opinion, which she tried to volunteer, was lost. 

Standardized interviews require the respondents to offer short, factual answers.
Often, though, respondents will provide a longer narrative or anecdote as a way of
illustrating an answer. Due to the requirement to furnish standardized answers, the
interviewer must ignore these stories. It is possible, however, that these stories may
actually contradict the answer which has been given. This problem is illustrated by
extract (10) below.

(10)
I: When you think about other doctors in general, how would you compare

yourself to them. Are you very similar or different?
(Suchman and Jordan 1990: 236)

In this standardized interview, as in many others, respondents are presented with a
statement and asked to select from a limited range of possible responses. Here, the
respondent has two options: ‘very similar’ or ‘different’. 

In mundane interaction, it is noticeable that speakers can appear to agree with a prior
statement, but then go on to tell a story or an anecdote which indicates some measure of
disagreement. Pomerantz calls this the ‘yes but’ phenomenon (Pomerantz 1984). A sim-
ilar phenomenon occurs in the respondent’s treatment of the question in extract (10).

(10 continued)
I: When you think about other doctors in general, how would you compare

yourself to them. Are you very similar or different?
R: I think I’m pretty similar to most doctors.

Except that a lot of doctors try to stay right in the mainstream of medicine.
They don’t like to be out, away from the drug-oriented type of medical
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treatment.In other words, you have a problem. you have drug for it. And 
that’ll take care of it. Or surgery or something. Cut it off. and you’ll be fine
(laughs) And most doctors have that attitude. Then there’s a small group
that believe in the reason that you have doctors in the first place. And that
is that we’re more holistic. So we can use a more natural approach. The
hippocratic approach. So I think I’m more like that group

(Suchman and Jordan 1990: 236)

The respondent initially states his similarity to most doctors. Then he demon-
strates his difference by providing a lengthy account in which he details how he
favours the more holistic approach to medicine advocated by a minority (‘a small
group’) of medical practitioners. Thus the interviewer is faced with two contradictory
answers. On the one hand, if the interviewer accepts the first answer, she will be
attributing to the respondent an opinion with which he clearly disagrees. On the
other, if she takes account of his subsequent explanation, she will not only have
transgressed the rule that interviewers should disattend to respondent’s anecdotal
remarks, but she will also have an uncodifiable answer: ‘similar’ and ‘different’. What
is eventually coded as an answer is not going to be a direct reflection of the respon-
dent’s utterances, but the outcome of the interviewer’s interpretation of the rela-
tionship between what was said and the nature of the permitted responses, an
outcome that the rules governing interviews are ostensibly designed to avoid. 

The requirements of standardized interviews collide with the practices of everyday
talk-in-interaction, with significant consequences. First, there may be periods of
interactional dysfluency, and from these may spring embarrassment, irritation, and
so on, thus making the interview a generally uncomfortable encounter for both par-
ties. Second, and more seriously, the nature of the interaction may affect the infor-
mation recorded during the interview. Suchman and Jordan’s analysis shows how
restrictions on everyday conversational practices required by the structured interview
can impact upon the interviewer’s decision as to what information the respondent is
actually offering by way of answer. In short, data collected in structured interviews
may be difficult to disentangle from the organization of the talk through which the
interview was conducted. 

The (missing) interactional basis of research interviews

Conversation analytic research has shown that turns at talk are built to perform an
activity which ‘fits’ with, or is relevant to, the producer’s tacit understanding of its
context, usually the activity performed by the prior turn. So, if we interpret a prior
turn as doing ‘questioning’, we infer that ‘answering’ is a relevant next activity; if we
interpret a prior turn as performing an invitation, we produce an acceptance (or
rejection), and so on. This is a valuable resource by which to ensure intersubjective
understanding: our assessment of the activity performed by a next speaker will allow
us to infer how our prior turn had been understood. Participants’ understanding of
their interaction with others thus develops over a turn-by-turn basis. 
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The research interview is also conducted through a series of turns which alternate
between the researcher and respondent. Consider the semi-structured interview: here
the researcher may have a set of questions to work through, but there is flexibility in
how these may be ordered and worded, and the repondents’ utterances are not
restricted to yes/no or factual answers. Admittedly, this kind of interaction is more
formal and constrained than everyday conversation: there may be a restricted range
of activities undertaken by participants, and in many kinds of interview one partici-
pant sets the agenda as to what is talked about. But this is a form of interaction,
nonetheless. This means that the way utterances are produced will in some way
reflect the producer’s understanding of the prior turn: it will exhibit design features
which show how it is connected to the ongoing stream of interaction.

However, it is noticeable that the majority of research which draws upon data from
semi-structured research interviews tends to focus on the respondents’ turns as if
they were discrete speech events isolated from the stream of social interaction in
which – and for which – they were produced.

To illustrate, we will consider Smith and Osborn’s (2003) introduction to the
methodology of Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA). IPA is a qualitative
method which seeks ‘to explore in detail how participants are making sense of their
personal and social world’ (Smith and Osborn 2003: 51). The data for IPA mainly
comes from semi-structured interviews. Analysis proceeds by identifying themes in
the respondents’ discourse, and then ordering these themes to reveal higher-level
systems of meaning which provide insight to the respondents’ understanding of
their lives. To illustrate this analytic method, Smith and Osborn show the kinds of
theme which may be derived from examination of interview data. A section of their
illustrative example (from a study of the impact of pain on self-concept) is repro-
duced overleaf. The data, shown in the left-hand column, comes from an interview
with a woman who is suffering from a chronic benign pain; the analyst’s thematic
notations are reproduced on the right, next to the relevant sections of the data.

Before we proceed, it is important to be clear that we have not selected Smith and
Osborn’s account as the basis of our discussion because their analytic procedure is
unusual. Their general approach to interview data reflects some common method-
ological practices in a range of social science perspectives; for example, there are sim-
ilarities between their social psychological approach and the way interview data are
analysed in sociological research informed by grounded theory (Charmaz 2003;
Glaser and Strauss 1967), and poststructuralist analysts’ efforts to identify discourses
(e.g. Gavey 1989). Nor have we selected their paper because we think their analytic
claims are weak or unsatisfactory. On the contrary, the analysis of their interview
data is sophisticated, and shows a sensitivity to the participant’s circumstances
and the way she is dealing with her condition. Their paper has been chosen because
it is an admirably clear account of a way of dealing with interview data which is
more or less common to the social sciences. It is this clarity and generality which
allows us, first, to indicate how a CA approach differs from more conventional ana-
lytic treatments, and second, to establish the wider relevance of the observations
which follow.
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M. Since it started getting bad, I was
always snappy with it but not like Anger and pain
this, it’s not who I am it’s just who I Struggle to accept self and
am if you know what I mean, it’s not identity – unwanted self
really me, I get like that and I know
like, you’re being mean now but I Lack of control over self
can’t help it. It’s the pain, it’s me,
but it is me, me doing it but not me Responsibility, self vs pain
do you understand what I’m saying,
if I was to describe myself like you
said, I’m a nice person, but then I’m
not am I, and there’s other stuff, Shameful self – struggle with
stuff I haven’t told you, if you knew unwanted self
you’d be disgusted I just get so Fear of judgement
hateful
Int. When you talk about you and
then sometimes not you, what do 
you mean?
M. I’m not me these days, I am Unwanted self rejected as true
sometimes, I am all right, but then I self
get this mean bit, the hateful bit,
that’s not me.
Int. What’s that bit?
M. I dunno, that’s the pain bit, I Attribution of unwanted self to
know you’re gonna say it’s all me, the pain
but I can’t help it even though I
don’t like it. It’s the mean me, my Defense of original self
mean head all sour and horrible, I
can’t cope with that bit, I cope with Ranking duress, self vs pain
the pain better.
(Smith and Osborn 2003: 68–9)

A first point to note about Smith and Osborn’s analytic notations is that they indi-
cate themes which summarize or capture some aspect of the deeper cognitive mean-
ings of the respondent’s talk. We will talk more about the focus on themes in
respondents’ discourse in the next section. More relevant to our present concern is
that these notations reflect an exclusive concern with the respondent’s talk; there are
no similar characterizations of the interviewer’s questions. Analytic attention is thus
focused squarely on the respondent’s turns. This may seem a reasonable procedure;
after all, it is the respondent’s experiences the analysis seeks to explore. But conver-
sation analytic research repeatedly shows that turns at talk are invariably connected
in significant ways to prior turns. Turns in interaction are designed with respect to
the activities performed by prior turns. This is true of talk in semi-structured interviews
as it is of everyday interaction.

Focusing solely on the respondent’s turns, as if they were produced in a social vac-
uum, divorced from and immune to interactional contingencies, can limit our appre-
ciation of the nature of those materials which constitute the data for empirical
research. To flesh out this claim, we will consider some sections of the Smith and
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Osborn data. In extract (11) below, the speaker, M. is describing how her pain effects
her behaviour. (Smith and Osborn’s analytic notations have been deleted.)

(11)
M. Since it started getting bad, I was always snappy with it but not
like this, it’s not who I am it’s just who I am if you know what I
mean, it’s not really me, I get like that and I know like, you’re being
mean now but I can’t help it. It’s the pain, it’s me, but it is me, me
doing it but not me do you understand what I’m saying, if I was to
describe myself like you said, I’m a nice person, but then I’m not am
I, and there’s other stuff, stuff I haven’t told you, if you knew you’d
be disgusted I just get so hateful
Int. When you talk about you and then sometimes not you, what do you mean?

The speaker’s turn covers a lot of topics: the onset of her short temper, her feeling that
the pain changes her, her inability to control these changes, her reflections on the kind
of person the pain makes her become, the tension between that person and her ‘true’ self,
references to other events or behaviours which she is reluctant to disclose, and so on.

The interviewer’s next question is ‘When you talk about you and then sometimes
not you, what do you mean?’. This is clearly ‘touched off’ by the speaker’s prior turn:
the question is prefaced with a direct reference to the prior turn (‘When you talk
about …’) and goes on to develop one aspect raised by the speaker. But the speaker
raised many issues which the interviewer could have topicalized, but did not. Some
form of selection has occurred. 

This kind of selectivity is similar to a phenomenon identified by Heritage and
Watson (1979). They explored the ways in which news interviewers formulate the
gist, upshot or relevance of the interviewee’s utterances in subsequent questions. For
example, the following extract is taken from a face-to-face interview with a winner
of a ‘Slimmer of the Year’ competition, which was broadcast on the radio.

(12) (IE = interviewee; IR = interviewer.)
1 IE: You have a shell that for so long
2 protects you but sometimes
3 things creep through the shell
4 and then you become really aware
5 of how awful you feel. I never
6 ever felt my age or looked my age
7 I was always older – people took me
8 for older. And when I was at college
9 I think I looked a matronly fifty.

10 And I was completely alone one weekend
11 and I got to this stage where I
12 almost jumped in the river.
13 I just felt life wasn’t worth it any
14 more – it hadn’t anything to offer
15 and if this was living
16 I’d had enough.
17 IR: You really were prepared to commit 
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18 suicide because you were
19 a big fatty
20 I Yes because I – I just didn’t 
21 see anything in life that I had
22 to look forward to ... 
(Heritage and Watson 1979: 132)

The interviewer’s phrase ‘a big fatty’ preserves the essential aspects of the interviewee’s
prior utterances – her weight problem. But it also transforms that topic: the phrase ‘a big
fatty’ trivializes the speaker’s obesity. This in turn establishes an inauspicious sequential
context for the speaker: she can either try to redress the trivialization accomplished by
‘a big fatty’ (as she does here), and risk appearing pedantic or self-important, or she can
expand upon her suicidal feelings knowing that they may now be heard by the radio
audience as an unwarranted response to what is a trivial problem. And in this sense, the
interviewer’s question and the speaker’s response are interactionally generated objects. 

In extract (13), the interviewer’s question ‘When you talk about you and then
sometimes not you, what do you mean?’ performs three operations on M’s prior talk
(Heritage and Watson 1979): it deletes a range of issues from the prior turn; it pre-
serves one topic of the prior turn; and finally, it transforms that topic – the distinc-
tion between ‘you and not you’ is not offered in terms of unpleasant behaviour
caused by constant pain, but is portrayed as an intrapersonal tension independent of
such sensitive issues. This in turn establishes a particular kind of sequential context
for the respondent’s next utterance. 

(13) Int. When you talk about you and then sometimes not you, what do you mean?

M. I’m not me these days, I am sometimes, I am all right, but then I get this mean bit, the
hateful bit, that’s not me.

The design of the speaker’s response seems to be shaped by the design of the prior
question. She again raises the intrapsychic tensions and personality changes, but
these are not depicted in relation to constant pain. The speaker has preserved the ori-
entation of the prior question, which in turn was built to delete references to pain as
a causal agent. Recall that M’s turn in extract (13) was identified as exhibiting the fol-
lowing theme ‘Unwanted self rejected as true self’. We do not wish to question the
validity of this categorization, but we do want to indicate that the utterance so cate-
gorized is not an unfettered representation of the speaker’s worldview. Rather, is an
interactional object, the properties of which are demonstrably shaped by its location
in a particular sequence of turns. 

The interactional basis for utterance construction is also evident in this sequence. 

(14)
M. I’m not me these days, I am sometimes, I am all right, but then I
get this mean bit, the hateful bit, that’s not me.

Int. What’s that bit?

M. I dunno, that’s the pain bit, I know you’re gonna say it’s all me,
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but I can’t help it even though I don’t like it. It’s the mean me, my
mean head all sour and horrible, I can’t cope with that bit, I cope with
the pain better.

The interviewer’s question ‘What’s that bit?’ refers to the speaker’s ‘I get this mean
bit, the hateful bit’. While it preserves a focus on the speaker’s self-concept, it is
exquisitely designed to neutralize the more explicitly negative features of the previ-
ous self-characterization, that is, as only ‘a bit’, while at the same time maintaing the
interviewer’s interest in the interviewee’s troubles.

What we have tried to demonstrate in this section is that it is important to con-
sider the interviewer’s contribution to the interaction which ultimately generates the
data for qualitative analysis. In the extract from Smith and Osborn’s paper, the ana-
lytic focus was on the respondent’s utterances. But there was no account of how
these utterances were shaped by the interviewer’s questions, and there was no inves-
tigation of how those questions built on the speaker’s previous answers. Yet it is clear
that her contributions – the data for subsequent analysis – are not ‘stand alone’
reports which can be mined to expose deeper meanings or perceptions. This is not to
say that Smith and Osborn’s analytic categorizations of the themes in the respon-
dent’s discourse are inappropriate or unwarranted. But it does suggest that the utter-
ances they are categorizing are, in a significant sense, products of the interaction.

The analysis of themes versus the analysis of actions

Social scientists tend to treat respondents’ discourse in research interviews as a
medium for the transmission of information, or as a mere reflection of either overar-
ching sociological variables or underlying frameworks of meaning. In these traditions,
the kinds of respondents’ discourse which is generated in research interviews – descrip-
tions, accounts, narratives, and so on – are basically regarded as discursive moments
which passively convey meaning. The analyst’s task is to identify this meaning and
incorporate it into a broader social scientific story. However, there is a substantial
body of research which indicates that utterances are not simply inert vehicles for the
exchange of meaningful information. Turns at talk – including turns in interview
talk – are designed to perform specific kinds of action to achieve particular interac-
tional ends, and are designed for the specific recipient or audience they target. If we
ignore the action-orientation of utterances, analytic claims may be premised on an
incomplete or partial understanding of the data. To illustrate these issues, it is useful
to compare two different treatments of the same linguistic practice. 

In Smith and Osborn’s data, there is the following question–answer sequence:

Int. What’s that bit?
M. I dunno, that’s the pain bit, 

The speaker’s answer turn begins with ‘I dunno’, which appears to be a verbalized
‘shrug of the shoulders’, a simple claim that she lacks knowledge to speak on this
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matter. Despite this, she does then go on to answer the question, expanding on what
‘that bit’ means. 

Smith and Osborn offer an analytic categorization of this section of M’s turn:
‘Attribution of unwanted self to the pain’. This illustrates a common feature of social
science approaches to interview data: to overlook the details of utterances (in this
case, ‘I dunno’) in favour of trying to identify more general properties of the subtle
and fluid ways in which people make sense of their lives. This description is intended
to capture an aspect of the speaker’s cognition which is taken to be reflected in her
utterance. For conversation analysts, on the other hand, such details are functionally
or interactionally significant and therefore worthy of analytic consideration. Let us
consider, for example, a CA approach to ‘I dunno’ self-reports.

Edwards (1995) and Potter (1997) have argued that ‘I dunno’ formulations do not
simply represent the status of the speaker’s knowledge. Drawing from CA’s focus on
the actions performed by utterances, Potter (1997) has argued that these are used by
speakers to display their lack of interest in, or distance from, claims, opinions or
descriptions which are in some way sensitive, or which may be taken as the basis for
sceptical or negative assessment. Potter (1997) illustrates some of the work being
done by ‘I dunno’ formulations by examining instances from a now famous inter-
view between a television journalist, Martin Bashir and Diana, Princess of Wales,
shown on British television. Some years earlier Diana’s husband, Prince Charles, had
given a television interview in which he admitted infidelity, and it was widely
believed that relations between the couple were frosty. Subsequently, a biography of
Diana, written by Andrew Morton, portrayed Diana in a sympathetic light. This
book, and Diana’s complicity in its writing, was regarded as a way of getting back at
Prince Charles. 

During the interview, Bashir raises Diana’s motivation for her involvement in the
writing of Morton’s book. 

(15)
Bashir: Did you (.) allow your ↑friends, >your close friends,<

to speak to Andrew ºMortonº
Diana: Yes I did. Y[es I did
Bashir: [ºWhyº?
Diana: I was (.) at the end of my tether (.) 

I was (.) desperate (.) 
>I think I was so fed up with being< (.) 
seen as someone who was a ba:sket case (.) 
because I am a very strong person (.) 
and I know (.) that causes complications (.) 
in the system (.) that I live in.
(1) ((Diana smiles and purses lips))

Bashir: How would a book change that.
Diana: I↑dunno. ((raises eyebrows, looks away))

Maybe people have a better understanding (.) 
maybe there’s a lot of women out there 
who suffer (.) on the same level 
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but in a different environment (.) 
who are unable to: (.) stand up for themselves (.)
because (.) their self esteem is (.) cut in two.
I dunno ((shakes head))

(Potter 1997: 151) 

Bashir is questioning Diana’s motives for her implicit consent for the book. She
acknowledges that she was unhappy with how she felt she had been portrayed. She
also suggests that the expectations about how members of the Royal Family should
conduct themselves, as defined by the monarchy, clashed with her personality.
Bashir then asks her ‘How would a book change that.’ 

At this point, Diana’s involvement in the book is a sensitive matter. Its credibility
as an accurate account of her mistreatment by the Royal Family would be at issue if
it were to become apparent that it was motivated by revenge or spite. Her answer is
prefaced by ‘I dunno’: this portrays Diana’s lack of interest or concern for the possi-
ble impact of the book on her own domestic situation. She then goes on to suggest
that the book may help other women who are burdened by expectations and respon-
sibilities, thus portraying altruistic motives for the book. Finally she closes her
account with another ‘I dunno’. 

These ‘I dunno’ formulations open and close a turn in which Diana has to address
her own involvement in the production of Morton’s book and its anticipated conse-
quences. Potter argues that they allow her to manage a range of potentially unsym-
pathetic inferences: that she was motivated to cause embarrassment for her husband
and the Royal Family; that she was driven by revenge, and so on. ‘I dunno’, then,
does a specific kind of work in talk-in-interaction. It is not a simple representation of
knowledge, uncertainty, or any other cognitive state.

‘I dunno’ formulations also occurred in the semi-structured interview data we col-
lected as part of our study of youth subcultures (Widdicombe and Wooffitt 1995).
The initial question in the interview was designed as an indirect attempt to get the
respondents to identify themselves in terms of particular subcultural group cate-
gories: punk, goth and so on. (This was because the interviews were initially under-
taken as part of a more traditional social psychology project in which it was
necessary to establish the respondents’ subcultural affiliations without explicitly pre-
senting them with relevant category terms.) However, it soon became apparent that
some of our respondents demurred from offering a subcultural self-identification. It
was striking that ‘I dunno’ formulations were a component feature of the different
ways in which this resistance could be managed. 

To illustrate, consider extract (16), below.

(16) ((Tape starts: respondents talking to each other about Princess Anne for approximately
12 seconds.)) 

1 I: can you tell me something about your style and the way 
2 you look,
3 (0.7)
4 I: how would you descri:be yourselves
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5 (0.7)
6 R1: ºhhhhº

(.7)
8 R1: I dunno >I hate those sorts of quest[ions uhm
9 R2: [yeah horrible

10 isn’t it
(Widdicombe and Woofitt 1995: 96–97)

In this extract, the ‘I dunno’ formulation is a preface to the respondent’s statement
‘I hate those sorts of questions’, which in turn constitutes a complaint about having
to provide a characterization of herself. This is a clear resistance to the (tacit) invita-
tion to provide a self-categorization in that it topicalizes the respondent’s objections
to precisely that kind of self-report.

The respondents in extract (16) were not the only ones who seemed unwilling to
categorize themselves in terms of a subcultural label. In extract (17) (which comes
from the same corpus of interviews), the second respondent (R2) provides an ‘I
dunno’ formulation on behalf of him and his friend, and then uses another one to
preface his claim that his distinctive appearance reflects his own personal taste,
rather than a recognizable subcultural style. 

(17)
8 I: How would you descri:be the way you look,

((some lines omitted))
14 R1: a*h huh [h 
15 R2: [Er::m:: (.3) we dunn[o
16 R1: [>a good question<
17 (1.3)
18 R2: ah dunno=ah jus’
19 (.4)
20 R2: ah jus dress how I feel like dressin’
(Wooffitt 2005: 123)

In the following extract (again from the same corpus) the respondent eventually
acknowledges the relevance of a subcultural identification. However, this is managed
very carefully. He does not endorse or provide a self-categorization; rather, he merely
acknowledges that there is a consensus that his appearance would be described in
terms of a particular subcultural identification. And, again, we find the turn in which
this resistance is accomplished is prefaced by an ‘I dunno’ formulation.

(18)
1 I: OKAy: can you tell me something about 
2 yourself your style and that,
3 R: er::m
4 (1.2)
5 R: what sort’ve thing,
6 (.4)
7 I: WEll how would you descri:be it.
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8 R: erh: 
9 (1)

10 R: ah dunno
11 (.7)
12 R: most people describe it as punk ah suppose
(Wooffitt 2005: 123–124)

These extracts illustrate three methods by which respondents can avoid self-
identification in terms of a subcultural category. First, respondents may complain: 

‘I dunno >I hate those sorts of questions’

Second, they may assert that their (subculturally implicative) dress and appearance is
a reflection of personal preference:

‘ah dunno=ah jus’(.4) ah jus’ dress how I feel like dressin’

Third, the relevant subcultural label may be portrayed as someone else’s
description:

‘ah dunno (.7) most people describe it as punk ah suppose’

These ‘I dunno’ formulations address a delicate issue in that they are designed to
address what could be perceived as a challenge formulated by the question to which
they respond. The interview respondents had a distinctive appearance (indeed, this
was the basis upon which they were selected for interview). Thus the question about
how they described themselves may be heard as a challenge: either the interviewer
has failed to recognize the relevant subcultural identity implied by their appearance
(thus suggesting that they were not appropriately or sufficiently dressed to establish
their affiliation), or the interviewer is implicitly questioning their subcultural affilia-
tion. So the very posing of the question implies a (mildly) confrontational stance and
establishes an unpropitous context for asserting subcultural membership. The ‘I
dunno’ formulations acknowledge this challenge in that they suggest that the self-
identification which follows is provisional, or is perspectival, in that it reflects only
the speaker’s views. In this, these formulations display the speaker’s recognition that
the position he/she is taking may be disputed by the recipient he/she is currently
addressing. As such, they have defensive orientation. (We are very grateful to Geoff
Raymond for these observations.)

These observations suggest that ‘I dunno’ formulations and the turns they preface
should not be overlooked or automatically be treated as a thematic reflection of the
speaker’s underlying perceptions, but should be examined as activities. They do not
reflect mental states; they perform social actions. They are a resource through which
speakers can handle a range of inferentially delicate issues. Moreover, what comes
after ‘I dunno’ may be an attempt to manage what is taken to be the position (or
inner state) of the recipient. 
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Summary and conclusion

In this chapter, we have noted that interviews are central in social science research.
They have therefore received much attention in methodology textbooks. In general,
however, there is a failure to appreciate that interviews are interactional occasions
conducted through language, and that certain features of talk-in-interaction have
consequences both for the interview itself and for the nature of the data thereby col-
lected. Using a CA approach, which draws explicit attention to these features, we
have shown that interviews, like conversations, proceed via particular conventional
expectations. We have also shown that the products of an interview (the data that
constitute the basis for any subsequent findings) are interactionally or jointly pro-
duced within the turn-by-turn flow of the interview. Finally, we have shown that the
details of interview utterances can be analysed as actions.

Nevertheless, these features of talk-in-interviews are overlooked to varying degrees
by researchers using different interview formats. The standardizing requirements of
structured or survey interviews, for example, breach normative expectations and their
interactional and action-oriented aspects are not represented in the quantitative or
statistical treatment of the data. Semi-structured interviews may fare better. Their con-
duct may adhere more closely (never completely of course) to normative conventions
of conversation, but the subsequent analysis may ignore their basis in interaction.
Thus, accounts generated in interviews may be regarded merely as a reflection of inner
experiences or states, not jointly and functionally produced. Similar comments could
be levelled at instances of unstructured, focused individual or group interviews. 

To conclude, we summarize below some implications and draw out benefits that
may be accrued by applying CA to interviews.

• In this chapter, we have begun to use CA to examine extracts from interview data in
order to show that interviews are interaction. Nevertheless, the properties of interac-
tion in research interviews need to be understood more fully. Until then, we have an
incomplete appreciation of perhaps the most significant method of qualitative data
collection in the social sciences. Further conversation analyses of interview data could
therefore be undertaken.

• Data from social research interviews – whether in the form of factual statements
recorded on a pre-written questionnaire, or accounts and narratives generated in semi-
structured or unstructured encounters – are products of social interaction. For exam-
ple, take the semi-structured interview. We have argued that the respondents’
utterances are shaped by, and oriented to, the interactional context. This in turn
invites us to give serious consideration to the ways in which the interviewer’s partici-
pation is significantly implicated in what the respondents ends up saying, and how
they say it. Moreover, it suggests that it is important to include the interviewer’s turns
when using data from interviews in research papers. Offering only the respondent’s
utterances, which is the conventional practice in most social science articles, means
that readers are not permitted to inspect those interactional contingencies which
informed the character of those data they are being asked to consider. 
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• Talk-in-interaction is social action. An appreciation of the interactionally grounded,
action-orientation of an utterance may act as a safeguard against hasty or premature
interpretation of its relevance in terms of wider sociological categories, or its reflection
of underlying psychological mechanisms. Utterances may exhibit particular properties
not because they convey some form of meaningful information which the analyst can
identify and interpret, but because they have been designed to perform sequentially
relevant actions. 

• Our argument, that utterances need to be understood in the first instance as activities,
might be taken to imply that we reject other analytic perspectives on qualitative inter-
view data, such as those which seek to develop a more thematic analysis. This is not
the case. We do think it is important for analysts of all methodological persuasions to
be aware of the interactional nature of their data. Equally, however, we think it would
be fruitful to see how a CA focus on activities in talk could be harnessed to method-
ologies which seek to explore more meaningful dimensions of human experience. In
some of the data we have examined in this chapter it is apparent that issues to do with
self and identity, responsibility and agency, how others may interpret our actions and
the inferences they may subsequently draw about us, are all matters which are han-
dled in the turn-by-turn production of activities in interaction. Engagement with the
wider meaningful dimensions of human experience is thus embedded in the very fab-
ric of interaction and its products. In this sense, attempts to understand the deeper sig-
nificance of dimensions of human experience can be enriched by attention to the
interactional organization of communication.
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Since the early 1990s, focus groups have gained steadily in popularity as a social
science research method, and they are now also thoroughly familiar to the general
public in the contexts of political polling and market research. First invented in the
1920s by Emory Bogardus (to test his ‘social distance’ scale), and subsequently devel-
oped in the 1940s by Robert Merton and colleagues to study audience response to
radio programmes, focus groups are now used across a wide range of social science
disciplines, particularly sociology, social psychology, education, communication and
media studies, and health research (see Morgan 1996; Wilkinson 1998a, 1998b for
reviews). One researcher describes them as having captured ‘the sociological imagi-
nation’ (Johnson 1996). I have used focus groups extensively in my own research on
breast cancer (e.g. Wilkinson 2000, 2005), upon which I will draw in the second half
of this chapter.

A brief introduction to focus groups

Focus groups may take many forms but essentially the technique involves engaging
a small number of people (usually 4–8) in an informal group discussion ‘focused’
around a particular topic or set of issues. Typically, the ‘focus’ of the group discussion
relates to the interests or experiences of the group members: for example, young
women talking about sexual negotiation, residents of an inner-city housing estate
talking about local crime, or diabetes sufferers talking about managing eating
regimes. The discussion is usually based on a series of questions (the focus group
‘schedule’) and the researcher generally acts as a ‘moderator’ for the group: posing
the questions, facilitating the discussion, and keeping it broadly on track. The focus
group discussion is usually recorded, the data transcribed, and then analysed using
conventional techniques for qualitative data – most commonly content or thematic
analysis. Focus groups are distinctive, then, for the method of data collection entailed
(i.e. informal group discussion), rather than the method of data analysis. 
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There are many variations on this basic data collection procedure (see Kitzinger 1990;
Krueger 1994) – indeed, the flexibility of the method is one of its strengths. For exam-
ple, a focus group project may involve a single group of participants or many groups,
and they may meet once or on a number of occasions. The participants may already
know each other (e.g. as friends, co-workers or family members), or they may be brought
together specifically for the research, perhaps as representatives of particular populations
(e.g. rural or urban dwellers, parents of young children, or recipients of different kinds
of medical treatment). In addition to, or instead of, discussing particular questions, par-
ticipants may be given written or visual materials to examine, or they may be asked to
complete a task, such as a card-sorting or rating exercise. The moderator may be rela-
tively directive or non-directive, and may participate in the discussion or remain
detached from it; groups may even be run without a moderator present, or without
co-present members (so-called ‘virtual focus groups’: see Bloor et al. 2001: Chapter 5).
The proceedings may be audio- or video-recorded, with or without accompanying field-
notes; and subsequent data transcription may be more or less detailed (or occasionally
not undertaken at all). A good way to get a sense of the range of different ways in which
the method has been used in social science is to look through one of the many edited
collections of focus group research (e.g. Barbour and Kitzinger 1999; Morgan 1993).

There is plenty of advice available on the practical aspects of conducting focus
groups, including a number of comprehensive ‘handbooks’, which deal with every-
thing from the recruitment of participants, through planning and preparation, to
running the focus group itself (e.g. Fern 2001; Morgan 1997; Morgan and Krueger
1998). Particular emphasis is placed on effective moderation techniques, including
what one researcher calls ‘pest control’ (Wells 1974), that is, dealing with participants
who are considered to present particular ‘challenges’ for the moderator, such as those
who talk ‘off topic’, ‘too much’ or ‘too little’:

Shy and reflective participants often have great insights, but it takes extra effort
to get them to elaborate their views. If possible, the moderator should place shy
respondents directly across the table to maximize eye contact. Eye contact
often provides sufficient encouragement to speak, and if all else fails, the mod-
erator can call on them by name. ‘Tom, I don’t want to leave you out of the
conversation. What do you think?’ (Krueger and Casey 2000: 111–12).

Another researcher offers ‘tips on controlling focus group cross talk’, suggesting
that the moderator deals with occasions ‘when more than one respondent speaks at
a time, or when respondents interrupt each other’ by saying things like ‘Shhh! Shhh!
One at a time, please’ or ‘Sally, can you hold onto your thought until Jane finishes’
(Tudor 1995: 106). In this chapter, rather than offering still more ‘how to’ recom-
mendations based on my own experience of focus group research (see Wilkinson
2003a, 2003b for this), my main concern will be the analysis of focus group data,
which is relatively under-discussed in the (now voluminous) focus group literature,
apart from techniques of ‘data management’ (such as coding and indexing through
programs such as NUD.IST or THE ETHNOGRAPH). 
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The neglect of interaction

Focus groups are not simply group interviews, in the sense that the moderator does
not ask questions of each participant in turn, but, rather, seeks to facilitate group
discussion, actively encouraging group members to interact with each other. The
dynamic quality of group interaction, as participants discuss, debate, and (some-
times) disagree about key issues, is generally a striking feature of focus groups, which,
at times, may have ‘the feel of rap sessions with friends’ (Jarrett 1993: 194). Although
interaction between focus group participants is sometimes viewed as a ‘problem’,
either for the moderator (hence the kind of ‘people management’ advice quoted
above) or for the analyst (insofar as individual responses are taken to be ‘contami-
nated’ by what is termed ‘the group effect’: see Carey and Smith 1994), more com-
monly it is seen as a distinctive strength of the method. Group interaction has been
described as the ‘hallmark’ of focus groups (Morgan 1997: 2), and focus group
researchers often describe it as the major advantage of the technique over one-to-one
interviews and ethnographic observation (e.g. Kissling 1996; Stewart and Shamdasani
1990). In particular, they stress the potential of group interaction for generating
unexpected insights:

... this is one place where focus groups shine. Through group interaction, we
learn that something we hadn’t noticed before is a significant issue. ... From the
way the group takes up the topic, it is clear that something significant is going
on, something significant to them. (Agar and MacDonald 1995: 80)

Given the emphasis on interaction, it is astonishing to find that, when it comes to
analysis, it is largely absent. A 1994 review of more than 40 published reports of focus
group studies ‘could not find a single one concentrating on the conversation
between participants and very few that even included any quotations from more
than one participant at a time’ (J. Kitzinger 1994: 104). A few years later, my own
reviews of the literature (Wilkinson, 1998b, 1999) of well over 200 studies produced
substantially the same result, (although there are a few, more recent, exceptions: see
below). Focus group data are most commonly presented as if they were one-to-one
interview data, with interactions between group participants rarely reported, let
alone analysed. Indeed, in projects which use both one-to-one interviews and focus
groups, there is often no indication of which quoted extracts are derived from which
source (e.g. Espin 1995; Press 1991). Where interactions between focus group partic-
ipants are quoted, they are typically either not analysed at all, or analysed solely at
the level of content, rather than in terms of their interactional features. 

The most common way of analysing focus group data is through content and/or
thematic analysis (e.g. see Wilkinson 2003a, 2003b). The two are not clearly differ-
entiable, (although content analysis may sometimes include quantification, and the-
matic analysis may involve more extensive quotation of the data. Essentially, this kind
of approach entails coding focus group participants’ talk (more or less systematically)
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into categories in order to summarize its content. The unit of analysis to be coded
may be small and clearly specified, such as ‘mentions’ of risk factors related to heart
attacks (Morgan and Spanish 1984) or ‘beliefs’ about the sources of AIDS (Flaskerud
and Rush 1989), or it may be a broader, less defined ‘theme’, such as ‘quality of life
issues’ for breast cancer survivors (Wyatt et al. 1993) or ‘social service concerns’
among women infected with HIV (Seals et al. 1995). Although the majority of focus
group studies using content or thematic analysis present direct – and often extensive –
quotations from participants to illustrate their analytic categories/themes, virtually
all of the data quoted comes from individuals and very little of it is interactional in
nature. The argument I will be making here is not only that an analytic opportunity
(to make a great deal more of their data than they typically do) is being missed by
the many focus group researchers who do not focus on interaction, but that not to
focus on the interaction is to risk a misleading analysis. This has (sometimes) been
recognized in the ‘advice’ literature. For example, Carey and Smith (1994: 125) warn
that focus group researchers who ‘do not attend to the impact of the group setting
will incompletely or inappropriately analyze their data’. However, it does not appear
more generally to have informed analytic practice.

Beginning to analyse interaction

Of course, there are exceptions. Some focus group researchers do quote interactions,
although they do not always analyse them. When analysis is undertaken, this most
commonly looks – in a fairly ‘broad-brush’ way – at agreement and/or disagreement
between participants. For example, analysts focus on how the interaction reveals par-
ticipants’ ‘shared perception’ (J. Kitzinger 1994: 108), ‘similar circumstances’ (Lyons
and Meade 1993: 34) or ‘things known in common’ (Agar and MacDonald 1995: 83).
The following interaction from a focus group of African-American parents – in which,
according to the authors, participants ‘recognize’ their ‘shared experiences’ – is used
to illustrate ‘the translation of common knowledge displayed by individuals into
shared knowledge elaborated consensually’ (Hughes and DuMont 1993: 794–5):

M: Have you ever experienced racism or prejudice at your workplace?
R1: No, not in the workplace. I have experienced it elsewhere though.
M: Where else? Where at?

R1: I was stopped ... I went into the service at 19 and by 21 I had me
a car that was fairly brand new, about a year old. I was always 
pulled over by the cops. I was young, I was black, and I was in 
a poor neighbourhood, South Bronx, with a car. And I guess they 
pulled me over – I know they pulled me over – cause they know I 
didn’t make this by earning it, you know. Why they pulled me
over was: ‘this guy dealing drugs or he know somebody but he
stole this car.’

R2: [If you’re white] You’re allowed to have a car. They pulled over
Branford Marsalis with his BMW.
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R3: Right!
R4: I was riding with a girl who was white and the cop stopped me. I

had a new car. He wanted the registration and insurance and 
everything else. I said, ‘Well, what’s the problem? Why did you
stop me?’

R3: [Me], my father and a white kid one time going down town. The
cops pull us over. Spread eagle ... the whole nines. He [father]
said, like, ‘What’s this all about?’ [The police said] ‘Uh, we
got a report. Two black guys and a white guy robbed.’

R5: I was frisked up. I was in the car with my mom before and they
like, you know, I just had problems.

R6: Yeah, I’ve experienced that. Now what’s the problem officer?
‘We just got a report ...’

R3: Yeah!
R1: That’s part of being a black man in NYC.
R4: Right! 

Focus group researchers have also commented on the role of explicit challenge and
disagreement in provoking the development and elaboration of accounts. In the
AIDS Media Research project, which ran focus groups based on pre-existing social
groups (e.g. colleagues, friends), participants often challenged each other on contra-
dictions between what they claimed to believe and how they actually behaved: for
example, ‘How about that time you didn’t use a glove while taking blood from a
patient?’, ‘What about the other night when you went off with that boy at the
disco?’ (J. Kitzinger, 1994: 105). Challenges like these, in forcing people to defend
or justify their actions or beliefs, often lead to the production of more elaborated
accounts. This process can be seen in another AIDS-related study, with Australian
schoolchildren (Houghton et al. 1995). In the following extract, three 14-year-olds
are discussing the likelihood of contracting AIDS through being tattooed (although
the authors themselves do not analyse this interaction):

Child 1: Unlikely to get AIDS
Child 2: AIDS is possible if you share needles
Child 1: Yes, but you would have to share the needles very

quickly ‘cause AIDS virus is volatile and dies 
within seconds when it gets out of the body

Child 2: Yes, but still possible
Child 3: Yes, but you wouldn’t just tattoo someone and then

just switch over very quickly. The only thing
possible, not in any professional tattooing studios,
but in any amateur or backyard tattoo and they are
doing friends or something like that, there would be
a chance – they just use compasses.

(Houghton et al. 1995: 977)

In these examples – and the more extended ones from my own data which follow –
the researchers’ interest is primarily in the contribution an interactional analysis can
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make to an understanding of the topic under study (African-American parents’
‘norms, values and experiences’; schoolchildren’s awareness of the risks of tattooing;
women’s experience of breast cancer) – how they talk about it and how it affects their
lives. However, in each of these projects, the researchers do not assume that focus
group participants simply bring along a set of ready-made views to a focus group dis-
cussion, and put them on the table. Rather, in presenting interactional data, they
show that ‘values’, ‘beliefs’, ‘attitudes’ or ‘opinions’ are not (as traditional opinion
polls assume) inside individuals’ heads, but, instead are actively constructed in inter-
actions with others. ‘Interactions’, say Waterton and Wynne (1999: 136), ‘are not just
a neutral medium through which intrinsic preferences and values are expressed, but
are themselves a substantive part of the formation of values and attitudes’ (their
emphasis). Similarly, in telling about an experience we have had, we do not simply
recount one definitive account of that experience, over and over, but we ‘fit’ the
account to the particular context and particular recipients of the telling. ‘Last night
at the pub’ becomes a very different event when described to a regular drinking com-
panion who wasn’t there or to parents the morning after, for example. Looked at this
way, an analysis of interaction extends the researchers’ understanding of the topic
they are investigating – although it also changes the nature of that understanding,
making it contextually-dependent and much more specific. 

There is also an emerging tradition of interactionally focused research which,
rather than using focus group methodology to study some topic of interest to the
researcher (like AIDS risk perceptions), instead takes the focus group itself as the topic
and asks what makes it work as a focus group. This approach entails analysing focus
group interaction for what it can tell us about the specific processes of ‘doing being
a focus group moderator’ (e.g. ‘asking elaborate questions’, Puchta and Potter 1999)
or ‘doing being a focus group participant’ (e.g. ‘displaying opinions’, Myers, 1998). It
is part of a tradition of social science research that ‘treats opinions and attitudes
rhetorically, as utterances produced in specific situations, rather than as attributes of
subjects’ (Myers and Macnaghten 1999: 185); and it involves applying work done in
discursive psychology (e.g. Edwards and Potter 1992) and conversation analysis (e.g.
Atkinson and Heritage 1984; Drew and Heritage 1992a) to provide an analysis of
interaction that is much more ‘fined-grained’ than any I have outlined so far.
Macnaghten and Myers (2004) provide a useful account of the contrast between this
approach and the more traditional one described above. 

Action-orientation and sequential context

I want to show how we can use conversation analysis (CA) to develop understand-
ings of substantive areas of social life – understandings that go beyond the ‘content’
of a focus group discussion, and also beyond the ‘mechanics’ of focus group interac-
tion per se. The key to this is the conversation analytic focus on talk (a) as a form of
action, and (b) as dependent on its sequential context (see, for example, Heritage
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1984b: Chapter 8). Here’s what I mean by that. When we take part in any social
interaction (including a focus group), we do not simply drop words at random into
a vacuum. We produce talk in order to do something: to corroborate, to challenge, to
boast, to tease, to emphasize our suffering (or to downplay it), and so on. More
specifically, our contributions to a conversation are ‘occasioned’ by what has gone
before – especially just before – as this provides the sequential context for our talk.
Typically, we either respond to someone else’s prior action (e.g. by answering a ques-
tion that they have posed), or we initiate a sequence of action of our own (e.g. by ask-
ing them a question). By looking at what kinds of action turns at talk are designed to
accomplish, and at how they are ‘fitted’ to their sequential context (i.e. what kinds
of action they initiate or are responsive to), conversation analysis helps us under-
stand why someone may have said that particular thing, in that particular way,
at that particular point in the interaction (‘Why that now?’, see Schegloff and
Sacks 1973). 

We can begin to think in this way in relation to the interactional data I have
already quoted – the extracts from the group of African-American parents (Hughes
and DuMont 1993: 794–5); and the Australian schoolchildren discussing the AIDS
risk posed by tattooing (Houghton et al, 1995: 977) – in each case taking the analysis
beyond that offered by the authors.

For example, in the African-American parents’ focus group, we can see how par-
ticipant R1 tells a story in response to the moderator’s initial question (having first
checked out that it is acceptable to frame an answer in relation to a context other
than the one specified, and having received a ‘go ahead’). This is exactly the kind of
story that might have been elicited in a one-to-one interview, and which might sub-
sequently have led either to a ‘follow-up’ question from the interviewer, or to a ‘next
question’ from the interview schedule. Here, however, in a focus group context, this
elicited ‘first story’, in turn, touches off a series of ‘second stories’ from participants
R2, R3, R4, R5 and R6 (all demonstrably related to the first one by their inclusion of
being in a car stopped by the police, and/or being interrogated by the police). The
interactional effect of these stories, piled up one upon another, is to build a strong
sense of consensus – on the basis of reportedly shared and demonstrated-to-be-similar
experiences. These interactants are collaborating in producing a series of corrobora-
tive stories,1 providing a powerful, consensual display of the ‘racism or prejudice’ (in
the moderator’s words) they have experienced. R1’s assertion ‘That’s part of being a
black man in NYC’ serves both to aggregate the individual tellings and to propose
that (collectively) they typify the experience of anyone with this particular configu-
ration of demographic characteristics. It also implies under-statement of the case, in
claiming such experiences as just ‘part’ of being a black male New Yorker. 

Looking similarly at the Australian children’s focus group data, we can see how
Child 1 initially offers the kind of risk assessment (‘unlikely’) that could have been
recorded via a rating scale or in a structured interview – and this is probably all the
information the researcher would have got. However, here, in a focus group context,
it prompts a challenge from Child 2 (who suggests a circumstance in which contract-
ing AIDS through tattooing is more likely). This challenge prompts the first speaker
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to defend her original assertion, and in so doing she offers additional information
about her understanding of the AIDS virus. Child 2’s subsequent defence of her posi-
tion (as ‘still possible’) enables Child 3 to enter the discussion, developing the argu-
ment in terms of different risks in different contexts. Interactionally, her turn is a
nifty one: she constructs it so as not directly to contradict either of the previous
speakers. She aligns with Child 2 in her assessment that contracting AIDS is ‘possi-
ble’, but limits this assessment to the context of ‘backyard’ tattooing with compasses;
and she aligns with Child 1 in dismissing the possibility of needle-sharing in profes-
sional tattooing studios, as unlikely to be ‘very quick’. Child 3 is both managing dis-
agreement and displaying her own knowledge of tattooing practices, as a warrant for
her own stated assessment of the risks associated with tattooing.

Talking breast cancer: action-oriented, sequential analysis

For further examples of action-oriented, sequential analysis of talk, I turn now to my
own current research: focus group discussions between women who have received a
breast cancer diagnosis. These women were individually recruited through a symp-
tomatic breast clinic at a general hospital in a city in the north of England, and
attended a focus group, held in a university setting, on one occasion only. I ran 13
focus groups with a total of 77 women, aged 33–84, most within five years of diag-
nosis. Although they reported a wide variety of experiences during the course of their
breast cancer ‘careers’, most had had surgery, often followed by a course of radio-
therapy. The focus groups, which typically lasted for around two hours, were rela-
tively unstructured; I used a topic guide, which included feelings when cancer was
first suspected and/or first diagnosed, coping and support, effects on lives and rela-
tionships, and ideas about the causes of breast cancer (see Wilkinson 2000, 2005 for
more details of the project). Here, I will concentrate on the women’s talk about
causes, focusing, in particular, on what an action-oriented, sequential analysis of talk
can tell us that a content (or thematic) analysis would not.

Data extract (1) (below) involves three focus group participants : ‘Freda’, ‘Doreen’
and ‘Gertie’. It opens with the question about causes that I (as moderator–SW) pose
to the group and continues with Freda and Gertie’s responses to this question:

(1) BCP12: 30 (Tomatoes and plums)2

1 SW: D’you have any idea what caused your breast cancer.
2 ((pause)) 
3 any of you.
4 Fre: No– What does cause breast cancer do you think.
5 ((pause))
6 SW: What do you think it might be.
7 Ger: ((overlaps)) There’s a lot of stories going about.
8 =I was once told that if you use them aluminium 
9 pans that cause cancer. .hh I was also told 

10 that if you– if you eat tomatoes and plums at 
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11 the same meal ((pause)) that–
12 Dor: ((laughs))
13 Ger: ((to Doreen)) Have you heard all these those things.
14 Dor: ((laughs)) No
15 Ger: Now that’s what I heard and–
16 Dor: ((laughs)) Mm
17 Ger: Oh there’s several things that if you listen to 
18 people ((pause)) we::ll–
19 Dor: Mm
20 SW: ((to Gertie, laughingly)) What else have they told you?
21 Ger: Pardon?
22 SW: ((to Gertie, laughingly)) What else have they told you?
23 D/SW: ((laughter))
24 Ger: I can’t think off hand I knew a– I knew a lot that 
25 I’ve heard over the years from people who’ve passed 
26 on ‘Oh yeah well that causes cancer’.
27 Dor: Mm 
28 Ger: But I don’t know but–
29 Dor: ((cuts in)) I mean uhm–
30 Ger: Now I’ve no views on this ((To Doreen)) have you?
31 Dor: No:- .hh The only thing is, I mean from my point of view 
32 I–I don’t know they say that ((pause)) they say that breast 
33 feeding is supposed to ((pause)) uh:m tch give you some 
34 protection. 

A content analysis of the first part of this extract might code these women’s
responses according to the types of ‘cause’ they mention: perhaps putting Gertie’s
mention of ‘aluminium pans’ into a category labelled ‘environmental factors’, and
her mention of ‘eating tomatoes and plums at the same meal’ into a category labelled
‘dietary factors’. Freda’s initial response (line 4) might well be coded into a ‘don’t
know’ category. However, an action-oriented, sequential analysis considers these
responses to my initial question very differently, examining the local interactional
context within which they occur. Talk about causes can be interactionally tricky,
particularly when a presumed ‘expert’ is asking questions, or in settings in which
potentially equally knowledgeable others might have different or even conflicting
opinions. Conversation analysts (e.g. Sacks 1992: 340–7) have noted the asymmetry
between being the first to express an opinion and being second – going first means
you have to put your opinion on the line, whereas going second offers an opportu-
nity either for agreement or for potential challenge. Consequently, speakers often try
to avoid first position, and this is precisely what Freda does in response to the mod-
erator’s question: she declines to gives an opinion, and bounces the question right
back to the moderator, as a ‘counter’ (Schegloff 1995: 7–10). It is not simply then, as
a content analysis might suggest, that Freda ‘doesn’t know’ what causes breast
cancer: she is not here reporting a state of mind, but is engaged in a piece of local
interactional business. Simply to code Freda’s response within a ‘don’t know’ cate-
gory, without taking into account the sequential context within which it occurs,
would be a clear example of ‘incompletely or inappropriately’ analysing focus group
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data through not attending to ‘the impact of the group setting’ (Carey and Smith
1994: 125). 

As moderator, I avoid answering Freda’s direct question: instead I reformulate it (in
the manner typically recommended for interviewers and focus group moderators),
making clear I am interested in what the participants themselves ‘think it might be’
(line 6), rather than in any purported ‘actual’ (i.e. scientific) causes of breast cancer.
It is with this reassurance that Gertie offers some ‘stories’ (i.e. folk wisdom, labelled
as such), thereby putting herself in the vulnerable first speaking position, and attract-
ing just the kind of second speaker disagreement that Freda’s counter enabled her to
avoid: Doreen, the third member of the group, laughs at Gertie’s response. Within a
typical content analytic framework, Gertie’s references to ‘stories’, and to what she
has ‘heard over the years’, would be taken as transparent reports of the source of her
ideas about cause: that is as indicating a reliance on folk knowledge3. Within a conver-
sation analytic framework, emphasizing the sequential position of Gertie’s response,
this attribution of ideas about cause to folk knowledge is seen as an interactional device
seeking to protect the speaker from challenge (although, here, it fails to avert
ridicule). 

Gertie’s candidate causes, then, are presented as ‘stories’. However, only moments
later, even these ‘stories’ are retracted. By the end of Doreen and Gertie’s subsequent
exchange (at line 30), Gertie, like Freda before her, is claiming to have ‘no views’ on
the causes of breast cancer. Again (within this framework), this is not simply a
straightforward report of a cognitive state: it arises out of the interactional sequence
within which it is embedded, in the course of which both Doreen and the modera-
tor have implied, through their laughter, that Gertie’s candidate causes are rather
implausible. Indeed, the moderator’s probe (line 20) can be heard as ‘positioning’
(Wilkinson and Kitzinger 2003) Gertie as the sort of gullible person who believes any-
thing she is told. Gertie responds first by reminding everyone that she is not report-
ing her own views, but those of others, and then she flatly refuses to offer further
candidate answers, explicitly handing the floor to Doreen (at line 30) – and it is some
time before she re-enters the conversation. 

Note the care with which Doreen begins to craft her subsequent entry into the dis-
cussion. She also denies having ‘views’ on the causes of cancer (‘No’, line 31), then
replaces what was on the way to a statement of her own ‘point of view’ with the gen-
eralized attribution ‘they say’. Her referent is (deliberately) unclear: ‘they’ could be
people in general, or ‘experts’ such as members of the medical profession. Either way,
she clearly labels the views she is about to present as not her own. This kind of dis-
tancing is common across my focus groups. For example, a little later in this focus
group Freda says ‘sometimes I’ve heard that knocks can bring one on’, and Doreen
responds ‘I’d heard that from somebody else’. In another group, one woman responds
to another’s description of ‘catching’ her breast while ‘putting a big tray in the steamer’
with the (hearably sceptical) ‘they always say that a knock starts it off don’t they’.

When Gertie does re-enter the conversation we have been looking at, it is to sug-
gest a different candidate cause for cancer: the idea that cancer is ‘dormant’ until
woken. Remember that her earlier suggestions were laughed at; now she attends to
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the risk of this happening again by painstakingly constructing the ‘dormant cancer’
theory as the opinion of a specified medical expert4 – a doctor at the hospital where
most of these women will have received treatment. She distances herself from this
opinion still further by having the events reported happen 20 years before (if necessary,
she could, of course, claim that medical opinion might well have changed) and by posi-
tioning someone else – her sister – as the original recipient of his theory (if necessary,
she could, of course, cast doubts on the accuracy of her sister’s reporting):

(2) SW: BCP12: 31 (Dormant cancer)
1 Ger: My sister was a nurse ((pause)) wa:y back in the 
2 1920s she ((indistinct)). A:nd she–she was at what 
3 is Springfield General now.=She did her training 
4 there and there was a doctor Patterson at the time 
5 .hh who used to lecture to the nurses. .hh And 
6 he told them nurses in his lectures that .hh 
7 everybody ((pause)) has a cancer.
8 ((pause)) 
9 .hh and ((pause)) it’s a case of whether it 

10 lays dormant

Again, within this kind of interactional framework, the attribution of views to
others does not offer a ‘transparent’ window on to what Gertie ‘believes’, nor does it
indicate that the ‘source’ of her information is the medical profession. Gertie is not
simply repeating what her sister may or may not have told her Dr Patterson had said.
Rather, her attribution of the ‘dormant cancer’ theory to a medical ‘expert’ is a con-
versational resource for managing the delicate interactional business of presenting
an opinion without attracting scepticism or – still worse – ridicule.

Through the use of an action-oriented, sequential analysis, then, we can see how
the purported views of medical professionals are invoked, in the face of (actual or
potential) scepticism, as in Gertie’s presentation of the ‘dormant cancer’ theory
above, or as a defence in the face of outright challenge, as in the following exchange
between ‘Marina’ and ‘Bella’ (two participants in another focus group). Again (as
moderator), I ask the group about the possible causes of breast cancer (although here,
one participant has already presented her views): 

(3) SW: BCP1: 22 (Stress)
1 SW: Has anyone else got any ideas as to what may 
2 have– ((pause)) have cau:sed it.
3 ((pause))
4 (): I don’t kno:w.
5 Mar: Stress:. 
6 (): ((overlaps)) (don’t know.)
7 ((1.2 sec pause))
8 Mar: Stress caused cancer.
9 ((1.0 sec pause))

10 Mar: Stress caused diabetes. My husband caused
11 my diabetes
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12 ((pause))
13 Mar: because he was thr– stress (.) through stress.
14 ((0.8 sec pause))
15 Mar: So I think that uh:m ((pause))
16 Bel: That’s what you blame.
17 Mar: Yes:.=Well not only me: the doctors as well.

Here, Marina’s assertion that stress caused her cancer is in trouble right from the
outset: it is met with silence from the other focus group participants (line 7). Silence
very often signals upcoming disagreement (Pomerantz 1984; Sacks, 1973) – and here
we have a very unusual degree of silence (one second is the normal maximum in con-
versation), and one which re-occurs after each of Marina’s next three turns (i.e. at
lines 9, 12 and 14). It is also unusual that no one else elects to speak across so many
turns (Sacks et al. 1974). When Bella eventually comes in, it is with a direct challenge
to Marina (note the heavy stress on ‘you’), and Marina is quick to enlist medical opin-
ion (‘the doctors’) in defence of her views.

Through using the techniques of CA to analyse these stretches of interaction, then,
we have seen how, in interactionally tricky situations (such as talking about causes),
speakers may decline to give an opinion, or distance themselves from an opinion by
using a generalized attribution such as ‘they say’ or ‘I’ve heard’. We have also seen how
the purported views of medical professionals may be invoked in the face of potential
scepticism (as in Gertie’s presentation of the ‘dormant cancer’ theory), or as a defence
in the face of outright challenge (as in Marina’s assertion that ‘the doctors’ also believe
her cancer was caused by stress). In each of these examples, an action-oriented, sequen-
tial analysis has shown us why the speaker said that particular thing, in that particular
way, at that particular point in the interaction (‘Why that now?’).

Conclusion

In this chapter, my discussion of focus groups has highlighted their quintessentially
interactional nature. Devotees of this method commonly note that the potential of
focus groups lies in ‘the explicit use of group interaction to produce data and insights
that would be less accessible without the interaction found in the group’ (Morgan
1997: 2). Yet the methods of analysis they typically use do not seem suited to realiz-
ing this potential. Interactions between focus group participants are too frequently
reported, and generally rather sketchily analysed (if at all). The (over)use of content
and thematic analysis has, at best, often produced impoverished analyses and, at
worst, sometimes generated misleading analyses.

I have advocated a much more serious and sustained analytic focus on interaction
in focus groups than has hitherto been the case, based on the theoretical position
that ‘cognitions’ and ‘experiences’ are constructed by and through talk, and that talk
is designed for specific recipients, within specific local interactional contexts. In par-
ticular, I have argued that the techniques of conversation analysis – as an approach
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which considers talk as a form of action, dependent on its sequential context – can
offer major insights into substantive areas of social life, insights which are simply not
accessible through other analytic techniques. I have attempted to support this claim
through the brief examples of analysis I have presented here. In my view, conversa-
tion analysis offers a method par excellence for analysing interaction in focus groups
and deserves to be much more widely used in this methodological context.

Notes

1. Much more could, of course, be made of the design of the individual tellings, and of
the way in which each is built off the prior, and off the series so far. For example, note
that R6 uses the term ‘officer’ to refer to the police, whereas R1, R4 and R3 have used
‘cop’. Jefferson (1974) comments on the interactional work that may be done by the
selection of one or other of these reference terms.

2. A note on transcription: You will see that transcription of the data extracts presented
in this chapter is more or less detailed, depending on the source from which they are
drawn and the purpose for which they were (originally) transcribed. A good general
rule is that the level of detail presented in data extracts should be appropriate to the
level of analysis which follows. Extracts from my breast cancer data are transcribed
using a simplified version of the notation favoured by conversation analysts, which
was originally developed by Gail Jefferson (see Atkinson and Heritage 1984:
Appendix).

3. For example, one influential study (Blaxter 1983: 68) claims that women’s ideas about
the causes of disease are derived from three key sources: health professionals, ‘the
common stick of knowledge in the community’, and the media. The ‘evidence’ pro-
vided for the importance of ‘folk knowledge’ is that women quote ‘the sorts of things
that people say’ (such as ‘over the years you hear people saying, rheumatic fever? Oh
it leaves you with a murmur in your heart...’).

4. This is a different kind of ‘footing’ (Goffman 1981b) from her earlier use of ‘folk wis-
dom’. The term ‘footing’ refers to the range of relationships between speakers and
what they say. It enables distinctions to be made between people making claims on
their own behalf and those reporting the claims of others.
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Documents of one kind or another have long been an important source of data in
sociological research. Although interviewing, questionnaires, survey research and
direct observation might seem to offer more direct access to social attitudes and other
social ‘realities’, and are probably more familiar sociological methodologies, a
moment’s reflection should be enough to convince you that documents have been and
remain a vital source of social data in almost any area of sociological research. Cases in
point are Durkheim’s use of records and statistics relating to suicide (Durkheim 1952
[1897]); official statistics in criminological and deviance research (such statistics being,
of course, the documentary products of official agencies, for example see Atkinson and
Coffey 1997); life histories (including diaries, etc.) in studies of sexuality (Plummer
1981); the use of diaries in sociological research of health and illness; the use of diaries,
letters and other personal memoirs in Chicago sociology, especially in studies of
deviance, and in the classic study of the life of immigrants, Thomas and Znaniecki’s
The Polish Peasant in Europe and America (1958) (see also Cohen and Taylor’s 1972 study
of long-term imprisonment using prisoners’ essays and stories); the widespread use of
documents of many kinds in ethnographic research (Hammersley and Atkinson 1983);
and Shapin’s account of the emergence of the concept of scientific truth in seventeenth-
century England, based upon an enormous range of biographical and autobiographical
materials, letters, tracts, papers (including scholarly papers, such as those circulated by
the Royal Society) and other documentary material (Shapin 1994). These examples
begin to illustrate how documents and documentary evidence – statistics, public
records, reports by official agencies, company reports, court records, medical records,
newspaper articles and media products more generally, pictures and other visual arti-
facts, diaries and letters, popular writing, advertisements (Goffman 1979) – provide just
as significant a record of certain social realities as do the data generated by other more
familiar methodologies.

However, it might seem odd to include a chapter on documents in a collection
which focuses on talk-in-interaction in research methodologies. It’s easy to see, now
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it’s been pointed out to you, that interaction is quite central for instance to mass
survey research – an approach which after all is essentially a quantitative methodol-
ogy. As soon as one considers that the information recorded in surveys is elicited
through questions and answers in telephone interaction (see Chapter 2 on survey
research and Chapter 8 on questions and answers, both in this volume), it becomes
clear that it’s vital to understand how the interaction between interviewer and
respondent has consequences for the information which emerges from survey inter-
views. But documents? They might seem very far removed from spoken language. I
hope to demonstrate in this chapter both that close analysis of the language used in
texts – language which derives from and intersects with spoken language – can gen-
erate original and illuminating findings and that documents may play a significant
and systematic role in spoken interaction.

The approach I take here to documents contrasts with the positivist, objectivist tra-
dition in sociological research. From Durkheim’s study of suicide in the late nine-
teenth century through to current research, documents have been viewed as sources
of factual information about some form of social activity or aspect of the social
world, either in the past or in contemporary society. In the traditional orthodoxy,
documents record facts about society and people’s social lives; for this reason,
researchers have been concerned primarily with what might broadly be regarded as
the authenticity and accuracy of documents and the information they contain.
‘Accuracy’ here refers to all aspects of a document’s veracity and validity, including
the correctness, completeness, truth, selectivity, and the possibility of distortion and
error in the information which it contains. These issues associated with the reliabil-
ity and validity of documents have been so well and thoroughly discussed (for an
excellent overview see Macdonald 2001) that there is no need to rehearse them here.
The key point is that in the orthodox view, documents have been treated as resources
for accessing information about the social world; the value of that information is
judged largely in terms of its accuracy.

But there is an alternative to this orthodoxy, in which documents are regarded not
so much as resources for gathering social data, but rather are analysed as topics in
their own right.1 I can illustrate this most easily through my own research experience
when I was studying the conflict in Northern Ireland (commonly referred to there as
the ‘Troubles’) which began with the demonstrations and marches in support of civil
rights for the Catholic population in 1968, and escalated into the armed conflict of
the subsequent quarter of a century or more. My aim was to trace the emergence and
escalating trajectory of the Troubles, through an analysis of the developing incidence,
intensity and magnitude of conflict events (demonstrations, marches, bombings,
shootings and other forms of attacks directed at one or the other ethnic/religious
group in Northern Ireland, or the security forces).2 In order to gather the statistical
information I needed, I reviewed newspaper reports for each day during the period
1968–1971. Newspapers in Northern Ireland are strongly partisan in their affiliation
with either the Catholic or Protestant communities, which posed the problem of the
reliability and accuracy of the statistical information I was to collect about the (ethnic/
religious) identity of participants (including ‘attackers’ and ‘attacked’), the numbers
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of people involved, the location of the event (bearing in mind the ‘religious geography’
of cities in Northern Ireland: Drew 1978), the event’s duration, the extent of shooting,
the number of bombs involved, and so on. I decided that the answer to this problem
was to review the reports in three daily newspapers covering the political/religious
spectrum: one associated with and read by the Catholic population, the Irish News; one
associated with the Protestant population, the News Letter; and a third, putatively more
neutral paper, The Belfast Telegraph. For each incident reported in the press, I collected
information about numbers involved, location, the ‘form’ of conflict involved (e.g.
whether shooting was involved) and so on from each of these newspapers. They dif-
fered greatly in the details they reported about what had happened; one paper might
report that a ‘mob’ of 150 people came down a particular street, while another paper
might describe the same group of people as a ‘crowd’ of only 50 residents. To resolve
these discrepancies for the purposes of statistical coding, I simply ‘averaged’ the details
for each incident. I hoped thereby to even out the exaggerations and inaccuracies of
each of these politically ‘biased’ sources, and arrive at (reasonably) accurate informa-
tion about each incident. I was working within the orthodox framework, believing that
the information I gathered from the content of these newspaper reports would reflect
the reality of what actually happened.

But as I read these reports, and compared the accounts given in the different
papers, I was struck by the ways in which the differences in the ‘factual’ information
reported were related to – indeed were part of – the moral work of the report, partic-
ularly regarding who was to blame for the incident. So a mob of 150 people coming
down a street implies to the reader that they were attacking, that they were to blame;
whereas to describe the same group as a crowd of 50 residents implies something quite
different, that they had a legitimate reason to be there and were themselves being
attacked by others from outside that street and, by further implication, from the
other religion. Don’t imagine that I am exaggerating these differences and discrep-
ancies; think, for instance, of the different versions given in the news media of inci-
dents in Iraq at present, or in the Israeli/Palestinian conflict. These differences are all
about blaming the other side; so that the account in the Irish News was written in
such a way as to imply that the Protestants were to blame, were attacking innocent
Catholics, and vice versa. Not satisfied that my pragmatic device of averaging the
information in the different reports necessarily gave an accurate picture of what
really happened, I came instead to focus on how the reports were written to imply
that the other side was to blame for what happened. In contrast to using the reports
as a resource of factual information about conflict events, I took them to be topics of
inquiry, texts which represented the perspectives, definitions and versions of reality
held by each side in the conflict. I began, therefore, to examine these reports as texts
in which the meaning an event had for each side, particularly the matter of who was
to blame for an incident, was constructed through the use of language, including the
description of ‘factual’ information about what happened. ‘Blame’ was the account-
able product of the ways these reports were written. I abandoned any concern with
the ‘truth’ or accuracy of reports, and focused instead on the (political and religious)
cultural meanings of particular conflict events, and the values embodied in those
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meanings, which were to be found through an analysis of newspaper reports as texts.
What came to interest me was the language through which these texts were written
(constructed) in such a way as to do the moral work of blaming the other side for
what took place. 

That summarizes in a nutshell the difference between two major analytic stances
towards texts. My starting point was the orthodox position that reliable information
was to be found through an analysis of the content of newspaper reports about what
‘really’ happened in a given incident, so long as these reports were accurate. What I
came to realize was that these reports reflected and embodied the perspectives of
each of the religious groups involved in the conflict. Whether or not the newspaper
reports were accurate, complete, comprehensive etc., they were written in such a way
that they had a certain accountable, moral meaning. I had come to a position con-
sistent with the interpretative tradition which was then emerging (Jupp and Norris
1993). In contrast to orthodox content analysis, interpretative analysis of documen-
tary texts aims to examine how the texts are written, how people and events are
described, and how, through use of language, accounts are constructed which pro-
duce meanings such as that the other side were the attackers and are to blame. 

Texts and people’s perspectives on their experience

The interpretative tradition is concerned with the perceptions of reality which are
embodied in documents. Instead of surveying the content of documents for the sup-
posedly factual information they contain, research in this alternative tradition
focuses on the perspectives through which people make sense of and give meaning
to their experience. According to this analytic viewpoint, documents are valuable
sources of information, not about ‘facts’, but about ‘subjective’ experience, the ways
in which people attribute meanings to their experiences, and the perspectives they
develop in ordering and seeing patterns in their experiences. People act, of course,
not on the basis of fact, but on the basis of their perceptions of fact.3 Thus studies of
people’s perceptions and perspectives are vital to our understanding of social action.
You can find an extended and really excellent discussion of these issues, across a
broad range of sociology, in Plummer’s Documents of Life (1990), but a couple of
examples may help to illustrate this alternative to the orthodox use of documents.

Two exemplary studies which analyse documents from an interpretative perspec-
tive are those by Jack Douglas (1967) and Jack Katz (1988). Douglas argued that the
kinds of theory of suicide offered by Durkheim (and others in that epidemiological
mould) did not properly explain suicide at an individual level. Douglas reasoned that
we need to know about the meanings which people who contemplate and commit
suicide give to their lives, and specifically what meaning they attribute to the act of
suicide itself; how do they see suicide as the right thing to do (as a rational action)
(two chapters are particularly worth reading for his account of suicide as ‘meaningful’
conduct: Douglas 1967: Chapters 16 and 17). The source of Douglas’s information
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about these meanings and perspectives was a variety of documents, notably diaries,
psychiatric case reports and newspaper articles. His analysis of these documents
reveals, in a richly nuanced account, how persons contemplating suicide understand
their lives (and what they regard as wrong with their lives), and the meanings
through which the act of suicide comes to be an ‘answer’.

Katz also challenged epidemiological explanations, in his case of murder, on the
grounds not that the variables often associated with murder (that murderers are typ-
ically male, working-class, known or related to the victim, etc.) are not relevant, but
that these variables do not really account for how murderers come to kill. Katz argues
that we need to understand ‘What is the killer trying to do in a typical homicide?
How does he understand himself, his victim, and the scene at the fateful moment?
With what sense and in what sensuality is he compelled to act?’ (Katz 1988: 12). His
account of the phenomenology of murder, of how the killer perceives and under-
stands the situation and the conduct of his victim, is assembled through an analysis
of newspaper reports, witness statements in police and court records, and ‘life his-
tory’ accounts in popular and scholarly books about murder and murderers. He
shows that these materials support a three-part explanation for what he terms ‘right-
eous slaughter’, an explanation which in effect describes a process which ends in
killing. Just as Douglas showed that what seemed in one view as an irrational attempt
to escape was rational from a perspective in which death involved the transforma-
tion of the self (Douglas 1967: 286), so too Katz offers a more nuanced account of the
role of rage in murder.

Analysing the language of texts: a suicide note

These studies by Douglas and Katz are fascinating examples of the kinds of sociolog-
ical insight we get by adopting this alternative methodological and analytic
approach in which documents are examined for what they tell us about the perspec-
tives of certain kinds of people (here suicides and killers) and about the meanings
which their actions have for them, the phenomenology of their conduct.

Another exemplary study from this alternative tradition is Jerry Jacobs’s study
of suicide notes, from which he attempts to learn what is ‘the common denomina-
tor in the personal situation of suicides’ (Jacobs 1967: 60). Reviewing 112 suicide
notes, he finds that in the most common type (which he calls ‘first form notes’, the
other types being variants of this type) there are six recurrent themes, which, sum-
marized briefly, are:

1 The problem is not of the suicide’s own making.
2 A long-standing history of problems.
3 The escalation of problems beyond endurance (progressive social isolation).
4 Death is portrayed as necessary.
5 The writer begs the forgiveness or indulgence of those addressed.
6 The writer knows what he or she is doing, but knows that others cannot know.
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Jacobs cites one such note, to illustrate the features or patterns which characterized
these notes. This is shown, in full, as example (1).

(1) (Jacobs 1967: 62)
It is hard to say why you don’t want to live. I have only one real reason. The three people I
have in the world which I love don’t want me.

Tom, I love you so dearly but you have told me that you don’t want me and don’t love me. I
never thought you would let me go this far, but I am now at the end which is the best thing
for you. You have so many problems and I am sorry I added to them.

Daddy, I hurt you so much and I guess I really hurt myself. You only wanted the very best for
me and you must believe this is it.

Mommy, you tried so hard to make me happy and to make things right for all of us. I love
you too so very much. You did not fail, I did.

I had no place to go so I am back where I always seem to find peace. I have failed in
everything I have done and I hope I do not fail in this.

I love you all dearly and am sorry this is the way I have to say goodbye.

Please forgive me and be happy.

Your wife and daughter.

This note very clearly illustrates the recurrent themes which Jacobs identified in suicide
notes generally. I won’t belabour this; you’ll see very plainly how in these poignant
final words to her family, the writer depicts her problems as long-standing and her
death as necessary, begs the forgiveness of those whom she addresses, knows that
others will not be able to understand what she is doing, and the rest. Jacobs’s analysis
offers considerable insight, therefore, into how individuals come to regard suicide as a
reason-able or rational course of action for themselves. The analysis Jacobs offers con-
sists of observations about the general meaning of sentences in this and other notes; so
too Douglas and Katz formulate the meaning of sentences and entire paragraphs in a
single thematic point, such as Katz’s observation about an entire account of a killing
that it illustrates how killers ‘often postured as a defender of the children’s moral
sensibilities’ (Katz 1988: 15). In Jacobs, as in these other studies, we don’t find a close
analysis of how accounts are constructed to have the meanings which they identify. I
think we can see that if we move to another level of analysis and examine even more
closely what the writer has said in this note, her use of language, we can find other
salient and important features of her reasoning about what she intends to do. 

Consider how she opens her letter, ‘It is hard to say why you don’t want to live’. We
do not ordinarily use the construction It’s hard to say why ... to depict what we have done
or are about to do. For all those things we do, mundanely, like dressing in the morning,
going to work, having lunch, talking to a colleague ... whatever ... we would not treat
them as matters which are difficult to explain. They are all standard, routine and
expectable activities. Of course if one decided not to get up and dress in the morning, or
not go to work, then one might say, if asked, that it’s hard to say why one didn’t behave
as normal, as expected – in other words, why one acted improperly. So in using this con-
struction, speakers – and here the writer – treat what they are doing or about to do as
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contrary to expectation, not what one should properly do, and hence conduct which is
accountable. Again, we do not offer accounts for routine, normal, expected behaviour;
accounts are remedial devices through which speakers show that while they have
acted/are about to act in ways which are contrary to social norms, nevertheless they
understand the norms which apply and to which they generally adhere, except in these
special circumstances (see Goffman 1971 on accounts in remedial exchanges). Notice
in this respect that she says ‘why you don’t want to …’, her choice of pronoun (rather
than ‘… I don’t want …’), constructing this in impersonal terms (in contrast to the next
sentence, in which she changes to the first person, thereby turning from norms and
expectations to her own reasons), so that her pronoun choice contributes to and
enhances her orientation here to general social norms. In this way the writer begins her
note by acknowledging that she is sufficiently of the society, sufficiently a member of
society, to know the rules, and that what she plans is socially proscribed. In treating her
conduct as accountable, she shows that she is not so heedless or ‘anti-social’ as to disre-
gard the normative framework in which her action will be judged. Right at the outset,
therefore, the writer displays that she knows what she is doing, and that what she is
doing is contrary to some normative standards; and in this way her reasoning that It’s
hard to say why … shows that she is rational, that she is not so far ‘out of her mind’ as
not to recognize, and care about, what is expected of her.

Just parenthetically, we can notice also that she doesn’t say something like It’s hard
to say why you want to die. Her use of don’t want to live is less explicit, more allusive,
about her intention to kill herself. Indeed, she is never explicit about her plan to
commit suicide; in the only other direct reference to what she plans, ‘I hope I do not
fail in this’, she does not name what she intends, but refers to it only through the
deictic this. Her implicitness is consistent with Atkinson’s report that in the notes he
reviewed in his study of the work of coroners, only very rarely did writers state explic-
itly that they intended to commit suicide. Their intention was generally left implicit
or alluded to in phrases of apology, of not being able to ‘go on’, of instructions
(‘Please look after my children’) and the like (Atkinson 1978: 112–17).

A second feature of this note is that the writer addresses three people, whom she
names as her husband, mother and father. She constructs her note as though directly
speaking to each of them in turn (for example, she addresses each as ‘you’, and not in
the third person). We might consider what she is doing in selecting these three people
to address. I say ‘select’ because she has decided, or chosen, to ‘speak to’ these three,
and not to others who might have been included. It may seem ‘natural’ to choose
members of one’s family, since the (membership) category ‘family’ seems so relevant to
matters of love and support. She makes that explicit when she says ‘The three people I
have in the world which I love …’, but contrasts her loving them with their not want-
ing her. Of course there are many people who might ‘not want’ her, but these others
are not treated as relevant (the absence of the love by others is not a relevant absence).
Here again she is orienting to something normative about conduct, that one can expect
that one’s family will and should ‘want’ (love) one. Something else is implied in this,
or is a corollary of it – and this is particularly important for what can be considered to
be a social structure for love, help and support: in selecting these three people, and
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describing them as not wanting her, and referring to them explicitly as the three I have
in the world which I love, she indicates that there is no one else who would care. As Sacks
has pointed out, in such cases of someone considering suicide (for instance, speaking
to a counsellor on a suicide helpline), determining that there is no one else to whom
he/she could turn for help is not a matter of having to go through a list of all the people
he/she knows, and asking about each one Would she help? (Sacks 1967). There is a range
of people to whom a troubled person might turn, such as friends, colleagues, a priest
(vicar, or rabbi), a doctor and so on. However, what is conveyed in ‘the three people I
have in the world which I love’ is that it is unnecessary for her to consider all those
others to whom she might turn for help. If these three don’t want her, then no one else
will. She draws this conclusion on the basis of the expectation, the norm, that is if
anyone loves her, it is her family. So that if they don’t love (‘want’) her, no one else
will. The writer is invoking a social structure whereby not only can a population be
identified as those to whom one might turn to for help (family, close friends, church,
etc.), but the writer can know that if one of the categories in that population – family –
cannot give her that help (don’t want her), then none of the others (members of the
other categories) can (for more about the use of membership categories in practical rea-
soning, including reasoning about suicide, see Sacks 1967; and the useful commen-
taries by Silverman 1998: Chapters 5 and 7, and 2001: 139–53).

A further point about the construction of the text to address her husband, father and
mother. She selects three members of the category ‘family’. We cannot know if she has
siblings, or children (we would infer from this note, I think, that she does not have
children, but on what basis might we do that? And why might we be more certain that
she is childless than that she doesn’t have siblings?). So we cannot know whether other
possible family members have not been included. She could perhaps have addressed
her mother and father together, rather than separately. Whatever the possibilities there
might have been, her selecting three (and notice that she explicitly orients to there
being three, in ‘The three people I have in the world …’) has a particular ‘meaning’.
Jefferson has shown that when speakers produce lists in ordinary interaction, they
most commonly produce lists of three items (Jefferson 1990). Here’s an example from
a telephone conversation in which Lesley has called a hospital to enquire about the
progress of an elderly relative. The news from the ward sister is good.

(2) (Telephone conversation: call to a hospital)
Ward: Well she’s (0.2) she’s doing very well actually um she’s

independent.
Les: Oh she is.
Ward: ––> Yes she’s walking around uh washing n’ dressing herself
Les: Oh good.

Having reported that the patient is doing well and is now independent, she lists (see
arrowed turn) three activities which demonstrate her independence: walking around,
washing and dressing herself. Jefferson further shows that not only are lists produced
in three parts, but that speakers orient to lists as properly consisting of three items, in
cases where they engage in a search for a third item.
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(3) (Jefferson 1990: 67)
Mr B: It’s not in the same league with adultery, and murder, and –and – thievery, but ... 

This illustrates the general point that a list ought to contain three items in order for
it to be complete (and example (3) shows that this is not an analyst’s stipulation of
a statistical deduction, but something to which speakers orient in their talk). The
same phenomenon of listing in threes, is to be found in all forms of interaction and
communication, for instance in political speeches (Atkinson 1984: Chapter 3). Here
are two examples, one from a consummate political orator, Margaret Thatcher.

(4) (Thatcher: Conservative Party Conference, 1980)
Thatcher: As you know we’ve made the first crucial changes in trade

union law
(0.4)

1 in removing the worst abuses of the closed shop
(0.2)

2 to restrict picketing to the place of work of the parties
in dispute
(0.2)

3 and to encourage secret ballots
[Jim Prior has carried all these

Audience: [XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX
Thatcher: measures through with the support of the vast majority of

trade union memb[ers
Audience: [XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX ....

(5) (Alan Milburn, Health Secretary, Labour Party Conference, 2000)
‘We’ve made a start putting right what they did wrong. The internal market – gone. Waiting
lists – down. Nurse training places – up,’ he declaimed, to applause. … ‘More nurses, more
power, more pay’. (From a report in the Health Service Journal, 5 October 2000)

In claiming to have ‘made the first crucial changes in trade union law’, Thatcher lists
three legislative measures (numbered for clarity) (notice that the audience begins
applauding, indicated by XXXXXXX, precisely after the third item, overlapping with
Thatcher’s continuation about her colleague Jim Prior; for the significance of this, see
Atkinson 1984: 31–46). In example (5), the report in a magazine of Alan Milburn’s
speech has selected two lists in which he cited three examples.

Three-part lists are used widely in advertising slogans, such as these.

LOOK WHAT YOU COULD SAVE WHEN YOU BUY A CAVALIER – YOUR TIME, YOUR CAR, YOUR LIFE
(A Cavalier is a kind of car)

LYCRA – COOL, CHIC, COMFORTABLE

ICI – WORLD PROBLEMS, WORLD SOLUTIONS, WORLD CLASS

COLLECT US COMMEMORATIVES – THEY’RE FUN, THEY’RE HISTORY, THEY’RE AMERICA
(about postage stamps)

CHALLENGE, VARIETY, LEADERSHIP. YOURS IN FIVE YEARS?
(Advertisement for Accelerated Promotion Scheme in the police)
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I won’t elaborate on the ubiquity of three-part lists in all areas of social, economic
and political life (but for threes in courtroom cross-examination, see Drew 1990; and
for a Freudian account of the convention of threes in children’s fairy stories, see
Bettelheim 1977). But I hope that from this brief sketch it will be clear that the par-
ticular property of three-part lists which all these uses draw upon, and which the
writer of this note does also, is the sense of completeness which three items conveys –
that the totality of something is represented by naming three items.4 The writer
makes this particularly explicit when she refers to them as the three people I have in the
world, that is these are the only people she has. This works to consolidate her rea-
soning that if these (three) people cannot help her, no one can; that totality plays a
part in her construction of a social structure of help.

Something else you may notice about the writer’s account for not wanting to live is
that at a number of points she describes her state of mind in terms of spatial
metaphors, let me go this far, I’m now at the end, I had no place to go and I am back where
I always seem to find peace. These are fairly idiomatic expressions (I’m now at the end
probably referring to the idiom at the end of my tether, meaning exhausted, unable to
take any more), which are very like the orientational metaphors (up, down, under,
over, etc.) which Lakoff and Johnson show so commonly give emotional concepts a
spatial orientation. Most familiar are expressions such as ‘I’m feeling up’ and to be
‘buoyed up’, and even ‘up in the clouds’, as versions of happiness; and ‘feeling down’,
‘feeling low’, ‘down in the dumps’, ‘my spirits sank’ and ‘falling into depression’ as
versions of sadness or unhappiness (Lakoff and Johnson 1980: Chapter 4). Such
metaphors structure how we perceive and think about the world. In describing how
strongly someone feels, we refer to depth of feeling. Consider the power of up and down
on our consciousness; doing better in the world is rising, doing worse is falling, orien-
tational metaphors which structure the way economic and financial graphs are repre-
sented, and the way in which we think about the divine – heaven is generally
represented as above, and hell (or its equivalent) as below. Such spatial/orientational
metaphors provide a language resource for translating our emotions in ways we can
describe, and in ways which can be understood by others. The point that these
metaphors enable her to describe her state of mind in ways which can be understood
by readers of the letter is particularly significant, because she is giving an account for
concluding that she has no one to turn to, that there is no other way out for her (note
again the spatial metaphor in no other way out). By translating her emotional state into
these spatial terms, she constructs a version of the rationality of her conclusion, that
she’s taking this (unnamed) course of action because there is nothing else left for her
to do. Through representing her state of mind in physical terms she avoids having to
describe her emotions in a way which might admit some voluntarism, some choice or
options. She depicts her state of mind as one in which she has no choice (‘this is the
way I have to say goodbye’). This is significant for her account for not wanting to live,
since accounts are generally constructed in terms of constraints, of circumstances
which compel or prevent us (Heritage 1988). She does this through metaphors which
demonstrate to the reader that there is nothing else she can do. Of course using spa-
tial metaphors as the writer does here provides a vocabulary with which to describe
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one’s state of mind or emotions. These are the terms with which we’ve become
accustomed when describing concepts (concerning emotions) which otherwise might
be difficult to express, for which otherwise there’s no easy or recognizable vocabulary.
And this connects with the final observation I’d like to make about the writer’s use of
language in this text. She constructs her account through a series of paradoxes.
Although she opens with ‘It is hard to say why …’, in the next sentences she says why
(gives an explanation): she loves her husband, he does not love her (as he should); her
being ‘at the end’ will be the ‘best thing’ for him; she hurt her father, but in doing so
hurt herself; her father wanted only the best for her, and this (her death?) is it; she has
failed in everything she’s done, but hopes she won’t fail in this; she loves them dearly,
but is leaving them, saying goodbye. Constructing a paradox is a way to describe
something which cannot easily be described, which cannot easily be put into words.
Macfarlane gives a rather clear example of this in his historical account of our
(Western) conception and perception of mountains, and of mountaineering. In the
section in which he traces the evolution of our fascination with the danger of moun-
tain climbing and of the pursuit of fear, Macfarlane (2003: Chapter 3) cites a letter
written in 1688 by John Dennis (a young Englishman who subsequently became a
playwright) which provides one of the earliest modern memoirs of the pleasurable fear
excited by mountaineering. Having just crossed the Alps, Dennis wrote home to a
friend in England ‘Tis an easy thing to describe Rome or Naples to you became you
have seen something yourself that holds at least some resemblance with them: but
impossible to set a Mountain before your Eyes, that is inaccessible almost to the sight,
and wearies the very Eye to climb it’ (Macfarlane 2003: 72). Macfarlane notes that
Dennis faces the difficulty of 

‘how to say what something is like, when it is like nothing that your reader has ever
seen’. Dennis first of all describes the mountains to his friend in physical terms; but
when he ‘tries to describe the exact feelings stirred in him as he reached a dan-
gerously narrow part of the route, something unusual happens to his language:

We walk’d upon the very brink, in a literal sense, of Destruction: one
Stumble, and both Life and Carcass had been at once destry’d. The sense
of all this produc’d different motions in me, viz., a delightful Horrour, a
terrible Joy, and at the same time, that I was infinitely pleas’d, I trembled.

Against all his expectations, Dennis discovered that walking ‘upon the very
brink’ – just one stumble away from violent death – brought him an odd plea-
sure. No vocabulary existed to describe what he experienced, so Dennis has to
invent one using the artificial logic of the oxymoron. He has to resort to para-
dox – to allow each ‘motion’ its equal and opposite emotion, and say that he
felt ‘a delightful Horrour’ and ‘a terrible Joy’.’ (Macfarlane 2003: 73)

Dennis’s attempt to describe to someone who has never seen a mountain the ‘infi-
nite pleasure’ he feels when faced with the dangers of climbing,5 parallels the writer’s
attempt to give an account of why she doesn’t want to live, to people who cannot
understand (e.g. she instructs her father, ‘you must believe this is it’). Each is describing
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emotions which are difficult to put into words, and which might seem irrational (to
enjoy being frightened, to think that the only way to happiness is through killing
oneself). Each of these writers uses the device of placing themselves between oppo-
sites, between two seemingly contradictory positions or feelings. They do so in order
to express an emotion which is almost ineffable, too great for words. The emotions
they are each describing do not lie between these opposites; rather, they consist of,
or emerge out of, these opposites. So her use of paradox is yet another resource
through which she constructs an account of why she does not want to live, and why
she has to say goodbye.

What I have tried to show in this ‘exercise’ is that by examining in detail the lan-
guage through which the writer constructs her letter, we uncover another level of
‘meaning’. The recurrent themes which Jacobs identified in suicide notes (for
instance, that writers portray their problems as having escalated beyond endurance,
begs the forgiveness of those addressed, and knows that they know what they are
doing even though others cannot know) certainly provide an insight into the ‘com-
mon denominator’ in suicidal persons’ perspective. But by looking more closely at
the language through which they reason about their intention to commit suicide, we
learn a great deal more about how their (intended) conduct appears rational to them,
and accountable to others – that is, that others can recognize the grounds or reasons
for their suicide. The concept of rationality/rational action has long played a central
role in sociological analysis (for a reflection on rationality in the work of Parsons, see
Heritage 1984a: 22–7). Sociology has, I think, come to a position in which we have
set aside external (e.g. Western scientific) standards of rationality. Instead, we are
seeking to uncover how members of a society or culture, ‘actors’ or participants in
social action regard what they do as rational. People’s behaviour is based not on the
perspectives of others, but of their own perspectives and perceptions. Therefore, if we
are to understand what people are doing and why they are doing it, our aim should
be to show how their conduct is accountable – how for them it makes sense to act in
the way they do, and how they make sense of their behaviour for others. In these
‘sense-making practices’, we will learn what people’s lives mean for them. And these
sense-making practices consist of language and reasoning. In this brief examination
of one suicide note, we can see that in her use of language the writer shows that she
knows what society’s rules are (normative behaviour), that she has no one left to turn
to (if these three people can’t help her, no one can), that she’s left with nothing else
to do. In other words, she constructs an account in which she’s behaving rationally.
She does this through certain conventional forms of reasoning (e.g. ‘It’s hard to say
why …’), through a three-part list, through spatial metaphors and paradox – all forms
of language which are used in spoken language, in interaction, as well as texts.

Documents in interaction

I focused in the previous section on the use of language in a document. That document,
the letter which came to be treated as a suicide note, played a role in the interactions

• • • Talk and Interaction in Social Research Methods • • •

• 74 •

Drew-3382-Chapter-05.qxd  3/29/2006  7:24 PM  Page 74



associated with investigating that young woman’s death, interactions between police
and coroner, between the police and her family and so on (Atkinson 1978: Chapter 6).
Though we do not have a record of those interactions, and therefore cannot say more
about the role the note played, we do have access to the use of documents in other
kinds of interaction. Here, for instance, is the transcript of the opening of a call made
by the truancy officer of a large North American high school. Her job includes con-
tacting the parents of children who are thought to be truant, as she does here (for an
explanation of the transcription symbols used here, see the section on ‘Transcription
Symbols’ at the beginning of this book).

(6) (Arroyo Call 2) (Off = truancy officer)
1 Mom: Hello:
2 Off: .hhh Hello is this Missus Fieldwald?
3 Mom: Yes it is:
4 Off: .hhh This is Miss Medeiros from Redondo High School
5 calling?,
6 Mom: Mm hm::,
7 Off: .hhh Uh I was calling about Michelle she has a couple
8 a:bsences: since o::h las:t Thu:rsday,
9 (.)

10 Off: She’s been reported absent (.) all day last Thursday,
11 (.)
12 Mom: Uh huh well she hasn’ been home i:ll.
13 (0.5)
14 Off: We:ll, (.) she was absent Thursday, Friday, (1.0) .hh
15 an’ again today.
16 Mom: Are these all day absences? er are they (.) jus’
17 certain periods.
18 Off: Uh:::: hhhhh .hhhhh (0.8) Well let’s see it looks like
19 first second (.) third and fourth period for last 
20 Thursday ‘n Friday, .hhh an’ here’s sixth period an so
21 it’s– (.) we’d have to assume that it’s an all day 
22 a:bsence, yes.
23 Mom: Uh hmm,
24 Off: .hhh And u:hh (0.8) you don’t kno:w that she’s been
25 home ill, huh?

You’ll see that in response to the mother’s enquiry in lines 16–17 about whether
her daughter has been absent for entire days, or (‘just’) certain periods, the truancy offi-
cer displays that she is referring to the document. She does so both by explicit reference –
‘let’s see it looks like’ and ‘an here’s sixth period’ – and implicitly by audible indicators
that she is having to read something, as in ‘Uh:::: hhhhh .hhhhh’ before she answers
in line 18, and her hesitancy throughout, including her lengthy pauses in lines 14
and 18 and briefer pauses elsewhere (see also the delays which indicate she’s reading
from the record in line 8), so that she is conveying to the mother that, in order to answer
her question, she is having to check the information in a document, presumably the
record of attendance.
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In circumstances such as this, someone may have a document of some kind in
front of them, perhaps on a desk, available throughout an interaction (the truancy
officer will have the record of attendance in front of her throughout such a call). The
question then is: is there anything organized or systematic about the moments when
reference is made to the document? At what points do speakers display to their recip-
ient that they are reading some information from a document? Or is it random? Do
they refer to a document just when they feel like? Well, there’s a clue in example (6):
the officer most explicitly refers to the attendance record (again, in ‘let’s see it looks
like’ and ‘an here’s sixth period’) in response to having been pressed for accuracy by
the mother. The mother hasn’t simply accepted the officer’s report; although she’s
not yet challenging the officer’s claims, her enquiry is defensive. There might be an
association, therefore, between citing the record and something slightly problematic
in the interaction.

This is further substantiated in interactions in another educational setting, parent–
teacher meetings. In a study of the meetings when parents come to talk to their
children’s teachers about SATS examination performance in a British primary school
(these meetings concern results of the mock-SATS tests, which are rehearsals for
the level 2 tests children take at age 11), Allistone (2002) showed that teachers com-
monly informed parents of the results in the following fashion.

(7) (Parent–teacher: Allistone 2002: 175) (T = teacher, P = parent)
1 T: Maths:
2 (1.4)
3 T: (tk) Level four,
4 (0.6)
5 T: >So we< want him to be a level four.

The teacher is the child’s class teacher, and not the one who has actually taught the
child maths. She is reporting the performance which another teacher has recorded for
this child. Presumably during her silence in line 2 she is checking to see what result this
child has achieved; but she makes no explicit reference to the document in front of her.
I should explain that level 4 (line 3) is the expected level of achievement – anything
better is very good indeed (the highest is level 6, but very few children get that), any-
thing less is a cause for concern, both on behalf of the child and for the school (in
terms of its performance targets). Anyway, the teacher announces the result directly as
‘Level four’ and then makes explicit that that is satisfactory.

However, in the following examples, the teacher is passing on not quite such good news.

(8) (Parent–teacher: Allistone 2002: 79) (T = teacher, C = child)
1 T: °O:kay° ma:ths:
2 (0.6)
3 T: >I– she’s in Mrs G’s set–<
4 (1.5)
5 T: (tch) .hhh A::::Nd (0.9) (u)national average (.) is
6 a level fou:r
7 (0.8)
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8 T: (tk) for these SATS.=↑now this says level ↑three::.
9 (1.6)

10 T: ↑Is that ri:ght?
11 C: I’m bad int I, (hhh)

(9) (Parent–teacher: Allistone 2002: 63–64) (T = teacher, P = parent)
1 T: >If: we,< (0.7) talk about her maths: first
2 P: °Yea(h)°
3 T: .hh Okay so she’s in: Mr D’s set (0.8) y[eah?
4 P: [°yeah°
5 T: .hh urm and he says that– (0.4) >she’s working at–< (0.9) 
6 .h level three
7 P: Yea::h.
8 T: The::: national average, (0.7) is level four

In each case, the child has, as the teacher remarks (line 5 in example (8), and line
8 in example (9), performed below average. In example (8) the child shows that he
knows the news is bad (line 11). The difference between the teacher’s unelaborated,
direct announcement of the satisfactory ‘no problem’ result in example (7) and these
announcements of below-average performances is that here the teacher is explicit
about the source of the information she has (‘She’s in Mrs G’s set’ and ‘So she’s in:
Mr D’s set’, respectively), and then makes explicit that she is reading this informa-
tion from a document: ‘this says level three::.’ and ‘he says that–’. Notice also the
same kind of indications or display that she’s reading that were evident in example (6) –
similar ‘turn holding’ expressions (e.g. ‘urm’ in example (9) line 5, and stretching
‘A::::Nd’, in example (8) line 5) and other delays and pauses. This was fairly system-
atic across Allistone’s corpus. When the teacher was announcing a satisfactory per-
formance,6 she almost always did so without referring directly to the document.
However, when the score was below the expected standard, the teacher would format
the announcement in the fashion illustrated in examples (8) and (9), as the result
recorded by another teacher.

We see in these examples that only when a teacher is reporting something prob-
lematic – a test score below expectations – does she make explicit reference to the
document, attributing the bad news to what the document says. In this way she rep-
resents the news as coming not from herself, but from what’s in the record (from
another teacher), and only through her indirectly;7 contrast that with her unelabo-
rated announcement of good news. 

This corresponds with the findings of a study by Boyd (1998) of interactions
between doctors in the US medical system. When a child has been referred for a
minor surgical procedure to relieve middle ear infection (tympanostomy), a doctor
working for the insurance company will prospectively review and evaluate the rec-
ommendation by the child’s doctor, in order to decide whether or not the insurance
company will pay for the procedure. They do this by speaking to the recommending
doctor on the phone. Boyd points out that there is an inherent tension in the form
of peer review, as it requires one physician to evaluate the recommendation of
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another. When they talk, the doctors are attempting to preserve professional autonomy,
while simultaneously compromising that autonomy in the review process itself
(Boyd 1998: 202). Anyway, the physician-reviewer consults the ‘paper trail’ from the
doctor’s recommendation and case notes, through a preliminary review by a nurse.
He or she then calls the child’s doctor, who has the child’s medical record to consult.
Boyd identifies two formats which the reviewing physicians may adopt when initi-
ating these review calls – a bureaucratic or collegial format. In the bureaucratic format,
the reviewer’s enquiries focus initially on ‘some documentary or clerical aspect of the
case (which characterizes it) as problematic. Typically it contains a reference to some
inconsistency, omission or other problem, as recorded in the first-level review’ (Boyd
1998: 205). Here is one such typical bureaucratic opening by the reviewer:

The information I have is he’s six an’-=with a history of recurrent uh otitis and (1.0) uh I think
‘e had previous tubes, (0.5) but according to the information we got from a doctor (Katz), (.) the
pediatrician’s office, (.) He has uh- (0.2) they I- I don’t get any documentation of any problems at
all in the last year. (Boyd 1998: 206)

In such cases, Boyd reports, the reviewer indicates that there is a problem. By refer-
ring to what the documents show or do not show (here, they do not show any prob-
lems in the last year), the reviewer is formulating an inconsistency between the other
doctor’s recommendation and the medical evidence in the case notes/paper trail.
And this is done by explicitly citing the documentation (again, notice the indications
that the reviewer is displaying that he is looking at and reading from the documents).
Initiating the review in a collegial format, by contrast, reviewers do not refer to or cite
the documentation, but open directly by asking the child’s doctor for information
about the case:

.hh Uh can you tell me something about this youngster? (Boyd 1998: 209)

The parallels between these bureaucratic and collegial opening enquiries, and the dif-
ferent ways in which teachers announce SATS tests results, will be obvious. What is
most germane here, though, is that Boyd reports that when reviewers open with the
bureaucratic format, and explicitly refer to the documents in the paper trail, this pro-
jects a problem with the case, and they generally do not confirm the case doctor’s rec-
ommendation and deny subsidizing the cost of surgery through the health plan. When
the reviewer opens with a collegial enquiry, by contrast, they generally find no prob-
lem with the recommendation and approve a financial subsidy for the surgery.

So at least one systematic basis for referring to or citing a document in interaction
is that speakers may refer to documents when they are managing something which
is potentially problematic (responding to a defensive enquiry, announcing scores
which are below expected standards, anticipating that a doctor’s recommendation
may be faulty). The document stands as an objective record, de-personalizing the bad
news to be delivered by attributing the news, or the evidence for the news, to the
document and not to the speaker. We begin to see how documents can play a part in
interaction, in managing specifically tricky, awkward or difficult matters.
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Summary

I have tried to do three things in this chapter. First, my aim has been to highlight the
importance of documents as a source of data in sociological research. Documents
may not be as familiar a part of the methodological canon as, say, (survey) inter-
viewing. Nevertheless, they are a tremendously valuable source of information about
the social world, in a wide variety of substantive areas.

Second, I have outlined and exemplified two analytic approaches which contrast
with the orthodox tradition, in which the contents of documents are regarded as
containing objective, factual information. The interpretative approach treats docu-
ments as reflecting the meanings which people, either types of individual (e.g. mur-
derers) or groups, attribute to their experiences, and the perspectives through which
they define their social realities. On the other hand, documents may also be used as
an interactional resource by participants; in this way documents play a significant and
systematic role in interaction.

Third, through these exercises involving the textual analysis of a sample document
(a suicide note), and comparative sequential analysis of interactions (in educational
and medical settings), I have outlined something of the methodologies which we can
use when analysing language and interaction in close detail. Added to this, I have
tried to demonstrate what we can uncover through such analysis, and to show how
novel and illuminating the results of such analyses can be (for instance, about the
way the writer constructs her note in such a way as display the accountable rational-
ity of her conduct).

Finally, I have focused here on textual documents because they are perhaps the
most widely used in, and relevant to, sociological research, and also because they
relate most directly to the subject of this book – language and interaction. In doing
so, I have not considered forms of graphic representations (e.g. charts, work and inci-
dent records, colour codes, photographs and film, advertisements, tables, computer
screens). A particularly vivid and powerful demonstration of how graphic represen-
tations can feature in interaction in social settings can be found in Goodwin’s
account of the use made of colour charts and graphic records, and video film, in the
work settings of an archaeological field excavation and a courtroom, respectively
(Goodwin 1994).8

Notes

1. On the distinction between topic and resource, see Zimmerman and Pollner (1971).
2. I had another, larger aim in view, which was to look for any connections (correlations)

there might be between the escalation of violence during those years and socio-
economic factors and indicators – along the lines suggested by research in interna-
tional relations.

3. In John Dewey’s famous phrase, ‘Things … are what they are experienced as’.
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4. It might seem puzzling that listing (only) three items can suggest completeness, a
totality. Putting items together in a list suggests a pattern, the collection of which
these items are members. If you are told that two members of a collection are 3 and
9, and asked what the pattern is, that might be squaring the previous number,
adding 6, or multiplying by 3. With just those two numbers, it’s difficult to deduce
the pattern. But given a list of 3, 9 and 27, one can now see that the pattern is that
each prior number is multiplied by 3. Three is, therefore, the minimum number of
items required to determine a (mathematical) series, and hence establish the pattern
which conveys completeness.

5. The paradox of the joy to be experienced in pain is known as algolagnia (see Praz
1970).

6. This was adapted to the level of ability of particular children, so if a child had per-
formed well above expectations, even if below the level 4 national average, then the
result was announced in the ‘no problem’/good news form shown here.

7. This brings to mind Goffman’s observation that speakers may take different stances,
or ‘footings’, in regard to what they are saying, particularly whether they are the
author, animator or principal of what is said (Goffman 1981b). For an explanation of
these distinctions and their application in the context of news interviews, see
Clayman (1992).

8. ‘A theory of discourse that ignored graphic representations would be missing both a
key element of the discourse that professionals engage in and a central locus for the
analysis of professional practice. Instead of mirroring spoken language, these external
representations complement it, using the distinctive characteristics of the material
world to organize phenomena in ways that spoken language cannot …’ (Goodwin
1994: 611).
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In this chapter, I discuss some ways in which the micro-analysis of video recordings
can contribute to the understanding of social action. I will focus on two kinds of
action, professional and mundane. The first part of the chapter deals with profes-
sional action. Using my own study on AIDS counselling as an example, I will show
how the micro-analysis of video recordings enriches the understandings offered by
the practitioners’ own accounts and theories concerning their work. The second part
of the chapter deals with mundane, everyday action. There, I will take greetings as
an example, and will show how the micro-analysis of video recordings can help the
researcher to ask questions that go beyond those arising from more ordinary (ethno-
graphic) methods of observation. 

In both parts of the chapter, I will contrast and compare two modes of description
of social action. In the first part, which deals with professional action, the modes of
description involve practitioners’ own theories on one hand, and the micro-analysis
of video recordings of their practice on the other. In the second part, which deals
with everyday action, the contrasted modes of description involve ethnographic
observations on one hand, and again, the micro-analysis of video recordings on the
other. To put it simply, the main message of the chapter is this: there is much to gain
in using video recordings in researching professional and mundane social action.

I will use the term ‘micro-analysis’ (see Goffman 1983) to refer to qualitative analy-
sis of behavioural segments. Conversation analysis (CA) is a typical, but not the only,
representative of micro-analytic techniques. One of the micro-analytic studies that I
use as an example (AIDS counselling) involves CA research, whereas the other (greet-
ings) involves another kind of micro-analytic approach. This difference is not impor-
tant in the context of this chapter: I am focusing on what the video recordings can
offer as data, not the specific analytic techniques.

Observation, Video
and Ethnography: Case
Studies in Aids Counselling
and Greetings
Anssi Peräkylä

CHAPTER SIX
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Video recordings in the analysis of professional action 

In this section, I want to show what the use of video recordings can contribute to the
observation of professional action, focusing particularly on professionals interacting
with their clients – although the perspective adopted here can also be applied to
other kinds of professional work (e.g. see Heath and Luff 2000). As my primary exam-
ple, I will use my own research on AIDS counselling (Peräkylä 1995). I will compare
the picture of professional action given in the practitioners’ own theories with the
picture that the analysis of video recordings yields. My main argument is that micro-
analysis of video (or audio) recordings gives the researcher access to layers of organi-
zation that are critical for successful professional conduct but which may remain
unrecognized in the practitioners’ own theories. 

Practitioners’ theories of their action

One distinctive feature of professions is that at least some aspects of the professional
conduct are codified in written texts – in textbooks, professional journal articles, train-
ing manuals and the like (Peräkylä and Vehviläinen 2003). Some of these texts are
normative, constituting standards of good practice, whereas others are descriptive, con-
veying to trainees and outsiders what the professionals actually do in their profession.
In professions where the practitioners deal with clients, these texts also describe and/or
prescribe standards for the conduct of professional–client interactions.

If a social scientist is doing research on professional work, such texts are an invalu-
able resource. It is impossible to understand properly, say, therapeutic encounters,
without knowing about the therapeutic theories that inform the therapists’ work (see
Arminen 1998; Arminen and Leppo 2000). By using video or audio recordings, how-
ever, the researcher can also ‘go beyond’ what is described in professional texts. In a
recent paper, Sanna Vehviläinen and I argued that conversation analytical (CA)
research can take different relations to the practitioners’ own theories of their action.
Sometimes CA studies simply falsify assumptions that are part of professional theo-
ries, but they may also provide a more detailed picture of practices that are described in
such theories. They can add a new dimension to the understanding of practices
described by a professional theory, or provide the description of practices that are not at
all recognized in the professional theory (Peräkylä and Vehviläinen 2003).

In what follows, I will take AIDS counselling as an example through which I will
try to illustrate the relation between professionals’ own theories concerning their
action and what the analysis of video recordings made of the professional practice.
In the 1990s, I conducted a study on AIDS counselling at the Royal Free Hospital,
London (Peräkylä 1995; see also Silverman 1997). The counselling practice that I
analysed was based on a particular therapeutic theory, known as Milan School Family
Systems Theory. I will first explain some of the basic assumptions of this therapeutic
theory, and then go on to show how the micro-analysis of video recordings enriched
the understanding of practice provided by the theory.
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Family Systems Theory

Family Systems Theory thinking was initiated in a private clinic in Milan, Italy, when Mara
Selvini Palazzoli, a child psychiatrist, together with her colleagues, started ‘The institute for
family study’ (in 1967) and thereafter ‘The centre for the study of family’ (in 1971).
Disillusioned by the ineffectiveness of psychoanalytic therapy, Selvini Palazzoli
became interested in the family therapeutic and cybernetic ideas. Instead of consid-
ering behavioural symptoms as indications of intra-psychic conflicts of the individ-
uals involved, the Milan associates started to view the manifest problems as parts of
the unacknowledged ‘games’ that the families were playing. 

Individual symptoms were seen as a part of a ‘system’ comprising the whole family.
Given this new psychopathological understanding, the aim of the therapy is to make
the families aware of their games, and of the functions which the behaviour labelled
as a problem serves there. The game is interrupted, and the family is helped to
acknowledge the systemic functions of their problems (Hoffman 1981). This is
achieved by the therapists using specific interactive techniques. They include, for
example, ‘circular questioning’ and ‘live supervision’.

‘Circular questioning’ is a way of soliciting information in such a manner that dif-
ferences between the family members’ perspectives and experiences are brought into
focus (Feinberg 1990; Fleuridas et al. 1986; Mauksch and Roesler 1990; Penn 1982).
The therapist typically asks one member of the family to comment upon the rela-
tionship of two others in their presence. The questions are preferably so constructed
that they focus on differences, for example ‘Who is closer to father, your daughter or
your son?’ Sometimes the circular questions are asked in a hypothetical manner, for
example ‘If you had not been born, what do you think your parents’ marriage would
be like now?’ (Hoffman 1981). This kind of questioning is efficient in engaging the
family in talking, and helps them to realize how the problem of one member affects
all others, that is, the ‘systemic’ character of their problems. 

In ‘live supervision’, one (or sometimes two) of the therapists converses with the
family members, while the rest of the team follow the session behind a one-way
mirror. The team can communicate with the therapist during breaks in the session
or, in some cases, using a telephone. These arrangements make it possible that the
functioning of the family and that of the family-plus-therapist system is attended to
and reflected on by the whole team. Because the team members behind the screen
are not actively involved in the interaction, their perspective is different from that of
the therapist. This enables the team to see and think differently about the family and
about the process of the interview (Selvini and Selvini Palazzoli 1991).

Milan School Family Systems Theory was developed in the context of psychiatric
treatment of severely disturbed patients. Later on, it has been applied in a wide variety
of therapeutic and counselling settings. The AIDS counselling that I observed was
one of its applications. My study focused in the key practices of circular questioning
and live supervision, seeking to show how these theoretical ideas are translated into
interactional practices. In doing this, video recordings of the actual counselling
sessions turned out to be invaluable materials. 
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Circular questioning in practice

In the video recordings of AIDS counselling sessions based on Family Systems
Theory, I found the counsellors regularly asking ‘circular questions’ of their clients.
For example, the counsellor asked one client to describe the thoughts or experiences
of another one. Thus, the counsellor could ask the mother of a HIV positive patient
to describe what her (co-present) son’s greatest concern is. The person whose
thoughts and experiences were described by others was sometimes the patient, some-
times a ‘significant other’ accompanying the patient – spouse, parent, boy- or girlfriend
or the like. In my analysis, I showed how such questioning sequences were practi-
cally accomplished. This amounted to showing the practical ways in which the
clients were helped to understand each others’ perspectives on their shared prob-
lems, that is to understand the systemic nature of their problems. 

However, there also seemed to be something more at stake in circular questioning.
In addition to showing the systemic nature of the problems, the circular questions
seemed to have a more ‘primordial’ task or function. The examination of the video
recordings led me to the conclusion that circular questioning involves a powerful
practice to incite the clients to speak about matters that they otherwise would be
reluctant to talk about. Most importantly, in circular questions, it was not only the
counsellors who encouraged the clients to talk about the fears and worries. A local
interactional context was created where the clients encouraged each other to talk. 

One type of evidence for this function of the circular questions comes from the struc-
ture of such questioning sequences: without exceptions, circular questions were followed
by the person whose experience was described him- or herself giving an account of the
experience in question. In most cases, the counsellor asked directly this person’s own
view after having heard the co-participant’s version; sometimes he or she volunteered
his/her view. In both cases, the pattern of questioning made the person concerned speak
about his or her fears and worries. Extract (1) below provides an example of such a
sequence. The participants are an HIV positive patient (PA), his partner (PRT), and the
counsellor (CO). Arrows (1)/(4) stand for the initiation of key utterances: (1) for the coun-
sellor’s ‘circular’ question, (2) for the partner’s answer, (3) for the follow-up question to
the patient, and arrow (4) for his response. Here, as in many other cases that I analysed,
the circular question leads the person whose experience is discussed to disclose his deep
worries (see especially lines 45–55). (Explanation of the transcription symbols is to be
found in the section on ‘Transcription Symbols’ at the beginning of this book.) 

(1) (Peräkylä 1995: 110)
1 CO: (1)–> What are some of things that you think E:dward might
2 have to do.= He says he doesn’t know where to go from 
3 here maybe: and awaiting results and things.
4 (0.6) 
5 CO: What d’you think’s worrying him.
6 (0.4)
7 PRT: (2)–> Uh::m hhhhhh I think it’s just fear of the unknow:n.
8 PA: Mm[:
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9 CO: [Oka:y.
10 PRT: [At- at the present ti:me. (0.2) Uh:m (.) once: he’s (0.5) got a better
11 understanding of (0.2) what could happen
12 CO: Mm:
13 PRT: uh:m how .hh this will progre:ss then: I think (.) things will be a little more 

[settled in his=
14 CO: [Mm
15 PRT: =own mi:nd.
16 CO: Mm:
17 (.)
18 PA: Mm[:
19 CO: (3)-> [E:dward (.) from what you know:: (0.5) wha- what- what do you think could
20 happen. (0.8) I mean we’re talking hypothetically [now because I know=
21 PA: [Mm:: (well)-
22 CO: =no [more than you do about your actual state of=
23 PA: [uh:: 
24 CO: =health except that we do: know,=
25 PA: =uh
26 CO: .hhh you’re carrying the virus::, (.6) as far as- (.3) the- that first test is

concerned.
27 PA: Umh
28 (1.4)
29 PA: (4)-> (Well I feel) I see like two different extremes.=I 
30 see [that I can just- (.8) carry on (in an)=
31 CO: [umh
32 PA: =incubation state:, [for many years [and (up)=
33 CO: [umh [umh
34 PA: =.hhhh you know just being very careful about (it) [sexually:.
35 CO: [uhm:
36 (.4)
37 PA: [and: er (.3) can go on with a normal life. 
38 CO: [umh
39 CO: umh
40 PA: And then I get my greatest fears: that- (.2) you 
41 know just when I’ve get my life go:ing: you know a 
42 good job=
43 CO: =um:h=
44 PA: things going very well,
45 CO: uhm::
46 (.3)
47 PA: that (I[::) er:: (.2) my immunity will collapse, 
48 CO: [umh
49 CO: um[h
50 PA: [you know: (and I will) become very ill:: (.2) >quickly?<
51 (1.0)
52 PA: .hhh [hh an ]d lose control of th- the situation, 
53 CO: [um::h ]
54 CO: umh:
55 PA: That’s my greatest fear actually.
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The frequency of this sequence structure in circular questioning posed a kind of a
puzzle for the researcher: how come the participants whose experience is discussed
always give their authoritative versions after their experience has been described by
somebody else, often even without the counsellor having asked for it? The inner expe-
rience of somebody is a very special object: as a speaker or as a hearer, the person whose
experience is described is treated as the owner of the experience (see Sharrock 1974). The
owner says the last word about his or her experience. In psychological terms, owner-
ship arises from a person’s privileged position as the observer of his or her subjective
states of mind. However, ownership of experience is not a private matter: it is realized,
and oriented to, in the details of social interaction. This could be observed in the AIDS
counselling sessions where ‘circular questioning’ was done.

There relevance of the person’s authoritative version of his or her experience arises
from his/her ownership. By examining the recordings in their minute detail, I started
to grasp how a person’s ownership regarding his or her experience was collabora-
tively and consistently built up. Perhaps the most straightforward means of building
up the owner’s authoritative status in describing his/her experience (and the rele-
vancy of his/her utterance arising from that status) involves agenda statements.
Sometimes the counsellors couched their circular questions with statement compo-
nents where they indicated that they are going to ask the ‘owner’s’ view after having
heard the other client’s answer (Peräkylä 1995: 115–16). Regularly, the counsellors
and/or the clients indicated, through the design of their questions and answers, that
the person who is describing the ‘owner’s’ experience is not talking in an authorita-
tive position. This could be done, for example, through ‘you think’ or ‘I think’ formu-
las, such as in lines 5 and 7 in extract (1), reproduced below: 

CO: What d’you think’s worrying him.
(0.4)

PRT: Uh::m hhhhhh I think it’s just fear of the unknow:n.

The owners themselves also contributed to building up their special authoritative
status vis-à-vis the descriptions, and, thereby, to the relevancy of their own subse-
quent utterance. This was done, for example, through acknowledgement tokens.
Acknowledgement tokens are particles through which the receivers of utterances can
‘receipt’ what they have heard and, among other things, indicate that they have no
need to ask for clarification or initiate other kind of repair, thereby ‘passing back’ the
turn at talk to the initial speaker (see Schegloff 1982; Sorjonen 2001). Usually in
question–answer sequences, acknowledgement tokens would be produced by the
questioners. However, in circular questions, the ‘owners of the experience’ regularly
produced acknowledgement tokens when their significant others were describing the
owner’s mind and circumstances. In this way, owners indicated their special involve-
ment in the matters that were spoken about. That was also the case in extract (1): in
lines 8 and 18, PA responds to PRT’s answer to CO’s questions through ‘Mm:’s. He
shows his ownership of the matters spoken about, thereby also building up the rele-
vance of his own description of them.
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The same orientation is shown by the participants through their body posture. The
clients who answered the circular question regularly shifted their gaze to the ‘owner’
at the beginning of the answer and only towards the end of it gazed at the counsel-
lor (to whom the answer is given). This organization of gaze contributes to the rele-
vancy of the owner’s utterance where she/he eventually describes her/his concerns.
A segment from extract (1) shows this pattern. Please note the special organization
of the transcript here: the three lines (one for PRT, the other for CO and the third for
PA) are synchronized, that is the movement from left to right in the three lines rep-
resents simultaneous temporal progression.

(2) (segment of extract (1); Peräkylä 1995: 125)

PRT shifts his orientation PA withdraws his gaze
from PA to CO from PRT

PRT: it’s just fear of the unknow:n.        [At- at the present
CO: [Oka:y.
PA: Mm[:

PA orients towards CO

At the beginning of his answer, PRT is not oriented to the questioner (the counsellor)
but to the person whose mind he is describing (PA). Likewise, PA is gazing at PRT; thus
they are in a mutual gaze contact. PRT, the speaker, turns his gaze to the counsellor at
the end of the first sentence of his answer, and shortly after that, PA withdraws his gaze
from the speaker and turns also to the counsellor. Through these actions, PA’s special
status vis-à-vis the things spoken about is collaboratively recognized. 

The analysis of circular questioning led me to conclude that in this way of asking
questions, a special context was created for the clients’ talk about sensitive issues.
Unlike ‘direct’ questions, circular questions mobilize the clients in the work of elicit-
ing and encouraging each others’ talk. The co-client (e.g. partner) describing the
owner’s mind is under a moral pressure to show companionship by describing the
other’s mind in a caring and sensitive way. This co-client’s version of the ‘owner’s’
experience then works as what Pomerantz (1980) called a ‘fishing device’, inviting
the owner to produce the authoritative version of his or her mind. Detailed analysis
of video-recorded interaction made it possible to examine this elicitation in detail. 

Video analysis and the practitioners’ theories

Let us now return to the ideas presented in the Family Systems Theory. According to
the theory, the main function of circular questioning is to help the clients to realize
how the problems of one individual are embedded in his or her social relations.
Circular questions are asked in order to help the clients to realize the systemic character
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of their problems. The empirical analysis of video recordings shows how this is done
in practice. However, the empirical analysis gave a special emphasis to another func-
tion of circular questioning: these questions are a powerful device for engaging the
clients in the talk. By asking a circular question, the counsellor initiates a trajectory of
interaction which most likely leads one client to elicit self-disclosure of the other, and
eventually, the client whose experience is discussed to disclose his/her fears and wor-
ries. In my data, the clients did not resist this trajectory. This function of circular ques-
tioning is not much discussed in the Family Systems Theory texts. The empirical
analysis of video-recorded data suggests that it is an even more primordial function of
circular questioning. In order to be able to do anything at all with the clients, the coun-
sellors have to, in the first place, engage them into the talk, into answering the ques-
tions. The full appreciation and the detailed understanding of this more primordial
task was made possible through the analysis of video recordings. 

In describing professional action, a distinction can be made between ‘what’ and ‘how’
questions (Silverman and Gubrium 1994). Micro-analytical research based on video or
audio recordings has a different role regarding these two types of question. ‘What’ ques-
tions concern the general regularities in interaction: what is done by the participants. In
the case of AIDS counselling, many of the ‘what’ questions are answered in the counsel-
lors’ theories, where techniques like circular questioning and direct open supervision are
discussed. To find them from the video-recorded data does not necessarily add anything
to what the counsellors already know, or what anybody can learn from the professional
texts. However, there are other professional contexts, such as career guidance counselling
(Vehviläinen 1999, 2001), in which the practitioners’ own theories are much patchier. In
such contexts, research based on video recordings may also find practices that are not at
all recognized in the professionals’ theories. Thus, Vehviläinen (1999, 2001) found advice
regularly being given by the counsellors to their clients, in spite of the fact that accord-
ing to the career guidance counselling theories, no advice should be delivered in such
counselling (for a more thorough discussion, see Peräkylä and Vehviläinen 2003).

‘How’ questions concern the techniques of doing what is done in the interaction.
In the study on AIDS counselling, this involved, for example, the precise ways in
which circular questions are asked, received and responded to, and how direct open
supervision works. In another kind of therapeutic setting, ‘how’ questions pertain to
issues such as the ways in which psychoanalytic interpretations are prepared for
(Vehviläinen 2003) and designed (Peräkylä 2004). In dealing with ‘how’ questions, it
appears, research using video (or audio) recordings as data operates on an entirely dif-
ferent level of precision from that of the practitioners’ theories. Usually, even the
practical guides and training materials for professionals discuss ‘how’ matters only at
a very general level, for example by giving a paraphrased example of a certain type
of question. The implicit assumption seems to be that as members of the common-
sense world, readers have the knowledge and skills needed for the comprehension
and application of the patterns presented. This is, of course, a reasonable assump-
tion. Therefore, issues like the participants’ postural orientation during the delivery
of a question or an answer, or specific lexical choices indexing the epistemic frame-
work of questions, need not be addressed in the practitioners’ theories.
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Micro-analytical research based on video or tape recordings, however, is concerned
with exactly these kinds of phenomenon. By studying them, it seeks to explicate the
interactional competencies that the professionals and the clients mobilize when
accomplishing their tasks. There is probably a vast array of skills of being a profes-
sional or being a client that are common to many institutional settings. But specific
settings, such as medical consultations (e.g. Heritage and Maynard 2006), psy-
chotherapy (e.g. Peräkylä 2004; Vehviläinen 2003), news interviews (e.g. Clayman
and Heritage 2002a) or juridical settings (e.g. Drew 1992), also require specific skills
from their participants. In research referred to above, some of the skills of ‘being a
counsellor with Family Systems Theory orientation’ were explicated. Unravelling
such specific skills can be considered as one of the main contributions of video-based
analysis of professional action.

Greetings: ethnographic observation and video analysis

In the preceding section, we examined the ways in which the micro-analysis of video
recordings can enrich the description of professional activity. It was shown that the
analysis of video recordings added significant new dimensions to the understanding
of AIDS counselling that is offered in the practitioners’ own theories. 

In this section, we will focus on the description of mundane, everyday action. Let
us take as an example greeting, which is a most ordinary routine action that most of
us are engaged with numerous times a day. Despite the fact that there is relatively
little sociological literature on the topic, greetings can be regarded as a locus action
where social organization and social relations are expressed and managed in a very
dense ways (see Duranti 1992: 660). Goffman (1971: 79) points out that greetings are
rituals that ‘mark the change of degree of access’ between persons at the beginning
of an encounter. They also display and maintain continuity in social relations and
manage affect (Goffman 1967: 41). Anthropological studies offer detailed accounts
on the ways in which participants’ relative status is negotiated in greetings, through
the organization of verbal exchanges (e.g. Irvine 1974) as well as body movement
and spacial arrangements (Duranti 1992). As all patterns of behaviour, greetings
are subject to cultural variation. Still, the existence of a greeting ritual is universal,
not only among humans but also among many other animals (e.g. Colmenares 1991;
de Waal 1996: 191–3). Therefore, the study of greetings may give us access to some
of the core properties of social life. 

Again, we will juxtapose two descriptions of a practice. This time, we will examine
how the descriptions of greeting proffered by micro-analysis of video recordings differ
from descriptions based on ethnographic observation. As Duranti (1992: 659) points
out, most studies on greetings are ‘based on the researcher’s field notes or recollec-
tions of actual greetings and his or her discussions with a few informants’. Basically,
what we want to explore is the ways in which video analysis can enrich the under-
standing of ordinary action offered by more traditional ethnography.
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Ethnographic observation of greetings

As a part of a course on qualitative methods, I gave third-year sociology students an
assignment in which they had to do a small-scale ethnographic study on greetings. In
what follows, I will first describe the students’ findings, and then compare them with
those reported in a classic video-based study on greetings by Adam Kendon (1990).

The lectures that preceded the assignment on greetings dealt with the principles
and practices of ethnographic research (see e.g. Hammersley and Atkinson 1995).
The examples of ethnographies that were referred to came mostly from medical,
social welfare and educational settings; no studies on greetings were discussed in the
lectures. Thus, the idea of the assignment was that the students would test and prac-
tice their emergent ethnographic skills with a ‘fresh’ substantial topic which was nev-
ertheless one that they were well acquainted with through their everyday life. The
students worked in groups of three members and each group was asked to make
observations on greetings in public or private spheres in Helsinki, and to report their
observations in a short article.

The results were astonishingly detailed, given the brevity of their training in ethno-
graphic observation, and the compressed schedule for doing the observations and
reporting them. In many papers, greetings were divided into different types, such as
embrace, handshake, wave and verbal greeting. Some papers discussed the ‘distribu-
tion’ of these types of greeting among different kinds of person, pointing out, for exam-
ple, that embrace typically takes place between female subjects, whereas shaking hands
is more typical between male greeters and in male–female pairs. The import of status
differences to the type of greeting was also discussed by some groups. One group
noticed how the degree or intimacy not only ‘predicts’ the choice of the type of greet-
ing (embrace indicating most intimate relation), but is also a ‘result’ of this choice: by
choosing to embrace somebody and shake hands with somebody else, a person enter-
ing a company can display her or his different relation to different members of that
company. However, it was also pointed out by a couple of groups that the social situa-
tion in which the greeting occurs (e.g. whether the meeting is expected or unexpected,
or whether it takes place in a party, in a meeting or in classroom) may be more impor-
tant in terms of the choice of the type of the greeting than relational variables as such.

Some groups pointed out that greeting is in fact a sequence of actions, rather than a
singular action. They described a progression from the initial noticing to the ‘greeting
proper’. The most detailed description of this progression named the following phases.
‘Optional’ phases which are sometimes skipped are indicated by square brackets.  

1 Gaze contact (continues until verbal greeting)
2 Smile (continues until verbal greeting)
3 [Wave]
4 Approach
5 Verbal greeting
6 [Physical contact]
7 Beginning of discussion
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The group that outlined this sequence also pointed out that it is characterized by a
gradual intensification of the bond between the greeters. This intensification requires
reciprocal action by both parties. 

In outlining greeting as a sequence of actions rather than as a singular act my
students hit upon something that Goffman, one of the few sociologists who have
studied greetings, left unnoticed or at least unelaborated. Goffman (1971: 74) does
recognize the different elements out of which the greeting is built (gaze, smile, wave,
words, physical contact). However, in his analysis, he more or less treats the greeting
as one unitary event, the social functions of which he then ingeniously discusses. My
students, on the contrary, pointed out that the ‘greeting proper’ (verbal exchange
and possible physical contact) is preceded by an elaborate interactional dance in and
through which the participants negotiate their relation and also arrive at a decision
about the relevancy or non-relevancy of the greeting proper. This sequentiality of
greetings has been emphasized, among others, by Duranti (1992). 

Sociology students are not professional researchers. An experienced ethnographer
would most probably make even more detailed observations on greetings than my
students did. However, I was impressed by what my students found. Even if their
observations would not exhaust the topic, I do consider them as indicative of the
possibilities of ethnographic observation: it is these kinds of issue that ethnographers
would pay attention to when observing greetings.

Micro-analysis of video-recorded greetings

Now, let us consider observation based on video recordings. How would the use of video
recordings enrich the observations made on greetings? Luckily enough, there is a com-
pact and well-known study on greetings among English-speaking North Americans by
Adam Kendon (1990: Chapter 6). By examining Kendon’s study, we can gain some
understanding on how the use of video can help the analysis of mundane practices. 

In his video-based micro-analysis, Kendon has paid attention to many issues that were
also noticed by my students in their ethnographies. For example, the ‘relational’ func-
tions of greetings, having to do with status and emotional closeness between the par-
ties, were discussed by both. The main focus of Kendon’s observations, however, is
precisely the sequence of actions that constitutes the greeting exchange. Basically,
Kendon’s observations are in line with those made by my students. But there is a signifi-
cant difference in the degree of detail of the description. I would like to suggest that the
difference arises from the basic medium of observation (ethnographic fieldnotes versus
video) rather than from the training and the previous experience of the researchers. 

Kendon’s description of the greeting sequence consists of six phases. Each phase is
characterized by the typical behaviours that occur in it.  

1. Sighting, orientation, and the initiation of approach
Kendon points out that practices of beginning the greeting vary. A person may begin
greeting as soon as he/she perceives the other, or he/she may wait in orientation to
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this other party until this other party has indicated (through his or her gaze) that
he/she also has observed the other and is ready for greeting. Through these choices,
the participants indicate the urgency of the greeting and, thereby, their respective
roles, for example, in terms of status or in terms of being the host and a quest. For
eliciting the other’s gaze before beginning the greeting, different practices are used.
A person may orient himself towards the other; this is often done by turning head
only, the rest of the body being retained in other orientation. Kendon suggests that
this serves to give the initial move ‘certain tentativeness’ (1990: 170). An even more
tentative practice involves that the person who is about to initiate the greeting
‘avoids catching the eye of the other, but at the same time [...] synchronizes his
movements with those of the other and [...] may also glance at the other fleetingly,
looking away each time the other looks towards him, until the other actually directs
a salutation display to him’ (p. 171). Kendon suggest that this indirectness in the ini-
tiation of the greeting is a way of dealing with the risk that the other would not wish
to reciprocate the approach. Should the other not make a move towards an explicit
contact, ‘one can continue to go about one’s business as if one had not made the ini-
tiation attempt’ (p. 171). In other words, considerations of face (Goffman 1955) seem
to be particularly salient here. 

2. Distance salutation
When the persons have established mutual orientation, the distance salutation is
usually the first action whereby they indicate to each other and to others present that
they are engaged to greet one another. Kendon (pp. 173–7) reports that there are sev-
eral forms of distance salutation. He focuses on body movement but points out that
these are usually associated with a smile and a call. In head toss, the person tilts
his/her head rapidly backwards and then brings it back again. Typically, head toss is
not reciprocated with a similar movement. Head lower is the typical response to head
toss. In head lower, the head is tilted forward and held in that position for a while
before returning it to the normal position. Kendon suggests (p. 175) that as an ini-
tiatory greeting, head lower embodies status distance (adult greeting a child, or older
man greeting a much younger woman). Nod and wave are other forms of distance
salutation.

3. Head dip
In many cases, the distance salutation is followed by one of the parties lowering his
head by means of forward bend of the neck. Kendon suggests that the head dip oper-
ates as means for shifting ‘attention gear’, that is as a way of marking the greeter’s
shift from other involvements to fully attending to the person he has just saluted. 

4. Approach
If the parties are going to engage in a ‘close salutation’ (see below), they will have to
move closer to one another. Kendon points out that in choosing the distance each will
move towards the other, the participants yet again display what kind of relation they
have, for example in terms of status (see Duranti 1992; Irvine 1974). During the
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approach, distinctive behaviours occur. One has to do with gaze. At the distance saluta-
tion, the parties typically gaze at each other. After that, however, ‘one or other of the
greeting pair, or sometimes both, look away, and they may continue to avoid looking at
the other until they are almost close enough for the close salutation’ (Kendon 1990:
180). Kendon (pp. 183–5) points out that the party who moves most, that is the one
who enters the other’s physical territory, is even more likely to look away than the other
party, suggesting that the aversion of gaze may help to decrease the input of stimulus
and threat that otherwise could be experienced by the one who is approached. Another
recurrent behaviour involves what Kendon (pp. 185–6) calls body cross. Recurrently, one
of the greeting partners ‘brings one or both of his arms in front of him, “crossing” the
upper part of the body’ (p. 185). Kendon suggests that the party who does this is the
more vulnerable of the participants – the younger, the one who is entering the territory
from outside (like a guest), or the one who covers most distance in his approach. If body
cross is associated with vulnerability, he goes on to propose, it may be a protective move-
ment, and it may also communicate non-aggressive intent to the other party. 

5. Final approach
The greeting partners re-establish mutual gaze when they are rather close to one
another (about 3.5 metres or less). At this point, some vocalization (verbal greeting)
takes place. Smiling reappears in the greeting partners’ faces. (The parties frequently
smile during the distance salutation but not during the approach.) Now they also
adopt a distinctive head position, with females most often having their head cocked
to one side and males their head cocked forward. A distinct hand gesture often
occurs: the person ‘presents’ his/her palm to the other party, with the arm extended
forward or laterally. Kendon (p. 191) points out that this gesture has previously been
identified in earlier, cross-cultural research and suggests that it may signal openness
to social contact with the other party. 

6. Close salutation
Finally, the parties stop their approach, come to halt facing one another and engage
in greeting ritual. It may involve no body contact but just head movement.
Sometimes it involves handshakes (usually three up-and-down movements) which
may be combined with other gestures, such as head nodding or cheek kiss.
Embracing is yet another frequent form of greeting ritual. Quickly, after performing
the ritual, the parties withdraw from the facial orientation. In Kendon’s data, the dis-
tribution of different forms of close salutation was associated with the gender of the
greeters, no contact greeting being the most frequent in female–female pairs, hand-
shake in male–male pairs and embrace in male–female pairs.

Comparing ethnography and video-based micro-analysis

Now, we are in a position to compare the two descriptions of greeting based on dif-
ferent modes of observation: ethnography (by my students) and video (by Kendon).
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First of all, it has to be pointed out that they have very much in common. Basic
modes of greeting (or to use Kendon’s terms, of close salutation) were acknowledged
in both. The relational work, having to do with affect and status, that is done in and
through greetings was acknowledged and analysed in both. The sequence of actions
that precedes the close salutation was identified and described in Kendon’s video-
based analysis, and in some (most well developed) ethnographies of my students.
The gender differences associated with modes of greeting were also acknowledged in
both types of observation. There was an interesting contrast between these two data
sets: in Kendon’s data (from the USA in the 1960s and 1970s) embracing was most
often used in male–female greetings, whereas in the Finnish data from 2003, it was
most often used by female–female pairs. Both samples are very small but, neverthe-
less, this raises comparative questions about changes in gender relations and/or cul-
tural differences between the USA and Northern Europe.

However, there were also significant differences between the ethnographic and
the video-based descriptions of greetings. The most important difference between
Kendon and my students has to do with the degree of detail of description. The basic
phases of the greeting sequence were outlined in rather similar ways in the best
ethnographies and in Kendon. However, Kendon’s video-based description yielded a
rich depiction of the variation of the gestural and other physical actions associated
with each phase. Video-recorded data afforded a more detailed representation of the
head positions, the movements of hands and arms, the gaze and the facial expres-
sions of the participants that clearly would have been inaccessible for any other
mode of observation.

The details that Kendon’s study provides seem to me extremely fruitful for the
enhancement of the social scientific understanding of greetings. Consider, for example,
two central behavioural details during the approach, avoidal of gaze and body cross.
Noticing and describing these behaviours would certainly be worthwhile in itself,
as they are central parts of the greeting sequence. (You can get a ‘feeling’ of how
powerful the norm of gaze avoidal is during the approach by trying to hold the
other’s gaze throughout this phase: you will be feeling very uncomfortable and pos-
sibly losing friends!1) Kendon, however, goes further, as he asks what the commu-
nicative tasks are that these behaviours help to accomplish. As mentioned above, he
suggests that they may have to do with the minimization of threat imposed by one
party upon the other in the encounter. Therefore, greetings, which certainly consti-
tute a major mechanism for the display and maintenance of social bonds, also
involve a ‘darker’ side, which has to do with the regulation of aggression. Bonding
probably would not be possible without that regulation. The observation of the
subtle gestures, the identification of which is possible for the researcher probably
only on the basis of video-recorded data, seem to open a whole new dimension for
analysis in greetings. 

As another example, consider the practices of eliciting the other’s gaze at the first
phase of greeting. Kendon showed the subtle indirect practices involved in this (e.g.
adopting the rhythm of the other’s movement without looking at him/her). Thereby,
he showed how carefully the interactants work to avoid having their initiatives for
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approach openly being turned down. This, in turn, opens up new avenues for the
understanding of ‘face’ (i.e. the worthiness of the self that is presented by partici-
pants: Goffman 1955) in social interaction. It shows the interactants’ tacit orienta-
tion to the possibility of rejection and the possibly ensuing shame (Scheff 1990) and
embarrassment. And as yet another example, consider Kendon’s observations about
the head position in final approach. He pointed out the regularity in which females
and males adopt different head positions here. By pointing out this difference,
Kendon has obviously located one practice of doing gender in social interaction (see
Garfinkel 1967b; C. Kitzinger 2000). 

So, in research such as Kendon’s, the description of behavioural detail, made pos-
sible by the micro-analysis of video-recorded data, led to theoretical and other ques-
tions that could not have been raised without this level of detailed description. 

Conclusion: the place of the video-recorded data

In this chapter, I have explored some ways in which the micro-analysis of video-
recorded data can contribute to the understanding of professional and mundane
social action. In discussing the analysis of professional action, I compared the
descriptions of AIDS counselling offered in the practitioners’ theories with the
descriptions that arise from conversation analysis of video recordings of the actual
counselling sessions. In a similar fashion, when discussing the analysis of a mundane
action, descriptions based on ethnographic fieldnotes and descriptions based on
video recordings were compared. In both cases, my suggestion was that the micro-
analysis of video-recorded data offers access to aspects of organization that the other
forms of description do not reach.

The upshot of this, however, is not that micro-analysis of video recordings would
have rendered the other forms of description useless. Practitioners’ theories and
accounts of professional action are necessary, for example, in the training of profes-
sionals and in the evaluation of the professional action. Micro-analysis of video
recordings can be useful both in training and evaluation, but it cannot supersede the
practitioners’ own theories here, because these theories incorporate the practitioners’
own way of thinking and talking about their work. Likewise, traditional ethnography
certainly has its uses in social science. For example, in the description of organizations,
such as school (Gordon et al. 2000) or hospital (Strauss et al. 1985; Timmermans 1998),
an ethnographer can arrive at such an overall understanding of the setting that
would be difficult to gain using video or tape recordings only as data (see also
Chapter 7 in this volume).

Having said this, I want to return to my main point: there is much to be gained by
using micro-analysis of video recordings in researching professional and mundane
social action. In both examples that I discussed in this chapter, the key advantage of
the use of video-recorded data was the access to behavioural detail that it offers to the
researcher. 
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Is a high degree of detail a virtue in social science? The answer depends on the type
of text that we are dealing with (see Chapter 7 in this volume). In general theoreti-
cal texts, for example, references to behavioural details may not be needed. However,
even in texts that deal with empirical phenomena, the description of all details is not
necessarily useful. In assessing student papers and in reviewing journal submissions,
I find myself every now and then suggesting that a particular section, in which some
details of the data are described, is not useful for the overall argumentation presented
in the paper. Sometimes meticulous description of details may become an obstacle
for the researcher understanding the very phenomenon that he or she should be
focusing on. 

So, the significance of detail can only be judged on the basis of what the details
contribute to the understanding of the phenomenon that is investigated, in the con-
text of the questions asked and arguments put forward in the paper. It is exactly from
this perspective that the behavioural details offered by the video recordings in my
study on AIDS counselling, and in Kendon’s study on greetings, turned out to be
extremely useful. The examination of the organization of gaze and the use of
acknowledgement tokens, as well as features of turn designs and sequence organiza-
tion, led me to ask questions about the uses of circular questions in eliciting the
clients’ talk in AIDS counselling. Likewise, the observations on gesture and gaze posi-
tions led Kendon to ask questions pertaining the normative structure of the greeting
sequence, as well as the management of face, regulation of aggression and gender
performance in greetings. These questions have to do with the core properties of
social action and social relations, and in the case of studies that we have used as
examples, they were raised through the micro-analysis of video recordings.

Note

1. This exercise has been used by and was suggested to me by Paul Drew.
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Ethnographers are fond of admonishing one another against the evils of reification.
Social life, we are very often told, is not really a thing,1 or even a collection of things,
but a complex of processes. It is not eternal and unchanging, but dynamic, evolving
and, most fundamentally, achieved through the creative interaction of sentient,
intentional and knowledgeable actors (see Blumer 1969; Bourdieu 1990; Collins
1981; Garfinkel 1967a; Giddens 1984). Hence, to presume that we can speak directly
to the nature of such things as states, markets, social organizations, or social move-
ments – let alone such things as social roles and rituals – is, according to this line of
argument, to commit ourselves to a misplaced ‘positivism’ or ‘scientism’. Insofar as
they possess a genuinely social nature, such things must be studied as artefacts of the
artful human interactions that give them their distinctive empirical forms. In short,
ethnographers ubiquitously encourage us to avoid reification in social research by
focusing our analytic attentions on the empirical details of the specific organiza-
tional and interactional practices through which social things are realized (literally,
made real). 

Though I accept this advice in spirit, there is a niggling problem with it that has
often troubled me. That problem may be introduced with this question: Are social
processes like organizational and interactional practices not also things? The ethno-
graphic admonition against reification seems to trade on the implication that they
aren’t. After all, if we avoid reifying things precisely by looking at how social
processes create and sustain them, then how could these very social processes them-
selves be things? A moment’s reflection reveals that those who would proclaim that
social processes are things appear less like anti-reificationists, and more like plain old-
fashioned reductionists – simply installing one set of empirical objects (i.e. social
processes) as analytically more fundamental than any other (e.g. nations, ethnicities,
classes, genders, families, etc.). Positing that social processes are things seems not to
avoid reification but only to trade one form of reification for another.2
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On the other hand, if they are to be rigorously studied, presumably social processes
must be understood as amenable to observation, description, measurement, expla-
nation, and/or the other practices through which we normally distinguish the real
from the hypothetical, mythical or illusory. To the extent we would wish to identify
and describe them, we quickly find it is impossible not to presume that social
processes are things. While some radically postmodern ethnographers have side-
stepped this dilemma by forsaking the very prospect of objective description itself,
most of us recognize that such an unbridled epistemological scepticism renders the
very idea of ethnography itself untenable (see Hammersley and Atkinson 1995;
Silverman 1993). It is one matter to recognize that the achievement of ethnographic
objectivity is always historically, culturally and interactionally situated, it is quite
another to forsake the reality of that achievement altogether (Weinberg 2002).

It would appear, then, at least on first glance, that there is a rather serious analytic
antinomy here. On one level we wish to defend against what we view as the reifying
and reductionist tendencies of ‘scientism’ or ‘positivism’, but we also wish to pre-
serve some sense for the idea that our writings are not merely imaginative exercises
but do actually describe the worlds inhabited by those we study. In this chapter I take
up the question of how this antinomy might be resolved through a discussion of the
various ways in which language use has been found to figure in social life. As I will
show, the study of language use offers a perspicuous case study for how ethnogra-
phers, and other social scientists, might combine a sense of our own objectivity with
an emphatic rejection of the ‘scientism’ or ‘positivism’ that effectively occlude the
central importance that questions of meaning and inter-subjectivity have for the
understanding of human social life.

Analytic domains, dispute domains and research objects

In this section, I distinguish two approaches to the understanding of ethnographic
research, analytic and reflexive, and indicate their consequences for the way we
think about the things we study. The analytic approach posits a distinctive domain of
empirical phenomena, the essence of which ethnography is uniquely equipped to
grasp. The reflexive approach posits a provisional self-understanding of ethnographic
research itself and construes its research objects as inextricable from the specific
nature of that work. While many have argued that the reflexive approach can only
end in a nihilistic relativism, I indicate why this is mistaken. The discussion is
couched in a brief and rather selective historical survey of ethnography as an acade-
mic discipline with particular attention given to the significance ethnographers have
found in language as both an empirical phenomenon and a medium of work.

Ethnography as we now know it emerged in the late nineteenth century as a sci-
entific regimen through which to discern humanity where others had failed to do so.
Early ethnographers, most notably Franz Boas and his students, argued that through
the impartial exercise of scientific data collection and analysis, social practices once
widely held as evidence of savagery would be transformed into evidence of the
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awesome depth and variety of human experience and expression. Through ethnography,
parochialism would be shed for cosmopolitanism, prejudice for enlightenment, deri-
sion for appreciation, and fear for respect. Hence, not only would the status of non-
Europeans be raised to its rightful place on a moral and intellectual par with
Europeans. But the humanity of Europeans themselves would also be exercised and
extended through ethnographic encounters with the worlds of others (Stocking
1990). Through ethnography would be revealed the vast treasury of non-Western
human achievement and we would all be richer for it.

This project had two core elements. One was to establish ethnography on a secure
scientific footing by demonstrating its possession of a distinctive empirical domain
and a systematic and theoretically rigorous approach to the analysis of that domain.
The other element was to discredit the overtly racist strains of anthropological
thought that had taken root earlier in the nineteenth century. These two elements
were intrinsically linked. The Boasian approach to securing a distinctive empirical
domain for ethnographic research was also a method for discrediting scientific
racism. Boas and his students argued against the view that biological inheritances
govern human behaviour by producing empirical research suggesting that human
behaviour was a function of human cultural rather than biological variation. Hence,
Boasians simultaneously made a case for distinguishing the empirical domain of cul-
tural anthropology from that of biology and cast aspersions on the idea that there
exists an intrinsically, or biologically, ‘primitive mentality’ distinct from the civilized
and more rational mentality of white Europeans. 

As his ideas took root in American anthropology, Boas and his students produced
more explicit specifications of the concept ‘culture’ and sharper arguments to the
effect that this concept referred to an empirical domain over which cultural anthro-
pology, and the ethnographic method, ought properly to be held as sovereign (see
Herskovits 1947). At the same time, intellectual movements abroad were travelling
in confluent directions. In Britain, figures like Branislaw Malinowski and A.R. Radcliffe-
Browne were systematizing and successfully promoting a functionalist approach to
the ethnographic understanding of ‘primitive societies’ that all but analytically out-
lawed reference not just to the biological inheritances of their research subjects but
to their putative histories as well. Building on Saussurian structural linguistics,
Claude Levi-Strauss also developed an immensely influential and largely synchronic
approach to ethnographic research. These approaches converged to produce by the
mid-twentieth century a powerful international consensus that conceived ethno-
graphic research as a relatively ahistorical analysis of data one had personally col-
lected during a stint of fieldwork conducted among some fairly small population.
Thus, human cultures came to be construed as historically enduring, autonomous,
and distinctive social worlds. And ethnography was widely recognized as the scien-
tific discipline concerned with such things, the sum total of which comprised its
distinctive analytic domain. 

Prominent among the mid-twentieth-century systematizers of Boasian thought
must be counted one of Boas’s star students, Edward Sapir. Sapir is particularly impor-
tant for our purposes because he eventually moved away from considerations of
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culture as such and towards the formal characteristics of language specifically. Sapir
argued that human thought is channelled in systematic sorts of ways by language.
Hence, insofar as different cultures possessed distinctive languages, they could also
be expected to exhibit systematically different sorts of cognitive orientation to the
world (Lucy 1992). This idea was developed by Benjamin Lee Whorf, who insisted
that languages, understood as coherent symbolic systems, not only channel our
thoughts but effectively integrate them as well. Hence human collectives, by virtue
of sharing a language, also share a distinctive and relatively coherent worldview.

This analytic claim proved a compelling one for legions of ethnographers insofar
as it provided a reasonably straightforward recipe for empirical research.
Ethnography, by these lights, entailed gathering indigenous materials through par-
ticipant observation and interviews with local informants and using these materials
to reconstruct one’s research subjects’ collective worldview. Worldviews, understood
as analytic wholes with their own distinctive properties and forms of internal
integrity, thus became new types of things that ethnographers were uniquely
equipped to understand. Obviously, linguistic materials figured very prominently in
this effort. Local lexicographies were produced, narratives of one kind or another
were elicited and collected, grammatical forms were scrutinized, all in the interest of
recovering what was variously referred to as ‘the native’s point of view’, ‘local belief
systems’, ‘conceptual schemes’, ‘conceptual frameworks’, ‘stocks of knowledge’,
‘local knowledge’ or indigenous theories of this or that. This approach to the analy-
sis of linguistic materials remains as a resource in contemporary ethnography and
there is no reason to my mind why it should not continue to do so. However, it has
also met with some rather fundamental criticisms that ought to be taken seriously.

One important difficulty that has been raised with respect to this sort of research
concerns its failure to address the actual conduct of language use. Instances of lan-
guage use are employed to construct a theoretical model of the cognitive contents of
some bit of culture, but the activity of language use – most emphatically, its interac-
tional dimensions – appear almost entirely neglected. It must be said that this neglect
is not, by itself, a fatal flaw. No analytic approach can pretend to a comprehensive
coverage of its phenomenon (see Schegloff 1987). However, many ethnographers
have sought to transcend this limitation and to consider language less as a fixed form
of social structure and more as a dynamic form of social interaction. During the
1960s, innovators in linguistics, anthropology and sociology began to demonstrate
how language use is interactionally organized with respect to specific practical activ-
ities. This approach has borne fruit in a number of ways and, thereby, profoundly
humbled the prospects of anyone who would hope to explain language use exclu-
sively with respect to invariant linguistic structures. 

Another, perhaps more damaging, criticism of the Sapir–Whorf approach pertains
to the legitimacy of the presumption that language community members’ cognitive
commitments are either as identical or as conceptually coherent as this approach
implies. It is one matter to suggest that language communities tend towards certain
cognitive habits compared with other language communities, it is quite another to
suggest they share a coherent ‘belief system’ or an identical stock of knowledge in
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common (Turner 1994). Much ethnographic research suggests that even the smallest
and seemingly homogeneous communities are rife with ideological (among many
other) conflicts and that people’s ‘belief systems’ are not necessarily as ‘systematic’ or
conceptually coherent as this approach often implies. Moreover, the very ideas that
languages are mutually exclusive or that there are reasonable ways of decisively
demarcating language communities from one another or of indicating what exactly
language communities share in common have been found analytically wanting on a
number of scores (Duranti 1997: 68–83). More than merely indicating limitations in
the analytic scope of the Sapir–Whorf approach, these critiques have questioned
the extent to which it is at all reasonable to think about belief systems, languages or
language communities as integral things-in-themselves. 

These sorts of observation have lent momentum to the view that such holistic ren-
derings of the structural characteristics of languages or language communities may
be rather seriously misleading. They have encouraged ethnographers to look beyond
the idea of shared linguistic structures to account for the apparent orderliness and/or
coherence of human communities. But holistic and structural approaches to the
study of language and culture have also been criticized on ethical/political grounds.
By reifying the characteristics of language, language communities and/or linguistic
practices, we analytically render them beyond the influence of factors external to
them. Not only does this prevent us from appreciating the extent to which language
interacts dynamically with other elements of social life (Goodwin 1994, 2000), but it
prevents us from seeing how our own analytic regard for languages, language com-
munities, and linguistic practices is itself the product of a kind of interaction with
them.3 This in turn prevents us from appreciating the various and ever-changing
ways in which ethnographic research and the wider social world mutually influence
(and indeed change) one another. While we might learn by unilaterally observing
each other, there is no element of actual dialogue, or mutual instruction, between
researchers and research subjects in this picture at all.

Increasingly, ethnographers have come to appreciate that social scientists do not
hold an unrivalled interest in the production of true descriptions of the social world.
We have come to appreciate that our research subjects themselves often have a great
deal to say to us about the nature of their own lives, and that their accounts may bear
a fairly wide variety of relationships to the descriptions we ourselves proffer. Whereas
ethnographers in earlier eras once easily alternated between treating members’ accounts
of their lives as either objective testimony regarding local affairs or as analysable
phenomena in their own right, today we are confronted with the complex and ongo-
ing task of navigating between these two poles (DeVault 1999; Gubrium and Holstein
1999; Pollner and Emerson 1988). In place of images that construe our subject
matter as hermetically sealed analytic domains towards which we are entitled to a
posture of analytic and ‘value-free’ detachment, ethnographers are now more often
confronted with images that construe our subject matter as comprised of diverse
interlocutors with whom we must inevitably engage in serious dialogue. We must
now continuously ask ourselves whether, and why, we wish to accept, critique, or
ignore the accounts of their worlds proffered by those we study. 
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Moreover, there is yet another layer of complexity with which we must contend.
In addition to the assorted descriptions of social reality produced by those we study,
we must also consider the various relationships our own descriptions may take to
those proffered by other social scientists. We mustn’t forget that the social sciences
are themselves heterodox fields of activity made up of diverse researchers often work-
ing in relative indifference or even conflict with one another. Just like the cultures of
those we study, our own analytic cultures are often marked by dynamism, disunity
and widely divergent concerns. In the same way that we must do so with respect to
those we study, we must also continuously ask ourselves whether, and why, we wish
to accept, critique, or ignore the accounts proffered by our social scientific col-
leagues. In place of images of scientific work that suggest a unity of method and the-
oretical outlook among colleagues, we are increasingly confronted with the reality of
differences among ourselves and of the unavoidable necessity for dialogue across
these lines of difference.

I have belaboured these points because they powerfully illustrate the extent to
which language use is more than just an ethnographic topic. It is also a constitutive
element of ethnographic practice. In the conduct of ethnographic research we
inevitably engage in ongoing dialogue both with members of the communities we
study and with those who make up our own professional communities. These dia-
logues profoundly shape the nature of our analyses. Hence, our analyses of how lan-
guage use figures in social life inevitably carries implications for how we understand
the nature of those analyses themselves. If we find that holistic renderings of the
structural characteristics of languages or language communities often fail to describe
adequately the social lives of those we study, we might be well advised to consider
whether they are any more adequate to the task of describing ethnographic research
itself. If we find it is unwise to dissociate the logic of language use in the communi-
ties we study from the logic of the social activities within which language use par-
ticipates, perhaps similar points might be made with respect to the relationship
between our analyses (be they rendered in verbal or textual form) and the wider
round of organizational activities that make up our professional lives.

These kinds of consideration figure centrally in what has been called the ‘reflexive
turn’ in ethnographic research (see Emerson 2001; Hammersley and Atkinson 1995).
The proponents of reflexive ethnography are a diverse lot but they are agreed on the
principle that ethnography is made a subtler and more valuable craft through atten-
tion to the worldly circumstances of its own accomplishment. While early propo-
nents of the reflexive turn focused largely on the literary devices through which
ethnographic authority is accomplished (see Atkinson 1990; Clifford and Marcus
1986; van Maanen 1988), later contributors have opened the discussion to the whole
spectrum of mundane practices that constitute qualitative data collection and analy-
sis (see Bourdieu 1996; DeVault 1999; Emerson et al. 1995; Gubrium and Holstein
1997; Katz 2001, 2002; Pollner and Emerson 1988, 2001). Lending my own voice to
this chorus, I have argued that scientific research – including, of course, ethnography –
ought to be conceptualized in terms of the dispute domains within which it occurs
(Weinberg 2002). In place of formal analytic specifications of the topical domains
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addressed by scientific disciplines, we should empirically specify the practical/dialogical
domains within and for which our analytic disputes occur. 

The reflexive approach insists that the research objects that concern ethnographers
are not entirely independent of the practices through which ethnographers work.
Hence, for example, many critical anthropologists have argued that the very idea
that there are bounded cultures in the world is a product of the colonial enterprise
within which ethnography first took form (see Asad 1973). According to this argu-
ment, ‘cultures’ were established as researchable objects largely by virtue of the fact
that colonialists had a stake in classifying the properties of foreign populations
for the purpose of imperial administration. Analogous arguments have been made
regarding any number of ethnography’s research objects. Instead of regretting the
fact that ethnography’s objects are, in some senses, artefacts of the research enter-
prise, reflexive ethnographers tend to see it as inevitable. The interesting question is
not how we might transcend the perspectival standpoints from which we work, but
how we might better grasp the relationship between diverse perspectival standpoints
and the practical circumstances that condition them. 

This interest has very often rendered reflexive ethnographers vulnerable to the
charge of relativism. If the research objects we claim to describe are in some senses
artefacts of the theoretical and methodological commitments with which we approach
the research enterprise, then what hope do we have for transcending those commit-
ments? Some reflexive ethnographers accept that indeed a thoroughgoing relativism
is entailed by their reflexive commitments. They claim that there are various forms
of knowledge in the world and that we must simply make our choices and live with
the consequences (cf. Collins and Yearley 1992). Others, though, are not convinced
that relativism is a necessary fate. I am, myself, convinced that it is only by embrac-
ing reflexivity that we may hope to establish a stable footing from which to arbitrate
the comparative objectivity of competing accounts. I will finish this section with a
brief defence of this position.4

According to the classic conception of the analytic approach to understanding
ethnography, the whole point of empirical research is to forge valid links between
our conceptual generalizations and the intrinsic essence of the things we are con-
ceptualizing. By this view, it is only if our data can be gathered entirely free of con-
ceptual taint, that it can genuinely confirm or refute the correspondence of our
concepts with anything that exists entirely apart from them. But as it has turned out,
all efforts to formulate the nature of data in some sort of conceptually neutral ‘obser-
vation language’ have been soundly discredited (Gibson 1979; Hanson 1958). Hence,
for example, collecting data using attitude scales must prejudicially presume the exis-
tence of things in the world that warrant use of the concept ‘attitude’. Though such
data may help us arbitrate between theories presuming different attitudes in a given
population, it will be of little use in deciding between these theories and theories that
altogether reject the independent existence of anything warranting the concept ‘atti-
tude’ in that population. One must believe there are such things as ‘attitudes’ in the
first place for this sort of data to be meaningful. This same point holds generally
because all data must always be about a given subject matter before it can confirm or
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refute specific theories concerning that subject matter. Scientific research is, then,
always based on a foundation of provisional assumptions regarding the basic char-
acteristics of one’s subject matter. And, by necessity, it will always provisionally pre-
sume, rather than prove, the existence of certain basic facts about the world. These
presumptions profoundly affect how researchers decide to accept, critique, or ignore
the accounts proffered by both members of the communities we study and by our
social scientific colleagues. 

Scientific assessments of objectivity must be made in light of the substantive
assumptions current in particular scientific communities. And, at least in some
respects, the authority of these assumptions is always contested. Hence good scien-
tific researchers must do more than blithely conform to a fixed set of canonical
assumptions regarding the nature of our phenomena. We must address the critiques
of our assumptions. Answers to questions regarding the comparative objectivity of
competing accounts of the social world cannot, then, be settled with respect to some
fixed criteria for scientific excellence. They must be sought in light of detailed reflex-
ive consideration of the unique constellation of discursive (and other practical) chal-
lenges that confront any particular research project. This is not in any way an
apologia for relativist resignation. It is a call for vigorously reflexive and critical dia-
logue across lines of theoretical and methodological difference. Far from entailing rel-
ativism itself, this kind of reflexive ethnographic research and dialogue is, to my
mind, the only way the orthodoxies that embody our partisan prejudices can be effec-
tively unearthed and overcome. 

Ethnography, language and social action

In this section I move from the general to the particular in an effort to provide more
detailed empirical grounding for my argument. Ethnography has matured and devel-
oped in the many decades since it first emerged as a force to be reckoned with on the
academic landscape. It is now many things to many people (see Atkinson et al. 2001;
Denzin and Lincoln 1994). We are well past the time for totalitarian pronounce-
ments on the proper methods or topics of ethnography. Our interests, alliances and
opportunities are diverse, provisional and in flux. And it is within this environment
that we must make our choices regarding who and what to take seriously and why. I
raise these points only to reiterate that my own views are inevitably informed by the
unique sets of challenges and issues that have arisen in my own research and by
virtue of my own trajectory through our fragmented and often fractious professional
culture. Hence, I do not presume to speak for everyone, nor that my comments will
be equally germane to all who read them.

I have done the bulk of my own ethnographic fieldwork in therapeutic communi-
ties designed for homeless people diagnosed with various mental health problems.
Talk figured centrally in these programmes and, judging from the ethnographic
literature pertaining to these kinds of setting, language enjoys a position of perhaps
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unrivalled theoretical interest among ethnographers who study them. One reads
routinely of the centrality of language, dialogue and narrative, both with respect to
more established forms of dyadic ‘talk therapy’ (Klienman 1988; Labov and Fanshel
1977) as well as forms like family therapy (Gubrium 1992), brief therapy (Miller
1997), Alcoholics Anonymous (Denzin 1993; Pollner and Stein 1996; Rudy 1986),
and others (Frank and Frank 1991). This literature has revealed much more than I can
summarize here about the variety of ways in which language use figures in these sorts
of therapeutic work. In lieu of a general summary, I will focus on a few illustrative
themes that arose in my own research. My effort will be to demonstrate what I take
to be some of ethnography’s distinctive capacities for contributing to the study of
talk in therapeutic communities and similar settings. 

My field experience largely confirmed the critiques mentioned earlier regarding
holistic or structural renderings of cultures, languages, language communities, belief
systems, and the like. Rather than finding variations on a single symbolic ‘system’ or
‘structure’ underlying programme practice, I found my settings to be idiomatically
eclectic. Unlike other programmes that embrace some particular treatment model,
my programmes made use of a variety of conceptual resources drawn from diverse
sources, including Alcoholics Anonymous, psychiatry, social work, Christian theol-
ogy, and others. Moreover, I could find no algorithm that explained if, when, or how
these various idioms were invoked in the course of programme practice. Hence,
rather than focusing primarily on the ways these idioms were articulated, modified
or resisted in the talk I observed, I focused more closely on the practical work that
seemed to be getting done through talk. 

I was not always able to tape-record the events I observed and was, at any rate,
more inclined towards ethnographic investigations of my settings as distinctive sorts
of ‘going concerns’ (Hughes 1971) than generic aspects of talk-in-interaction or in
the ways in which my settings exhibited variations on more ubiquitous patterns of
talk-in-interaction. Hence, I must confess, the scientific sensibilities I took into the
field were of a classically ethnographic, rather than conversation or discourse ana-
lytic, sort. I sought to understand my settings more or less holistically, as social things
marked by distinctive characteristics and forms of internal integrity. And while I was
suspicious of the hypothesis that their integrity, as social things, could be explained
solely as a product of a putatively shared belief system or symbolic structure, I was
nevertheless convinced that it was not sociologically misguided to consider them as
scientifically describable objects and to investigate the various forces that con-
tributed to their stability. In what follows I sketch one piece of this research enter-
prise in an effort to demonstrate what I suggest is: (1) a uniquely ethnographic analysis
of the talk I observed in my settings, and (2) one which possesses a form of scientific
objectivity that is not borne simply of its correspondence with that which it seeks to
describe, but is thoroughly nested in a particular scientific dispute domain.

After having spent considerable time in the field and having reviewed a great deal of
the ethnographic literature concerning ‘street addict culture’, ‘bottle gangs’, and home-
less street life, I came to notice a rather sharp inconsistency between the descriptions
of street life and of street drug users I was hearing from my research subjects and
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those I was reading in the literature. Whereas the ethnographic literature tended
overwhelmingly to portray the street drug scene as eminently socially organized and
active drug users as rational actors (see Agar 1973; Finestone 1957; Stephens 1991), my
own research subjects tended to describe street life and active drug users in terms of
chaos, savagery and irrationality. I began to wonder what might explain this. 

One possibility was that my subjects were systematically exposed to a more
chaotic, and savage, side of street life than were those studied by other ethnogra-
phers. After all, insofar as they were now in treatment, presumably they were more
traumatized by the drug life than those who remain in it. Two empirical points
inveighed against this explanation. One was that my subjects’ accounts were not at
all limited to their own behaviour and experiences, or even those of known associ-
ates, but were routinely made generically of the whole world of street drug use. If
they were simply describing their own particular experiences, then why did they cast
such a wide swathe? Second, if they were simply describing their own particular
experiences, it was also puzzling that their accounts exhibited such a high degree of
conformity. Could it be that so many of my research subjects shared a common expe-
rience of the street drug scene that was so systematically out of step with those I read
of in the ethnographic literature? This didn’t seem very plausible. Having lost faith
in the proposition that these accounts could be understood simply as more or less
accurate descriptions of people’s experiences, I considered what sorts of work they
might be doing for programme members.

I began to look more carefully through my fieldnotes and to pay more serious
attention in the field to people’s descriptions of street life and street drug use. What
specific things were being said? How were they being said? When? By whom? Slowly,
some clues began to emerge. Often these descriptions were made to provide explicit
contrast to the lives of programme members, as in the following remark made by a
client during group therapy in a skid row drug rehabilitation programme:

We’re all on the programme. At least we’ve begun to see. Now I’ve been on the
programme before and I relapsed before, but at least I know what I need to do.
These brothers out there? They don’t even KNOW what they’re doin’ to themselves.

More than merely distinguishing themselves from programme non-members on
the street, I observed a ubiquitous expectation among programme members that dis-
tinctions between themselves and street denizens pertained specifically to drug use.
This can be seen in the following data excerpt from an out-patient programme on
the west side of Los Angeles. After venting in group therapy about a recent run-in
with an aggressive panhandler, Charlie5 shared as follows:

‘These people don’t care about keepin’ clean or keepin’ any kind of self respect
about themselves. I’ll tell ya, stayin’ clean and healthy and keepin’ my clothes
lookin’ alright is important to me. If ya don’t try and distinguish yourself from
the scum, then you’ll turn into the scum. If you don’t try to get yourself outta the
gutter, you’ll become part of that gutter. And that’s what a lot of these people
out there are. They don’t got no principles. They don’t demand anything from
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themselves.’ Mack laughed and added, ‘They’d literally kill their own grandmother
to get a hit [of crack cocaine]’. Charlie said, ‘Yep, it’s all about the drugs. That’s
all it’s about. People don’t care about anyone or anything. They have no respect
for themselves, no respect for other people, and no respect for their environ-
ment.’ Mack, Del, and Clarise were nodding fiercely in agreement. Others were
also doing so occasionally.

Here, Charlie opposes his own conscientious efforts to ‘[stay] clean and healthy’ to
the profligate dirtiness, degradation, and amorality of ‘these people out there’. The
narrative linkage of this general degradation and drugs in particular can be seen in
Mack’s taking up of Charlie’s lament with an unprecedented invocation of drug use
(‘they’d literally kill their own grandmother to get a hit’). Evidently, Mack under-
stood Charlie’s complaint as one specifically about drug users and, indeed, Charlie
confirms Mack was correct in his next remark (‘Yep, it’s all about the drugs …’).
Beyond these points, though, one can begin to see in these passages what I came
to believe was another, perhaps even more significant, element of the descriptions
programme members made of life on the street. 

In the first excerpt inhabitants of the world ‘out there’ are cast specifically as uncon-
scious of the damage they are doing to themselves. And in the second excerpt, drug use
is held to reflect personal lapse and dissipation rather than self-governed activity. A link-
age between life ‘out there’ and the absence of self-control was also evident in many of
the other accounts of the street drug world that I collected (see Weinberg 2000). And, it
was very often made in direct contrast to the conscientiousness said to be found among
programme participants. This began to suggest to me that there might be more to these
descriptions than a simple Durkheimian dichotomy between us-good-insiders and
them-bad-outsiders. I began to suspect that members of my programmes were doing
more than merely affiliative work with these descriptions, but what exactly? 

Eventually a few more clues emerged. I found that programme members’ descrip-
tions of street life were not always made in contrast to themselves at all. Indeed,
sometimes they were very clearly self-implicative. In the following passage, Ian
describes the effects that street life had on his own behaviour:

People don’t even know what it’s like to be homeless now. A lot of people think
it’s still like the sixties, you know, where everybody helps each other out. I
mean, I wasn’t around that far back, so I don’t know if it was ever like that, but
it sure as hell ain’t like that now. I remember when it used to be you’d get the
rockheads all hangin’ out in one place and all the drunks here, and all the
junkies some place else, and then maybe you had a little bit of people lookin’
out for each other. I mean a LITTLE bit. You know if you got somebody high,
then they figure they owe you one and they’d do you a favour or somethin’,
but even that’d only go so far. I mean you still got ripped off a lot even then.
But now there ain’t even none of that anymore. Everybody just lookin’ out for
themselves and nobody can’t do nothin’ for nobody else. Nobody trusts any-
body and nobody can be trusted. People rip off anyone; it don’t matter who
you are. It’s pure shit. I used to use behind that shit all the time ‘cause I just
couldn’t take it.
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Here Ian offers a description of collective descent into a quasi-Hobbesian order that
culminates with the statement that his drug use was a product of defeat (‘I just couldn’t
take it’) and not deliberate or rational adjustment. The phrase ‘I couldn’t take it’
reflects a very different vocabulary of motives (Mills 1940) from ‘using drugs seemed
sensible given my dire circumstances’. Hence, Ian explains his drug use as an envi-
ronmentally induced relinquishing of self-control, rather than a deliberate exercise
of self-control. This same usage of a description of street life can also be seen in the
following remarks made by Lee in group therapy:

‘I’ve had periods in my life when I was really lonely, REALLY lonely, like when I
decided to bum it last time and those were bad times … ’cause I didn’t know
anybody and I couldn’t meet anybody. That was the worst part about bein’
homeless (laugh). It’s funny, too, ‘cause I used to always go and sit on a bench
out in Palisades Park and there was this other homeless guy who used to sit
across from the bench I sat on, and one time, he came over to talk to me, but
I said, ‘Hey, I don’t wanna talk to you, get outta here.”’ Claire, a counsellor,
asked, ‘Why’d you do that?’ Lee replied, ‘I don’t know why. Maybe I thought I
was better than him unconsciously or somethin’. Maybe I was scared he was
gonna con me or rip me off. I dunno.’ Tanya, a client, laughed. Both she and
another client, Neil, nodded in recognition of the sentiment Lee expressed. Lee
spoke again, ‘I get lonely though. It’s bad. That’s the worst feeling I know –
loneliness. That’s when my worst depressions would set in and when I got
depressed, that was when I’d relapse. You know you just start thinkin’, like,
nobody cares, so you say, “Why should I care? I don’t care either”.’

Similar to Ian, Lee attributes his relapses to the demoralization and loneliness he
suffered while living on the street. Relapse is thusly described not as a deliberate act
of self-control, but as a relinquishing of self-control in the face of overwhelming
adversity (‘You know you just start thinkin’, like, nobody cares, so you say, “Why
should I care? I don’t care either”.’) Data like these indicated that members of my
programmes described the street in such disparaging terms, in part, to assign respon-
sibility for their relapses to the overwhelming pressures they found there. But more
than this, these descriptions of street life gave contour, through contrast, to the pre-
cise dimensions of life in the programme that were held to possess medicinal force.
If relapse could be triggered by the hazards, demoralization and loneliness of the
street, then recovery could be fostered through the security, moral inspiration and
community that was presumed to be available in the programme. Ultimately, I came
to see that these descriptions of life ‘out there’ effectively dissolved what many have
called the basic paradox underlying contemporary drug abuse treatment discourse –
namely, they reconciled the paired propositions that programme participants: (1) suffer
from a disease, addiction, that is genuinely beyond their control, but (2) can, none-
theless, be empowered to master this disease through participation in a recovery
programme. 

My research subjects inherited these two propositions as non-negotiable institu-
tional structures that had to be honoured to remain in treatment. Their disparaging
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descriptions of street life embodied a narrative structure that could be invoked to
reconcile these seemingly contradictory propositions to one another. Through use of
an ecological contrast between life in the programme and life ‘out there’, programme
members cast themselves as accountably invested in, and capable of, recovery
through participation in the programme but, nonetheless, chronically vulnerable to
their addictions, which they claimed were enflamed and made stronger by the temp-
tations and frustrations of living ‘out there’. With recourse to this construct, people
could describe themselves as ‘trying to change’, but eminently susceptible to the
challenges this dysfunctional ecological space posed to their recoveries. And they
could do so such that the environmental enticements to return to drug use would
not be construed as incentives to use, but as overwhelming pressures to do so. This
was indispensable to the programmes’ work insofar as it was necessary to consider
clients as amenable to the restorative influence of the programme and, simultane-
ously, afflicted by the disease that, alone, justified their need for, and entitlement to,
therapeutic assistance in the first place. 

Insofar as it was precisely the therapeutic communities that were held to possess
medicinal force, simple logic dictates that whatever forces were held to possess the
potential for rekindling addiction (and that alone warranted ongoing participation
in the programme) had to be located, as it were, ecologically elsewhere. There were,
then, strong organisational incentives for linking people’s addictions with an eco-
logical space ‘out there’, or beyond the confines of the programmes. These incen-
tives, combined with both the empirical evidence of how descriptions of the street
drug scene were used in my programmes, and the abundant ethnographic testimony
to the richly nuanced social organization of street life and street drug use, strongly
suggest the following analytic conclusion: the recurrent descriptions in my settings
of a savage space ‘out there’ flowed less from participants native familiarity with such
a uniformly desolate space than from their subjective investment in the practical
logic of contemporary drug abuse treatment discourse itself.6

Conclusion

In this chapter I have briefly traced the history of ethnography as an academic dis-
cipline, noting its movement from what I have called an analytic approach to
research to a more reflexive and dialogical approach. I have suggested that this
movement has entailed a greater appreciation for social dynamism and diversity and
a movement away from more static and structural conceptions of not only language
itself, but science, and the social world more generally. This has, in turn, entailed fur-
ther movement away from the ‘scientism’ and ‘positivism’ that qualitative social sci-
entists have so often insisted is misplaced in social research. While many have
suggested this intellectual movement must result in a collapse of methodological
rigor into a self-indulgent relativism, I have argued this is far from the case. Rather than
depriving us of the tools necessary for assessing ethnographic objectivity, reflexive
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regard for the specific social conditions that give meaning and value to our labours
in fact provides us with those very tools (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992).

Ethnographic objectivity cannot be judged with respect to a fixed set of criteria for
scientific excellence, nor can it be assessed with respect to the myth of ‘brute social
facts’. Instead, it must be assessed with simultaneous regard for the available evi-
dence pertaining to the scientific question at hand and the specific set of analytic
outlooks that might be held to provide competing answers. By these lights, ethno-
graphic objectivity is not a matter of achieving correspondence between our analytic
propositions and the things they are said to describe. It is, instead, simply a matter
of answering questions in ways that account for the available evidence pertaining to
those questions more effectively than anyone else. This does not preclude the later
discovery of still more effective analyses, nor of disconfirming evidence. Hence,
ethnographic objectivity must be viewed as provisional and thoroughly nested in the
historically and culturally specific dispute domains within which it is achieved. But,
to reiterate, this is not, in any baneful sense, a relativist position. The bane of rela-
tivism only arises if and when we find ourselves incapable of assessing the compara-
tive objectivity of genuinely incompatible answers to specific scientific questions. It
emphatically does not arise simply by virtue of the fact that the same data can be
described in different but equally valid ways. If our descriptions are responsive to dif-
ferent scientific questions, then there are no grounds for judging them incompatible
and no bases for judging their comparative objectivity. Hence, the bane of relativism
simply does not arise.

The scientific question animating the research I have reported here stemmed from
an incongruity I observed between the descriptions of street life and street drug users
I was reading in the ethnographic literature and the descriptions I was hearing in the
field. In this preliminary sense, my analysis is thoroughly nested in a particular dis-
pute domain consisting in the received ethnographic wisdom regarding street life
and street drug users. Once I noted this incongruity, I was faced with a set of analytic
choices including: (1) explaining how either the received ethnographic wisdom or
my own research subjects might have come to be mistaken; (2) reconciling the valid-
ity of both sets of descriptions; or, alternatively, (3) bypassing the issue of compara-
tive validity by showing how these descriptions embody different types of social
action. After finding empirical reasons to suspect that the descriptions I was hearing
in the field did not just reflect differences between the experiences had by my own
research subjects and those reported on by other ethnographers, I began to investi-
gate the work this kind of talk might be doing for programme members. The view
that talk can be productively analysed as a form of social action was one I had already
encountered in the literature and was one with which I was already sympathetic.
Hence, this decision was also informed by the scientific dispute domain within
which my analysis was nested.  

Insofar as disparaging descriptions of the street were common to the three differ-
ent treatment settings in which I had done fieldwork, I had empirical grounds to sus-
pect that whatever work these descriptions were doing was probably common to the
three settings. However, my analytic effort was confined to working out what it was
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about these sorts of setting that inclined people to talk of the street as my research
subjects did. In this sense my analysis was very much an ethnographic, rather than
conversation or discourse analytic, one. I was concerned to work out how these kinds
of description figured in the work that characterized these settings as specific types
of ‘going concerns’. I was not focused on how such descriptions might figure in any
other sorts of social action, although I am certain they do. Hence, my claim is only
that these descriptions did a certain type of work that was indispensable within the
organizational settings I observed. I have not claimed that this work was never done
in other ways, nor that the narrative construct I have called ‘the ecology of addic-
tion’ is only ever used in this kind of work.

Though it is, perhaps, a modest analysis, I do claim it is objective. But it is objec-
tive only because it answers a particular scientific question more effectively than any
other prospective analysis I have seen or can imagine. Scientistic and positivistic ten-
dencies towards representationalism notwithstanding, scientific questions just don’t
always take the form: ‘What is the nature of x?’ Sometimes, as above, they take the
form: ‘Why don’t some descriptions of x correspond with other descriptions of x?’
And, of course, there are many other forms that scientific questions might take and
to which objective answers might be given. Hence, ethnographic objectivity cannot
be measured with exclusive respect to the putative essence of the things ethnogra-
phers presume to describe. It must instead be measured with simultaneous respect to
the available evidence and to the other candidate analyses that might be held to pro-
vide answers to the specific question at hand. Those who would take issue with my
analysis can easily do so. There is no relativist impasse. But they must do so with due
regard for the specific question I have sought to answer. This is not to say the value
of that question itself cannot be questioned, only that the adjective ‘objective’ is one
we use to evaluate answers to questions, not the correspondence between disinter-
ested descriptions and an unquestioned world.

Notes

1. I will be using the concept ‘thing’ in this chapter in the non-technical sense of ‘dis-
crete object’. By this definition, things are objective entities of some sort but they are
not necessarily materially embodied.

2. Some might suggest that I am overplaying my hand here. After all, it might be
argued, the complaint against reification is not a complaint against the idea that
social life takes objectively identifiable empirical forms. It is only a complaint against
abstracting the nature of those forms from the ecological, and intrinsically relational,
spaces within which they are sustained. By this logic, social processes may be dis-
cussed objectively – that is, as things – without fear of reification insofar as they are
not given an ontological status independent of the actually existing practical domains
within which they are observed to occur. I would reply with three points. First, this
ecological argument doesn’t distinguish social processes from the social structures
(i.e. states, markets, etc.) we are told must be conceptualized as epiphenomena of
organizational and interactional practices. Indeed, it would seem to undermine the
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argument that social structures must be treated as epiphenomenal to social processes
insofar as they are seen on an ecological par with one another. Second, social
processes are often conceptualized with next to no effort to link their reality to the
particular ecological spaces within which they are said to occur. Think, for example,
of our habitual tendency to assume the concept ‘ interaction’ refers exclusively to the
immediate mutual influences exerted by particular people on one another rather
than, say, the interaction of nation-states. Third, the ecological solution to the prob-
lem of reification begs the questions of who is entitled to speak authoritatively to the
nature of this ecological context, and why they are so entitled. These questions and
ambiguities indicate the reification of social processes is by no means a distant threat.

3. This point deserves a bit of elaboration. I do not mean by this that analysis entails
interacting with empirical materials in the superficial sense that data must be manip-
ulated somehow in the course of analysis. The point I wish to make is more radical. It
is that the very things we discover through analysis ought not to be dissociated from
the worldly activities that constitute our own embodied practices of discovery
(Goodwin 1994). The various things discovered in the course of ethnographic
research interact with the ongoing conduct of ethnographic research itself.

4. The following two paragraphs are adapted from Weinberg (2002).
5. All names are pseudonyms.
6. See Weinberg (2000) for a more detailed argument in favour of this thesis.
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Though it may not be obvious at first, the daily work of many people is accomplished
through talk-in-interaction. This is especially true of professionals, organizational rep-
resentatives and the laypersons who engage them (Drew and Heritage 1992a: 3). The
ability to record interactions in such institutional environments has proven extremely
useful in refining our understanding of how such work is organized and what we can
learn from the patterns of behaviour that characterize it. One main goal of analysts
who study talk (and other conduct) in institutional environments has been to uncover
basic patterns of action that are related to the participants’ role-based identities in a set-
ting. As part of this research, analysts have examined how the participants’ talk reflects
their efforts to achieve (institutionally) specific goals while managing normative pres-
sures and other systematic contingencies posed by their work. 

One very common finding of this research has been that speakers across a range of
settings exploit a very basic, and familiar, form of social action: the asking and
answering of questions. For example, research on (broadcast) journalism has described
a range of practices that journalists use to question public figures – and how those
figures respond to them – as a method for understanding how journalists sustain a
variety of normative standards critical to their work (Clayman 1992). By always ask-
ing questions, journalists can maintain a neutralistic posture even as they vary the
‘hostility’ of the questions they pose to public figures (Clayman and Heritage 2002b).
Questions and answers are also critical to many other types of work. Callers request-
ing emergency services (e.g. by dialing 911, 999, etc.) will find that their interactions
are organized through a series of questions (asked by dispatchers) and that compli-
ance with the terms of those questions is critical to decisions regarding whether
to dispatch police, fire or medical personnel (Whalen and Zimmerman 1987, 1990;
Zimmerman 1992). Similarly, lawyers’ conduct in courtroom interactions (Atkinson
and Drew 1979) and police interrogations of suspects (Komter 2003) are organized
primarily through questions and answers. And in both cases, when parties can ask
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questions, how they can ask them, and even whether and how recipients should
respond, are subject to legal constraints that can have dramatic consequences for
everyone involved. Even much of the talk between doctors and patients is conducted
through questions and answers. Researchers have found that more than 90 per cent
of doctors’ utterances are questions and that patients’ talk primarily consists of
answers, even though it is patients who are seeking help, and who may need infor-
mation (Frankel 1990; Roter and Hall 1992). And of course the asking and answering
of questions is vital to a range of other types of institutionalized conduct that we
don’t think of as work; for example, questions and answers figure centrally in the
management of sexual relations and charges of date rape (Kitzinger and Frith 1999),
the socialization of children (Wootton 1997), and even the maintenance of person-
hood and identities (Goffman 1971; Heritage and Raymond 2005). Given the cen-
trality of questioning and answering to so many activities of daily life, the analysis
of their use in different contexts can provide a great deal of insight into how insti-
tutions work, what routine contingencies arise in them, what norms shape them and
how they are enforced.

So, how can one begin to uncover patterns of action in institutional interactions?
What are the main methodological orientations of research in this area and how do
they apply to research on data recorded in institutional settings? In the following, I
address these issues and illustrate one method for managing them by examining one
of the most common forms that questions and answers take: yes/no type interroga-
tives (hereafter, YNIs) and their responses. I then consider how this form is used
in three distinct settings: courtroom interactions, doctor–patient interactions and
survey research. 

Interaction in institutions

Explicating the institutional roles and activities that one finds in a setting may
appear straightforward. For example, it may be easy to identify the role-based iden-
tities of actors in a setting. Indeed, almost any competent person can very quickly
figure out ‘who is who’ in the settings he/she enters and navigates. However, for ana-
lysts of talk-in-interaction the challenge has been to identify exactly how this is pos-
sible: how do members embody the roles they occupy so that others can immediately
recognize them? Specifically, analysts have sought to describe the range of practices
through which (participants’ role-based) identities – and whatever forms of power
and inequality may be associated with them – are linked to specific actions in inter-
action. To address these issues Schegloff (1991, 1992) argues that analyses should
meet two basic criteria: first, an analysis should establish that a role-based identity
role is relevant for the conduct being analysed; and second, it should establish how
that identity matters, or is consequential, for that conduct. Thus, although it may be
tempting simply to rely on the ‘fact’ that the subjects involved are, actually, a jour-
nalist and public figure, a doctor and patient, or a lawyer and witness, the aim of this
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sort of analysis is to explicate how those participants are oriented to these facts, and
how that orientation matters for what they do. In this respect, a basic aim of such
analyses should be to move beyond our common-sense understandings of institu-
tions so that we may learn something new about the settings, people and activities
that comprise them.

The ‘institutional talk’ programme (Drew and Heritage 1992b) represents a highly
generative approach to these issues. It addresses them by examining task-oriented con-
duct that is identifiably distinct from ordinary conversation in an attempt to locate and
ground participants’ orientations to institutional realities. As research in this area has
demonstrated, analysts of institutional settings can begin to establish the relevance of
a speaker’s role-based identity, or any other aspect of the institutional setting, by focus-
ing on the range of ways in which institutional interactions may be specialized. 

As Drew and Heritage (1992b) note, in contrast to ordinary conversation, where
the range of actions participants can pursue, and the means they use to pursue them,
is relatively unconstrained, interactions in institutional environments typically
involve a narrow range of explicitly pursued goals, special constraints on how con-
duct should be organized, and specialized inferential frameworks and procedures that
are particular to an institution. Together, these special features create a unique finger-
print for each type of institutional interaction (Drew and Heritage 1992b). This
fingerprint is made up of the ways in which the participants’ interactional conduct
displays their orientation to the specific tasks, identities, and the like that are dis-
tinctive to the setting. In this respect institutionally oriented interaction generally
involves a reduction in the range of interactional practices deployed by the partici-
pants and a specialization and re-specification of the practices that remain.

As the focus on specialization and reduction suggests, the institutional talk pro-
gramme is a fundamentally comparative enterprise: analyses of conduct in institutional
settings are (typically) grounded by comparison to practices or activities that can also
be found in ordinary conversation. Not surprisingly, these comparisons have clustered
around a range of organizational matters that can scarcely be avoided in conducting
interactions of any sort (Drew and Heritage 1992b: 29–53). These include:

• How participants manage the distribution of opportunities to speak (turn-taking). In con-
versation, who talks, when a speaker talks, and what he/she says or does is managed
locally, typically on a turn-by-turn basis. However, in some institutional environments,
such as courtrooms, news interviews, debates or ceremonies, any or all of these fea-
tures can be pre-allocated using specialized turn-taking systems. Unlike less formal
environments, when such specialized turn-taking systems are in use, departures from
them can be explicitly sanctioned. For example, on news interview programmes where
journalists are supposed to ask questions for interviewees to answer, interviewees
sometimes complain that interviewers are making assertions rather than asking ques-
tions (Heritage and Greatbatch 1991; Schegloff 1991); similarly in business meetings,
participants can be sanctioned for speaking out of order.

• The organization of action through sequences of turns (sequence organization). In most
institutional settings, the specific work conducted in them will be organized through
sequences of actions, and expansions of those sequences. For example, when calling
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911 (USA) or 999 (UK) a speaker’s formulation of a problem functions as a request for
emergency assistance. After a series of questions and answers that defer responding to
this request, operators will respond to it by saying, for example, ‘we’ll get someone
out there’ (in cases where the request is granted). In these calls, then, the entire inter-
action is organized around a single sequence of actions – a request and its granting or
denial – that is expanded to manage routine contingencies like collecting information
necessary to make decisions regarding whether to dispatch help, which service(s)
should respond, and where they should go (Zimmerman 1992).

• How participants design their actions (turn design). Often the actions that speakers select,
and how they design those actions, will reflect their management of institutionally spe-
cific exigencies. For example, in calling to enquire about a child absent from school, a
school representative asks: ‘Was Martin home from school ill today?’ By posing her ques-
tion in this way the speaker ‘offers as an account for the child’s presupposed absence the
most commonplace and most legitimate reason for the child to be away from school –
sickness’ (Heritage 1997: 18). Thus, the school representative builds her question so as
to invite a ‘yes’ response, thereby making a ‘best-case scenario’ (under the circum-
stances) the easiest one to confirm. Moreover, this method of informing avoids any
implication that the child may be truant (which is a real possibility since no parent has
called in to report the child’s absence) as well as any implication that the parent has failed
to call in if the child is sick. In short, the formulation that this school counsellor uses to
probe a child’s absence from school embodies a very cautious stance towards the cir-
cumstances that she is enquiring into and their potential implications for all of the par-
ties involved (Heritage 1997; see also Chapter 5 in this volume).

• How speakers choose their words (lexical choice). For example, when the same school rep-
resentative discusses absences with other parents she routinely uses the formulation
‘reported absent’ as a method for establishing the official capacity in which she is call-
ing, and to avoid taking a stand on the actual status (or even reality) of the absences. 

• The overall structure of a conversation (or interaction). For example, in doctor–patient
interactions the request for help that patients enact when they present their problems to
a physician sets in motion an interactional structure aimed at resolving those complaints.
This overarching structure can dramatically shape what gets said in these interactions
and how participants manage the possibility of raising other issues (Robinson 2003).

In what follows I will be primarily concerned with the second of these issues: how
the organization of sequences of action are specialized in institutional environments.
In keeping with the comparative approach described above, I will compare a basic
form that sequences initiated by YNIs can take with the use of YNIs in three institu-
tional contexts: cross-examination in courtroom interactions, doctor–patient inter-
actions and survey interviews. 

The basic organization of YNIs

YNIs set in motion a sequence of actions that is normatively organized. One can
review the basic sorts of practices that figure in these sequences by dividing them into
resources for initiating actions (or first-position actions) and resources for responding
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(or second-position actions). In this section I will briefly review the basic forms that
practices in each of these positions can take, the basic framework that their normative
organization provides for co-ordinating action, and describe the consequences the
availability of these practices have for courses of action organized through them.

YNIs are designed to constrain responses

When speakers pose YNIs for recipients, they rely on a regular grammatical con-
struction,1 as in the following excerpts.

(1) [MDE-MTRAC 60–1/5 Erma]
1 Erma:   Dj’ear from Joe:?

(2) [SF 2]
1 BOB:    Mark,hh (0.3) will you come to a party Fridee 

By initiating a sequence of actions with a YNI, speakers place recipients in a highly
defined situation of choice: the grammatical form of these turns make relevant a ‘yes’
or a ‘no’. Indeed, no other standard (or unmarked) grammatical form proposes such a
limited choice for responding. In this respect YNIs maximally exploit the agenda-
setting and subsequent conduct constraining potential of initiating a course of action.

Recipients of such grammatically formed YNIs face a basic choice in formulating
their responses: Will they conform to the constraints set in motion by a YNI, or not? 

Responses can conform or not

Most frequently speakers produce responses that conform to the constraints embod-
ied in YNIs. For example, in excerpt (3), line 4, Vera poses a YNI to Mathew:

(3) [Rahmen 4; Interrogative; R = response]
1 Mathew: ‘lo Redcah five o’six one?,
2 Vera : Hello Mahthew is yer mum the:hr love.
3 Mathew: Uh no she’s, gone (up) t’town,h
4 I--> Vera: Al:right uh will yih tell’er Antie Vera rahn:g then.
5 R--> Mathew: Yeh.
6 Vera: Okay.

Evidently, Vera uses ‘will you’ to formulate a request: she asks Mathew to inform his
mother that she called. In using a YNI to initiate this action, Vera sets the terms by
which Mathew should respond: he can grant her request with a ‘yes’ or reject it with
a ‘no’. We can note that Mathew’s response in line 5, ‘yeh’, conforms to the con-
straints set by Vera’s YNI. I will call responses that conform to the constraints embod-
ied in the grammatical form of such queries ‘type-conforming responses’. For YNIs,
type-conforming responses contain either a ‘yes’ or a ‘no’ (or equivalent token:
‘mmhmm’, ‘mmm’, ‘uh huh’, ‘yep’, ‘yup’, ‘yeah’, ‘nah hah’, ‘nuh uh’, ‘hah eh’, ‘huh
uh’, ‘nope’, etc.). 
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Alternatively, speakers may depart from the constraints embodied in a YNI. For
example, in excerpt (4), line 3, Gerri asks a YNI regarding a woman dying of cancer:
‘will the remaining three years see her in pain’.

(4) [Gerri and Shirley]
1 Shirley: ... she fee:ls ez though, .hh yihkno:w her mother is 
2 in: such agony now that w’d only make it worse.=
3 I--> Gerri: =.hh Wul will the remaining three yea:rs uhm see her in pai:n
4 R--> Shirley: .hhh She already is in a great deal of pain.,
5 (0.7)
6 Shirley: C’she has the chemotherapy the radiation.

In her response (line 4), Shirley unequivocally confirms the matter raised by Gerri’s
question, while also departing from constraints embodied in its grammatical form:
her response contains neither a ‘yes’ nor a ‘no’. I will call responses such as this,
where speakers design their turns to depart from, disappoint, or avoid the constraints
set in motion by the grammatical form of a YNI, ‘nonconforming responses’.

The choice between type-conforming and nonconforming responses, and the
action accomplished by a speaker’s selection of one or the other, is made relevant by
a speaker using a grammatically formed YNI to initiate a course of action. Having
illustrated this role of grammar in the organization of these sequences of action, we
can ask: what does the choice between type-conforming and nonconforming
responses involve? What are speakers doing when they produce type-conforming
responses, and what do they do differently when they produce nonconforming ones? 

Choosing between type-conforming and nonconforming responses

The different stances taken towards a first action by type-conforming and noncon-
forming responses are clearly evident in excerpts (5) below and (6) opposite. The
excerpts are from the Health Visitor (HV) corpus that contains recordings of postna-
tal visits by a representative of Britain’s National Health Service to monitor the
health of the new mother and baby. These two excerpts are taken from the first visit
to the new mother, and in each the HV enquires into the state of the mothers’
breasts. In both sequences the mothers report their breasts are currently fine or
comfortable. However, in one instance this response is delivered through a type-
conforming turn, in the other through a nonconforming one. 

In excerpt (5) the HV enquires into the state of the mother’s breasts by asking,
‘Have they settled down?’

(5) [HV 5A1]
1 I–> Health Visitor : How about your breast(s) have they settled do:wn
2 [no:w.
3 R–> Mother : [Yeah they ‘ave no:w yeah.=
4 Health Visitor: =( ) they’re not uncomfortable anymo:re.
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Evidently, this question incorporates (1) an explicit reference to the progress of the
mother’s breasts (i.e. their change over time) and, by extension, (2) an implicit recog-
nition that her breasts had been, in some way, painful or problematic. As a conse-
quence of this question’s design, then, a ‘yes’ response allows the mother to confirm
that her breasts have ‘settled down’ while also indicating that she had suffered some
discomfort prior to the visit. And indeed, the mother’s ‘yeah’ confirms this. She then
briefly elaborates her response by describing her breasts’ current status as an
improvement (‘they have now’) before completing her turn with a further type-
conforming token. Thus, the way the HV designs her question allows the mother to
use a simple, type-conforming ‘yes’ to confirm (1) that her breasts are currently
unproblematic and (2) that this is an improvement; her brief elaboration underscores
the aptness of this design by emphasizing the recency of this improvement.

Excerpt (6) contrasts with (5) in two ways. First, the HV’s question only enquires
into the current state of the mother’s breasts, not their change over time. Specifically,
she asks the mother only to confirm that her breasts are not problematic. Second, in
response to this question the mother builds a nonconforming response. 

(6) [HV 1C1]
1 I––> Health Visitor : Mm.=Are your breasts alright.
2 (0.7)
3 R––> Mother: They’re fi:ne no:w I’ve stopped leaking (.) so:
4 Health Visitor : You didn’t want to breast feed,

Plainly, the mother specifically designs her nonconforming response (line 3) to intro-
duce the fact that her breasts had been problematic, even if they are ‘fine now’. By
doing so, the mother treats the HV’s question as problematic. Specifically, she treats
the response options made relevant by the question as inadequate for conveying the
status of her breasts since the choice between ‘yes’ and ‘no’ would only make refer-
ence to their current state. To respond with a ‘yes’ would be to risk implying that her
breasts had never been a problem; to respond with a ‘no’ would be to claim that they
currently are one.

Although in both of these sequences the mothers respond by confirming that their
breasts are not currently problematic, they rely on alternative resources for convey-
ing these actions. The difference between the type-conforming response produced by
the mother in excerpt (5) and the nonconforming one in excerpt (6), can be directly
linked to the adequacy of the questions to which they are responding and the actions
(that would be) conveyed by the response options made relevant by their grammat-
ical form. In excerpt (5), the mother confirms the adequacy of the HV’s question by
producing a type-conforming response that accepts the constraints embodied in its
grammatical form; in excerpt (6), the mother treats the HV’s question as problematic
by departing from its constraints to produce a nonconforming response. 

As these excerpts illustrate, nonconforming responses are the most overt,
sequence-specific method for managing trouble with or misalignments between
speakers regarding the particular choice posed by a YNI in its sequential context.
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Conversely, type-conforming responses accept the terms and presuppositions
embodied in a YNI. In this respect, one can appreciate the import of the choice
between type-conforming and nonconforming responses by noting that the avail-
ability of nonconforming responses provides a counter-balance to the ways that YNIs
maximally exploit the agenda-setting potential of initiating a course of action. To
pursue this issue further, we can consider how these response types are consequen-
tial for subsequent actions premised on them.

Type-conforming and nonconforming responses have different consequences 

By departing from the expectations embodied in YNIs, nonconforming responses are
typically designed to constrain the subsequent actions of the participants differently
from type-conforming responses. Most commonly, nonconforming responses expand
and complicate the sequences in which they participate. For example, in excerpt (7),
Leslie asks her friend and fellow teacher, Robyn, about a book Leslie had asked her to
retrieve. 

(7) [Holt 5/88-1-5]
1 I––> Leslie : =.hhhh Did um (.) .tch (.) Did uh you get that
2 book back
3 R––> Robyn : I’ve got two books f’you:,
4 Leslie : Have YOU:[goohhd
5 Robyn : [And
6 Robyn : An’ I ’ve got th’m in my basket ‘n they are ho:me. I
7 didn’t leave th’m at school in case you wanted them.
8 Leslie : Oh:. right. 
9 Robyn : That alri:ght,

10 Leslie : Yes fine what are they.

By checking the status of a prior request (e.g. as reflected in Leslie’s use of the past tense
in ‘did you’ and her use of ‘that’ to refer to the book), this query initiates a course of
action aimed at its resolution. In this respect, Leslie’s YNI functions as a possible pre-
liminary to a request (or pre-request, e.g. for Robyn to return the book) or a possible
preliminary to an offer (or pre-offer, e.g. to visit Robyn and pick up the book). If Robyn
responds positively (confirming that she has the book), she invites the projected action
(i.e. the request or offer) by indicating that she will likely grant the request or accept
the offer; by contrast, if Robyn responds with a ‘no’, she blocks this next action. As pre-
vious research (Schegloff 1980, forthcoming) has demonstrated, responses that invite
the action projected by a pre-request make those projected actions immediately rele-
vant, unless the responding speaker pre-empts the necessity for producing it (as would
be the case if Robyn both confirmed she had the book and offered to return it.) Given
the trajectory such sequences are designed to make relevant, the consequences of
Robyn’s preferred, nonconforming response are especially clear in this case.

Although (in line 3) Robyn unequivocally confirms she has the book Leslie has
enquired about, she delivers her response as a nonconforming one by reporting that
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she has ‘two books for’ her. Evidently, Robyn’s response required a departure from the
constraints set by Leslie’s use of a YNI because its design did not anticipate what
Robyn reports. Indeed, it is precisely by introducing this departure that Robyn invites
Leslie to treat her response as news, and ‘good news’ in particular (see Maynard
1998b for a discussion of this excerpt).

As it happens, the introduction of news complicates this sequence: while Robyn’s
turn makes relevant the request projected by Leslie, it also makes relevant some pur-
suit of the names of the books she has recovered, and some appreciation of the good
news she has just conveyed. Instead of producing the request made relevant by her
own YNI and Robyn’s confirmation, Leslie first registers Robyn’s nonconforming
response as news (using the news-marker ‘have you’ [Jefferson 1981]) and then
assesses its type, ‘good’. In turn, this momentary displacement of the action pro-
jected by Leslie’s query provides an opportunity for Robyn to elaborate on her efforts
(lines 6 and 7). While it appears that Robyn may be further encouraging a
request/offer from Leslie by conveying where she has stored the books for easy
retrieval, Leslie’s uptake of this addition (line 8) indicates an abrupt shift from her
previously upbeat stance. First, her terminally intoned ‘oh’ treats Robyn’s elaboration
as unexpected – and so possibly as bad news (Heritage 1984a). Second, Leslie’s use of
‘right’ (the neutrality of which markedly contrasts with her unequivocally positive
reception of Robyn’s prior turn) registers its action import for the sequence. Robyn
immediately picks up on Leslie’s evident disappointment by asking whether these
arrangements are ‘alright,’ thereby inviting her to explicate the problems adum-
brated by this uptake. Leslie, however, declines to register any such trouble directly
(line 10). Instead she promptly pursues the names of the books Robyn has retrieved
(but not yet named) and in talk not shown here, celebrates her good fortune in get-
ting her books back.

In this case, the expansion of the sequence initially prompted by Robyn’s non-
conforming response sets in motion a chain of events that eventuates in Leslie tem-
porarily setting aside the course of action initially projected by her questions (in lines
1 and 2). As the participants manage each of the multiple relevancies introduced by
Robyn’s nonconforming response, a new sequence is initiated which is itself subject
to further expansion. As a consequence, the matter is only resolved some ten min-
utes later when Robyn reintroduces it. Thus, despite the apparently benign character
of Robyn’s nonconforming response, the complications introduced by it have dra-
matic consequences for the course of actions Leslie initiated in line 1. While the dis-
ruption prompted by Robyn’s nonconforming response may have been inadvertent,
as illustrated elsewhere (Raymond 2003) speakers can design their responses to dis-
rupt or alter the course of action initiated by a YNI. More generally, in sequences
where speakers produce type-conforming responses, actions premised on them are
produced without hesitation (see, for example, the discussion of excerpt (8) below).
By contrast, even in cases where speakers produce apparently benign nonconform-
ing responses, such departures result in an expansion and complication of the
sequence initiated by a YNI, a disruption of the course of action pursued through it,
or some modification of the manner in which it is pursued. 
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As it happens, speakers who deploy YNIs may anticipate these potential consequences
when they initiate courses of action. That is, speakers can design YNIs so that they
take their recipients’ circumstances into account and thereby promote type-
conforming responses. Given the centrality of this observation for our consideration
on YNIs in institutional contexts, some elaboration of it here will be useful.

Alignment in YNI sequences

One can begin to appreciate the balance between the resources for initiating courses
of action with YNIs and those for responding to them by considering the relative fre-
quency of type-conforming and nonconforming responses. Type-conforming
responses are far more common than nonconforming ones (by a ratio of approxi-
mately 3:1, see Raymond 2003). This distribution must be understood as an interac-
tional product: it is produced both by speakers who pose YNI as well as those who
respond to them. And for the most part, the interactional character of this distribu-
tion is predicated on the distribution of interactional resources available to speakers
within the sequence. 

In first position, the variety of constraints set by the grammatical form of YNIs (as
well as the preferences and presuppositions embodied in them) shape the choices a
responding speaker must confront. In second position, speakers have a variety of
resources, including nonconforming responses, to shape their turns and to resist the
constraints set by the first speaker. Precisely because responding speakers can resist a
YNI by producing nonconforming responses, first speakers typically take the circum-
stances of their recipients into account when designing their YNIs. That is, the poten-
tial consequences of a nonconforming response promote a focus on the design of
YNIs. When first speakers do not adequately form their interrogatives, the course of
action they initiate can be disrupted, delayed, or otherwise troubled by even a ‘pos-
itive’ nonconforming response. Thus, the fact that most YNIs get type-conforming
responses suggests that first speakers design their interrogatives to permit the align-
ment such responses embody, and that responding speakers accept those designs
when possible (perhaps even when they might have chosen differently).

While prima facie evidence for this claim can be found in the gross disparity
between each response type, we can also find ancillary evidence in cases in which a
first speaker pursues a type-conforming response following a nonconforming one.
Excerpt (8), which is taken from a doctor’s consultation with a patient complaining
of a sore shoulder, provides a clear example of such an effort. In this excerpt, the
doctor initiates his physical examination of the patient by asking a YNI (line 1) while
manipulating her arm/shoulder.

(8) [CMC Shoulder Pain [11166–106/2]
1 I––> Doctor : Does that hurt right there,
2 (0.5)
3 R––> Patient : Mm:, It doesn’t uhm I can feel it. [But it’s not real=
4 Doctor : [An–
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5 R––> Patient : =painful
6 ––> Doctor: right. W’ll what I’m a:sking you is can I reproduce 
7 your pain by pushing.
8 (0.5)
9 Doctor: Is there any spot here that when I: push on it bo:y

10 that just rea:lly kills ya.
11 Patient: No.
12 (0.2)
13 Doctor: Deeper?

In line 3, the patient replaces a turn that projected rejection delivered via a noncon-
forming response (‘It doesn’t uhm’) with a hedged one in which she reports she can
‘feel’ the manipulation but says its not ‘painful’. Evidently, the design of this
response avoids the choice posed by the doctor’s YNI on the grounds that his physi-
cal manipulation did not permit her to differentiate between the choices posed by
the question. Instead of simply accepting this response (or inferring its upshot), the
doctor pursues a type-conforming one via two reformulations of his query. First, the
doctor states the purpose of his question (line 6 and 7) and, following this, he resets
its parameters at a more extreme level (lines 9 and 10). Evidently, these features of
his pursuit are designed to make a choice by the patient virtually unavoidable.

Given the terms set by this pursuit, if the patient is to respond without indicating
some other trouble with the sequence, she must choose one of the type-conforming
tokens made relevant by the doctor’s YNI. With little room to manoeuvre, the patient
produces a ‘no’ (line 11), thereby satisfying the doctor’s pursuit of a choice. And hav-
ing solicited such a choice from the patient, the doctor directly moves on to probe
the possibilities the response suggests. In this stretch of talk, the doctor’s reformula-
tion of his initial query provides an especially clear illustration of the role that first
speakers play in promoting type-conforming responses. While responding speakers
may be constrained in terms of the response options from which they can choose,
speakers who initiate actions must design their YNIs to permit the alignment a type-
conforming response embodies. The relative frequency of type-conforming and non-
conforming responses (which reflects the different stances these alternative forms of
responding take and their consequences) suggests that the normative organization
embodied in its grammatical form is systematically biased in favour of promoting
alignment in courses of action. As we shall see, however, this bias, and the balance
of resources on which it is predicated, may be altered in specific institutional
environments.

YNIs in institutional settings

In this section I will examine how speakers use YNIs in institutional settings, con-
centrating on two sorts of issue. First, I will establish the relevance and procedural
consequentiality of the participants’ institutional orientations by focusing on how
YNIs are systematically manipulated in institutional settings. Second, I will explicate
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how these transformations can reveal the ways in which these institutions are
situated relative to social life more generally.

Each element of the system of practices we have described so far can be reshaped
or simplified to accomplish specific institutional outcomes. For example, institutions
can be ‘talked into being’ (Drew and Heritage 1992b) by manipulating three basic
features of the sequences set in motion by YNIs. Specific tasks and goals can be
accomplished in institutional settings by:

1 systematically shaping how YNIs are designed (e.g. by limiting the presuppositions
and expectations embodied in them); 

2 re-specifying the range and types of choice made relevant by the YNI (e.g. by con-
straining speakers to produce only type-conforming responses);

3 constraining how speakers take up responses to YNIs in subsequent actions.

To begin illustrating these observations, I will consider how YNIs are deployed in
courtroom cross-examinations.

YNIs in court

In courtroom cross-examinations, participants operate within a specialized turn-
taking system where the order of speakers and the types of action they can produce
are pre-allocated: lawyers ask questions and witnesses respond to them (Atkinson
and Drew 1979). As has been well established, the types of question that lawyers
overwhelmingly ask in this environment are YNIs, and the manner in which
witnesses respond to them can be legally constrained (Atkinson and Drew 1979).
Limiting our focus to the conduct of witnesses, we can note that there are two con-
straints on their responses. First, witnesses can be compelled to produce type-
conforming responses to YNIs. Second, lawyers can request that any talk beyond a
‘yes’ or a ‘no’ ‘be stricken from the record’. These rules pose (at least) two questions
for researchers: (1) what are their consequences and (2) how are they applied? 

In the first place, the sheer availability of rules constraining witnesses’ responses
has consequences for sequences of action initiated by YNIs because they enable cross-
examining attorneys to engage in hostile or aggressive questioning. Since witnesses
can be compelled to produce type-conforming responses (thus removing the recip-
rocal constraint posed by the availability of nonconforming responses), attorneys are
largely free to compose questions that embody whatever presuppositions or views
will support their version of events, and their argument more generally (so long as a
proper legal foundation has been supplied for them in prior testimony, which
involves a constraint on question design that we will not consider here). To fully
appreciate the consequences of this transformation of YNI sequences, however, it
may be useful to consider variations in the way participants manage this rule.

As with any rules, the rules governing courtroom conduct must be applied and the
actual application of constraints on witnesses’ responses varies considerably. That is,
although these rules ‘officially’ apply to every response to a cross-examining attorney’s
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YNI, it is not enforced in every sequence. As a result, requests to the judge to enforce
rules regarding witnesses’ responses often indicate which questions (and their
responses) are particularly significant for attorneys’ arguments. The role of such con-
straints in developing attorney’s arguments is particularly evident if we compare the
variety of methods lawyers deploy to manage nonconforming responses. For exam-
ple, in the following exchanges the witness (the alleged victim in a rape trial) pro-
duces a series of nonconforming responses:

(9) [Oulette 45/2B:2 Cross exam] [D = Defense Attorney; W = Witness]
1 D: An you went to a: uh (0.9) uh you went to a ba:r? (in) Boston
2 (0.6)
3 I––> Is that correct?
4 (1.0)
5 R––> W: It’s a club
6 (0.3)
7 D: A clu:b?

((9 lines ommitted))
16 D: It’s a uh singles club. Isn’t that what it is=
17 =((sound of striking mallet))
18 P: (       )
19 (0.9)
20 J: No you may have it,
21 (1.1)
22 I––> It’s where uh (.) uh (0.3) girls and fellas meet. 
23 Isn’t it?
24 (0.9)
25 R––> W: People go there.
26 (4.9)
29 D: (An’) when you went down there

Although the lawyer has posed a series of YNIs to the witness (in lines 1–3, 16,
22–3), when she produces nonconforming responses (in lines 5 and 25) the defense
attorney declines to protest this feature of her responses. For example, although the
attorney does challenge the substance of the first nonconforming response by repeat-
ing it (line 7), ‘a club?’, he simply follows up the witness’s transparently evasive non-
conforming response in line 25 with a next question (line 29). It should be clear,
however, that the lawyer has not missed an opportunity to impugn this witness.
Although he lets the witness’s responses stand as a matter of record, his use of
follow-up questions (in lines 7, 16, 22, and 29) promotes two distinct outcomes. First,
his questions portray the witness as unwilling to co-operate in confirming even rel-
atively uncontroversial formulations (e.g. that she went to a ‘bar’, line 1). Second, he
uses her resistance to repackage elements of her response (in line 5) as part of a claim
that the bar was, in fact, a ‘singles club’ (lines 16 and 22). In light of these pursuits,
then, the witness’s nonconforming response in line 25 (‘people go there’) does little
to actually challenge the lawyer’s line of questioning (since it offers little more than
token resistance), and the lawyer simply moves on. As this stretch of talk illustrates,
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attorneys have various resources for managing witnesses’ (nonconforming) responses
(beyond appealing to the judge). Given these alternatives, the deployment of any
one of them, including requests to enforce the legal constraints on witnesses’
responses, must be understood as selection from among those alternatives (and can
therefore be understood to reflect elements of the attorney’s strategy). 

This can be most clearly illustrated by comparing the attorney’s conduct in excerpt (9)
with his management of the same witness’s response in the following exchange. In (10)
the lawyer asks the witness whether she told the police the defendant had been drink-
ing using a YNI that anticipates a ‘yes’. Although the witness initially produces a ‘nega-
tive’ type-conforming response, the talk she adds to her ‘no’ (apparently in response to
the attorney’s challenge in line 7) modifies the action it would otherwise deliver.

(10) [Oulette 45/2B:2 Cross exam]
1 D: now: miss dussette (1.2) when you were in’erviewed by 
2 (.) the poli:ce (.) some times later, (.) –some time 
3 later that evening, (1.0) didn’t– you tell the 
4 police (.) that >the defendant had been drinking?<
5 (0.2)
6 W: no[::
7 D: [>didn’t you tell em that?<=
8 W: =I told them there was a cooler in the ca:r
9 an I never opened it.

10 (.)
11 D: the answer:uh (.) may the balance be uh stricken y’r honor:,
12 an the answer is no:?
13 J: the answer is no:

Evidently, this addition – ‘I told them there was a cooler and I never opened it’ –
modifies her response in a manner that might undermine any subsequent contrasting
claim by the defense attorney. Rather than redesigning his question so that the witness
could produce an unmitigated ‘yes’ or a ‘no’ (as the doctor did in excerpt (8) above) or
challenging the substance of her response (as the attorney did in the previous excerpt),
however, he appeals to the judge, asking that the rules governing witness responses be
enforced so that only her ‘no’ is ‘officially’ registered (lines 11–12). Thus, in this case,
the defense attorney specifically designs his question so that the facts most salient for
his argument are highlighted and confirmed by the witness, while appealing to insti-
tutionally specific rules governing witnesses responses to exclude any aspects of her
response that might mitigate subsequent claims by him (see Drew 1992 for a more
extensive analysis of this sequence; see also Atkinson and Drew 1979). 

In this stretch of talk the participants’ orientations to their role-based identities are
evidently consequential for practices they use to organize their talk. In the most basic
sense, the attorney’s appeal to a third party (the judge) to enforce rules on responses
reflects an interactional dynamic that is simply not available in ordinary conversa-
tion. More subtle, and perhaps more pervasively consequential, however, is the sheer
availability of these rules. Whereas the resources available to responding speakers
in ordinary conversation may prompt speakers to design their YNIs so that they
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permit type-conforming responses, the constraints placed on responses in courtroom
cross-examinations significantly shift the balance of power. Since, in each sequence,
the (potential) constraints on witnesses’ responses permits lawyers to produce parti-
san questions, cross-examining lawyers can build lines of questioning designed to
impeach their witnesses (instead of aligning with them) that would be considerably
more difficult if those witnesses could not be compelled to produce type-conforming
responses. Thus, the transformation of these sequences in courtroom interaction pro-
vides some insight into the interactional mechanisms upon which lawyers’ work is
premised and the outcomes it aims for. The constraints on witnesses’ responses in
courtroom cross-examinations provides for the achievement of an essentially hostile,
asymmetrical relationship between questioners and answerers that is directly fitted
to exigencies of deposing witnesses from the opposing side (who may be reluctant to
co-operate).

YNIs in medical consultations

Unlike courtroom interactions, interactions between doctors and patients are not
subject to constraints that pre-allocate turns and the types of action that either party
can legitimately pursue. Nevertheless, the conduct of doctors and patients, exhibit
highly regular patterns. For example, when doctors talk with patients, approximately
90 per cent of their utterances are questions and, of these, YNIs are two to three times
more common than other types of question (Roter and Hall 1992: 83). While a dis-
cussion of what makes YNIs so common in this environment is beyond the scope of
this chapter (see Boyd and Heritage forthcoming), we can note that the design of
these YNIs reflects systematic constraints related to the tasks doctors must accom-
plish. When doctors talk to patients, they must gather a range of information regard-
ing the patient’s background, history and living circumstances. Indeed, they must
gather virtually the same information from every patient. Despite the routine char-
acter of the questions they pose to patients, however, no physician can afford to sac-
rifice rapport with patients, by producing ‘survey-like’ questions (Boyd and Heritage
forthcoming). As a consequence, in the course of questioning patients during an
office visit, the presuppositions and preferences embodied in the design of doctors’
questions – features of question design that cannot be avoided without sacrificing
rapport – typically reflect their efforts to convey concern for, and an understanding
of, a patient’s circumstances. For example, in questioning a middle-aged woman
whose daughter was born around 1960 a doctor asks: ‘Are you married’?

(11) [Midwest 3.4:6] (from Boyd and Heritage forthcoming)
1 Doc: Are you married?
2 (.)
3 Pat: No.
4 (.)
5 Doc: You’re divorced (cur[rently)
6 Pat: [Mm hm,
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The doctor formulates his query to anticipate a ‘yes’, thereby revealing his under-
standing that, for this recipient (given her age and child), being married is preferred
over other options (he could have indicated a different stance by asking, ‘are you
divorced?’, ‘are you widowed?’, or ‘are you single?’). Thus, while I offer no moral judge-
ment regarding which arrangements are valued, insofar as this doctor must choose one
way of asking the question over others, the choice he makes reveals what he considers
to be the ‘best-case scenario’. In light of this YNIs design, we can note that the patient’s
unelaborated, type-conforming rejection, ‘no’ (e.g. instead of ‘no, divorced’) can be
heard to unfavourably comment on either her marriage (Boyd and Heritage forthcom-
ing) or the expectations revealed in the question. Because doctors cannot deploy ques-
tions that treat patients anonymously, they cannot avoid communicating preference
and presuppositions regarding their recipients and the states of affairs they enquire
into. But these preferences and presuppositions are by no means random.

The pattern of preferences and presuppositions embodied in doctors’ questions reflect
their efforts to manage exigencies specific to the institutional tasks in which they are
engaged, such as promoting the health of patients and establishing rapport with them.
As Boyd and Heritage (forthcoming) note, the questions doctors ask typically reflect two
principles: (1) the principle of optimization; and (2) the principle of recipient design. The
principle of optimization reflects doctors concern with the well-being of their patients.
For example, doctors tend to ask whether parents are alive rather than dead (e.g. ‘Is your
mother alive?’), or about the absence of serious symptoms rather than their presence.
Such questions, in preferring ‘no problem’ responses simultaneously promote the quick
movement through a series of questions while making visible any potential troubles indi-
cated by a response (Boyd and Heritage, forthcoming). Further, the principle of recipient
design is critical to the achievement of rapport since it reflects doctors’ efforts to fit a
series of questions asked of nearly every patient (much like a survey) to the particular life
circumstances of the singular patient before them, as revealed through their responses to
previous questions, and/or their conduct in prior interactions. As Boyd and Heritage
(forthcoming) note: 

these principles cannot easily be departed from. The more that physicians design
their questions so as to exclude presuppositions and preferences, the more their
questioning will become drained of the concern for and understanding of the
patient that medical questioning should properly convey, and come to embody
the ‘essentially anonymous’ relationship of the social survey and other forms of
bureaucratic questioning.

Finally, while there is no explicit injunction against nonconforming responses in
doctor–patient interaction, as we noted in analysing excerpt (8), doctors may pursue
type-conforming responses where nonconforming ones undermine the activity in
which they are engaged.

YNIs in survey research

While courtrooms and doctors’ offices provide familiar examples of contexts in
which YNI sequences figure prominently, perhaps the most systematic manipulation
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of this form can be found in survey research. In survey research the design of both
the interrogative and the responses it makes relevant are subject to extensive, insti-
tutionally specific constraints. Most generally, the conduct of interviewers and inter-
viewees in survey research reflect their management of a specialized turn-taking
system that pre-allocates turns and types of action between the participants: inter-
viewers ask questions and interviewees respond to them. Within this turn-taking
system, however, we can further note that the design and production of survey ques-
tions reflect multiple constraints designed to promote the survey’s status as scientific
instrument. And for the same reason, nonconforming responses by respondents are
to be avoided. However, since there is no third-party to which a questioner can
appeal (such as a judge in the courtroom), the mechanism for enforcing this latter
constraint is markedly different in survey research.

As with the patterns of questioning and answering in courtrooms and doctors’
offices, the constraints on questions and answers in survey research reflect the rela-
tively unique concerns and values they are built to embody. In contrast to their use in
these environments, however, questions in surveys are designed to avoid shaping
which of the response options a recipient selects. Recall how the doctor enquired into
the marital status of his patient in excerpt (11) – he asked: ‘are you married’. As we
noted above, in asking such a question the speaker reveals expectations about the recip-
ient’s marital status by anticipating a ‘yes’ response. In fact, in most interactional envi-
ronments (including ordinary conversation and most institutional settings) speakers
cannot avoid communicating assumptions and expectations about themselves, their
recipients and the relationship between them, and as a consequence, cannot avoid
shaping the response options made relevant by their enquiries (Boyd and Heritage
forthcoming). By contrast, surveys questions are typically designed so as to avoid any
such presuppositions or expectations. For example, a similar question in a survey might
be posed as: ‘what is your marital status: are you single, married, divorced, separated or
widowed?’ Such distinctively designed questions specifically ‘minimiz[e] the commu-
nicated presuppositions and preferences’ embodied in them (Heritage 2002a), thereby
allowing surveys to be administered as ‘fixed measuring instruments’ (Schuman and
Presser 1981; see also Suchman and Jordan 1990 and Schegloff 1990 for a contrasting
view) since any person will stand in essentially the same relationship to the design of
the question. In this respect, one aspect of the scientific character of surveys as stan-
dardized devices is predicated on the systematic manipulation of the basic grammati-
cal form of YNIs and the constraints set by them.

Though sequences initiated by such modified YNIs are critical to the scientific
status of surveys, they cannot guarantee it; to be sustained as fixed measuring instru-
ments interviewees must respond to survey questions by selecting one of the
response options enumerated in them, and interviewers must be careful to manage
the responses interviewees actually produce. Although interviewees typically con-
form to the survey question’s design, occasionally they produce nonconforming
responses. While such responses may simply indicate that respondents are still learn-
ing how to produce adequate responses, in some cases survey respondents find trou-
ble with the design of a question in light of their personal circumstances. For
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example, in the following exchange, a speaker’s nonconforming response (line 5)
indicates her trouble providing a response to a query regarding whether she worked
for pay in the last week (lines 1–2).

(12) AW01 (from Moore forthcoming)
1 I: .hhh Did you do any work (.) fer pa:y (0.1) 
2 last wee:k.
3 R: .hh We:ll,
4 (0.5)
5 R: I’m still getting paid but school’s ou:t (.) so:.
6 (0.6)
7 I: Okay, s:o:,

((8 lines of restarts by I omitted))
16 I: it’s yer ca[ll
17 R: [I got paid (0.3) [fer work
18 I: [ok(h)ay(h)huh=
19 R: but   I  was]n’t at work.
20 I : huh huh huh]
21 I : .hhh Okay? (.) And how many hours did you work last week 

Evidently, the respondent’s, ‘I’m still getting paid, but school’s out, so’ indicates trou-
ble with the question in light of her actual circumstances (e.g. she was paid, but
she did not ‘do any work’). Despite the trouble this response indicates with the ques-
tion, the interviewer pursues a type-conforming response (first in line 7 and after a
number of restarts, again in line 16), treating the initial response as an instance of
simple non-compliance. In response, however, the interviewee produces another
nonconforming response (lines 17–19), underscoring the manner in which her cir-
cumstances do not fit the terms posed by the question. Across this sequence, a strug-
gle emerges between the respondent, who persists in treating her circumstances as
beyond the scope of the response options provided by the query, and the interviewer,
who attempts to prompt her compliance with them, and thereby to sustain the
sequence as part of a fixed measuring instrument. 

This stance is further exemplified in the interviewer’s subsequent conduct. In ask-
ing a follow-up query, the interviewer specifically avoids taking into account the
respondent’s previous nonconforming response (as would be relevant in ordinary
conversation – and most other environments – where speakers are accountable for
designing their talk for the particular recipients addressed by it). Directly after the
respondent reports that she was not at work for a second time, the interviewer asks
‘how many hours’ she worked. By reading the next question exactly as it was writ-
ten, the interviewer declines to treat the respondent’s prior talk as relevant for her,
even though she was its primary recipient, thereby engaging in a practice designed
to sustain her identity as an interviewer, and her recipient’s as an interviewee. 

The consequences of interviewers’ orientation to specific constraints of survey
interviews can be reflected in both how they ask questions and how they deal with
(nonconforming) responses. Unlike ordinary conversation (in which nonconforming
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responses may be managed in a variety of ways), nonconforming responses in
surveys are typically rejected. Specifically, (1) such responses are not treated as ‘data’
in the survey (in the sense that the ‘extraneous’ matters introduced by them are not
collected as data); (2) interviewers do not revise their questions to permit (or encour-
age) a type-conforming response (as in excerpt (8) above); and finally, (3) unlike the
constraints on recipient design in ordinary conversation, nonconforming responses
in surveys are not treated as relevant for the design of subsequent items in the
administration of the survey. In these respects, the effort to produce standardized
measurement results in the participants enacting an essentially anonymous relation-
ship with one another. By reading questions exactly as they are worded and by
encouraging respondents to produce responses in a formatted fashion, the variations
detected by the survey instrument can be taken to reflect the ‘real’ variations in the
phenomenon being investigated rather than different ways of asking questions, or
the different expectations inadvertently communicated by interviewers’ attempts to
design such queries for the actual recipient to whom they are addressed (Maynard
and Schaeffer 2002b). Thus, in contrast to courtrooms (where attorneys specifically
build their questions to maximize bias in the responses they solicit), and
doctor–patient interactions (where doctors attempt to establish rapport by specifi-
cally designing questions for their recipients) the design (and articulation) of ques-
tions and the constraints on responses in surveys aim to avoid the error and bias that
might otherwise contaminate their status as a standardized scientific instrument.

Summary

In this chapter I have briefly introduced a well-established method for analysing pat-
terns of conduct in institutional settings. In doing so, I have covered a range of issues.
I began by introducing the central methodological challenges posed by this form of
analysis. The issues of relevance and procedural consequentiality raised by Schegloff
are, in the first place, posed so as to challenge our conventional thinking in an effort
to promote novel observations about what social actions and social institutions consist
of and how they are organized. These methodological criteria, then, are not barriers to
saying what one ‘knows’ to be true about a setting, category of persons, and the like;
they make it possible to actually discover something new about those settings, and
thereby to potentially transform what is ‘known to be true’ about people and social
reality. This surely must be a basic goal of research in the social sciences.

In briefly considering the range of ways in which the issues of relevance and pro-
cedural consequentiality have been addressed in the institutional talk programme, I
have introduced some analytic tools that suggest where to look, and what to look for,
in audio and video records of human interaction. These by no means exhaust how
one may address the challenges posed by this form of analysis and there are more to
be discovered. However, since all participants in interaction must take turns talking,
compose sequences of action, manage the overall trajectory of their interaction, and
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the like, examining the range of practices through which these (and other) systematic
contingencies are organized will likely provide some insight into the affairs being
managed in virtually any setting one might choose to analyse. 

In providing an extended illustration of this method, I focused on sequence orga-
nization, and specifically YNIs and their responses. As I noted in introducing this
form of investigation, analysts typically proceed by comparing interactional practices
found in both mundane and institutional occasions. To establish a basis for compar-
ison I began by describing the constraints on speakers who produce and respond to
YNIs in their most basic form – and the consequences of these resources for the
courses of action organized through them. While the constraints set by YNIs pro-
motes accepting the definition-of-the-situation formulated by the YNI speaker, the
possibility of a nonconforming response may also constrain how the YNI speaker
‘defines’ a situation in the first place. 

In considering how YNIs are used in courtrooms, doctor–patient interactions and
survey research I noted that the resources available to speakers in the basic form of
YNIs reflect a variety of constraints – some that are explicitly formulated in rules of
conduct (as in courtrooms and survey research) and others that reflect the implicit
management of routine contingencies (as in doctor–patient interaction). In this
respect, institutions can be ‘talked into being’ by manipulating one or more aspect
of the sequences initiated by YNIs. For example, as we noted, speakers can: 

1 systematically shape how YNIs are designed (e.g. by limiting the presuppositions and
expectations embodied in it); 

2 re-specify the range and types of choice made relevant by the YNI (e.g. by con-
straining speakers to produce only type-conforming responses); 

3 constrain how speakers take up responses to YNIs in subsequent actions.

To illustrate these observations I considered the ways that YNI sequences are shaped
in these institutional settings. In briefly sketching how YNIs are deployed in these
institutional environments I developed my analysis in two ways. First, I have sought
to explicate that, and how, participants in these institutional interactions orient to
the specific task, rules and goals that are distinctive to them. Second, by considering
these institutions comparatively I have specified how such institutions are situated
relative to social life, and how the lives and experiences of people moving through
them are shaped into forms usable for institutionally specific tasks. In pursuing both
of these goals, this analysis promotes our understanding of the activity of question-
ing, which must stand as one of the most basic and ubiquitous activities engaged in
by our social species.

Note

1. Speakers can form a YNI ‘by placing the operator before the subject’ (Quirk et al.
1985: 807), that is, by placing the copula/auxiliary verb before the subject.
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Perhaps no area of social scientific research is more saturated with varieties of discourse
than the news media. In the prototypical media moment, public affairs information is
conveyed to the audience primarily through the vehicle of some form of discourse: a
written story, a spoken comment, an exchange of interaction. Such discursive forms are
utterly familiar and taken for granted by consumers of media culture, so it is not sur-
prising that they tend to be overlooked by media scholars. Researchers often use the
‘content’ of media discourse as a resource for exploring other matters – the organiza-
tional pressures bearing on journalists, the social psychological effects on audiences,
and the broader socio-political context in which mass communication is embedded. It
is much less common to examine media discourse itself as a topic in its own right – the
elementary forms in which it appears, and the practices of which each is comprised.

This emphasis is consistent with the dominant metaphor that has guided news
media studies. Researchers from otherwise diverse perspectives tend to treat the news
as analogous to a ‘mirror’, to be investigated for the degree to which it accurately
reflects, or alternatively distorts, the world at large. Like any metaphor, the news-as-
mirror analogy both illuminates and obscures its target. A focus on the representa-
tional function of news comes at the expense of enquiry into the social practices that
constitute news and make it an intrinsic part of the world in which it is embedded.
As Hallin and Mancini (1984: 829) have observed, drawing inspiration from the later
writings of Ludwig Wittgenstein: 

… just as language is not really separate from the ‘world’ it ‘pictures,’ the media
do not stand apart from the social processes reflected in the content of the news.
Just as language is embedded in the ‘forms of life’ in which we use it, constituted
by and helping to constitute those forms, the media are an integral part of polit-
ical and social life.

Interest in the ‘forms of life’ that constitute news discourse has flowered only in recent
years, although the seeds of this development were planted as far back as the 1970s,
when a few seminal studies spawned what would eventually become a variety of distinct
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approaches. Following Weaver (1975), some researchers focus on the overall design of
the news narrative (see Bell 1991), which through comparative analysis becomes a
window into the culture of journalism as it is constituted in different national contexts
(Hallin and Mancini 1984) and historical eras (Schudson 1982). Following Tuchman
(1972, 1973), others focus on the foundations of journalistic objectivity and authority,
examining the discursive and televisual practices through which the facticity of news is
achieved and dramatized (Clayman and Heritage 2002a: Chapter 5; Raymond 2000;
Zelizer 1990). Following Fowler et al. (1979), those in the critical discourse analysis tra-
dition have been concerned with the relationship between media discourse and rela-
tions of power and inequality in the wider society (Fairclough 1995; van Dijk 1988). 

New analytic challenges are posed by the recent diversification of media discourse.
For many years, most news and public affairs information was presented to audiences
in the form of a narrative or story, and most academic studies of the news media –
including studies of production processes, thematic content, and audience effects –
quite naturally used the traditional story form of news as data. However, at least within
broadcasting, the story form has steadily declined in prominence since the 1980s with
the proliferation of programme formats and media events organized around interac-
tion rather than narration – news interviews and conferences, formal and informal
debates, panel discussions, town meetings between politicians and ordinary citizens,
and talk shows of various kinds. The reasons for this development are complex
(Clayman 2004), but it is abundantly clear that interaction in various forms, and
involving various combinations of media professionals, public figures and ordinary
people, has become a central means by which news and commentary is now packaged
for public consumption. This development plainly requires new modes of analysis
suited to capturing the increasingly prevalent interactional dimension of news.

Apart from its current pervasiveness, why is the interactional dimension so impor-
tant? First and foremost, broadcast interaction now plays a major role in the deter-
mination of news content. For the traditional news story, the content of news is in
essence scripted, determined ‘behind the scenes’ through processes of research, writ-
ing and editing. Forms of interaction, in contrast, are essentially unscripted and to
some extent unpredictable. Of course, each interactional participant may have a pre-
conceived agenda in mind at the outset, a more or less settled idea of what they
would like to say and do. However, there are multiple participants, and each is an
independent agent in this process. And since every contribution to interaction is an
important contingency affecting what happens next – every ‘move’ forms the con-
text for and to some degree conditions the next ‘move’ – anyone’s capacity to realize
an agenda is necessarily contingent on the actions of others. The actual course of a
broadcast interaction is thus by no means predetermined; it is an emergent product
of how the participants choose to deal with each other then and there, moment by
moment, move by move. Given this, explanations of contemporary news content
will be incomplete unless the interactional dimension is taken into account. 

If broadcast interactions are not scripted in any strong sense of the word, neither
are they a disorganized free-for-all in which ‘anything goes’. Indeed, the parties to any
form of talk observe an elaborate set of social conventions, some generic to interaction
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per se, and others specialized for that particular form of talk in that environment of
broadcasting. These conventions are largely tacit and taken for granted, and yet they
are very real and very powerful. They define the boundaries of permissible conduct
and shape the actions of the participants in singular ways. Adherence to the special-
ized conventions is what makes any given genre of broadcast talk recognizably dis-
tinct from other genres, and distinct also from the form of talk that is most pervasive
and fundamental to social life: ordinary conversation. Moreover, these conventions
are meaningful in their own right, and can illuminate both the ‘content’ of the news
and the social world of which it is a part. 

This final point bears elaboration. Broadcast interactions are, in the first instance,
arenas where journalists and other media professionals, government officials and
other elites, and ordinary people engage one another in various permutations on the
public stage. The manner in which these encounters unfold is shaped by, and in turn
contributes to, diverse segments of society and their interrelations. Correspondingly,
their study provides a unique window into these societal arrangements. Just as the
conventions that organize news interviews and news conferences can shed light on
the institution of journalism and its evolving relationship to government and polit-
ical processes, the conventions that organize town meetings and audience-participation
talk shows can shed light on constructions of the public and its shifting relationship
to elite segments of society.

In short, investigating the ‘forms of life’ that organize broadcast interaction has the
potential to shed new light on both news content and the diverse societal arrange-
ments that it sustains. Accordingly, researchers have begun to explore various genres of
broadcast talk in these terms. Much of this work draws on conversation analysis as an
approach, and uses ordinary conversation as a comparative reference point for illumi-
nating what is distinctive about each form of broadcast talk.1 Thus far, most work has
focused on journalistic interviews (e.g. Clayman and Heritage 2002a, 2002b; Corner
1991; Greatbatch 1988, 1992; Harris 1986, 1991; Jucker 1986; Myers 2000; Roth 1998,
2002) and audience-participation talk shows (e.g. Bhimji 2001; Hutchby 1996, 1999;
Thornborrow 2001a, 2001b; Tolson 2001; see also Martinez 2003). A related stream of
research investigates speaker–audience interactions in a variety of contexts, focusing on
collective audience responses such as applause, booing and laughter (Atkinson 1984;
Clayman 1993; Heritage and Greatbatch 1986). 

Space does not permit a complete review of the literature, nor a comprehensive intro-
duction to the methodology of conversation analysis. The objective here is more
modest: to explore at least some of the analytic issues involved, and to illustrate what
can be gained by examining the interactional foundations of news media discourse. 

Basic ground rules

It will be useful, as a point of departure, to think about forms of broadcast talk as
analogous to games of various kinds. Like genuine games, an interactional form is a
distinct mode of activity that is bounded off from the ordinary run of social life,
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involves participants with at least partially divergent goals and interests, and is
played through a succession of moves and counter-moves. 

To understand any such game, an important step is to investigate the basic ground
rules that constitute the game as a recognizably distinct mode of activity. While
setting-specific interactional conventions can exist at varying levels of scale and with
varying degrees of salience (Drew and Heritage 1992b), some operate across occasions
of interaction in their entirety and thus inform every contribution. It is these over-
arching conventions that qualify as constitutive ground rules for a given form of talk.
The existence of such ground rules can often be linked to professional norms, insti-
tutional pressures, or practical constraints intrinsic to the context of broadcasting. 

Two species of ground rules may be distinguished. The first type governs the over-
all structure of an encounter. Unlike ordinary conversation, some forms of broadcast
talk (like institutional talk more generally: see Chapter 8 in this volume; Drew and
Heritage 1992b) have an overall shape to them, a recurrent trajectory in which the
parties address a succession of tasks in a more or less standard order. Structured inter-
actions of this sort can be either brief or extended. At the brief end of the continuum,
the telephone call episodes that comprise many radio call-in shows unfold in a
routine and predictable way, with opening and closing phases bracketing phases of
position-taking by the caller, response by the host, and subsequent argumentation
(Hutchby 1996: 14–16). At the other end of the continuum, most TV talk shows fea-
turing ordinary people and studio audience participation (e.g. Donahue, Oprah and
Jerry Springer) have at least a partially routinized trajectory spanning the entire pro-
gramme. Such routinization, which can include predetermined phases for dramatic
conflict, spectacular revelations, etc., in part reflects an effort by programme pro-
ducers to exert control over the encounter in a way that will reliably ensure a suffi-
cient number of lively moments with substantial audience appeal (Grindstaff 2002). 

The second set of ground rules concern the system of turn taking that organizes
access to the floor and hence participation in the encounter. Some forms of broad-
cast talk, for example late-night celebrity talk shows and radio call-in shows, have
turn-taking arrangements that are not significantly different from ordinary conver-
sation (Greatbatch 1988; Sacks et al. 1974). In these cases, there is no predetermined
plan or format for taking turns, so who gets to speak at any given point, for how
long, and what they can do within their turn at talk, are determined for the most part
from within the interaction as it unfolds. Thus, the order of speakership, as well as
the length and content of turns at talk, varies from interaction to interaction. Such
interactions tend to be experienced and understood as relatively ‘casual’ or ‘non-formal’
in character (Atkinson 1982). 

Other forms of broadcast talk are organized by specialized systems of turn-taking
which are distinct from ordinary conversation and hence involve a more or less
predetermined format for the exchange of turns. Most campaign debates unfold in
this way, as do news interviews (Clayman and Heritage 2002a: Chapter 4; Greatbatch
1988) and news conferences (Clayman 2004). For both of the latter cases, talk
is restricted to questions and answers allocated to journalists and public figures
respectively, although this generalization encompasses noteworthy variations. In the
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prototypical news interview, a single journalist assumes the role of questioner. In the
news conference, large numbers of journalists share this role, posing the problem of
who gets to ask each successive question. In most news conferences, questioners are
chosen through a process similar to that found in Prime Minister’s question time –
journalists bid for the opportunity to ask each question (by raising their hands, call-
ing out the politician’s name, etc.), and the politician then selects among the bidders.
Notwithstanding such variations in turn-taking, the persistent adherence to a prede-
termined question–answer format is linked to the journalistic norm of neutrality (dis-
cussed below), and endows the interaction with a relatively ‘formal’ character
(Atkinson 1982).

Turn-taking arrangements provide for the management of interactional traffic, but
they have a much broader significance that bears on the substance of the discussion.
In the news interview, for instance, the turn-taking system empowers the journalist
to set the topical agenda for politicians, and to ask follow-up questions that pursue
resistant or evasive responses. In the news conference, by contrast, with multiple
journalists competing to ask each next question, the opportunity for follow-up is
much more restricted and contingent. In effect, the journalistic role is fragmented,
making it easier for politicians to resist questions and thus ‘stay on message’.
Correspondingly, US presidents in their news conferences have periodically experi-
mented with alternative methods for selecting questioners (e.g. requiring written
questions submitted in advance, using a lottery, etc.), often in an effort to foster
greater decorum and to gain greater control over the discussion agenda (Clayman
2004; Schegloff 1987). 

Although many turn-taking systems may be summarized in terms of a simple rule,
that is ‘questions and answers’, such rules are, by themselves, commonsensical and
not particularly enlightening. Analysis moves beyond the obvious by explicating
how the rule is implemented in practice, that is, for the case of news interviews, how
a stretch of talk is designed so as to ‘come off’ as a series of questions and answers
(Clayman and Heritage 2002a: Chapter 4; Greatbatch 1988). The following excerpt,
which typifies news interview talk, illustrates some of the many complex and subtle
practices implicated in this process. It is the opening exchange in Dan Rather’s infa-
mous 1988 interview with Vice President George Bush, and concerns Bush’s involve-
ment in the Iran–Contra scandal. 

(1) [CBS Evening News: 25 Jan. 1988]
1 DR: Mister Vice President, thank you for being with us tonigh:t, 
2 .hh Donald Gregg still serves as your trusted advisor, he 
3 was deeply involved in running arms to the contras, ‘n ‘e 
4 didn’t inform you. 
5 .hhh Now when President Reagan’s (0.3) trusted advisor: 
6 Admiral Poindexter: (0.5) failed to inform him::, (0.7)
7 thuh President (0.4) fired ‘im. 
8 (0.5) Why is Mister Gregg still:: (0.2) inside thuh 
9 White House ‘n still a trusted advisor.

10 GB: Because I have confidence in him, .hh ‘n because this matter 
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11 Dan:, as you well know:, ‘n your editors know:, has been looked 
12 at by .hh the ten million dollar study by the: (.) Senate ‘n 
13 thuh Hou:se, .hh it’s been looked at by thuh Tower commission ... 

Here Rather ‘asks a question’ and then Bush ‘answers it’, but what underlies this
seemingly simple exchange? To say ‘the interviewer asks a question’ glosses over
what he has actually done to produce talk that is recognizable as ‘doing questioning’,
just as it glosses over the more general issue of what is regarded as acceptable ‘ques-
tioning’ in the news interview context. Rather’s turn at talk is not a simple question –
it begins with various assertions (lines 1–7) before the question proper (lines 8–9) is
delivered. Complex statement-prefaced questions are absolutely routine in this con-
text, and it’s one of the features that distinguishes the news interview from other
forms of talk with superficially similar turn-taking arrangements. Courtroom trial
examinations, for example, are also organized around questions and answers, but
there the range of acceptable questions is much more narrow and confining. 

To say that ‘the interviewer asks a question’ also obscures the interviewee’s role in
this process. Rather would not have been able to deliver his complex prefaced ques-
tion without co-operation from Bush, who withholds speaking until the question is
completed. There are at least two points (at lines 5 and 8) where Rather not only
completes a sentence but provides a bit of space before launching into the next unit
of talk. These are places where, in ordinary conversation, it would have been appro-
priate for a recipient to begin speaking, but Bush declines to produce either a sub-
stantive response or even a brief acknowledgement (e.g. ‘uh huh’). This is particularly
remarkable given the damaging nature of what Rather has said in his prefatory state-
ments. He has drawn a contrast between Bush and Reagan in terms of how they have
handled advisors implicated in the scandal, a contrast that portrays Bush’s conduct
as ethically suspect. That Bush nonetheless declines to respond to this accusatory
contrast or its components reveals an enormous amount of self-control on his part,
but Bush is by no means unusual in this respect. Interviewees generally withhold
speaking in this way, and this is also part of the work involved in following the
question–answer rule.

Correspondingly, to say that ‘the interviewee answers the question’ glosses over a
parallel set of issues and practices – that interviewees must withhold speech until the
question is completed in order to have a sequential environment where an ‘answer’
would be relevant and intelligible, that they must design their talk so that it will be
recognizable in context as an ‘answer’, and that interviewers must collaborate in this
process. 

Finally, the question–answer rule, by itself, says nothing about how departures
from that framework are managed and dealt with. 

Clearly, then, turn-taking arrangements, which may at first seem utterly common-
sensical when boiled down to a simple rule, rest upon a substrate of underlying prac-
tices that are complex and far from obvious. Investigating these arrangements directs
attention to, and reveals the organized character of, an enormous amount of inter-
actional conduct. 
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Playing the game

Playing any game necessarily involves much more than simply following its ground
rules, and this is true not only for literal games but also for the metaphorical games
of broadcast talk. Participation involves a complex repertoire of practices and actions,
deployed with an eye towards the state of play at a given moment, and geared to a
variety of tasks and objectives. Three orders of phenomena, of varying levels of con-
creteness, may be distinguished. These are thoroughly interdependent orders, and
most research combines attention to their interrelations, but they will be distin-
guished here for purposes of exemplification. 

Practices

At the most concrete level, analysis may focus on particular ways of talking or inter-
acting with the aim of explicating what each practice ‘does’ or accomplishes when it
is deployed within some game at a particular moment in the state of play. A wide
range of practices may be analysed in this way – lexical choices, non-vocal behav-
iours, and just about any aspect of the design of turns at talk and their placement
within larger sequences of turns.

For example, Heritage (2002b) examines a particular practice of questioning found
in news interviews and news conferences (as well as ordinary conversation). The
focal practice is a type of yes/no question, termed a negative question, designed so that
the interrogative component is negatively formulated e.g. ‘Isn’t it’, ‘Aren’t you’,
‘Don’t you think that’. For example:

(2) [Clinton News Conference: 7 March 1997: Simplified]
IR: Well Mister President in your zeal for funds

during the last campaign
1–> didn’t you put the Vice President and Maggie 

and all the others in your administration 
top side in a very vulnerable position, 
(0.5)

BC: 2–> I disagree with that. How are we vulnerable because ... 

The negative component (at arrow 1) is entirely optional, in that it could have been omit-
ted without any loss of propositional content or intelligibility (cf., ‘did you put ...‘). What,
then, are journalists ‘doing’ by asking questions in this way? Heritage demonstrates that
negative questions invite the recipient to respond with a yes-type answer to the question,
so they are, in effect, ‘tilted’ in favour of yes. Indeed, the preference for an affirmative
answer is so strong that recipients often treat such questions as if they were expressing a
point of view rather than simply asking a question. In the preceding example, Clinton’s
response – ‘I disagree with that’ (arrow 2) – clearly treats the prior turn as embodying a
viewpoint to be disagreed with, and not merely a question to be answered. 
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Here, then, we have a practice of question design that is understood by the
participants as falling demonstrably short of absolute neutrality, and hence as
strongly opinionated or assertive in character. This way of formulating a question
exerts pressure on the interviewee to answer in a particular way. Moreover, when the
viewpoint encoded in the question runs contrary to the interviewee’s interests (as in
the preceding example, which proposes that Clinton’s campaign fundraising efforts
were problematic and damaging to his associates), the question is demonstrably
adversarial. 

In the very different context of radio call-in shows, Hutchby (1996: Chapter 4)
examines a particular practice that hosts use when responding to the caller’s initial
statement of opinion. This practice, which takes the form [You say X, but what about
Y], involves quoting or paraphrasing some aspect of the caller’s opinion statement
(arrow 1 below) before proceeding with a substantive response (arrow 2).

(3) [Hutchby 1996: 62]
Caller: ….women’ve been fighting for equalitie:s (.) e::r

fo::r, u-yihknow many yea:rs, .hhh an:d i-it seems
to me that erm, they’ want their cake and eat it.
(0.5)

Caller: Er:m,
(0.3)

Host: 1–> m-d- You s- You say you sa:y “the:y” 
2–> but I mean: .hh er your voice seems to give awa:y 

thee erm, .p fact that you’re a woman too. 

This practice is used recurrently within hosts’ oppositional responses. However, it
is by no means necessary to counter or dispute what the caller has said; it represents
a choice among alternative modes of opposition. This particular choice enables the
host to avoid directly confronting the thrust of the caller’s position, and instead
focus on particular aspects of it (such as the caller’s choice of words, as in the above
example) which are singled out as arguable in a way that casts doubt on the encom-
passing position. Given the impetus for talk show hosts to generate conflict and con-
troversy routinely, and in response to a wide variety of callers and viewpoints that
cannot be fully known in advance, this device is a useful and effective resource.2

Actions 

Interactional practices tend to cluster into groups in terms of the goal-directed
actions that they accomplish (Schegloff 1997). When analysis focuses on encom-
passing actions as the primary object of interest, the objective is to survey a range of
practices that can be deployed in the service of that action. 

For instance, Heritage and Roth (1995) have explored the range of practices that stand
as acceptable ‘questions’ in a news interview context. Such practices include not only
the prototypical grammatical interrogatives (e.g. yes/no interrogatives, wh- inter-
rogatives, etc.), but also various other practices that can render even declarative
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statements recognizable as doing the work of ‘questioning’ (e.g. rising intonation,
b-event statements, etc.). Concerning the same news interview context, Clayman
and Heritage (2002a: Chapter 7) have explored a range of practices for ‘doing answer-
ing’, as well as practices that facilitate resistant or ‘evasive’ responses with a mini-
mum of friction.

Interview questions can themselves be deployed in the service of a variety of other
journalistic activities. Interviewers can use their questions not only to elicit opinions
from interviewees, but also to accuse them of wrongdoing (as in examples (1) and (2)
above), to manage disagreements between interviewees, and so on. Consider example
(1) above, where Dan Rather uses his question to mount an accusation against Vice
President Bush, proposing that Bush failed to fire or distance himself from a morally
tainted advisor who was centrally implicated in the Iran–Contra scandal. Bush’s ethical
failure is portrayed (in lines 1–7) by means of an explicit contrast with President Reagan,
who dutifully fired his own advisor under similar circumstances. Correspondingly, Bush
uses his answer (lines 10–13) to defend himself, justifying his retention of the advisor
and suggesting more generally that he remains untainted by the Iran–Contra scandal.
Questions are thus a vehicle for diverse journalistic activities, each of which can be
analysed in terms of the specific practices through which it is realized.

A focus on actions can move beyond standard vernacular categories of action to
examine aspects of action that are less familiar. Thus, Clayman and Heritage (2002a:
Chapter 6) have explored how yes/no questions can be ‘tilted’ in favour of a partic-
ular answer, thereby encoding a point of view into the question as it is asked. The
negative question practice discussed above is just one of a family of allied practices
that have the effect of treating a particular answer as correct or preferable. Some of
these practices are embodied in the linguistic form of the question itself (e.g. nega-
tive questions, statement + tag questions, the inclusion of negative polarity items like
‘really’ or ‘seriously’), while others involve statements produced as prefaces to the
question. Much like ‘asking a question’, the act of ‘asking a question while favouring
a particular answer’ can be accomplished in a variety of describable ways.

Tasks, norms, and constraints

At yet another level, research may be geared to explicating the broader concerns
towards which the participants are oriented in and through their practices and
actions. Such concerns frequently arise from the institutional environment in which
the interaction is embedded, and may take the form of professional norms, organi-
zational tasks and pressures, practical contingencies, and so on. 

In news interviews and news conferences, for example, journalists’ questions are
informed by two deeply engrained professional norms which are often in conflict.
On the one hand, consistent with the norm of objectivity, journalists are supposed
to remain formally neutral in their questions. Absolute neutrality is, of course, an
unattainable ideal, but journalists strive for it through various forms of conduct
that have a formally neutral or ‘neutralistic’ character: restricting themselves to the
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activity of questioning, avoiding assertions except as prefaces to a question or as
attributed to a third party, and avoiding acknowledgement tokens and other forms
of receipt that can be taken as supportive of the interviewee’s remarks (Clayman and
Heritage 2002a: Chapters 4 and 5). 

At the same time, consistent with the ideal of political independence and the
‘watchdog’ role of the press, journalists are also supposed to be adversarial in their
questioning, and should not allow their guests unfettered access to the airwaves to
say whatever suits their interests. Adversarialness is achieved by raising topics that
run contrary to the politician’s interests (as in example (1) above), by embedding
unflattering presuppositions that are difficult to counter or refute, and by ‘tilting’
questions in favour of answers that the politician would rather not give (as in example
(2) above) (Clayman and Heritage 2002a: Chapter 6). 

The convergence of, and tension between, neutralism and adversarialness is strik-
ingly apparent in this excerpt from an interview with a ‘dog psychiatrist’ who works
with emotionally troubled canines. 

(4) [NBC Dateline 16 December 1997]
1 IR: A lotta people would hear: (.) about your profession.
2 IE: Ye:s.=
3 IR: and say that’s a bunch o’poppycock.
4 IE: Ye:s,
5 (0.2)
6 IR: And you say:?
7 (.)
8 IE: I say they’re entitled to their opinion. .hh And I would
9 also say to those people…

Here the interviewer (IR) pointedly dismisses the interviewee’s profession as ‘a bunch
o’poppycock’ (lines 1–3), and in so doing he assumes a plainly adversarial posture.
However, this attack is not done as an unvarnished action in its own right. By
attributing it to ‘a lotta people’, the interviewer deflects responsibility onto an
anonymous collectivity of sceptics, thereby distancing himself from the attack. He
also goes on to solicit the interviewee’s response (line 6), thereby retroactively pack-
aging the attack as leading up to a ‘question’. In all of these ways, he manages to be
both substantively adversarial and formally neutral. Correspondingly, this complex
stance is affirmed and validated by the interviewee. Although he defends his profes-
sion (in lines 8–9), he first waits for a question to be delivered (lines 4–5), and he
treats the agent of the prior attack as anonymous skeptics rather than the interviewer
(‘I say they are entitled to their opinion’). Various aspects of question design can thus
be understood in terms of how they bear on, and strike a balance between, the diver-
gent professional ideals of neutrality and adversarialness.

While balancing neutrality and adversarialness is relevant mainly for journalistic
forms of talk, other concerns cut across a variety of programming contexts.
Consider, for instance, the import of the audience. Although broadcast interactions
are in the first instance encounters between programme participants, they have a
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‘performance’ dimension in that they are enacted for the benefit of a third party – the
audience who is watching or listening in. This fact is not an inconsequential fea-
ture of the context; the participants orient to the audience through the design of
their conduct (Clayman and Heritage 2002a: Chapters 3 and 4; Heritage 1985;
Hutchby 1996: 14), although the extent and manner in which they do this varies
dramatically across different forms of broadcast talk. Thus, in many talk shows
involving a studio audience, the on-stage participants directly address their remarks
to the audience intermittently throughout the programme. In news interviews, by
contrast, the audience is addressed directly only in and around the opening and
closing phases (Clayman and Heritage 2002a: Chapter 3), while elsewhere they are
acknowledged only in indirect and extremely subtle ways (Clayman and Heritage
2002a: Chapter 4).

Varying styles of play

Thus far, the focus has been on the most fundamental features of broadcast talk, fea-
tures that are broadly characteristic of specific genres. To return to our game
metaphor, we’ve touched on the basic ground rules that are constitutive of each
interactional game, and the elementary practices and actions through which the
game is played. But the analysis remains at a fairly elemental level, couched mainly
in terms of the basic building blocks of interaction. How do these building blocks
combine into more complex patterns or styles of play, and how do these styles in
turn vary in relation to features of the social context in which the game is embed-
ded? In addressing such questions, the analytic focus begins to shift away from the
inner workings of broadcast talk itself, and towards the social identities, relation-
ships, and institutions that converge on the playing field of interaction to then
shape, and be shaped by, courses of conduct.

In principle, styles of play can vary along any number of contextual dimensions. At
the level of individual participants, those involved can have varying occupational, pro-
fessional and organizational backgrounds, as well as varying demographic characteris-
tics and levels of status or prestige. At the level of the broadcasting environment,
interactions unfold on different programmes, for different networks, and under different
ownership and financing regimes. At the societal level, interactions unfold under
different political-economic conditions, national contexts, and historical eras. To what
extent do these contextual dimensions matter for the conduct of broadcast talk, and
what can the study of broadcast talk in turn reveal about its social environment?

Answering such questions requires systematic comparative analysis, the specific
nature of which will depend on the order of phenomena to be investigated. When
variations in conduct are substantial enough to involve a fundamental transforma-
tion of the normative order of interaction (i.e. the different turn-taking arrangements
characteristic of news interviews and ordinary conversation), then they can be inves-
tigated by the established methods of conversation analysis involving the detailed
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case-by-case analysis of both ‘normal’ and ‘deviant’ instances (ten Have 1999: 39–40;
Heritage 1984b: Chapter 8). But when the differences are less dramatic than this,
involving only differences in the relative frequency of specific forms of conduct,
then formal quantification is in order. 

The quantitative analysis of interactional conduct is not without pitfalls (Schegloff
1993). It cannot proceed in a defensible way without a thorough grasp of the basic
sequential structures and forms of conduct operative within a given domain of talk,
as these are understood by the participants themselves. But once this foundation is
in place, quantification becomes viable and the payoffs can be substantial. 

Consider the case of the presidential news conference, and what comparative analy-
sis can reveal about the White House press corps and its evolving relationship to the
president. The tenor of president–press relations has been of interest to scholars from
a variety of disciplines, who have suggested that the White House press corps – and US
journalists more generally – has become less deferential and more aggressive in recent
decades. The domain of the presidential news conference is in many respects an ideal
environment in which to test the hypothesis of an increasingly aggressive news media,
since it is a locus of direct encounters between journalists and the highest official in the
land. But until recently systematic comparative/historical studies of news conferences
were rare and underdeveloped. Indeed, the consensus among researchers was that this
domain eludes measurement and quantification. As Kernell (1986: 76) observed, ‘the
adversarial aspect of presidential–press relations is an elusive quality, difficult to quan-
tify’. The difficulty arises from the fact that quantification requires a basic understand-
ing of how aggressiveness is instantiated at the ground level, in actual practices of
questioning. It requires, in other words, a grasp of the fundamentals of question design. 

Building on previous research on questioning in broadcast news interviews,
Clayman and Heritage (2002b) developed a framework for measuring the level of
vigor or aggressiveness in questions. The framework decomposes the general concept
of aggressiveness into four component dimensions: (1) initiative, the extent to which
the question is enterprising rather than passive in its aims; (2) directness, the extent
to which the question is delivered bluntly rather than cautiously or indirectly;
(3) assertiveness, the extent to which the question displays a preference for a parti-
cular answer and is in that sense opinionated rather than neutral; and (4) adversari-
alness, the extent to which the question pursues an agenda in opposition to the
president or his administration. Each dimension has multiple indicators encompass-
ing both the ‘content’ of the talk as well as formal features of question design that
previous research has shown embodies salient forms of aggressiveness. 

This framework can be likened to a ‘thermometer’ for measuring the ‘heat’ in jour-
nalistic questions. To illustrate its potential for comparative analysis, consider how
the issue of the federal budget was put before two presidents spanning almost three
decades – Dwight Eisenhower and Ronald Reagan. 

(5) [Eisenhower 27 Oct 1954: 9]
1 JRN: Mr. President, you spoke in a speech the other night of
2 the continued reduction of government spending and tax cuts
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3 to the limit that the national security will permit.
4 Can you say anything more definite at this time about 
5 the prospects of future tax cuts?

(6) [Reagan 16 June 1981: 14]
1 JRN: Mr. President, for months you said you wouldn’t modify 
2 your tax cut plan, and then you did. And when the 
3 business community vociferously complained, you changed
4 your plan again. I just wondered whether Congress and
5 other special interest groups might get the message that
6 if they yelled and screamed loud enough, you might modify
7 your tax cut plan again?

Although both questions concern budgetary matters and tax cuts, the question to
Eisenhower is much more deferential. Its agenda is non-adversarial: indeed, it is
framed as having been occasioned by Eisenhower’s own previous remarks, and it con-
tains nothing that disagrees with, challenges, or opposes his views. It is non-
assertive: it displays minimal expectations about what type of answer would be
correct or preferable, and is formally neutral in that respect. It is also cautiously indi-
rect: it exerts relatively little pressure on the president to provide an answer, and even
allows for the possibility (‘Can you say anything…’ in line 4) that the president may
be unable to answer. 

Reagan’s question, by contrast, is in various ways more aggressive. This question is
similarly occasioned by the president’s previous remarks, but here the journalist details
damaging contradictions between the president’s words and his actual deeds, making
the agenda of the question fundamentally adversarial. And far from being neutral, the
question’s preface (lines 1–4) assertively favours a yes answer, which would in turn
require the president to admit to being weak and subservient to special interests.

As it turns out, these questions are fairly typical of the Eisenhower and Reagan eras
(Clayman and Heritage 2002b). Analysis of a systematic sample of Eisenhower and
Reagan news conferences revealed substantial and statistically significant differences
for all indicators, all in the direction of greater aggressiveness for Reagan than
Eisenhower. But how typical are these particular presidents? Subsequent research cur-
rently in progress on all postwar presidents from Eisenhower to Clinton (1953–2000)
demonstrates that there has indeed been a significant long-term decline in deference
towards the president, as White House journalists have grown more vigorous on every
dimension over time. 

This generalization, while broadly accurate, glosses over some important complex-
ities (Clayman et al. 2006). The trend for directness stands out as more gradual, con-
tinuous and unidirectional than the other dimensions. Thus, while journalists in the
1950s were exceedingly cautious and indirect in their questioning (e.g. ‘Would you
care to tell us ...’, ‘Can I ask whether ...’ ), they have steadily become much more
straightforward in putting issues before the president. Since this trend has steadily
advanced across three decades, increasing directness is unrelated to local historical
events or socio-political conditions; it appears to be a general secular trend. Indeed,
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it may not be a journalistic trend per se, so much as one manifestation of a broader
societal change involving the decline of formality in American life and the coarsen-
ing of public discourse.

By contrast, initiative, assertiveness and adversarialness are more contextually sen-
sitive, rising in a more concentrated manner in certain historical periods and falling
in others. These dimensions remained at a relatively low level from Eisenhower to
Johnson, rose moderately from Nixon to Reagan’s first term, declined from Reagan’s
second term to George Bush, and then rose again during Clinton’s time in office.
These patterns suggest that a series of historical events and conditions – (i.e. the
deceptions of Vietnam and Watergate, the decline of political consensus, economic
hard times) prompted journalists to exercise their watchdog role with increasing
vigor from the late 1960s to the mid 1980s. 

Quantitative research need not be limited to long-term historical trends. Once a
valid and reliable framework for measuring deference/aggressiveness is in place, it
becomes possible to conduct multivariate analyses addressed to a range of research
questions about the specific factors affecting journalistic conduct. Do economic con-
ditions have an impact? It turns out that at least some of them do – the unemploy-
ment rate is a broad and consistent predictor of question design. When the
unemployment rate is rising, journalists become significantly more aggressive in a
variety of ways. Journalists thus exercise their watchdog role more vigorously during
economic hard times.

What about foreign affairs? Consistent with the ‘rally ‘round the flag’ syndrome
and the maxim that ‘politics stops at the water’s edge’, journalists are significantly
less aggressive when raising foreign policy and military matters than when raising
domestic matters. Presidents are to some extent shielded from vigorous questioning
on foreign affairs, although the shield is not invincible. Such questions have grown
more aggressive over time, closely mirroring the trend for questions generally, but
foreign/military questions are, on average, consistently more deferential or ‘tame’
than their domestic counterparts. 

What about individual journalists? Questions also differ depending on who is ask-
ing them. Contrary to stereotypical notions of masculinity and femininity, female
journalists have generally been more aggressive than their male counterparts.
Correspondingly, broadcasters have been more aggressive than those working in
print. In both instances, it is the ‘new kids on the block’ of the White House press
corps who have taken the more aggressive posture.

News content revisited: illuminating specific media messages 

The final payoff of the approach outlined here is that it facilitates the illumination
of specific media messages and their ‘contents’. All of the findings generated through
previous research on broadcast talk and on interaction more generally, together with
the sensitivity to detail that this approach fosters, can be mobilized to explicate par-
ticular utterances and segments of interaction. This can in turn reveal subtle and
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nuanced levels of meaning that tend to elude less fine-grained modes of analysis,
whether offered by social scientists or popular commentators. 

How to do things with ‘compliments’

During an interview with Bob Dole when he was majority leader of the Senate, the
journalist at one point characterized Dole as ‘a very candid man’. This might at first
glance appear to be a straightforward compliment – favourable treatment that could be
taken as an index of the interviewer’s biased attitude in support of his guest. However,
upon closer examination of how the remark was used in context, it becomes apparent
that it was far from friendly in its import. Consider, first, how the remark (arrowed
below) figures in the larger turn at talk in which it is embedded (lines 12–15). 

(7) [Meet the Press: 8 Dec. 1985: Dole]
1 IR : = If you don’t do that Senator tell me wh:at
2 ‘r the o:dds next year (.) for a tax increase.
3 (0.8)
4 BD : Well I think it’s a very complicated uh::: area
5 because you’ve got thuh tax reform bill ‘at may or
6 may not come over from thuh Hou:se, .hhh you’ve got
7 uh:: thuh reconciliation process ‘at’ll be in place
8 next year: .hhh an’ then you’ve got th’so called
9 Gramm Rudman.=So outta that (.) I assume you’re gonna

10 have some revenue changes.
11 (.)
12 IR : You’re a very candid man. I think you’re 
13 [du]cking that question.=[What]’re the odds. Will there= 
14 BD: [ya ]               [(no) ] 
15 IR : =be tax increase next year d’you think.
16 (0.7)
17 BD: Well there’s a tax increase in thuh bill that’s uh being
18 uh sen’ over f’m thuh House Ways ‘n Means Committee ... .

The praise of Dole’s character (‘You’re a very candid man’) is followed without pause
by a sharply contrasting remark attacking his previous response (‘I think you’re duck-
ing that question’). The juxtaposition exposes a contradiction between Dole’s general
tendency towards ‘candidness’ and his current evasiveness, which in turn casts the
latter as deficient by Dole’s own standards. It is clear in retrospect that the compli-
ment was merely the first phase of a larger and essentially aggressive course of action.

If we cast the net a bit wider and consider how this turn at talk operates as an action
within the larger sequence of actions to which it contributes, its full adversarial import
becomes apparent. The topic is the federal budget and the likelihood of a tax increase.
The contrastive portrait of Dole is prefatory to a follow-up question (lines 13–15) that
treats Dole’s prior response as inadequate. The preface looks backward and sanctions Dole
for not fully answering the previous question about the prospects of a tax increase, while
the ensuing question looks forward and presses him again for a fully-fledged answer.
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Contrasts of this kind are recurrent in the more adversarial questions found in
news interviews and press conferences (Clayman and Heritage 2002a: 231–4);
indeed, we saw another prefatory/adversarial contrast above in example (1). In gen-
eral, such contrasts function to portray the interviewees’ conduct as problematic in
some way – self-contradictory, or incompatible with ‘reality’, or falling short of some
normative ideal. In this discursive environment, words of praise routinely help to
cast the interviewee as failing to live up to his or her own standards of conduct (Roth
1998: 94–6). Interviewees themselves may recognize that superficial flattery can be
merely prefatory to something that is on balance unflattering. For example (analysed
in Roth 1998), returning to Dan Rather’s interview with Vice President George Bush
about the Iran–Contra scandal, at one point he characterizes Bush as ‘an anti-terrorism
expert’ (arrowed).

(8) [CBS Evening News: 25 Jan. 1988: Bush and Iran/Contra]
1 IR : =.hhh Can you explain how- (.) you were supposed tuh be the- 
2 –>eh- you are:. You’re an anti terrorist expert. .hhh 
3 We- (0.2) Iran was officially a terrorist state. 
4 .hh You went a[round telling eh::- eh- ehr-    ]
5 GB: [I’ve already explained that Dan, I] wanted 
6 those hostages- I wanted Mister Buckley outta there.

This ostensibly favourable characterization treats Bush as an authority on terrorism,
but only as a preface to counter-information (begun in lines 3–4 but not completed)
outlining his willingness to sell arms to the ‘terrorist state’ of Iran. That Rather is mov-
ing to develop a damaging contrast is projected by his initial formulation in line 1 (‘you
were supposed to be the…’), which is epistemically downgraded and thus begins to cast
doubt on Bush’s true expertise. The developing contrast proposes, in effect, that Bush
should have known better. Or it would have; it is not brought to completion. Rather
had only asserted that ‘Iran was officially a terrorist state’ (line 3) and had begun to
point out something about Bush’s conduct (line 4), when Bush interjects (line 5) to
forestall the contrast and defend himself. Here, then, the interviewee himself recog-
nizes that what appears complimentary can be adversarial in its import.

Controversial remarks as co-constructions

As we have seen, detailed interactional analysis can illuminate ‘the content’ of broad-
cast talk, but the potential for such analysis goes beyond merely understanding the
friendly/hostile valence of talk. Analysis can also shed light on what has been termed
the co-construction of talk – the extent to which it is a product not of isolated indi-
viduals but of the joint efforts of multiple participants. Since popular commentaries
tend to allocate praise and blame to individual journalists and public figures, the
insight regarding co-construction is often counter-intuitive, and its ramifications can
be of some significance.

Consider a case involving Bob Dole during the 1996 presidential campaign.3 Dole
faced a major setback when he publicly downplayed the addictiveness of tobacco,
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and suggested that Surgeon General C. Everett Koop may have been ‘brainwashed’
by ‘the liberal media’ on this issue. While he can indeed be construed as having said
these things in an interview conducted by Katie Couric on The Today Show, com-
mentaries on the event tended to overlook the extent to which Couric’s questioning
played a role in what transpired, particularly with respect to the key Surgeon-
General-as-brainwashed remark.

The relevant excerpt appears below. Prior to the excerpt, Dole sought to defuse
public criticisms of his seemingly pro-tobacco statements by blaming ‘the liberal
media’ for biased coverage of the tobacco issue. This prompted Couric to point out
(lines 1 and 3 below) that even ‘Dr. Koop’ – the Surgeon General and a Reagan
appointee – ‘had a real problem with your comments’.

(9) [NBC Today Show: 3 July 1996: Dole Interview: official transcript]
1 IR: But I’m saying, you know, you’re saying it’s the liberal media.
2 BD: But again, you read something that-
3 IR: But even Dr. Koop had a real problem with your comments.
4 BD: Dr. Koop, you know, he watches the liberal media and he
5 probably got carried away.
6 IR: He’s brainwashed?
7 BD: Probably a little bit.
8 IR: I’m not here to nail you in any way ....

Dole deflects this (lines 4–5) by observing that Dr. Koop also ‘watches the liberal
media and he probably got carried away’. This remark plainly suggests that the
Surgeon General was unduly influenced by the media, but that influence is charac-
terized in comparatively mild and ‘innocent’ terms (‘got carried away’). It is Couric,
in the next question (line 6), who formulates the import of Dole’s remark in more
extreme terms (see Heritage 1985), offering ‘brainwashed’ as a way of characterizing
Dole’s view of the Surgeon General. Dole in turn confirms this (line 7), albeit with
marked caution (‘Probably a little bit’), such that his confirmation is both qualified
and rendered as less than certain.

So while Dole does come to endorse the contentious proposition that generated so
much commentary and criticism, he does so only when prompted by the interviewer
and in terms offered by her. Neither the action itself nor the terms in which it is
expressed are of his own choosing. Moreover, Couric herself tacitly acknowledges
that by nudging Dole to this point she is co-implicated in what has transpired. Notice
that her very next contribution (line 8) is a disclaimer, disavowing any attempt ‘to
nail you in any way’.

In other cases involving highly controversial remarks, interviewers may take steps
to minimize their own agency in the process. Consider a fateful interview with Al
Campanis, then general manager of the Los Angeles Dodgers. In this interview,
Campanis made racially insensitive remarks that were so inflammatory he was fired
the next day. The issue emerged when another guest on the programme raised the
question of why ‘there are no blacks running ball clubs’ (lines 1–2). The interviewer,
Ted Koppel, takes up this issue and asks Campanis to reflect on the absence of blacks
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at the managerial level in baseball, and more generally to address the existence of
prejudice (lines 3–10). 

(10) [ABC Nightline: Best of Nightline: Al Campanis]
1 RK: I think if Jack were alive today Jack would say: uh:.hhh (0.1) 
2 how come there are no blacks running ball clubs.=
3 IR : =Mister Campanis it’s a: (.) it’s a legitimate question you’re 
4 an old friend of Jackie Robinson’s but it’s a: it’s a tough
5 question for you you’re still in baseball:, (0.3) Why why is it
6 that there are no black managers, no black general managers, no 
7 black owners, (0.3) And I guess what I’m really asking you is to
8 eh eh you know peel it away: a little bit just tell me (.) why do
9 you think it is is there still that much prejudice in baseball 

10 today?
11 AC: No I don’t believe it’s prejudice I: I: I truly believe that .hh 
12 (0.2) they may not have some of the: uh: (.) necessities (0.3) to 
13   uh: (0.5) be: uh f- (0.1) let’s say a field manager, or a puh 
14   perhaps uh (0.3) a general manager. 
15 IR : –>You really believe that.
16 AC: (0.5) Well (0.3) I don’t say that the: they’re all of them but
17 ther:e they certainly are short ih. (0.5) H:ow many quarterbacks
18 do you have how many pitchers do you have that are black.

Campanis rejects prejudice as an explanation and suggests instead that blacks ‘may
not have some of the necessities’ to serve in management (lines 11–14). This remark,
while as yet somewhat vague and unexplicated, may be construed as having racist
implications and thus marks the beginning of Campanis’s troubles.

Koppel, prompted by the unsavory implications of Campanis’s remark, probes for
further elaboration (line 15, arrowed), but in a way that is strikingly different from
the approach taken by Couric in the example analysed previously. Rather than refor-
mulate Campanis’s remark in less vague and more extreme terms (cf. ‘Are you saying
that blacks are less intelligent?’), Koppel merely invites Campanis to reaffirm or
retract what he already said: ‘You really believe that?’ Furthermore, the alternative
possible responses (yes/reaffirm versus no/retract) are not equally weighted in
Koppel’s probe; the probe is built so as to invite a no answer (via the inclusion of
‘really’) and thus, in effect, urges Campanis to back away from what he has said.

When Campanis declines to back down (lines 16–18 above), after further talk and
a commercial break Koppel gives Campanis yet another opportunity to recast his
remarks and thus minimize the anticipated fallout (lines 2–8 in except (11) below).
He goes out of his way to characterize Campanis as ‘a decent man and a highly
respected man in baseball’ (line 3), while also downplaying his own expertise in this
area (lines 4–5), and he then explicitly formulates his intention to give Campanis
‘another chance to dig yourself out because I think you need it’ (lines 5–8). 

(11) [Nightline: Best of Nightline: Al Campanis]
1 ((Intervening talk; commercial break)) 
2 IR: Al Campanis I want to I’d I’d uh from everything I understand
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3 you’re a very decent ma:n an:d and and a highly respected man in 
4 baseball I confessed to you before we began this program .hhh
5 baseball is not one of my areas of expertise and I’d like to 
6 give you another chance to dig yourself out. 
7 RK : Dyuh hah hah. 
8 IR : Uh:[: cause I think you need it.
9 RK : [ha ha.

10 AC : I:: (0.1) have never said that that blacks are not intelligent I 
11 think (0.2) s- many of them are highly intelligent .hh but they 
12 may not ha:ve (0.3) the desire (0.2) to be in the front office. 
13 They’re (0.1) fleet of foot (0.2) a:nd uh this is why there are a 
14 lot of black (0.1) major league ball players. (0.2) [Now: (.) as 
15 IR : [eh eh
16 AC: far as (0.3) h:aving the (.) background to become a (0.3) club 
17 presidents, (0.5) uh presidents of the bank I: don’t know. 

But while Campanis modulates his position, he declines to do a complete ‘about
face’. Although he claims to believe in the intelligence of black people as a group
(lines 10–11), he goes on to cast doubt on their ‘desire to be in the front office’ (line
12), and to question whether they have ‘the background to become club presidents’
(lines 16–17). 

In both cases where an interviewee comes to make inflammatory remarks, the
interviewer is co-implicated in the outcome, although the extent to which this is so
varies markedly from case to case. In the Dole case, the interviewer is rather centrally
implicated. After an initial objectionable remark is made, the interviewer exerts pres-
sure on Dole to adopt a more extreme stance, to the point of supplying the specific
terms that will eventually be his undoing. In the Campanis case, the interviewer’s
role is relatively minimal, limited to broaching the subject that causes so much trouble.
Once the initial objectionable remark is made, the interviewer twice invites Campanis
to back away from the stance he seems to have taken. The interviewer thereby con-
ducts himself so that the key remarks can be attributed exclusively to Campanis,
although the basis for such an attribution is itself jointly produced. While both inter-
viewees undoubtedly said the things for which they were criticized, the interviewers
were to varying degrees co-implicated in the process by which these remarks came to
be articulated.

Conclusion

This chapter has argued that recent research on news discourse amounts to a fresh
approach to the study of the news media. It is an approach that puts aside the mirror
metaphor and the preoccupation with the representational function of news, and
focuses instead on the social practices or ‘forms of life’ that constitute news and make
it an intrinsic part of the social world in which it is embedded. Moreover, it moves
beyond the confines of the traditional story form of news to encompass various
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forms of interaction that generate and constitute so much contemporary news and
commentary, and that serve as a public arena for encounters between representatives
of diverse segments of society. 

This approach has the potential to yield insight into both the content of the news
and the evolving societal relationships and institutions that it sustains. However, it
stands at a very early stage of development, and much remains to be done. Numerous
genres of broadcast talk are as yet largely unexamined. Those that have been studied
can be enriched by further attention to their complex inner workings, as well as their
outer connections to aspects of the social world of which they form a part.

Notes

1. For general introductions to the methodology of conversation analysis, see Heritage
(1984b: Chapter 8) and ten Have (1999). For the study of institutional talk in partic-
ular, see Boden and Zimmerman (1991), Drew and Heritage (1992a), and Heritage
(1997).

2. For the more general practice of radio hosts quoting/paraphrasing callers’ talk, Bhimji
(2001) finds even finer levels of detail – the tense of the attributive verb – that do
systematic work.

3. I’m grateful to Tim Halkowski for bringing this case to my attention.
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Research on sex and gender1 has very often involved collecting talk – talk produced in
interviews or (more recently) focus groups in which people talk about their experience.
For example, the most famous studies in the history of sexology, carried out by the
sex researcher Alfred Kinsey and his associates (Kinsey et al. 1948, 1953) in the USA in
the 1940s and 1950s, involved collecting talk via nearly 18,000 interviews, organized
around questions about how the interviewees masturbated, their sexual fantasies, the
kinds of sexual position they preferred, and their experiences of oral sex, anal sex, sex
with same-sex partners, with children and with animals. Publication of their findings
caused a sensation (‘perhaps the largest public event in science since the atomic bomb’,
Gagnon 1977: 37) because they exposed how common it was for people to have
sexual experiences that were socially disapproved of at the time, including pre-marital
sex (around 50 per cent of women had coitus before marriage), extra-marital sex (around
50 per cent of married men and 26 per cent of married women had engaged in extra-
marital coitus) and homosexuality (37 per cent of men had an experience of same-sex
sexual activity to orgasm). Although they illustrated their statistical findings with some
quotations from the interviews, these researchers were not interested in talk about sex
on its own terms. Instead, they wanted to know about the sexual practice that was
being reported through the talk – to see through the talk to the underlying reality
behind it. For many researchers, then, interviews offer only ‘second-hand’ data: that is,
the data they can see and hear at first hand is the person talking in interview, and this
is used as a second-hand substitute for the ‘ideal’ data, which would be direct observa-
tion of the person doing sex/gender in ‘real life’.

The problem, for researchers, with interview talk as ‘second-hand’ data is that what
people say in interviews may not accurately reflect the reality of their lives. People
may deliberately lie or exaggerate, they may forget information that the researcher
thinks important or they may try to give the sorts of answer they think the person
asking the question wants to hear. According to one prominent sex researcher:

People are, in general, rather poor reporters of their own sexual conduct. The ways
in which most of them have learned to talk about sex will distort what they think is
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desirable and what they will remember. Men often want to brag, women to
dissemble; therefore, men may exaggerate their premarital sex experience, women
may not want to tell about one-night stands. (Gagnon 1977: 53)

All the major sex/gender researchers have recognized this problem and tried various
ways of solving it. For example, Kinsey’s (1948, 1953) interviews included checks for
consistency such as asking the same question twice in different ways during a single
interview; asking both a husband and a wife the same questions about their joint sex
life; and re-interviewing some of the respondents months or years later to see
whether they gave the same answers. 

It is common practice to treat interviews as ‘second-hand’ data in this way.
Researchers interested in sex and gender from a whole range of different theoretical
perspectives have employed interviews to elicit information that they treat as offer-
ing access to some objective features of their informants’ lives and experiences.
Informants are asked questions like: ‘How do you define your gender?’, ‘How do you
express this gender identity to others’ and ‘What have been the most significant
events that helped you to develop your sense of gender and sexual identity?’ (in
interviews with intersex people, Preves 2003), or ‘How do you tell other people that
you are gay’ (with lesbians and gay men about how they reveal their homosexuality
to others, Seidman et al. 2002). Such researchers are usually aware of the problems of
treating the talk that people provide in interview as offering an accurate and ‘trans-
parent’ window into the facts of their lives but it simply seems more realistic to col-
lect talk about events they are interested in, rather than to try to observe (for
example) intersex people expressing their gender identities in the course of their
ordinary lives, or lesbians and gay men actually doing ‘coming out’ instead of talk-
ing about doing it.

An important alternative to asking people about their sex/gender lives (and basing
analysis on self-report data) is to observe people doing sex and doing gender.
Observing people ‘doing sex’ and ‘doing gender’ doesn’t necessarily mean watching
people engaged in actions like masturbation, cunnilingus or sexual intercourse –
although it can. In one of the most famous studies of human sexuality, William
Masters and Virginia Johnson (1966) watched more than 700 people engaged in var-
ious sexual acts in the laboratory, and filmed many of them often with elaborate
equipment such as a miniature camera that was inserted into the vagina. Instead of
asking them what they did sexually, they watched them doing it, and bypassed the
need to collect talk data altogether. But many ways in which sex and gender are per-
formed in everyday life involve talk, and sometimes are accomplished exclusively
through talk, for example: obscene phone calls and sex phone services, sexual harass-
ment, flirting and sexual innuendo in conversation; sex talk and fights between
lovers; courtroom and tribunal hearings about rape, sexual harassment, or discrimi-
nation on the basis of gender or sexual orientation; television talk shows and parlia-
mentary debates focusing on topics relating to sex or gender. 

Although a great deal of research has focused on people whose sex/gender is con-
sidered deviant or unusual in some way, it is important to notice that people talk
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about and engage in sex/gender behaviours in very routine ways in daily life. Some
researchers have studied sex/gender talk in ordinary settings in part because they
offer the opportunity to observe, at first hand, how people do sex and gender in ‘real
life’ (instead of how they answer questions about sex/gender in research interviews).
As we move out of the research interview and into people’s lives, we can also begin
to see how ideas about sex/gender underpin a great deal of ordinary interaction that
is not ‘about sex/gender’ at all, but that relies on common-sense notions about sex
and gender in the course of some other activities in which people are engaged. 

In this chapter, then, I will first show how talk ‘about sex/gender’ produced in
research settings can be usefully studied not only for what it reveals about the infor-
mants’ behaviour outside the interview (as second-hand data), but also for the ways in
which sex/gender is being produced right there and then, between interviewer and
interviewee, or between focus group moderators and participants (as first-hand data). In
the second section I will describe some studies focusing on sex/gender-related talk out-
side research interviews, in which people produce themselves or others as sexed/
gendered. In particular, I will show how even in talk that is not ‘about sex’ at all (con-
versations in which people are making doctors’ and dentists’ appointments) people dis-
play an orientation to, and thereby construct, a normative kind of sexuality.

Talking sex and gender in research settings

Around a decade after Kinsey’s research was published, another major contribution
to sex/gender research was launched, based on 35 hours of intensive interviewing
with just one person, a 19-year-old typist called ‘Agnes’. Her interviews with sociol-
ogist Harold Garfinkel led her to become one of the world’s most famous research
subjects and it was on the basis of these interviews that Garfinkel constructed a major
part of his theory of ethnomethodology – the study of the methods people use to
construct an ordinary social world through everyday talk and action (Garfinkel
1967b). Garfinkel believed that we can learn about what is taken for granted in a cul-
ture by studying what happens when there are ‘violations’, and Agnes was interest-
ing to him because, by her very existence, she seemed to violate the belief that there
are ‘naturally’ two sexes – men (who have penises) and women (who have vaginas).
Although she was ‘tall, slim, with a very female shape ... long, fine dark-blonde hair,
a young face with pretty features, a peaches-and-cream complexion, no facial hair,
subtly plucked eyebrows, and no makeup except for lipstick’ (Garfinkel 1967b: 119),
she had lived for the first 17 years of her life as a male, and had a normal man’s penis
and testes, as well as a female body shape including well-developed female breasts
which she claimed had grown naturally. She was diagnosed as having a ‘rare disor-
der: testicular feminization syndrome’ (Stoller, in Garfinkel 1967b: 285).

Most researchers at the time were interested in transsexuals and intersex people as
‘deviants’ and their work focused on questions like ‘what causes it?’ and ‘can it be
cured?’ Garfinkel, by contrast, was interested in how Agnes’s experience illuminated
the day-to-day social construction of gender by everyone, including people who
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think of themselves as ‘naturally’ male or female. Instead of taking for granted the
ordinary (Western) belief in the objective reality of two sexes, Garfinkel explored,
with Agnes’s help, how the sense of two objectively ‘real’ sexes is produced in every-
day interaction. Garfinkel was trying to distance himself from the familiar view that
people are either ‘male’ or ‘female’ and to treat sex as ‘anthropologically strange’. On
the basis of Agnes’s description of what she had to do to create the sense of being a
‘real’ woman, Garfinkel assembled a list of properties of ‘natural, normally sexed per-
sons’ as cultural objects. Cultural beliefs about sex, he said, include: the idea that
everyone has one; that there are only two (female and male), and that whichever you
are now, you always were, and always will be; that genitals are the essential sign of
sex; and that the male/female dichotomy is a ‘natural’ one that exists independently
of biologists’ or anyone else’s criteria. He showed how, in the course of her everyday
life, Agnes’s accomplishment was to contribute to producing the sense of these
‘objectively real facts’ about sex, even though she was an example of how those facts
are not always true. For example, because she wanted others to treat her as a ‘natural
woman’ in a culture in which ‘natural women’ were implicitly defined as women
who were born female and who have always been female, she avoided talking about
her past as a boy (and became ‘an interesting conversationalist by encouraging her
male partners to talk about themselves’, Garfinkel, 1967b: 148); because she lived in
a culture in which only men have penises, she concealed hers (‘an accidental
appendage stuck on by a cruel trick of fate’, p. 129) by never undressing in public,
pleading modesty on dates and in medical examinations, and by wearing tight-
fitting underpants and a bathing suit with a skirt for trips to the beach. Garfinkel
considers at some length how Agnes differentiates herself from a male homosexual –
by claiming that her boyfriend, Bill, had fallen in love with her before he knew about
her condition, that he had previously been sexually involved with other women, and
that he was not  ‘abnormal’ in any way. She wanted her penis removed and a vagina
constructed in large part, according to Garfinkel, for Bill (he quotes her as saying:
‘that’s what it’s for; it’s for intercourse’, p. 162). Unlike many people, who take their
‘femaleness’ (or ‘maleness’) and (hetero)sexuality for granted and are not consciously
aware of the work they do to accomplish it – how they ‘do being female/male’ or ‘do
being heterosexual’ – Agnes was acutely conscious of the construction of her female
heterosexuality as an abiding practical preoccupation. Garfinkel, like the Agnes of his
report, seems to take for granted that establishing Agnes’s ‘heterosexuality’ also
establishes her credentials as a woman: the emphasis placed on her heterosexuality
suggests that Agnes’s chances of being seen as a ‘real woman’ in a lesbian relationship
would surely (as other transsexuals have discovered: Prosser 1998) be severely dimin-
ished. Although this is one area in which I find Garfinkel’s account unsatisfactory
(because it takes too much for granted about the role of heterosexuality in the con-
struction of gender), his major contribution overall was to use what Agnes told him
as a basis for describing how (what are treated as) the ‘natural facts’ of sex were
socially produced through ordinary activities of everyday life.

However, like many researchers who are dependent on informants’ talk to get
access to facts about their lives, Garfinkel found Agnes an unsatisfactory interviewee.
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Much of the problem was due to the fact that Agnes was talking to Garfinkel about
her gender and sexuality only because she desperately wanted the surgeon with
whom he was collaborating to remove her penis and testicles and to construct an
artificial vagina. From her point of view, the interviews were about proving to
Garfinkel that she deserved the operation because she was really, and had been all
along, a ‘natural woman’. Instead of telling Garfinkel, as he would have liked, the
whole truth about all aspects of her life, she gave him only those answers that she
thought would convince the experts that she should have the operation. She was, as
Garfinkel puts it, ‘a highly accomplished liar’ (1967b: 174) and Garfinkel reports her
deficiencies as an informant at some length. Listening to the tapes of his interviews
with her, he is ‘appalled by the number of occasions on which [he] was unable to
decide whether Agnes was answering [his] questions or whether she had learned
from [his] questions, and more importantly from more subtle cues both prior to and
after the questions, what answers would do’ (p. 147). He complains about her
‘remarkably idealized biography in which evidences of her original femininity were
exaggerated’ (p. 128) and points out that there were times when she was ‘evasive’
(pp. 152, 168) and would speak only in generalities (p. 167) and others when ‘she
changed her story’ (p. 151): ‘another favorite device was to pretend that she did not
know what was being talked about, or to deny that something that had previously
been talked about had ever really been mentioned’ (p. 168). She refused altogether to
answer questions about ‘what her penis had been used for besides urination’ and
‘how she sexually satisfied herself and others and most particularly her boyfriend’
(p. 163). (She also refused to allow the researchers to talk to her mother or her
boyfriend.) Finally, eight years after Garfinkel had first interviewed Agnes (and long
after her sex-reassignment operation and subsequent marriage), she revealed to one
of his colleagues that her breasts and feminine body shape had not, as she had at first
claimed, developed naturally. The feminization of her body, that was so remarkable
in a male her age, was not due to ‘testicular feminization syndrome’ but had come
about because, from the age of 12, she had been stealing hormones – the oestrogen
pills her mother had been prescribed following a hysterectomy. Clearly, and under-
standably, Agnes’s talk to Garfinkel was motivated by her own desire to present her-
self as a ‘natural woman’ deserving of surgery, and not (as he might have wished) by
any commitment to an accurate and faithful representation of her life.

Some subsequent commentators have seen the fact that Agnes deceived Garfinkel as
discrediting his whole theory (Armitage 2001; Denzin 1990). But as Hilbert (1991), in
defence of Garfinkel, suggests, Garfinkel’s interest was not the ‘real’ Agnes but the
methods of her femininity, and there is no reason to suppose that she lied about every-
day issues such as how she managed either the lack of an appropriate female autobi-
ography or the presence of a penis. More important for our concerns, however, is that
Agnes’s methods of producing herself as female were made available to Garfinkel not
just as ‘second-hand’ reports but through her talk and behaviour during those 35 hours
of interaction between them. She was self-consciously presenting herself as ‘the natural
normal female’ to him. As he puts it: ‘at times in her conversations with me, Agnes was
the coy, sexually innocent, fun-loving, passive, receptive “young thing”’ (Garfinkel
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1967b: 129), and her behaviour elicited from Garfinkel such ‘masculine’ behaviours as
‘holding her arm while I guided her across the street … offering to hang up her coat …
holding the automobile door for her while she entered; being solicitous for her com-
fort’ (Garfinkel 1967b: 133), all ways of ‘doing masculinity in interactional tandem
with her doing femininity’ (Rogers 1992: 185). And even though Garfinkel knew that
Agnes had been brought up as a male and had a penis, Agnes successfully demanded
of him that he should ‘talk of Agnes as the natural female’ (Garfinkel 1967b: 135) so
that ‘when I employed the usage that she had been “acting like a female” I would get
one variation or another on the essential theme: I am a female … ’ (p. 170). In sum,
gender was being produced between the man Garfinkel and the woman Agnes right
there in the research context, and can be analysed as such.

Most research interviewers, of course, do not hold the kind of power (of granting or
withholding surgery) that Agnes apparently believed Garfinkel to have over her,  but
interviews are always interactional events, with researcher and research participant(s)
engaged in an exchange that may mobilize far more than simply their identities as
‘interviewer’ and ‘interviewee’, and that may include their gender/sexual identities. As
with Garfinkel and Agnes, so too in other studies: at the same time as (or instead of)
answering questions about sex/gender, interviewees may be ‘doing sex/gender’ in inter-
action with their interviewer, and sometimes to the interviewer’s considerable discom-
fort. For example, four young women researchers working on four different projects
that involved interviewing men about HIV/AIDS found that their sexually explicit
questions were treated as ‘come ons’ by male interviewees, who asked for their phone
numbers or suggested that they should provide sexual services in return for partici-
pants’ co-operation in the research. On one occasion, a male focus group participant
removed the microphone from the centre of the table, placed it between his legs and
displayed it as a symbolic erect penis. In response, other ‘chivalrous’ male participants
apologized for other men’s rudeness in ways that produced the researcher as an inno-
cent, vulnerable female (‘stop that, she’s blushing’, ‘don’t say that in front of the lady’
and offers to ‘walk me home’ (Green et al. 1993: 631). The participants’ behaviour led
these researchers to alter their own gender displays: they ‘made attempts to minimise
features of [their] appearance which traditionally signal “femininity” or “sexual avail-
ability”, by keeping hair short or tied back, wearing anodyne clothing, preferring
trousers to short skirts, baggy jumpers to low-cut blouses’ (Green et al. 1993: 632–3).
Sex and gender intrude even into research interviews dealing with topics entirely unre-
lated to them. In the following extract, a young female researcher is trying to interview
a morgue attendant about his job (from Easterday et al. 1977: 339):

(1)
1 Int : How long have you worked here?
2 Atd: Three years. Do you have a steady boyfriend?
3 Int : No. Do you find this work difficult?
4 Atd: No. Do you date?
5 Int : Yes. Why isn’t this work difficult for you?
6 Atd: You get used to it. What do you do in your 
7 spare time?
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Although (some) researchers hope the interview can be an objective ‘information-
gathering’ exercise, in which one person conveys the facts about their life, beliefs,
attitudes and experiences to a neutral recipient, interviewees bring with them into
the research situation their own interests and preoccupations, including their own
sexuality/gender and their perception of that of the researcher. For researchers who
are trying to get at the facts about men’s attitudes and practices in relation to
HIV/AIDS or about the job of a morgue attendant, these kinds of interaction are a
source of frustration, anger or dismay; they disrupt the data collection process, and
can involve the researcher in concerns about her professional competence and/or
personal safety. 

Increasingly, researchers using interviews and focus groups are investigating not
just what is said about sex/gender but also how sex/gender are being done in the con-
text of the research interaction itself. Research participants like Agnes, the men in the
HIV/AIDS studies, and the morgue attendant are not (just) talking about sex/gender:
they are actively doing sex/gender through their talk – ‘doing being’ the coy female,
the sexually demanding or chivalrous male, and interacting in specifically gendered
(and heterosexualized) ways with their interviewers. Research participants may come
to the interview with particular investments in how the researchers (or focus group
participants) see them as gendered/sexual beings and often with well-rehearsed sto-
ries to tell. When researchers ask participants questions like ‘do you see yourselves as
masculine men?’ (Wetherell and Edley 1999: 345); ‘do you think the fact you’re male
affects your leisure in any way?’ (Speer 2001: 121); or ‘would you consider yourselves
to be new men?’ (Gough 1998: 41), they are not likely to get ‘truthful’ or ‘accurate’
answers, but answers which produce them as particular kinds of ‘men’. All of these
researchers treat what men say to them as occasioned in interaction (although they
differ in the extent to which they analyse their data with reference to pre-existing
cultural ideologies of ‘masculinity’). Careful attention to what people are doing
through talk in interviews and focus groups can begin to show us how particular ver-
sions of sex/gender are constructed during the course of the interview itself. 

As someone who has been involved in research on lesbian issues for many years, I
am particularly interested in exploring how heterosexuality is produced as the nor-
mal, ordinary, taken-for-granted way to be. When researchers ask people questions in
interviews (such as ‘do you know any lesbians or gay men?’ or ‘what are your views
about gay rights’), people often attend quite carefully to the possibility of being
heard as prejudiced or heterosexist. But when talking about some other issue entirely,
universal heterosexuality is often assumed, and lesbians and gay men are treated as
non-existent. As part of her doctoral research on ‘the vagina’, one of my students was
running focus groups with women about their experience of and attitudes to their
vaginas (see Braun and Kitzinger 2001a, 2001b, 2001c). This included questions
about their experience of medical examinations, intercourse, menstrual practices,
cervical smears, and so on, none of which she was in a position to observe during the
course of the focus groups. In that sense, her data were all ‘second hand’ compared
with the first-hand data she would have obtained from observing (say) gynaecological
interactions as they happened. But there was a different issue relating to sexuality that
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came up as a ‘first-hand’ event in her focus groups – the heterosexist presumption
that everyone is heterosexual. Here are two examples from her focus groups. In the
first, it is the researcher herself (‘Ginny’) as focus group moderator, who makes what
she subsequently (as researcher) analyses as ‘a heterosexist assumption’: she is asking
the focus group members about making comparisons between their own, and other
women’s, genitals:

(2)
1 Gin: Like guys can compare with each other
2 if they you know so choose.
3 ( ): ((laughs))
4 Gin: when they’re at the urinal or when 
5 they’re you know in a communal shower
6 or something I know they’re not supposed
7 to look but you know
8 ( ): mm
9 Gin: I think they probably do.

10 Tar: They do
11 Grp: ((laughter))
12 Tar: Of course they do.
13 Jul: Of course they do.
14 Gin: I mean I bet they do, exactly. But 
15 you know for women, women don’t have
16 that kind of- any kind of comparison.

She says of this interaction:

I am assuming that women do not get to see other women’s genitals – a het-
erosexist assumption. While this maps on to the common-sense view that
women’s genitals are ‘hidden’ and men’s are ‘visible’, it also assumes that the
only way women would see other women’s genitals (and indeed men would
see other men’s) would be in a non-sexual context such as a communal shower.
This formulation does not include the possibility that women might be having
sex with other women. (Braun 2000: 135)

In the second fragment it is one of the focus group participants, Mia, who makes
what Braun analyses as a heterosexist presumption during the course of a discussion
about internal examinations and pap smears:

(3)
1 Mia: When I was pregnant um the consultant 
2 did an internal examination and I really
3 f- afterwards just felt like saying 
4 ‘don’t you ever have sex don’t you know
5 the shape of the vagina y’know d’you
6 real- ‘cause he just kind of goes ‘oh
7 this is gonna be a bit uncomfortable’
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Here, as Braun (2000: 136) points out, ‘having sex’ refers specifically – but without
naming it – to heterosexual sex, to ‘knowing’ what a vagina is like inside. Mia does
not consider the possibility that the doctor might be gay. As with notions about the
existence of two and only two sexes, the idea that everyone is heterosexual until
proved otherwise is (still) a common taken-for-granted assumption in many cultures.
Braun (2000: 136) says her examples ‘might not immediately be heard as heterosexist
to the heterosexual researcher. They map on to common-sense ideas about what is:
“normal” and “natural”. ... Heterosexuality is revealed as a core assumption in talk
by heterosexuals in these groups’ (see also C. Kitzinger (2004) for an instance of a
heterosexist presumption that is not challenged by a lesbian focus group moderator,
analysed as an instance of ‘not coming out’).

Talking sex and gender outside research settings

Whereas ‘doing sex/gender’ may arise only incidentally – and sometimes, intrusively –
in research interviews, which are rarely set up explicitly so as to occasion them, sex and
gender are very often done through talk outside the research context. Instead of elicit-
ing talk in the artificial context of an interview or a focus group, many researchers have
collected and analysed talk about sex/gender that is already out there in the culture: on
television talk shows discussing lesbian and gay issues (Gamson 1998), or date rape
(Crawford 1995: 108–23) or sexual ‘confessions’ (Lupton 1998); on television panel dis-
cussions about the ‘promotion’ of homosexuality in schools (Speer and Potter 2002);
or in parliamentary debates about equalizing the age of consent for heterosexual and
gay male sexual acts (Ellis and Kitzinger 2002).

Sometimes ‘private’ conversations are made publicly available: when a member of
parliament in Finland was found guilty of an attempt to sexually abuse a child, his
taped conversation with a 15-year-old girl – a key piece of evidence against him at
the trial – was released to the media, and subsequently analysed (Tainio 2003). In the
early 1990s British newspapers published the full transcript of a private conversation
(illegally recorded by a radio enthusiast listening in to a cell phone network) between
a man believed to be the Prince of Wales and a woman believed to be his lover, which
included sexually explicit talk (most famously, the man’s expressed wish to be a
Tampax). As one analyst comments, this is not ‘talk about sex’ but ‘talk which does
sex’ (Channell 1997). Sociologists Liz Stanley and Sue Wise (1979) collected the
obscene phone calls made when their home phone number was advertised on
posters and in newspapers as the contact number for a local lesbian group. They
recorded 105 obscene calls during a seven-week period and analysed the calls for
what they revealed about the experience of sexism. 

Sex and gender are also constructed in specialized contexts to which some
researchers have gained access, such as lesbian and gay affirmativeness training
(Kitzinger and Peel 2005), rape cases in court and tribunal hearings (Drew 1992;
Ehrlich 2003), HIV counselling (Peräkylä 1995), group therapy sessions held for
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rapists in a large state prison in Britain (Lea and Auburn 2001), academic tutorials
(Stokoe 1998) and neighbourhood disputes (Stokoe 1999). In many of these settings,
sex/gender is produced through talk that is not ‘about’ sex/gender at all. For exam-
ple, in extract (4), drawn from a research project in which health visitors were
recorded in interaction with new mothers in their homes, the researchers remark on
the way in which gender is produced as a result of an apparently casual observation
by the health visitor (‘He’s enjoying that, isn’t he’, presumably referring to some
sucking behaviour by the baby), which is treated very differently by the baby’s father
and mother. Whereas the father takes the remark at face value and responds with an
agreement, the mother’s response is, as Heritage and Lindström (1998: 403) say,
‘notably defensive’:

(4)
1 HVt: He’s enjoying that [isn’t he.
2 Fth: [°Yes he certainly is° =
3 Mth: =He’s not hungry ‘cuz(h)he’s ju(h)st 
4 (h)had ‘iz bo:ttle .hhh

The researchers comment on this episode that ‘the mother’s initial response treats
the [health visitor’s] observation as implying that the baby may be hungry and, by
extension, as possibly implicative of some failure on her part. She denies that the
baby is hungry and goes on to produce an account that justifies her claim’ (Heritage
and Lindström 1998: 403). Competence as a parent is something with which the
mother, but not the father, shows concern, and it is not hard to see how this might
be a gendered phenomenon.

Of course people do also talk explicitly about their relationships (dates, marriages,
romantic entanglements, divorces, etc.) as part of ordinary conversation and a number
of researchers have collected data in which people are ‘just chatting’, but in which
issues of sex and gender are talked about in ways that function to produce them as
gendered/sexed speakers. A casual conversation between five young men at a college in
the USA was analysed by Deborah Cameron (1997) for the way in which heterosexual
masculinity is produced in the talk. She quotes their shared puzzlement about why the
college they are attending should need a ‘Gay Ball’ (‘it’s hilarious’) and they then
gossip about individual men who are said to be gay: ‘the most effeminate guy I’ve ever
met’, ‘a fat, queer, goofy guy’, a ‘blond hair, snide little queer weird shit’, and so on.
Finally, one of the men remarks that ‘four homos’ in one class are continually ‘hitting
on’ (making sexual overtures to) one of the women, described as ‘the ugliest-ass bitch
in the history of the world’. As Cameron points out, one might have thought that a
defining feature of a ‘homo’ would be his lack of interest in ‘hitting on’ women, but
none of the participants seems aware of any problem or contradiction in this exchange.
Her analysis is that the term ‘gay’ means, for these men, not so much sexual deviance
as gender deviance – failing to measure up to the group’s standards of masculinity
(Cameron 1997: 53). She makes the important point that talk like this: ‘… is not only
about masculinity, it is a sustained performance of masculinity. What is important in
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gendering talk is the “performative gender work” the talk is doing; its role in
constituting people as gendered subjects’ (Cameron 1997: 59).

As we have seen from Braun’s focus group data and Cameron’s conversational data,
heterosexuals frequently display their own heterosexuality, either by simply assum-
ing that everyone is heterosexual, or by talking about non-heterosexual people in
ways that make it very clear that they themselves are heterosexual. In other conver-
sational data, too, heterosexuals are very explicit in displaying their sexual prefer-
ence: they report on their own heterosexual activities and interests, engage in
heterosexual joking and innuendo, tease each other about heterosexual behaviour,
and talk about heterosexual engagements, weddings and marriages (see C. Kitzinger
2005). But even when they are not talking about their own (or other people’s) het-
erosexuality, heterosexuals frequently talk in ways that make their heterosexuality
available as an inference. A major way in which they do this is by using terms that
display heterosexual relationships: whether or not someone is ‘really’ heterosexual,
when they mention a different-sexed ‘husband’ or ‘wife’ (or ‘boyfriend’ or ‘girl-
friend’) they are likely to be heard as such. 

Heterosexuals frequently make their heterosexuality apparent to complete strangers
early on in interactions with no thought that they are doing anything special. Look,
for example, at the interactions in extracts (5)/(7), in each of which someone is calling
an unknown doctor. It is a weekend and a locum doctor is taking calls on behalf of the
regular doctors in the practice, and displaying themselves as having a heterosexual rela-
tionship with the person they are calling about (see Kitzinger 2005b).

(5)
[DEC: 2–1–4]
1 Doc : hello:?
2 (0.4)
3 Clr : u::h hello.
4 (.)
5 Clr : This is Misses W((deleted))
6 (0.9)
7 Doc: mm hm?
8 Clr : Um::. (.) My husban::d, (0.2) isn’t very
9 we:ll.

(6)
[DEC: 1–2–12]
1 Doc: Hel:lo:,
2 Clr : Hel:lo, is that’ th’ doctor¿
3 Doc: <Yes, Doctor ((deleted)) speaki::ng,
4 Clr : i:i: Yeah couldja’s come an’ see my wife 
5 please, .h[h
6 Doc: [Yes:. 
7 Clr : She’s breathless.<She can’t .hh get ‘er 
8 breath.hh! .h[hhh
9 Doc: [What’s: her ↑name.
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(7)
[DEC: 2–1–16]
1 Doc: Hello:, ‘octor ((deleted)) speaking¿ 
2 ((sniff))
3 Clr : Hello:, I’m: tu- I was wonderin’ if you
4 could help me, ((some deleted material here).)
5 Clr : Um my boyfriend’s uhm: really ill at the moment. 
6 <’E’s got really bad stomach pains. An’ fever.

In each of these extracts callers display their heterosexuality: a woman self-identifies
both as female and as married by using the courtesy title ‘Mrs’, as well as by referring to
her ‘husband’ (extract (5)); a man refers to his ‘wife’ (extract (6)); and a woman refers to
her ‘boyfriend’ (extract (7)). By producing themselves as members of one sex and their
spouse/partner as members of a different sex, these people make available an under-
standing that they are heterosexual. They are not, of course, ‘coming out’ as heterosex-
ual in the sense that they are explicitly oriented to conveying information about their
sexuality. Their primary goal is to get the doctor to come out to see a sick person. But
in pursuing this goal, they are able to draw on heteronormativity as a resource. A
woman calling on behalf of her husband or boyfriend or a man calling on behalf of his
wife is engaged in a culturally-understood-as-normal activity: nothing special is hap-
pening in terms of the relationships displayed. Whatever other interactional hurdles
the caller has to negotiate (conveying the nature of the medical problem, describing the
symptoms as sufficiently severe to merit a home visit, and so on: Drew 2005) these calls
do not have to deal with the issue of why they, in particular, are calling on behalf of the
patient, or what their relationship with the patient might be. These casual displays of
heterosexual relationships in the service of local interactional goals constitute a mun-
dane instance of heterosexual privilege. Such terms are not available – in any unprob-
lematic way – to lesbian or gay couples in most countries of the world where same-sex
couples are denied equal marriage rights under law (Wilkinson and Kitzinger 2005).
Without any orientation to doing so, heterosexual speakers ‘give off’ their heterosexu-
ality in the course of getting on with the business of their lives, treating their own and
others’ heterosexuality as entirely unremarkable, ordinary, taken-for-granted, and display-
ing it incidentally in the course of some other action in which they are engaged. 

One of my graduate students, Victoria Land, has collected a data set of around 150
calls to and from lesbian households. In not one of these calls does a lesbian speaker
display the gender of her partner, and hence her lesbianism, to a stranger within the
opening moments of a call. When the lesbians in the Land corpus make institutional
calls to unknown persons on behalf of their same-sex partners, or when they find it
necessary to refer to such persons during the course of their interactions, they rou-
tinely select gender-neutral terms (‘partner’, ‘spouse’) rather than the gender-specific
ones (‘wife’, ‘husband’, ‘boyfriend’, ‘girlfriend’) selected by heterosexuals. This is
hardly surprising given lesbians’ (and gay men’s) reported experiences and expecta-
tions of heterosexism. For example, asked to state their ‘expectations’ when ‘inter-
acting with an unfamiliar person who has just found out that you are lesbian/gay/
bisexual’, 36 per cent of respondents mentioned fear of physical or verbal abuse

• • • Talk and Interaction in Social Research Methods • • •

• 166 •

Drew-3382-Chapter-10.qxd  3/29/2006  7:25 PM  Page 166



(Conley et al. 2002). On the whole, then, the lesbians do not make their lesbianism
available in institutional contexts with people who do not already know of it: in calls
to telephone and water companies, plumber, banks, employment agencies, veteri-
narians’ and doctors’ receptionists, interactants who do not already know that they
are talking with lesbians, never find out. 

When lesbians do make their lesbianism available to people who do not already
know of it, they almost always do so in order to correct their co-conversationalists’
displayed presumption that they are heterosexual. It is a routine experience in most
lesbians’ lives to confront what Sedgwick (1993: 46) calls ‘the deadly elasticity of het-
erosexist presumption’: it means simply that parties to any interaction in straight set-
tings are presumed to be heterosexual unless otherwise demonstrated.

We can see how the heterosexist presumption works, and how a lesbian caller deals
with it, in extract (8). Nicola is talking with a receptionist at a dentist’s surgery whose
contact details she has just obtained from the NHS Direct helpline. She uses the 
gender-neutral term ‘partner’ (line 13) to refer to the person she wants to register as
a new patient. The heterosexist presumption is displayed through the receptionist’s
use of the masculine pronoun to refer to this person – first in the recycled question
at line 23 (‘what was his name’) and then through her repair initiation at line 46 (‘is
it for him or for you’).

(8) [Land OC04]
1 ((ring-ring ring-ring))
2 Rec: Good afternoon Johnson Olivier and 
3 Tilsley?
4 Nic : Hello. >uhm< I was wondering if it would 
5 be possible to find out if I could r-uhm 
6 register as a new patie:nt. 
7 Rec: Yes certainly.= Miss Boon’s thee (.) only 
8 patient taking NHS: .hh any- only dentist 
9 taking N-H-S patient[s. 

10 Nic : [Mm hm¿
11 Rec: mcht U:hm: I’ll just take some 
12 detail [s from you.          ]
13 Nic : [Well it’s for my part]ner actually. 
14 Rec: Ri:ght. 
15 (0.5)
16 Rec: ‘Scuse me a moment.
17 Nic : Okay than[k you
18 Rec: [Mr Leggett¿ ((off phone))
19 (.)
20 Rec: Would you like to go: up. hh ((off phone))
19 (0.8)
20 Rec: An’ what was the na:me¿
21 (0.8) 
22 Nic : >Sorry my name.<
23 Rec: What was his name.
24 Nic : Oh uhm it’s S:andra Ferry
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25 (0.5)
26 (( [another phone] [ringing))]
27 Rec: [ Ferry¿       ]
28 Nic : [ Yes::. ] 
29 (3.5)
30 Rec: Ye- Just hold the line a second. 
31 Nic : >Okay< Thank you. 
30 (10.5)
32 Rec: Sorry about that.= We’ve got (.) dentists 
33 swapped surgeries ‘n’ .hh one’s come 
34 downstairs and one’s gone upstairs an’ the 
35 patients don’t know whether they’re 
36 co(h)ming [or go(h)ing.
37 Nic : [Huhuh huh huh
38 [No](h) prob(h)lem don’t [worry about it 
39 Rec: [So]                           [Ferry did you 
40 say¿
41 Nic: .hh Yes. F double R Y.
42 (.)
43 Rec: A:n’ the Christian n:ame¿ 
44 Nic : It’s: Sandra. hh
45 (0.5)
46 Rec: F- Is it for him or for you:.
47 Nic : It’s for her.
48 (.)
49 Rec: Oh for her- O:h °sor(h)ry° .hh[h ]
50 Nic : [.hh £I]t’s 
51 oka:y£
52 Rec: Uh huh huh huh huh Sandra.
53 Nic : Yes:. 
54 Rec: .hh Right. An::d date of birth¿

When she answers the receptionist’s question about her (presumed male) partner’s
name, Nicola does not explicitly correct the presumption, but in giving a culturally-
known-as-exclusively-female name for her partner (at line 24), Nicola is making
available to the receptionist that her partner is female. The half-second gap that fol-
lows may indicate some problem with this, but it is the surname (both at line 27 and,
again after an apology sequence following an interruption to the call while the recep-
tionist deals with a patient, at line 39) that the receptionist repeats for confirmation.
Having apparently entered the surname into the computer, she returns to the prob-
lematic first name and, unlike the surname, which she repeated for confirmation, her
question (at line 43) is not designed to display any prior grasp of it. After Nicola
repeats her partner’s name (at line 44) this common English name pronounced – on
both occasions – clearly and audibly, with no interference on the line, or overlapping
talk, is unequivocally treated as problematic. After half a second of silence, the recep-
tionist’s next question displays her orientation to solving the puzzle of why she has
been given a female name rather than the male one she showed herself to expect.
Instead of inferring that Nicola has a female partner (a possibility interdicted by the
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heterosexist presumption she has already displayed, and one that would violate the
‘nothing unusual is happening’ stance) she checks out the possibility that she has
misunderstood which of the two presumed heterosexual different-sex members of
the couple is being registered. Although Nicola has already made clear at line 13
(‘well it’s for my partner actually’) that she is registering her partner, and although
the receptionist has already shown herself to have understood this (through the
design of her question at line 23 which asks for the partner’s name), she is apparently
searching for some explanation other than the lesbianism of her co-conversationalist.
In response, Nicola produces an embedded correction, answering the question (about
which of them is registering) but using an alternative pro-term (‘her’, line 47, instead
of ‘him’, line 46). After a short delay (line 48) the female pronoun is adopted as a
replacement by the receptionist (line 49) and she accepts and apologizes for what she
thereby treats as having been a correctable offence. (See Land and Kitzinger, 2005, for
a more detailed analysis of this data extract, and others like it; for an examples of a
lesbian not coming out, see Wilkinson and Kitzinger 2003.)

Summary

In this chapter, then, I have suggested that if we want to know how people do
sex/gender, instead of asking people about sex/gender (and treating what they say as
‘second-hand’ data), it may be more useful to observe people doing sex/gender at first-
hand. I have shown that sex/gender is often done through talk and I have suggested
that the most interesting features of sex/gender – even in studies which might be
considered quite ‘exotic’, such as like research on transsexuals or vaginas – are often
the most ‘ordinary’ mundane features that people simply take for granted in their
everyday lives. In particular, drawing on my own conversation analytic research that
pays detailed attention to talk (see also Kitzinger 2000), I have shown how both
interviews and ordinary social settings in which people are going about their daily
lives enable us to see the ways in which one particular form of sex/gender, hetero-
sexuality, is ‘routinized’ and ‘normalized’. Heterosexuality (meaning sex between
Agnes and a man) was taken for granted by Garfinkel and his co-researchers (and
apparently by Agnes too) in considering her claim to be a ‘natural’ woman; hetero-
sexuality was a way of doing gender for the male research participants in the studies
of AIDS (and the morgue); heterosexuality was presumed universal by young women
in the ‘vagina’ study, and deployed as symbolizing proper gender conformity by the
male students in Cameron’s study. Finally, in the calls to the doctor and dentist, het-
erosexuality was produced as the ‘normal’, ‘ordinary’, ‘taken-for-granted’ way to be,
so that a lesbian caller found herself correcting the presumption that her partner
must be male. Through talk-in-interaction, then, an ordinary everyday world of
properly gendered/sexed social members is produced and reproduced without any-
one necessarily meaning to be prejudiced or to discriminate against non-heterosexuals
or people who don’t fit into the dichotomous gender categories. Through the study
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of talk-in-interaction, we can begin to uncover some of the ways in which sex/gender
categories are made real, and reproduced, in our social world.

Note

1. In this chapter, I use ‘sex’ to mean sexual activity (however that is constructed by the
participants, including non-heterosexual sex, oral and aural sex, fantasy, etc.) and
‘gender’ to refer to categories such as ‘female’, ‘intersex’, ‘male’, ‘transgender’, etc. I
deliberately avoid the distinction, introduced in the 1970s and now conventional in
many social science textbooks, between ‘gender’ (treated as the socialized produc-
tion of ‘masculinity’ and ‘femininity’) and ‘sex’ (treated as the biological substrate of
‘maleness’ and ‘femaleness’). As the research discussed in this chapter shows, this sep-
aration is untenable, not least because it treats biology as outside ‘culture’, rather
than as a product of it. Moreover, I have tried not to treat ‘doing sex’ (i.e. sexual
behaviours) and ‘doing gender’ as distinctive activities, since, as the research pre-
sented here also shows, sexual behaviours are profoundly gendered, and gender is in
part constructed through sexual behaviour (e.g. the deployment of heterosexuality to
constitute oneself as a ‘real’ man or woman). In describing particular studies I have
generally used the author’s own terminology.
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Social scientists regularly confront the problem of how to find the phenomena in
which they are interested. Whether they are interested in gender pay inequities,
dating rituals in college or economic globalization, social scientists must find some
‘data’ to collect and analyse. My own interests are in ‘racial interactions’, that is, how
do people use race – and more generally how does race matter – when people talk
with one another in everyday life? Among the first issues I confronted was how to
collect such interactions. This may strike some as a paradox, given the apparent ubiq-
uity of racial phenomena in contemporary America.

Indeed, most social researchers have had little trouble finding and collecting data
related to racial phenomena. This can be partly explained by examining the ways
these researchers have looked for racial phenomena, and the types of explanation
they have sought for them. Perhaps the most common method for collecting racial
phenomena involves isolating a single variable, such as income, wealth, or voting
patterns, that can be used as the basis for comparing the aggregated populations of
different racial groups. For example, Oliver and Shapiro (1995) compare household
income and wealth of black and white Americans. They found that even when black
and white households earn similar incomes, these two groups accumulate wealth at
vastly different rates. Thus, a racial phenomenon – racial wealth inequality – has
been uncovered by comparing the aggregated outcomes of two racial populations.
Racial groups, which are based on researchers’ efforts to compose racially homoge-
neous aggregates, have been compared on a vast set of variables, including occupation
and occupational status (Lieberson 1981; Ong and Valenzuela 1996), education (Kozol
1991), marriage (Tucker and Mitchell-Kernan 1990), housing and neighbourhood
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location (Clark 1996; Massey and Denton 1993) and the like. Through these
comparisons, sociologists can describe the effects of racial phenomena (and in some
cases, aspects of the social mechanisms that produce them) on larger populations. 

A second method for collecting racial phenomena operates at what might be called
the individual level of analysis. This method involves comparing analytic observa-
tions drawn from a set of individuals who can be claimed (unproblematically) to rep-
resent a racial group by reference to their racial identities. For example, in his study
of white racist discourse Teun van Dijk (1993) talked to a group of individual whites
about racial issues and then analysed those statements as evidence of ‘elite white
racial discourse’. Using this method, researchers have shown that racial identities can
be correlated to differences in language use, values, customs, beliefs and other cultural
markers (as represented in the thoughts and actions of particular individuals).
Through these racial representatives, sociologists demonstrate a variety of racial phe-
nomena at the individual level.

The fruitfulness of these methods speaks to the massive ubiquity of racial phe-
nomena in the social world. These studies clearly demonstrate that one’s racial iden-
tity impacts on one’s life in substantial and sundry ways; racial identity shapes one’s
position in the social structure, including one’s income, life expectancy, education,
occupation and neighbourhood; and racial identity can also be linked to one’s
religious beliefs, trust in banking institutions, attitudes towards education and pre-
marital sex, and the like. 

Perhaps not surprisingly given their very different methodologies, these two
approaches employ different theoretical concepts to explain the availability and
ubiquity of their data. For example, in the first method – where racial aggregates are
compared –  the prevalence of racial phenomena is explained using the concept of
‘institutional racism’. This concept treats social structures themselves as the source of
racial phenomena (and specifically racial inequality); the concept of institutional
racism treats racial phenomena as arising from a racist social structure which was
originally designed as a social control mechanism, but which now operates without
regard to the specific intentions of individual actors (Feagin and Vera 1995).1 Since
institutional racism is ingrained in virtually every social institution from marriage
to education to mass media and the legal system, these institutions continue to
produce racially disparate access to social resources at a structural level across gener-
ations, across social and political contexts, and without regard to any particular
situation. Even without knowing that we are doing its bidding, we continue to turn
the wheel of racism’s mighty engine. 

The second method – comparing the conduct of individuals identified as members
of a racial category – relies on a very different set of concepts to explain racial phe-
nomena. In this method, the ubiquity of racial phenomena is explained by reference
to Herbert Gans’ assumption that race is a ‘master identity’ (Gans 1979). Gans
argued that racial identity is a salient and relevant feature of human conduct in every
situation, and thus constitutes one of our ‘master identities’. The phrase ‘master
identity’ was chosen to capture the myriad and disparate ways in which racial
identities are thought to matter for conduct: for example, being African American
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presumably affects the way one speaks, thinks, sees and feels. Similarly, if a European
American and an Asian American are talking about race relations, we might reasonably
expect them to disagree because their racial identities have afforded each a different
perspective on the topic. Even if the European American and the Asian American
claimed that race was not relevant to their beliefs, we might still assume that their dif-
fering identities had to matter in ways of which they were not aware. In this approach,
one assumes these differences in behaviour and attitude without knowledge of the
particular individual or the situation in which the individuals operate. 

Despite these differences, however, these approaches share the assumption that
racial identity is omnirelevant, that is, both approaches assume that racial phenom-
ena are largely beyond the control of individual actors, and that these phenomena
shape outcomes irrespective of the particulars of any situation. Given this underlying
assumption, collecting racial phenomena is fairly straightforward: once researchers
have noted the racial identity of each participant, they need only tabulate the rele-
vant variable measurements, or compare the statements within and across racial
groups, and one can infer racial phenomena from any differences (or commonalities)
one has discovered.2 Thus when van Dijk collected white discourse, he could use any
white person speaking on race as ‘representative’ of white racist discourse in general.3

Because racial identity is always salient, any ‘raced’ person will necessarily be speak-
ing from their racial identity. In this respect, both institutional racism and master
identity are useful for the collection of racial phenomena because each allows the
social analyst to assume the relevance of race for the structural and cultural position
of any individual. As a consequence of the assumption that racial identity is
omnirelevant, virtually anywhere we look for racial phenomena we should be able to
find ample data.

Two methods and interracial couples

For the most part, research on interracial couples has exemplified the assumption
that race is omnirelevant. However, interracial couples also seem to cause trouble for
scholars using the first two collection methods. If all social institutions are designed
to create and maintain a racial social structure, how does the social analyst explain
interracial couples who seemingly operate across the racial divide? On the other
hand, if race is a master identity, how do interracial relationships begin and, often
enough, thrive?

Perhaps with points such as these in mind, social researchers using the two methods
described above have treated interracial couples as a phenomenon that requires addi-
tional explanation. In line with the concepts of master identity and institutionalized
racism, these researchers explain interracial couples either by reference to the
psychological motivations of the individuals involved in them or by reference to
external demographic correlates that are thought to lie beyond their control.4 For
examples, researchers have attributed the choice of an interracial relationship to
rebellion, sexual curiosity, psychological needs, or a quid pro quo exchange of wealth
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for status. Evidence for these explanations typically rely on racial history, racial
demographics, or racial psychologies, and thereby tacitly (and in some cases explic-
itly) assume the omnirelevance of racial identity for those in the relationship, thereby
sustaining the researchers’ assumptions regarding racial phenomena.5

Perhaps the most prominent and influential work involves explanations of indi-
viduals’ ‘real’ reasons for entering into and continuing interracial relationships. The
Hypergamy theory, often attributed to Merton (1941), suggests that men of racial and
ethnic groups with less status (e.g. Blacks, Jews, Filipinos, etc.) who have gained some
socio-economic status marry women from racial groups with higher status who lack
talent, wealth, beauty or intellect. Essentially, this theory holds that the partners in
such relationships are engaged in a kind of exchange: wealth, talent or beauty is
traded for the status attributed to members of different racial categories. Although
this theory is dated and has never had any direct corroborating evidence, it has
survived intact and continues to influence researchers in this area (Fu 2001;
Washington 1970). In cases where what is being exchanged is not self-evident, less
rational motivations are attributed to the partners. As Davidson (1991: 15) summa-
rized, members of different races may form a partnership because: 

(1) the black person is seeking social and/or economic mobility; (2) the white
person has a desire to rebel against his or her family or the greater social order; (3)
the white person is mentally pathological; (4) the black person is hostilely pre-
occupied with the white race; (5) both parties are exhibitionists; (6) both par-
ties are overwhelmed by sexual curiosity.

In sum, studies of interracial couples commonly imply that the complex array of
factors involving love and mutual attraction, which are thought to supply the taken-
for-granted rationale of most modern couplings, cannot explain why interracial
couples come together.6 Saxton, for example, suggests that awareness of additional
problems forces interracial couples to consider more than romantic attraction
(Brown 1987: 26). Staples advises counsellors that one must always look for ulterior
motives in interracial marriages (Brown 1987: 26). By focusing on the ‘complicating
forces’ and ulterior motives, researchers suggest that interracial couples become
involved ‘in order to’ achieve some purpose other than the relationship itself – specif-
ically a race-based purpose. In this respect, these studies claim that each partner in
an interracial relationship views the other as a racial object from the outset, much as
the social researcher assumes the same thing in using the two methods sketched
above. And further, given the specificity of racial experiences, researchers argue that
each race is motivated by factors that are unique to the experiences and social posi-
tion of its members. Thus, distinct motives for engaging in interracial relationships
are attributed to Asians, Latinos and Whites and African Americans. According to
this view, then, race is a significant and continuously relevant context for such inter-
racial relationships.

The two methods described above evidently simplify collecting evidence regarding
racial phenomena; both methods also illuminate certain racial phenomena.
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However, each also conceals certain racial phenomena. In using the concepts of
institutional racism and master identity, the social researcher approaches race as an
already relevant feature of social structures and an individual’s beliefs and orienta-
tions. Assuming the omnirelevance of race, however, makes the analysis of inter-
actional data more difficult since a focus on aggregated populations or individual
characteristics draws attention away from the events and actions that comprise inter-
actional conduct in everyday life. Viewed through the lens of interaction, race is not
a state of being but a state of doing. Indeed, ethnomethodologically informed
research has shown that social relations that have (traditionally) been treated as a/the
context for interactions can be usefully analysed as a product of the very practices
people use in those interactions. 

For example, instead of searching for a single, one-dimensional explanation for
why Japanese-American women and Anglo-American men get married – an explana-
tion that may be at odds with those offered by the couples themselves – we might
ask when, and how, the racial identities of such a couple become relevant, and when
and how the potential relevance of race is actually suppressed. As we shall see, par-
ticipants in interracial relationships manage the relevance of race in a variety of ways
when they interact with each other, their children, family, friends and the odd inter-
viewer: at times they highlight it, at times they hide it or dismiss it; for some pur-
poses they may positively affirm their racial identities while in other cases they may
distance themselves from them. Since my aim is to understand how racial phenom-
ena are managed in interaction, I do not assume that racial identities are necessarily
relevant for every aspect of people’s behaviour. By treating race as potentially rele-
vant, but not omnirelevant, researchers gain access to the ways in which people man-
age race in their interactions with one another, and thus to many of the ways in
which racial phenomena are actually sustained in everyday life.7

In what follows I invoke, and examine, the racial identities (and other racial
phenomena) of this study’s participants on those occasions in which it is observably
relevant for them. Further, once I establish the relevance of race in some bit of talk
or other conduct, my aim has not been to connect the phenomena they indicate to
taken-for-granted notions of culture and social structure; rather, I have sought to
understand what the interviewees might have been doing by managing race on that
occasion, and in this way I have attempted to understand how race matters for them.

Anomalies and ambiguity in managing the relevance of race

In examining how race matters for individuals in everyday interaction we must turn
from the characterization of race in professional research literature and turn towards
the non-professional, everyday racial analytics that interracial couples are more likely
to encounter. In everyday racial talk conceptions such as institutional racism and
master identity have less public penetration than the psychological concepts of
unconscious behaviour and intentional action. When discussing whether an event is
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a racial or racist event, unconscious and intentional categorizations of action become
more important. For example, consider the following quote from a talk show on
interracial couples:

Well my basic standpoint, the standpoint of the organization basically is that inter-
racial dating, as a whole there is nothing wrong with it. The only time it becomes
a problem is when a person has a preference for another race because whether
unconsciously or even subconsciously they feel this other race has some type of
special superior quality to their own race; something sexual, something social,
something emotional. And by saying that they’re saying that their own race is
inferior to the other race. (Kimathi Innis, Congress of Racial Equality)8

The idea of a racial preference is particularly powerful when it is cast as present in
the unconscious mind. How can a person deny that a racial preference is in their
unconscious? By definition, it is exactly the kind of preference of which they would
remain unaware. On the other hand, the choice of a differently raced partner can be
seen as a conscious, intentional act of not choosing a partner from one’s own race.
In either case the person in an interracial couple is put in an unenviable position. 

One defence to the charge of racism was captured by a common T-shirt slogan of
the 1980s that proclaimed ‘love sees no colour’. This slogan suggests that interracial
love was true love because skin colour was overlooked. For many, it would seem log-
ical to defend one’s choice of a differently raced partner as an indication that race
was not important or even visible. However, overlooking race can also be seen as
lending support to the racial social structure (Frankenburg 1991/2). If we overlook
the effect of racism in society, if we pretend that race and racism do not exist, then
racism is not a problem to be fought, allowing it to persist and flourish. The interra-
cial couple defending itself is on a thin line. The couple is left with the choice of
denying the importance of race, and thereby associating themselves with reactionary
social rhetoric or exhorting the importance of race and thus casting their own rela-
tionship as founded on something other than love. 

However, these couples are not defenceless against these assessments. In the fol-
lowing pages I describe two ways that interviewees account for their interracial
relationships. In both sorts of account, the interviewees specifically downplay the
relevance of race in selecting their partner even as they convey their awareness of
a racial phenomenon. I call the first practice ‘anomalizing’: in these accounts
people describe themselves or others as atypical members of a racial group. In par-
ticular I discuss how and when one partner casts another as either physically
anomalous or anomalous in terms of their socialization. I call the second practice,
‘strategic ambiguity’: in these accounts interviewees find that race may or may not
have been part of some social situation. While both of these methods deny or at
least diminish the claim that race was intentional or unconsciously relied on in the
search for a partner, each of them also confirms a basic awareness of race and an
agreement with the assumption of its general importance in social life. That is how
the thin line is tread.
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Racial anomalies

The line between a racially motivated interracial coupling and one that is not racist
was described in one interview as the difference between ‘searching for’ and ‘finding’
someone of another race:

(1) [I-6: Kevin]
K: I do feel very strongly, especially in the African American male, needs to evaluate why it is

he is searching for an interracial relationship if he in fact is- searching for it. And there is
sort of a difference between finding it and searching for it …

X: So when you won’t go after a relationship because of race or other factors …
K: I think at that point you are searching for a particular type of relationship ... now searching

for someone within one’s own race- now this is where it gets tricky- but uh I think in our
society for one to be non-white it is a natural search for them to search for someone of
their same color, or that is at least a non-white person as well.

X: You mean that’s an in-born thing?
K: um-hmm. NO I don’t know about necessarily in-born it’s just convenience. Given in our society

it’s more convenient to be in that relationship.

In this stretch of talk Kevin is not issuing a blanket denial of the importance of race –
far from it. He acknowledges that ‘especially in the African American males’ it is
important for those in interracial relationship to examine their motivations. And he
acknowledges the importance of racial identities in understanding the motives for
these relationships. For example, he notes that non-whites ‘naturally’ search for
other non-whites because de facto racial segregation in the USA makes monoracial
coupling more convenient. Indeed, by focusing his attention on interracial couples,
Kevin’s distinction implies that intraracial couples need not account for their
choices. Thus, in making the distinction between ‘finding’ and ‘searching’ Kevin
indicates that what really matters in choosing a partner is the stance (or attitude) that
one takes towards potential partners, and not just their racial identities. Assuming
the couple has not intentionally searched for a differently raced partner, Kevin’s dis-
tinction makes space for a legitimate and morally acceptable interracial coupling. As
it happens, Kevin was not alone in viewing interracial couples in these ways.

In each interview I conducted, the participants reported having ‘found’ their partner.
The possibility of their having searched for a differently raced partner was variously dis-
counted, transcended, thought mistaken, impossible, or unlikely. In this way, race was
treated as anything but the source of attraction in the relationship. As evidence for
these claims the participants emphasized the ways in which they, or their partners,
were anomalous members of their racial group – they just weren’t like other members
of their racial group. The accounts used to support such claims drew on a variety of
resources, including physical appearances, life experiences, and ‘culture’. The following
sections offer examples of variations in these accounts and how interviewees deployed
them to support claims that race did not play a role in their pursuit of an interracial
partner, even though they were aware of the importance of race generally.
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The logic of constructing one’s partner as a racial anomaly – as an atypical member
of a racial group – is fairly simple. If a person is actively searching for a person of
another race, he/she presumably want a stereotypical member of that race. In fact,
for a person with a racist motive, we can presume that potential partners will be more
attractive the more stereotypical they appear to be. By describing their partners as
anomalies, then, interviewees can demonstrate their lack of racial intent. At the same
time, however, by displaying their competence in seeing and recognizing race (or
racial features) in their accounts, interviewees can simultaneously demonstrate that
they are not blind to race. In this respect such ‘anomalizing’ accounts can be used to
sustain the romantic basis for an interracial relationship and a commitment to the
reality of race as a phenomenon of everyday relevance.

Physical anomalies

Accounting for the physical appearance of a partner is perhaps the trickiest part of
anomalizing. Quite aside from the ability (or desirability) to claim that race does not
matter, interviewees found it virtually impossible to claim that they did not recog-
nize the racial identities of their partners. And if interviewees did recognize their
partner’s racial identity, how can they claim that it was not relevant in their decision
to purse a relationship? One method of handling this apparent contradiction was for
interviewees to find beauty in those aspects of a partner’s body that are treated as
stereotypical of his/her own race. The interviewees claimed to have been just walk-
ing along, doing what any good member of their race would do, having as criteria for
attractiveness what any good member of this race would have as criteria when, fol-
lowing that criteria, one ‘found’ oneself with someone of another race. The follow-
ing respondent reported initially mistaking his partner’s ethnicity:

(2) [I-1:  Andy and Bea] 
X: I’m curious as to how you would describe her
A: Well she has a very large butt, uncharacteristic for Chinese women. Which is actually one of the

first things I noticed about her. When I first met her I thought she was black. Because from
behind – she was on the [basketball] court. You don’t find too many Asian women, at least
I didn’t at that time, shooting. Secondly she had krimped hair, kinda like a permed krimp,
which a lot of light-skinned black girls have and thirdly she had a big butt. She was very tan
and I walked up to her and I thought she was honestly black and she turned around and it
wasn’t a shock to me, you know I didn’t jump back, but at the same time it was a little bit of a
surprise. It’s big but it’s very nice, when I say big I mean. ... When I say ‘she got a big ole butt,’
That means its a nice butt. ... She has a lot of hair, her hair is very very thick and very very long,
very nice shape body, but her facial features are very characteristic of Asian women, and that’s
not a stereotype that’s just an observation, but like I said when you put all the aspects
together, she is a very weird Asian girl, I mean she doesn’t look characteristically Asian—

B: You mean stereotypically
A: I’m sorry, I mean stereotypically Asian, because I’m not attracted to the stereotypical Asian

woman, which is a woman who is generally skinny, ya know skinny and not too large of a
butt and that kinda thing- but Bea, when I say weird, I mean very different, I mean from
behind you would not know she is an Asian girl at all. 
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Despite the fact Andy is now dating an Asian woman, he notes that he is not
attracted to women who look stereotypically Asian, and has not in any sense stopped
using African-American standards of beauty. Indeed, he claims that it is just those
African-American characteristics in Bea that he finds beautiful. In this respect, Andy
maintains that he was not searching for characteristics typical of other races, and so
he could not be ‘searching’. Of course Andy does not deny that Bea is Chinese; he
simply claims that he was attracted to what he took to be black physiognomic fea-
tures when he first saw her. As in Kevin’s distinction between ‘searching’ and ‘find-
ing’, it is Andy’s methods and motives for looking that require explanation, not Bea’s
racial identity.

In the former segment Andy claimed his partner so resembled members of his own
race (from a distance) that he was initially surprised to find that she was actually a
different race. In the next segment Harriet reports that other members of her race
often mistake her husband for being a member. 

(3) [I-4: George and Harriet]
X : Can you describe George to me?
H: He is about 5′8′′ and he’s slim, he’s small size, you know. His father is very petite. He

looks, a lot of times he is mistaken, he assumed [to be] Cuban. Because he looks more
like a Hispanic black.

X : Why? In what way?
H: They’re not as tall and lanky. So he’s not – he’s very well proportioned and so his legs are

not overly long for his body. The arms are not as long and his hands are not long fingers,
none of those- he looks like a Hispanic it’s hard to explain. When we’re together a lot of
people assume, especially it happens with Cubans, they ask him if he is from Cuba, they
don’t immediately see him as black.

X : That’s really happened in public?
H: Yes, oh yes, ... like I say he’s not overly tall and he’s not big, big boned or anything like

that and he doesn’t have those traits and I don’t know- in his family we have just found out
in the last 3 or 4 years- he knew that one side of his family were Cherokee descendants
and now we find out that the other side of his family the grandfather was Blackfoot – he
was a Blackfoot black. We just found out somebody was tracing. 

X : When people mistake him for a Cuban do you correct them?
H: No we just laugh......

Harriet, in her own terms, is Hispanic. As this excerpt shows, she uses a highly
detailed description of George’s physical features to support her claim that he is mis-
takable for Hispanic. In fact, she does not describe any physical aspect of him except
for those that suggest he is Hispanic. In this respect Harriet doesn’t merely claim that
George is an atypical African American, she claims he is typically Hispanic. Notably
she reinforces this claim by mentioning occasions where Hispanics have reached the
same conclusion. If Harriet had been searching for an African American – consciously
using racial criteria in her selection of a partner – then George would have been a
poor choice since he actually appears to be a member of her own racial group. 

In these two excerpts, then, Andy and Harriet paradoxically use racial criteria as a
method for claiming that they select their partners on the basis of simple, romantic
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attraction. They accomplish this by describing their partners in terms that make them
potentially identifiable as members of their own racial group. This is notable since, as
Kevin mentioned above, intraracial couples need not explain the role of race when
describing how they were attracted to their partner. Thus, through descriptions of the
physically anomalous features of one or both partners, a physically intraracial couple
is negotiated, for all practical purposes, by these interracial couples. Moreover, in
providing specifically racialized accounts of their own coupling, these interviewees
actually sustain intraracial relationships as the default form such partnerships should
take – even as their own romantic partnerships depart from such expectations.

Anomalous socialization

As the forgoing excerpts suggest, interracial couples can account for their initial attrac-
tion to their partners by emphasizing how much they physically resemble a member of
their own racial group. Yet the fact that each person is actually a member of a different
race, and thus has likely had distinctive experiences related to their racial identity,
remains. Race might be overlooked in an initial meeting, but in an ongoing relationship
such experiential differences should emerge. How are such differences managed?

Often interracial couples spoke of their partner’s unique, or at least different, social-
ization process. I use the term ‘anomalous socialization’ to refer to the ways in which
members of interracial couples accounted for the values, beliefs and actions of a
partner who was claimed to be different from others of their same racial group and was
the product of distinct experiences. Put simply, these members claim that due to their
partners’ unique socialization, racial differences are irrelevant in their relationship.
Foremost among the socialization experiences are childhood experiences. These expe-
riences can be particular tricky to rely on when the parents who raised the anomalous
child also hold stereotypical views of their child’s partner. For example, Nick has grown
up around upper-class whites. His parents are not particularly happy with Nick’s choice
of a black wife. Mary explains Nick’s acceptance of other races by differentiating
between what his parents told their children and what his parents practice:

(4) [I-7: Mary and Nick]
X : Well how did Nick come out the way he did?
M: Who the hell knows. I think to be honest with you, I think his parents were both-, they raised all

their kids the same, I think that sometimes in life a kid hears everything you say and he
practiced it. I think unfortunately, for the sake of Nick, he practiced what he may have heard ...

In turn, Mary also discounts the possibility that her mother might object to her rela-
tionship with Nick:

(5) [I-7: Mary and Nick]
X: Your mom is all right with [interracial relationships]?
M: Oh yeah, I think she is- I mean who knows, she’s not gonna, my mom’s not the

type–she’s got what she got cause she raised us a cert- If you want, in my opinion, if you
want your kids to marry someone black raise them in a black environment.
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Mary accounts for her own interracial marriage choice by invoking an interracial
interactional environment. Earlier in the interview Mary described growing up in a
white neighbourhood. In this excerpt she specifically invokes that environment as
a reason why her mother cannot criticize her choice of a white partner. Indeed, she
is responsible for raising Mary in a racial environment that predisposed her to form
an interracial relationship. As in the accounts of physical attraction above, race is not
denied, absent or irrelevant in the choice of partner. In fact, just the opposite is true:
race is treated as having special relevance. But because this relevance was established
in childhood it is now treated as a matter of habit rather than an interviewee’s inten-
tional choice. Thus, in such accounts the mere fact of a person’s racial identity is not
enough to establish it as actively relevant in their choice of a partner.

In the next instance Diane accounts for her own upbringing in much the same
way. In the course of her interview, Diane identified herself as both Japanese and a
‘third-generation Japanese’, which she notes is ‘really American’. Beyond indicating
the fluidity of Diane’s racial identity, Diane uses these identities to establish a racial
experience that is similar to that of her husband. 

(6) [I-2: Charles and Diane]
D : … and then Japanese, which is what I am, is totally different, its not like my household was

‘ah-so’, it was not like that either because I’m third generation Japanese ––> here, and so I’m
really an American. I mean mentally the way I visualized myself, I was probably in my thirties
before I thought of myself as being Japanese, I always thought of myself as ‘media white’

X : Were you around Japanese people
D : Yeah, yeah, basically. But ... I grew up in a Japanese community essentially. 

Diane finds that her racial identity is tied to the media interactions she had in
childhood. Even though she was raised within a largely Japanese community, the
telling factor in her racial identity was the media. By identifying her racial identity
as ‘media white’ Diane does not deny the ‘biological’ or ‘cultural’ basis of her
Japanese identity, but she does discount their relevance in shaping her self-under-
standing and, by extension, her interactions with her (white) partner. Interestingly,
once Diane establishes her ‘media white’ identity she then uses it to account for her
own lack of intraracial relationships: 

(7) [I-2: Charles and Diane]
X : Was there a reason you weren’t dating Asians?
D : I attribute it to the way I–I was a boob tube kid, you know, I was raised on TV. And

because the media was- is- was white, the medium was white, I would spend endless
hours watching the TV, therefore the only modeling I had was there.

In claiming that the only ‘modeling’ she had was white, Diane suggests that her
habitual understanding of herself was white. In effect, for her to date Asians would
have been an interracial experience, and might have required conscious effort on her
part. As in the previous cases, Diane treats race as a relevant feature of her identity;
unlike those other cases, however, she claims an habituated identity that is at odds
with her parent’s racial identity to account for her current interracial relationship.
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Since she thinks of herself as white, it is quite logical that she married a white
person. Much as the accounts of physical anomalies treated intraracial relationships
as the default form that such partnerships should take, these accounts of racialized
experiences embody a claim that both partners are essentially of the same racial iden-
tity, despite their contrary superficial appearances. 

As it happens, not everyone can use such accounts. Those who grew up in homoge-
neous neighbourhoods and whose parents were not particularly progressive did not
have the same interactional resources as the previous interviewees. However, they were
not without resources of their own. For example, one interviewee claimed that a com-
plicated and contradictory home environment led to a confused identity. In the fol-
lowing, Charles (Diane’s partner) describes his parents’ different ethnic and religious
identities. 

(8) [I-2: Charles and Diane]
C : I was raised with a father who was an agnostic and German- what was he (asking Diane)
D: Belgian
C: See I have a confusion about ‘what am I’ and my mother was and my mother was Italian

Catholic and he was Belgian and she was very religious and he was agnostic. So I think
even to this day, most of fifty years of age, don’t know quite what I am or how to relate
to either or both or you know what I mean, so I never felt a part of anyone. I have a feel-
ing that’s what happens, I wonder even with our children ... 

Because of his parents’ religious and ethnic differences, Charles claims he developed
a confused identity that he has not yet resolved. In light of this observation we can
note that Charles appears wholly unconcerned with living up to his racial identity
since he has no single ethnic or religious identity to turn against.9 In this respect,
Charles is making a very different statement about his status as a member of a racial
category than previous interviewees have. Instead of claiming to be concerned about
being a ‘good member’ of his racial group, he questions whether he is a member of any
group at all. It is not incidental that Charles grew up in a homogeneous environment.
Since he cannot claim to have had sustained interracial interactions, and does not
claim his parents raised him to be especially racially tolerant, his explanation accounts
for his interracial relationship in a very different way. Unlike Andy, Charles does not
say that Diane looks white. Unlike Diane, Charles does not claim to feel Japanese.
Instead, Charles claims not to have any racial identity or racial consciousness at all.
And as a consequence, he simply could not be pursuing a member of a different race. 

Just as a person may be said to have had an atypical socialization process, in some
cases interviewees claimed simply that a person held atypical beliefs for a member of
his/her racial group. For example, in the following excerpt, Kevin describes what
makes Alice, a white female, special. Kevin has just spoken of the curiosity which
(much like searching) causes blacks and whites to find out about each other: 

(9) [I-6: Kevin]
X: Did you see [mere curiosity without real feeling] in your partner
K: ... definitely not with Alice, Alice has dated interracially before and that’s probably why

we get along and we’re still best of friends today. She always has known what time it is
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and where she’s at and where other people are at and take other people for who they
are. She’s sort of a unique individual I think in terms of her ability to be that way.

In this excerpt Kevin accounts for his relationship with Alice in terms of her past
experiences with members of other racial groups and the unique beliefs she has
developed as a result. As Kevin notes, these experiences have allowed her to develop
a unique ability to know ‘what time it is’ – that is, to understand her position and
the position of black people. In this respect, Kevin’s understanding of Alice’s identity,
and his account of their relationship are both interactionally based. Kevin maintains
that without her unique beliefs and experiences, their relationship might not have
been possible. Indeed, Kevin accounts for their continuing relationship by describing
Alice’s views as opposed to those he claims are typically held by whites. 

Similarly, in the following excerpt Mary depicts Nick as an atypical white person
not only because his parents espoused racial equality (as we noted above), but
because he has adopted a set of beliefs that she claims are different from most members
of his racial group. 

(10) [I-7: Mary (black, married) and Nick (white)]
X: Well how did Nick come out the way he did
M: Who the hell knows. I think to be honest with you, I think his parents were both, they

raised all their kids the same, I think that sometimes in life a kid hears everything you
say and he practiced it. I think unfortunately, for the sake of Nick, he practiced what he
may have heard, versus the rest of him, he’s in a very difficult situation anyway, not just
with racial, that’s just one of the elements, but his beliefs are extremely different than I
would say upper-class, white, suburban, male ... he stays home, he is the primary care-
taker of the kids, his career path, we have allowed my career path to go first, I think also
he is extremely diverse in the sense of sensitive to women’s issues, gender issues

Nick is upper-class, white, suburban, and male. But Mary describes him as not being
what one might expect of such a person. And there is a sense that she could not be with
a stereotypical male member of a white, upper-class, suburban community. As her account
suggests, it is only because he is so exceptional that the couple remains compatible. 

By ‘anomalizing’ themselves and their partners, members of interracial couples sustain
a version of their relationship as one based on romantic attraction. Interracial couples find
the anomaly in a person rather than racism in their relationships. Whether the accounts
focus on physical appearances, socialization or beliefs, one or another member of the inter-
racial couple is treated as an atypical member of her/his racial group, thereby normalizing
the relationship. By virtue of such accounts, these members treat their relationships as
intraracial relationships for the purposes of inferring racial motivation.

Strategic ambiguity

Anomalizing works by characterizing one’s partner as different from others of his/her
racial group. The main payoff for such characterizations is that they allow those
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claiming anomalies to rebut any implication that racial motives played a role in their
selection of a partner from a different racial group. As these accounts suggest, for
interviewees discussing interracial relationships, motives and intentions constitute
important aspects of managing the legitimacy of one’s actions. But motives and
intentions are psychological phenomena to which others have only indirect access.
As it happens, this lack of access can be both useful and troubling for members. Just
because one cannot directly observe the intentions and motives of others doesn’t
mean that people stop making inferences about them. Since we cannot read minds,
however, we must rely on observable evidence to make inferences about the motives
and intentions of others. For example, having an anomalous partner constitutes an
observable form of evidence others can use to infer a lack of racial intent regarding
one’s choice of a partner. Such inferences (and accounts) are not limited to descrip-
tions of racial partners, however. They can be used in the interpretation of poten-
tially any action where racial motives might be suspected.

In recounting their experiences as interracial couples, many interviewees described
situations where others – partners, friends or family members – acted in a potentially
racist fashion. Evidently, such potentially racist actions could have important conse-
quences for their relationship with their partners and whomever else might be involved.
If the actions in question were intentionally racist, the affected partner might be
prompted to terminate their relationship with the partner, friend or family in question.
Yet this rarely happened. In most cases, interviewees could find a way of characterizing
the actions of others as ‘unintentional’, or possibly not racist at all. The work of finding
that a racial slur was not intentionally racist may sound like wilful blindness. Yet, as with
their accounts of falling in love with a partner of a different race, these interviewees had
to walk a fine line. The work of strategic ambiguity lies in managing the fine line
between pitfalls of being blind to racial motives and the consequences of finding that
loved ones might be racist. Interviewees managed this line by casting the motives and
intentions behind a potentially racist action as ambiguous and difficult to ascertain. 

In casting an action as only potentially racist, the interviewees did not deny race any
more than they denied race when characterizing a partner as anomalous. Indeed, in the
very ways that they depict their struggles over how an action should be characterized
they acknowledge that racial intent can be inferred from the observable features of
actions, and thus recognized racism as a potential explanation. However, in the final
analysis they conclude that racist motives could not be conclusively determined because
of the particular circumstances in question. For example, in discussing situations where
race might be relevant, respondents occasionally described the complexity of those
circumstances, and the consequent potential for other less dramatic conclusions about
the motives of the participants involved. In the following excerpt, Mary discusses an
argument Nick had with his father regarding Malcolm X, a black, Muslim activist:

(11) [I-7: Mary and Nick]
M: We’re in a mess right now with Nick’s family. Nick and his dad have a love–hate relation-

ship period. Of course they are going to, if you can imagine his dad is a very successful
lawyer and Nick has taken a different route so they have a love–hate relationship anyway,
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we get in this big ol’ argument over Malcolm X which has nothing to do- ends up that
starts the argument, it has nothing to do with the root of the problem but there is always
this underlying element, this- always frustration of, does Nick’s dad not accept him
because he is home with the kids or because his wife works or because his wife is
black ... but it’s hard and when I keep on looking I think is it me, is it this, is it that.

Evidently Mary struggles with the possibility that the tension between her husband
and his father could be related to her racial identity: she say ‘when I keep on look-
ing, I think its me’. And yet even though Mary relates an argument over Malcolm X,
suggesting a potentially racial element to the disagreement, she also invokes other
factors as potentially more significant (such as Nicks decision to be a stay-at-home
dad). Notably, these other components do not directly relate to Mary’s racial identity.
And Mary does not confront the father in an effort to ascertain just how race mat-
ters in this circumstance. Instead, Mary points to the presence of other ways the fight
could be understood by focusing other ways the participants could be categorized
(e.g. in terms of contrasting occupations: successful lawyer and stay-at-home dad; or
in terms of family roles: father and son). In doing so, Mary’s account exemplifies a
recurrent feature of finding ambiguity – the presence of other factors that also poten-
tially explain apparently racially motivated actions. And because of this ambiguity,
Mary only raises the possibility of racial motives as a question to herself. If her father-
in-law was conclusively demonstrating racial intent, then Mary might not be able to
just ‘think’ to herself, she might feel obligated to act. In an ambiguous situation such
a response is not yet appropriate. Thus Mary’s account also demonstrates an advan-
tage to finding ambiguity: ambiguous circumstances do not require action because
there is no straightforward way to act. 

The lengths to which interviewees would go to find ambiguity in the actions of
others is exemplified in the following account offered by Andy. After Bea has suggested
that her father wouldn’t attend their upcoming wedding, Andy both entertains, and
then discounts, the relevance of racial motivations in his future father-in-law’s likely
stance towards the wedding.

(12) [I-1: Andy and Bea (edited)]
X: [Will] Bea’s family come to the wedding?
A: I doubt it very seriously
B: Well, I know my brothers and sisters would but, I don’t think my dad would come. My

mom would be shaky ... she’ll be there, but my dad- I don’t think so.
A: Funny thing with that is I don’t that – her dad isn’t really a bad person for what I’ve

gotten to know of him. I don’t know that he wouldn’t just strictly because I’m black or
he wouldn’t be- I mean it’s slightly because I’m black and slightly because he might
not want to go to weddings (laughs).

It seems plausible for Andy to conclude that Bea’s father would not come to his
wedding because he is black. And yet, however plausible such a conclusion may be, it
is apparently not required. Andy treats Bea’s father’s potential action (or likely attitude)
as only partly motivated by considerations of race; he offers the view that Bea’s father
simply doesn’t like weddings as a factor that complicates his decision – and potentially
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makes it less than racist. Notably, however, in positioning his account largely as a
rebuttal to the inference that Bea’s father is racist, Andy treats that conclusion as a
‘default’ explanation for his likely behaviour. In this way, Andy acknowledges that he
understands the inference one would typically make about a father’s refusal to attend
his daughter’s marriage to a black man. However, in claiming intimate knowledge of
Bea’s father, Andy can discount racial motives as the sole source of his action and treat
them instead as having been prompted by a more complex set of factors. This de-racing
strategy mitigates the relevance of race, allowing the father to be taken as ‘not really a
bad person’. Thus, as Andy ‘gets to know’ Bea’s father, he moves closer to discounting
the relevance of race as a motivating factor in his actions. In this respect, finding ambi-
guity and complexity in actions can be a method for sustaining long-term relationships
where finding racial motives might be disruptive of them.

In some cases, it appears that the finding of ambiguity is not merely a matter of
post hoc analysis; members can conduct themselves to ensure that some ambiguity
can be invoked to counter potentially racist reactions. For example, in the following
excerpt Mary explains that people are more oriented to her strong belief than her
race in their negative assessments of her. 

(13) [I-7: Mary and Nick]
M: usually 90% of the people that give me a hard time, once they get to know me in two years

they are usually the people I am the closest to. If they take the time. Very few people have I
met that hate me because I married [a white person], they may hate me more because of
my beliefs. See that’s one thing I think, my beliefs may put over more than my blackness.
And I make a point to tell people in the beginning what my beliefs are. Sometimes I’m not
sure if my reaction is because of just race or because of my beliefs.

In this account, Mary does more than find factors other than her race to account
for occasions in which people don’t accept her. It appears that she conducts herself
so as to ensure that other factors can be invoked. Since Mary ‘makes a point’ of
revealing her controversial beliefs ‘in the beginning’, she can never be certain
whether it is those beliefs or her racial identity that accounts for the reactions others
have towards her. In this respect, the ambiguity that Mary finds in her relations with
others is not a problem to be solved; it is a solution to a problem. Given that Mary
anticipates a lack of acceptance by co-workers, she can ‘have a say’ in the cause of
that reaction. By voicing her beliefs early on, she can ensure that any negative assess-
ments of her can be treated as reactions to those beliefs rather than simply reactions
to her own racial identity or her interracial marriage. 

In some cases, interviewees’ accounts suggested that they have ready-made expla-
nations that can be invoked when a situation may call for them. For example, in the
following, Andy complicates the finding of racism by noting that potentially offen-
sive behaviour can simply be a product of pettiness or jealousy. 

(14) [I-1: Andy and Bea}
A: ... And actually the funny thing is when girls stare they’re usually staring at Bea because

she’s so pretty. And when they don’t approve of the relationship its usually because I’m
with a pretty Asian woman rather than I’m with an Asian in general.
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Andy does not reveal precisely how he knows the difference between staring-
because-Bea-is-Asian and staring-because-Bea-is-beautiful-and-Asian. However, it
does seem clear that by invoking Bea’s beauty and the pettiness of others, Andy can
transform a situation that might be a source of trouble for the couple into one that
is actually complimentary to them. Moreover, by always treating Bea’s beauty along-
side her racial identity, Andy does not deny the relevance of race, but he also works
to ensure that it is not a sufficient account for others’ behaviour. 

The sort of ready-made accounts that Andy provides and the sort of preparatory
work that Mary does suggests that the finding of ambiguity is not only (or even
mainly) about saving the reputations of others; this ambiguity is invoked as a
method for insulating partners in interracial couples from being treated by others as
racial objects. And this, in turn, may figure in other matters that can have reputa-
tional consequences for them. For example, finding that actions are ambiguous
allows these interviewees to avoid the charge that they did nothing in the face of
blatantly racist behaviour. If these interviewees had found that their father-in-law,
friends, co-workers, or even strangers had acted in ways that were obviously racist,
then they would have been virtually required to say or do something about that.
However, if one cannot be certain that actions are racially motivated, then one can
appear especially tolerant and nuanced in declining to act.

Conclusion

In this chapter I have argued that interviewees find anomalies and ambiguity as
interactional methods for managing the racial contexts of their relationships on
specific occasions. This is a very different sense of racial context from that which is
found through the comparison of racial aggregates or the comparison of racial
representatives. Instead of individuals being mastered by an outside racial context
which they cannot affect, in this view the racial context of actions, or a relationship
itself, is the outcome of techniques deployed by people in actual situations. Of
course, we can only find the work of managing racial context if we set aside the
assumption that an overarching racial social structure, or an unchanging racial iden-
tity, animates people as if they are puppets.

One concern raised by this type of study is that by setting aside (or, if one wants
to be less charitable, by ignoring) social structure and racial identity (except where
it is made relevant in the interaction) it contributes to a wilful blindness regarding
racial inequality and systemic racism. Interview data specifically, and interactional
data generally, are not designed to decide questions regarding whether race is or is
not present. An interactional study will not find structural racism present or absent
because the idea of structural racism, like the idea of a master identity, depends
upon the notion that racism exists without regard to the interactional particulars
of episodes, or what might be managed through them. For interactional studies,
however, the interactional particulars are exactly what are at issue. What interactional
studies can accomplish is an understanding of how racial contexts are experienced
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as everyday phenomena, and how these are managed through interactional
devices. 

And this brings up a final point. There is a tendency to connect particular actions
with the category of the persons who deploy them. In the case of this study one
might be tempted to see the practices as ‘practices of interracial couples’. That would
be convenient, but misleading. It seems likely that homosexual couples may find
strategic ambiguities in their families’ reactions to them. Its also seems likely that we
could find almost every couple deploying the idea that one partner is an atypical
‘woman’, ‘man’, ‘someone from the south’, ‘high-school dropout’, or any other cat-
egory. Just as the interactional research should not begin by assuming the relevance
of racial identity, it also should not end by tying particular practices to particular
racial identities. 

Instead, the issue for interactional researchers involves finding what interactional
considerations are involved in casting one’s partner as an anomaly, or in finding that
a particular comment or action is racially ambiguous. In this case the interviews
demonstrate that anomalies are useful when one needs to demonstrate, in an observ-
able way, the non-racial motives for coupling. If the analysis is correct, then in situ-
ations where racial motivation needs to be dismissed, anomalization may be one of
the techniques employed. In this respect, the practices described above are tied to
pragmatic situational concerns rather than to the transituational identities of the
people who deploy them. Thus, the practices described above are not invented by or
reserved for interracial couples. They are available to others in situations yet to be
discovered.

Notes

1. For more about the intentional design of a racial social structure, see Theodore Allen
(1997).

2. Ashley Montagu (1964) describes this as an omeleting process whereby the individ-
ual differences within a race are whisked out of existence as the consistent batter is
methodically and methodologically prepared.

3. From van Dijk’s study: ‘When White majority group members talk about ethnic out-
groups, they do not merely express their beliefs and attitudes. In a different sense of
the term, they reproduce ethnic opinions of their in-group as a whole, such as shared
stereotypes or prejudices and information they have heard or read from other
sources.’ (1993: 23)

4. In terms of aggregate comparisons, there has been some research on the rates and
patterns of intermarriage, especially with respect to race, gender and region of the coun-
try (Aptheker 1992; Barron 1946; Spickard 1989; Tucker and Mitchell-Kernan 1990).
Some research has looked to group size and in-group sex ratio as explanations for varia-
tions in outmarriage rates (for several sources, see Crester and Leon 1982; see also Alba
and Golden 1986). Others have looked to propinquity in housing, education, employ-
ment (Monahan 1976) and region of the USA (Tucker and Mitchell-Kernan 1990) as
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explanations for variation in outmarriage rates and patterns. Research has also examined
the stability of interracial unions (Monahan 1976).

5. Intraracial couples are the single exception since it is assumed that race does not
matter for them in the same way that it does for interracial couples. Though it might
seem counterintuitive, some have characterized interracial relationships as ipso facto
evidence of racism, while few scholars have characterized the choice of a same-raced
partner as racist. Thus the racial motivations of interracial couples is inherently
suspect while the racial motives of intraracial couples are seen as ‘natural’ and self-
evident (e.g. see Spaights and Dixon 1984).

6. See Maria P.P. Root 1991 for a notable exception.
7. This analytic stance of bracketing racial identity and racial structure may seem innocu-

ous but be aware that it puts this researcher in very unhappy company. There is a thin
line between not assuming the relevance of race and being blind to the relevance of
race. Looking at the racial history of Europe and the USA, one easily comes upon
numerous examples where the very people who were most involved in maintaining
a racial, oppressive social structure were also those most blind to its existence (Gossett
1965; Takaki 1979). Concepts such as ‘institutional racism’ and ‘master identities’ are
present in the academy today in order to combat the self-serving blindness of those who
enjoy the privileges of racial oppression. If research wilfully ignores these concepts
and blinds itself to a racial social structure, then perhaps we only assist those who
wish to enforce this other type of colour blindness. For me, that would not be com-
fortable. However, this unhappy company is a discomfort that must be endured
because there is a hole in our knowledge of race. For example, absent their reliance
on Gans’ assumption that race is reliably salient in all social interactions, researchers
have little to say regarding how race operates in any specific interaction.

8. Broadcast on the Jerry Springer Show, December 1992.
9. Charles uses various methods to convey his confusion. Charles has been trying to claim

that he is essentially different from other whites, with varying degrees of success. It is
notable, then, that he asks for a piece of information that he should know – the back-
ground of his father – to actually demonstrate the confusion he will claim in his next
breath.
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Throughout the twentieth century, Americans have had a recurring concern with
youth street ‘gangs’ committing disorderly and illegal behaviours (Klein 1995; Short
1996). At one point during a two-year field study I conducted in ‘Bigcity’, a pseudonym
for a large US city, youth gangs were identified as a significant problem and a special
‘gang’ car programme was created for dealing with it. This youth gang ‘problem’
occurred during an election year and consequently had political implications: the
claimed presence of gangs allowed Bigcity’s police to reinforce the mayor’s claim he
was doing something ‘for the neighbourhoods’ by bringing youth gangs under con-
trol. As I will show, having such a gang car programme facilitated the categorization
of many different problems in the community as ‘gang’ relevant. The ‘gang car’ pro-
gramme continued throughout the summer and fall before the election and was ter-
minated within two weeks after the mayor won re-election (Meehan 2000). Such
political pressures constitute an important context of accountability for the police,
and the police as an organization tends to manage such pressures through manipu-
lation of their records (Chambliss 1994; Manning 1997; McCorkle and Miethe 1998;
Meehan 1993; Seidman and Couzens 1973; Zatz 1987).

Using data from citizens’ calls for service, the police response in the ‘gang car’ and
corresponding police records, I will illustrate how the category ‘gang’ became a
resource for citizens and police personnel (e.g. police operators and responding offi-
cers) to categorize a variety of problems with young people, usually not gangs, as
‘gang’ problems. Whereas other researchers have used surveys and vignette scenarios
(Decker and Kempf-Leonard 1991) or a combination of media reports, statistics and
legislative responses to study the social construction of gang problems (Curry et al.
1996; McCorkle and Miethe 1998), I focus on the various stages and practices
through which activities are transformed officially into ‘gang’ activities by the police.
In this approach, the study of the ‘gang’ problems focuses on talk-in-interaction at
each level of the organizational career that creates these gang statistics. 

Using Talk to Study
the Policing of Gangs and its 
Recordwork
Albert J. Meehan

CHAPTER TWELVE
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The stages in this organizational career involve: 

(a) Citizens’ formulations of problems to police operators in a call for service and
how such formulations are understood by operators as constituting a gang/group
problem and subsequently encoded into an organizationally relevant and actionable
category;

(b) Dispatchers’ formulations of problems to patrol officers assigned to respond to a call;
(c) Patrol officers’ understandings of dispatchers’ formulations of the problem they are

responding to;
(d) Patrol officers’ location and assessment of the ‘problem’;
(e) Patrol officers’ responses to the ‘problem’; and 
( f ) The various records produced by patrol officers regarding their responses and the

‘gang’ statistics derived from those records.

Two different data sets are used in this chapter to explore the interaction between
various participants in constructing this organizational career. One set is a collection
of 86 calls from Corktown residents to Bigcity’s 911 emergency number. Further,
these calls all report incidents where the police operator categorized the nature of
the problem in department records as a ‘gang incident’ and the gang car for the
Corktown section of the city was dispatched to respond to the call. Subsequently, the
official department records of these calls and the officer’s response became a part of
the official police statistics on the gang problem in Bigcity and for the Corktown
district (see Meehan 2000 for a more detailed description).1

The analysis of these calls looks at the relationship of the call to the subsequent cate-
gorization of the call as a ‘gang’ problem as reflected in stages (a) and (b) in the organi-
zational career outlined above. Analyzing the talk in these calls affords a view of the
citizens’ own formulations of their problems and how these formulations are constituted
and negotiated by the operator and citizens as a ‘gang’ problem (see Sasson 1995). In this
way, we can see how the police operator organizationally encodes such problems, a
process which is sensitive to the interactional organization of the call, the political con-
text to which the operator/dispatcher and the police are accountable, and the organiza-
tion’s current solution: namely, the availability of a ‘gang’ car to handle such problems. 

The second data set I use consists of all available records and recordings for one
evening’s work in the gang car in the Corktown district.2 These data provide an
examination of stages (c) to (f) in the organizational career. With the officer’s per-
mission, a videotape of the evening’s work in the gang car was made and the tran-
scripts of the officer’s response in the car discussed later in this chapter are from
those videotapes. Currently, video cameras in patrol cars with officers wearing wire-
less microphones, afford similar data for researchers. I also supplemented this video-
taping with fieldnotes and I transcribed all of the citizens’ calls, the dispatchers’
assignment of the call and obtained the corresponding records (i.e. patrol logs) of the
police response for that evening. Using these data, we can examine how the officers
assess and respond to the ‘problem’ they have been assigned and create an official
record (i.e. patrol logs) of their work with ‘gangs’ for this evening. In sum, these
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materials illustrate how the responding officers constitute the activities of persons as
a ‘gang’, to use Garfinkel’s term, ‘for all practical purposes’.

The routine interactional practices of persons working in organizations are respon-
sive not only to public and media pressure, but are also accountable to internal
recordkeeping procedures and legal and political bodies (Bowditch 1993; Emerson
1991; Margolin 1992; Meehan 1986). This means that interactional and recordkeep-
ing practices, in essential ways, create and reproduce reality (Collins 1981; Fine 1991;
Garfinkel 1967a; Rawls 1987). Consequently, an understanding of these interactional
and recordkeeping practices is indispensable to the study of crime and deviance and
social problems generally (Maynard 1988a). 

An analysis of an organization’s documentary reality (Smith 1974; Wheeler 1969) is
particularly relevant to understanding how the police ‘solve’ a problem; in this case cre-
ating, maintaining and controlling the appearance of the street gang problem. I am not
suggesting there were no street gangs in Bigcity, or in the ‘Corktown’ district I studied.
Indeed, officers thought there were one or two identifiable street gangs and most ‘gang
calls’ they were assigned that summer and fall were unrelated to ‘real’ gang activity. By
‘real’, the police refer to activities they believed to be gang activities, as opposed to how
the organization expected officers to report them as gang activities. Both are social con-
structions, but at different levels. When asked what a ‘real’ gang was, officers used a
classic ‘social science’ definition: an organized group of young people (typically
teenagers) with a leadership structure, who wore common identifiable clothing and
who commit serious/violent crime. Yet, as I show in this chapter, officers and dis-
patchers routinely and unproblematically interchanged the term ‘gang’ and ‘group’
when referring to young people. The issue is not whether there were ‘real’ gang prob-
lems, but to analyse how increased awareness of a public problem places particular
kinds of constraints upon the police and the organization to show itself as accountable,
and solving that problem. Such an analysis can show how groups of ordinary young
people are constituted as ‘gangs’ at various points in citizen complaints and police
responses to incidents. Let’s turn to the first stage in this process – calling the police.

Calling the police

Citizens often invoke the police organization to resolve matters involving no ‘legal’
issue (e.g. to seek information about local civic events, or request services such as
‘carrying Grandma upstairs’). Such reports are more frequent than ‘criminal’, or at
least marginally illegal matters which constitute approximately 20 per cent of all
police calls. Most patrol work is reactive (i.e. responding to citizens’ calls for service)
rather than proactive (officer-initiated work). This reliance upon citizens’ input illus-
trates the collaborative nature of the police and citizens’ production of official police
statistics. The decision to call and determination of an outcome from the call
(i.e. send a car/don’t sent a car) begins the organizational career of records from
which official statistics are derived. 
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From this perspective, it makes sense to begin a study of the record-generating activ-
ity of the police by examining the talk-in-interaction in the call for service. To do this,
we will first examine how both citizens and operators orient their talk in the call towards
producing a ‘complaint package’. Then, the analysis will turn to discussing some con-
versational features of gang calls to see if talk about gangs can shed some light on the
gang problem facing the community and the police as reflected in these calls. Our focus
here is not simply about looking at outcomes (i.e. what type of record it produced) or
by locating lexical items in the conversation that employ police categories (i.e. ‘gang’).
Rather, the emphasis is upon the ways police and citizens negotiate and achieve an
understanding about the ‘gangness’ of an incident over the course of the call.

Lastly, the police operators’ assessment of the ‘police-worthiness’ of complaints
plays a critical role in generating such records, as does the citizens’ accountability for
producing a police-worthy complaint (i.e. they formulate descriptions of events in
police-worthy form). We will examine operators’ formulations to show how, in some
calls, citizens’ descriptions of reported events are marked for their ‘uncertainty’ and
how this is handled interactionally.

A turn-by-turn analysis is of central methodological importance in the analysis of
talk-in-interaction. As Sacks et al. (1974) noted, an important consequence of the
turn-taking system is that participants in each turn display their understanding of
the prior turn of talk as well as the current turn of talk. Further, this is a central
methodological resource for the professional analyst of talk:

But while understandings of other turn’s talk are displayed to co-participants, they
are available as well to professional analysts who are thereby afforded a proof cri-
terion (and a search procedure) for the analysis of what a turn’s talk is occupied
with. Since it is the parties’ understandings of prior turn’s talk that is relevant to
their construction of next turns, it is their understandings that are wanted for analy-
sis. The display of those understandings in the talk of subsequent turns affords both
a resource for the analysis of prior turns and a  proof procedure for professional
analyses of prior turns, resources intrinsic to the data themselves. (Sacks et al. 1974:
729, original emphasis)

Thus, the understanding of a turn by participants, as it is produced, over the course
of a turn, is an important constraint on the analyst within this perspective.

Complaint packages

Emergency calls to the police reflect an interactional economy which accommodates
both the range of reportable problems and maximizes police access to an event with
a minimum of interactional work (Meehan 1989). One feature of this interactional
economy is how citizen callers and police orient their conversation to achieving a
‘police locatable’ location and police relevant problem which constitutes a ‘complaint
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package’. Location and problem are co-topics in calls, and the achievement of an
adequate formulation for each of these, constitutes the topic of, and hence reason
for, the call: the ‘complaint’ and a proposed solution for it.

For example, reporting only one part of the paired co-topics engenders a solicitation of
the other part by police operator. This is illustrated in call 1 and call 2 below, where the
citizen does not initially report a police locatable location (call 39: lines 3–5) and
problem (call 3: lines 2–3)

[Call  1: Tape 2]
1 D: Bigcity Police Emergency three five three
2 (1.0)
3 C: *Yes:s uh kids are playin on (.) The corner there with the
4 football and they just hit my window an_all I’m doin is
5 (.) replacin windows
6 (1.0)
7 D: *Where is th:s?
8 C: twenty eight Brighton street Subcity

[Call 2: Tape 2]
1 D Bigcity Police
2 C *yeah could you send someone to one forty-five Bountyhill
3 Street in Subcity please
4 (2.0)
5 D *whats the problem?
6 C there’s a gang of kids in the (bottom corridor) theyre
7 smokin pon en (.5) drinkin and everything (.) Raisin hell

In both examples, the operator solicits information to complete the complaint
package after the citizen’s first turn. Prior to the operator’s solicitation, a pause in the
talk occurs between turn transfer (call 39: line 6; Call 3: line 4) which provides an
additional opportunity for the citizen to complete the complaint package. In the
absence of the citizen’s self-selection to continue his/her turn of talk, wherein the informa-
tion relevant to completing the ‘complaint’ could be provided, the operator makes topical the
absence of that information in the next turn through a request for that absent information.
Through this contrast, we can begin to observe how the complaint package consists
of the formulation of a police locatable location + problem, which is co-topic tied:
the selection of utterances used in the formulation of one is a resource for the pro-
duction and understanding of the other. 

While location and problem can be understood as separately describing a ‘location’
and a ‘problem’, taken together as co-topics, they are heard for and understood by
their relationship to the work of producing a police-relevant complaint, and propos-
ing the police as a solution or remedy. The adequacy of a citizen’s complaint is
achieved in and through the formulation of location and problem which is ‘recipi-
ently designed’ (Sacks et al. 1974) for the police. The task of the caller is not only to
provide a description of the location and problem, but to select from the available
possible descriptions a description which maximizes its relevance for the police.
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Some conversational features of ‘gang calls’

The analysis of these ‘gang’ calls, suggests that what constitutes a gang problem is
equivocal in a number of ways. The phenomenon, a gang problem, and how it
emerges as a problem, is an issue. Increased attention to gangs as a ‘problem’ (e.g. via
media attention) may itself constitute and produce the visibility and problematic
character of groups of youths for citizen and police alike. Consequently, any next
incident involving young persons can be inspected for its gang-relatedness. The use
of a categorization device (Sacks 1972) such as ‘gang’ can be in vogue given this new
found relevance and possible remedy (i.e. a gang car will be sent). The argument is
not that citizens use the category ‘gang’ in a naive or incorrect manner. Rather, the
point is that there is a utility to the use of the category. Police operators formulate
the caller’s problem into categories that reflect organizational utility and priorities.
Through this process, callers learn that certain categories are more useful than others
in generating a police response.

For example, in call 3, playing tag football under the new lights is formulated by the
caller, and accepted by the operator, as a gang-related activity. (Note: arrows high-
light the features of the call discussed in the text. Timed pauses are in parentheses.
Double slashes // indicate overlapped talk. D. represents the police operator, C.
represents the citizen caller.)

[Call 3: Tape 1]
D: Bigcity police three eight five
C: In Corktown
D: Yes
C: –> in front of ninety-eight Bedford Street there’s a gang of teenagers playing tag

football under these new lights (.5) can you get them out of here please?

D: Yes maam

In the following call, the citizen describes no activities whatsoever in his/her turn
and nothing is revealed about the nature of the incident except the label ‘gang’:

[Call 4: Tape 2]
PD: Bigcity Police
CA: yeah you wanna send a car down to twenty–seven Parton Street in 

–> Corktown// for the gang of ki-
PD: what’s the prob–

(1.0)
PD: What’s the address again sir?

Indeed, the term ‘gang’, offered by the caller, suffices for a description of the prob-
lem. In this call, the operator overlaps the caller at a turn transition relevance point
(i.e. after Corktown) to ask what is the problem. However, the caller is continuing
his\her turn, providing the problem ‘the gang of ki-’. After completing the overlap,
the operator requests information about the location again, not information about
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the problem. The partial production of ‘the gang of ki-’ in the caller’s utterance is
sufficient for the operator.

However, using the term ‘gang’ to describe persons is not a necessary feature of
these ‘gang’ calls. One notable observation about this collection is that the term
‘gang’ is rarely used. Yet, the calls are encoded as ‘gang’ calls by the police operator
and dispatched to the ‘gang car’ for the district. The category has organizational
accountability for the police operator which enhances its use. Indeed, various types
of activity (not necessarily involving legal violations) appear in these calls as cate-
gorically tied to ‘gangs’ and are usable by the caller and the operator as a resource for
constituting the ‘gangness’ of the incident. 

Such ‘gang’ associated activities include drinking, fighting, smoking pot, throwing
rocks or beer bottles, banging on doors, hanging in the hallways or on street corners,
and ‘pissing on the rectory steps’. The term ‘gang’ and those activities associated with
it, are clearly interchangeable with ‘kids’, ‘group’ and ‘youths’, and these terms were
typically found in these calls. Indeed, descriptions of ‘rowdy’ behaviour were pre-
sumed by police operators to be categorically tied to young kids/groups and officially
categorized as ‘gang’ behaviour.

For example, in call 5, the use of the term ‘gang’ by the police operator indicates
that the term ‘gang’ is not necessarily tied to particular persons or identifiable groups
per se, but rather, to the types of activity expected from groups of kids in general:

[Call 5: Tape 2]
1 D: Bigcity Police
2 C:* Yeah I have a pr-o-hh I’d like to uh:: report a
3 disturbance on the corner of Shakerhill and Alton
4 Street in Subcity
5 ( .5)
6 D: Shakerhill and Alton?
7 C: that’s right
8 D:* –> tch hhh ( ) and whats the problem?
9 ( .5)

10 C:* –> they’re throwing beer bottles and uh//:::
11 D:* what’s this a gang?
12 C: Yeah
13 ( .5)
14 D: right on the corner there
15 C: mmhmh
16 D: okay we’ll send somebody there
17 C: thank you
18 D: yep

The caller’s description ‘they’re throwing beer bottles’ is formulated by the operator
in the next turn as ‘what’s this a gang?’ which receives an agreement from the caller.
Note that the caller’s description ‘they’re throwing beer bottles’ lacks a referent (i.e.
who is doing this activity), but this is formulated by the operator in line 11 as a ‘gang’.
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The operator provides a candidate referent for the caller using a police-relevant
category (‘gang’), inferable from the activities described by the caller. Whereas the
activity of ‘throwing beer bottles’ is implicative of ‘gang’ behaviour, in the following
call, how the operator categorizes the problem as a ‘gang’ problem is not immedi-
ately clear:

[Call 6: Tape 2]
1 C :* Hi I’d like to report some boys in uh:: right now there
2 on Masters Street, somebody has to call the cops right?
3 D: allright what number Masters?
4 C: uh:: its right down from the– ( .5) one twenty nine
5 Bastille Way
6 ( .5)
7 D: What number are you at now?
8 C: one twenny nine
9 ( .5)

10 D: ehhh yur at one twenny nine Bastille Way?
11 C: ye:s
12 D:* –> and the gang is out there?
13 C:* –> the gang is out there yeah they gotta go home and to
14 bed.
15 D: allright (.) we’ll be down

In line 1, the caller reports some ‘boys’. The operator formulates and offers a cate-
gorization in line 12: ‘and the gang is out there?’ Some ‘boys’ have now been consti-
tuted as a ‘gang’, to which the caller agrees in the next turn (line 13). Categorizing
the problem as a ‘gang’ problem is done by the operator, not the caller. How some
‘boys’ become the ‘gang’ is not inferable from activities described by caller, as in pre-
vious examples, because no activities are reported. But, it doesn’t really matter. The
operator’s candidate categorization is ‘police’-related, whereas exploring the caller’s
reason for ‘reporting some boys’ would require more time on the call, which has
already been occupied with some difficulties in establishing the location (lines 3–10).
The caller concludes by agreeing with the operator’s categorization.

Central to the categorization process is how the ‘gangness’ of incidents is constituted
or negotiated by the caller and the police operator. There are some calls where the caller
and/or operator use the categorization ‘gang’ to formulate the problem. In other calls,
the designation of a ‘gang problem’ is an achievement arrived at by the operator and
caller over the course of the call (sometimes not appearing in the call at all). From a
methodological standpoint, it is misleading to search for explicit uses of the term ‘gang’
by the operator or caller simply because these calls have resulted in the ‘gang’ statistic.
The operator’s categorization as an official ‘gang’ statistic obviously does not depend
upon such displays alone, but rather relies on how, for all practical purposes, what is
produced by the caller in the complaint can be heard for its ‘gangness’.

In calls 5 and 6 above, the operator solicits an agreement for the proposed catego-
rization of the problem. The solicitations ‘and the gang is out there?’ (call 6) and
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‘what’s this a gang?’ (call 5) illustrate the negotiated character of these calls, which
are then recorded as ‘facts’ for all practical purposes (Garfinkel 1967b).  However, this
solicitation is occasioned by the citizen’s description of the reported problem. That
is, in certain calls, callers mark their description as ‘problematic’ which results in the
operator inspecting the reported complaint. One method for accomplishing this
inspection is through a ‘formulation’ of the problem. Formulations are a conversa-
tionalist resource that displays a speaker’s ‘gist’ sense, or understanding, to this point
in the conversation (Heritage and Watson 1979).

In the context of police calls, operators’ formulations are an important interac-
tional place where an understanding of the complaint is displayed and, in a sense,
it’s ‘facticity’ for this conversation is negotiated independently of its ‘existence’ in
the world. The problem reported by the citizen has a conversational existence, the
facticity of which is only available in and through that interaction. Thus, assessing
the facticity of a report is a ‘local’ (i.e. conversationally local) matter which shapes
the subsequent organizational categorization and response.

Operators’ formulations

Formulations by the police operator are fairly infrequent. Consequently, as a
methodological strategy, examining how they are constructed and when and where
they occur sequentially in a call and the interactional work they accomplish is
important. Since no explicit inspection of the caller’s reported problem occurs in
most gang calls, it would be worth considering first how the complaint packages in
calls where formulations occur differ from other gang calls with no formulations.

As we have seen, a formulation appears to be assessing the police-worthiness of
the reported incident or inspecting the grounds for the caller’s categorization of
the problem. In this context, formulations are an interactional event ripe for mis-
understanding or even conflict. So, we will examine the turn construction of oper-
ators’ formulations and see how they are treated in next turn by the citizen. Since
all turns of talk are placed into a sequence with other turns, the issue of sequen-
tial placement, or when operators formulate, is an important matter to discuss.
Finally, conversational objects, like operators’ formulations, are not all alike. So, it
is worth examining the similarities and differences between the formulations in
calls 5 and 6 discussed above and those formulations found in the following calls
below (7–10).

In these calls, provided in their entirety, formulations by the operator occur in call
7 on line 13, ‘And yuh think they’re gonna have a brawl:?’; in call 8 on line 15, ‘and
they’re fighting right now?’; in call 9, on line 19, ‘allright (.) and then they’re (.)
Throwing eggs?’; and in call 10, on line 16 ‘And the kids are tryin na: h (.) break
down the door?’ (the first formulation by the operator is recycled again in lines
18–19, ‘Whatta yuh say the ki-s are tryin to break down the door?’). 
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[Call 7: Tape 2]
1 P: (just a minute) Bigcity Police three five seven
2 C: Yea:h this is just a good neighbor callin up and I’d
3 I’ll advise you to send a pa-crowd car over here to the
4 Green Street playground(.) In Subcity
5 (.5)
6 hh to stop these kids because I think they;re gonna have
7 a big fight over here
8 (.5)
9 thats the //Gre:::

10 P: Could you give me that address sir?
11 C: Thats the Green Street Playground at the corner of Green 
12 Street and main Street in Subcity
13 P:* –> And yuh think they’re gonna have a braw:l?
14 C: Yeah I think they’re gonna have a little ja:m//(they)
15 P: Do they have any weapons now sir?=
16 C: No::: but they come from those foolish projects across the
17 street those Agawam projects
18 P: Do yuh wanna leave your name with me?
19 C: No but tha:::ts enough tuh let you know//theres trouble
20 brewin=
21 P: Okay
22 P: Okay sir

[Call 8: Tape 2]
1 P: Bigcity Police three oh eight
2 C: Yeah at the corner of us::: Walton Way and Beaumont
3 Street theres a kid there Harry O’Donnell(.) (In fact)
4 theres a whole group of kids but this one kid in
5 particular has got a gun
6 P: He’s gotta gu:n?
7 C: Yeah and they’re startin a fight up there and I’m afraid
8 that someone’s really gonna get hurt
9 P: This is on Beaumont Street and wha//::t?

10 C: Beaumont and Walton Way
11 (2.5)
12 P: Walton Way?
13 C: Yeah ( ) ((Subcity)) I can hear them from my window I
14 live here// ( )
15 P:* –> and they’re fighting right now?
16 C: yeah they’re startin right now and the kid’s got a gun
17 P: didya see the gun?
18 C: yeah I SAWR it as a matter of fact he’s braggin about it 
19 (2.0)
22 P: One Harry O’Donough?
23 C: O’Donnell O//
24 D: O’Donnell
25 C: yeah they know ‘im down at ((Subcity headquarters))
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26 (1.5)
27 he’s crazy
28 P: o::kay we’ll send someone over
29 C: allright thank you

[Call 9: Tape 2]
1 P: ((City)) Police three oh eight
2 C: ah:::listen I’m calling from ((Subcity))
3 (.5)
4 P: yeu:p
5 C: uh:::( . ) well I don’ know ( . ) ya know tricker treatin is
6 for little kids but there’s these big kids thet-uh
7 hangin around the Clarence Edwards School?
8 P: yeup
9 C: and they got eggs

10 (1.0)
11 C: now I don’t want them being thrown ay my house
12 (1.0)
13 C: or the car or anything=so could you have somebody go
14 down ther:e and check it ou:t?
15 (1.0)
16 P: uh::m what street is th- Brown, Edward School,// or
17 Walker Street
18 C: At the corner of Edwards sch-yeah on Walke-Street yeah
19 P:* –> allright ( . ) and then they’re ( . ) throwin eggs?
20 C: Well:: yeah they all got a bunch uh: eggs uh:: about a
21 half a dozen en-some kids went out to buyem( . ) and they
22 gottem in their hands O:K//ay?
23 P: okay we’ll send someone over
24 C: allri::

[Call 10: Tape 2]
1 C: Will you please come down tuh forty Corey street in
2 (Subcity) the kids are down in the:re tryin to break
3 the doors open
4 P: Forty ( .5) C–Corey?
5 C: Forty Corey Street
6 ( .5)
7 C: Down on the first floor-down there bangin tryin to push
8 the doors open they’re lo::cked
9 P: What the kids are tryin tuh (n)

10 (.5)
11 C: they’re lo:cked=they’re empty apartments but they’re
12 locked up
13 ( .5)
14 P: O:h ( . ) this=around forty Corey Street?
15 C: Forty Corey Stre//et (yeah)
16 P:* –> And the kids are tryin na:h ( . ) break down the door?
17 C: –> Hu::h?
18 P:* –> Whatta yuh say the ki-s are tryin to break down the
19 –> door?
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20 C: Yea:h they’re down there tryin nuh (1.0) bang the door
21 open and uh://::(I)
22 P: Oh they’re bangin on the door
23 ( .5)
24 P: Okay we’ll send the police down then

A comparison with other complaint packages

In these four calls, the callers’ ‘complaint package’ is different from those in other
calls in the larger corpus in the following ways.

1 In the calls reviewed, the police-relevant problem hasn’t occurred yet or its relevance
as a police problem is anticipated by the caller. For example, in call 7 the caller ‘thinks’
they’re going to have a big fight (lines 6–7); in call 8, they’re ‘starting’ a fight (lines
6–7); in call 9 (lines 5–11), the caller reports she does not want eggs ‘to be thrown’
at her house; and in call 10 (line 2), the kids are ‘trying’ to break the doors open. By
contrast, in the other calls, the complaints are not anticipated problems, but are in
fact incidents ‘in progress’, or have ‘happened’ (e.g. ‘there’s a bunch of teenagers
breakin bottles and raising hell out here’ or ‘a group of kids threw beer bottles at
everybody’).

2 A second feature is an expression of concern reported by the caller. In call 7, he’s ‘a
good neighbor callin up to advise the police’. In call 8, the caller is ‘really afraid that
someone’s gonna get hurt’. In call 9, these ‘big kids’ are going to throw the eggs at
her house. In call 10, the caller’s concern is the ‘apartments are locked up’. In other
calls, citizens’ reports are not marked with such ‘concern’, but rather are descriptions
which report some ‘state of affairs’ without injecting the caller’s assessment or evalu-
ation of their occurrence.

3 A third feature is that the reported problem is ‘serious’ from the caller’s standpoint,
and in three of the four calls could be ‘serious’ from a police standpoint. In most calls
in the larger collection, callers minimize the importance of the reported problem via
straightforward reporting of ‘facts’ (i.e. ‘They’re drinking and smoking pot’, etc.). In
these four calls, the callers are reporting potentially life-threatening situations which
are prioritized differently by the police. For example, call 7 is a report of a ‘big fight’,
in call 8 ‘they’re startin a fight’ in call 10, ‘breaking down the door’ (at least initially)
appears to be a fairly serious matter (e.g. burglary in progress). In call 9, where the
kids are throwing eggs, the incident itself doesn’t present itself as serious. Rather, the
persons who are reportedly involved in the act itself are categorized as ‘big’ kids as
opposed to ‘little’ kids and the caller produces this contrasting categorization of the
type of offender which appears to upgrade the caller’s grounds for inviting the police
to check them out (i.e. this isn’t just ‘Halloween fun’).

This raises the question of whether this serious/not serious feature distinguishes
these from other calls. Is it the case that these incidents are life threatening (i.e. more
serious)? Or is it the case when calling the police about an anticipated problem that
callers maximize its importance via these expressive concerns and contrastive structures
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(e.g. ‘they’re not little kids they’re big kids’) to account for the police-worthiness of
the problem. A complaint that expresses a citizen’s concern marks that report as
requiring inspection. Examining the utterance format of the operator’s formulation
and the sequential placement of it illustrates this inspection practice.

Turn construction and response by the caller

One feature of operator formulations is that they are in question format. Producing
the formulation in question format is a strong technique for eliciting either an agree-
ment or disagreement as opposed to providing a summary statement of the problem
(i.e. ‘and yuh think they’re gonna have a brawl?’ as opposed to ‘a fight in the play-
ground, okay’). The question format marks the operator’s formulation as checking
out the reported problem rather than a confirmation of it.

Second, the turn initial component in each formulation is (the word) ‘and’ which
seems to do the work of sequentially appending this question-formatted formulation
to the operator’s prior turn to talk:

Call 7, line 13 And yuh think they’re gonna have a brawl?
Call 8, line 15 and they’re fighting right now?
Call 9, line 19 allright, and then they’re throwin eggs?
Call 10, line 16 And the kids are tryin na:h break down the door?

This issue is discussed below in terms of its sequential placement in the call.
Third, observe how the formulation is treated in the caller’s next turn. As Heritage and

Watson (1979: 143) note, formulations are designed by speaker to receive an agreement
from the other about ‘the gist sense of the conversation thus far’. They also report that
where there is disagreement with a formulation, expressed elements of agreement also occur in
the disagreement nonetheless. Thus, one feature of formulations is that elements of agree-
ment and disagreement are hearable in the next turn. In each example, elements of
agreement and disagreement with the operator’s formulation are present in the citizen’s
next turn of talk. However, in their turn, citizens both minimize and modify the reported
problem as formulated by the police operator. (Note: bold type indicates the initial formu-
lation, the citizen’s agreement component and the subsequent modification.)

[Call 7: Tape 2]
D: And yuh think they’re gonna have a brawl?
C: Yeah I think they’re gonna have a little jam. 

The caller’s originally reported problem, a ‘big fight’, is formulated by the operator as
a ‘brawl’ which is an equivalent categorization. In the citizen’s next turn, however,
an agreement token ‘yeah’ plus a modification of the problem from ‘brawl’ to ‘little
jam’ occurs, downgrading the initial categorization of ‘big fight’.

In call 8, the operator’s formulation of the reported problem (‘and they’re fightin
right now’) is an upgrading of the citizen’s initial categorization in line 6 (‘they’re
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startin a fight up there’) which reduces the anticipatory feature of the original
complaint and presents the problem as ‘happening’ and not a qualified description
(i.e. starting a fight).

[Call 8: Tape 2]
D: and they’re fightin right now?
C: Yeah they’re startin right now and the kid’s got a gun.

While there is an agreement token, the citizen’s modification, in this case from
‘fightin’ to ‘startin’, preserves the original formulation (i.e. ‘startin’) and focuses con-
cern upon the presence of the gun.

In call 9, as in the previous example, the operator’s modification proffers a legal
violation, and reduces the anticipatory character of the original complaint (i.e.
throwing eggs versus having them).

[Call 9: Tape 2]
D: and then they’re ( . ) throwin eggs?
C: Well:: yeah they all got a bunch uh:: eggs uh:: about a

half dozen apiece en– some kids went out to buyem( . ) and
they gottem in their hands O:K//ay?

While the caller provides a tentative agreement with the formulation (as evidenced
by ‘well:: yeah’), elements of disagreement are evidenced in the retention of the orig-
inal report (‘they have eggs’), and an expansion of the caller’s grounds for inferring
that the eggs will be thrown (i.e. they have ‘a half dozen apiece’, more are being pur-
chased, ‘and they gottem in their hands’ … draw your own conclusion!).

In call 10, the operator’s formulation offers the identical categorization provided by
the caller in the initial complaint, but is modified by the caller and its seriousness is
minimized, as evidenced by the operator’s response ‘Oh they’re bangin on the door’.

[Call 10: Tape 2]
D: And the kids are tryin tuh break down the door?
C: Huh?
D: Whatta yuh say the kids are tryin to break down the

door?
C: Yeah they’re down there tryin uh ( . ) bang the door open …
D: Oh they’re bangin on the door

Clearly, the operator’s formulation has implications for the categorization of the
initially reported problem. The problem, as initially reported by the caller, is inspected
by the operator via a formulation which is identical to, or upgrades, the citizen’s
report. Citizens both agree and disagree with the operator’s formulation even where
operators modify the citizen’s initially reported problem to upgrade its police rele-
vance (i.e. calls 8 and 9). In each case, the citizen modifies the operator’s formulation
and in doing so either minimizes their initial categorization, or re-orients the opera-
tor to their original problem.
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When do operators formulate

A striking feature of these formulations is that there is considerable conversational
distance between the original turn (complaint package) by the caller and the opera-
tor’s formulation (i.e. the formulation does not occur in next turn). Instead, there is
‘turn distance’. Sequentially, it appears that these formulations are the second part of
the operator’s inspection of the complaint package, the first part of which deals with the
location of the problem and the second part of which deals with the reported problem itself.
This is quite apparent in the data. The operators do a location check first, then using
‘and’ append the formulation in their utterance. These location checks occur even in
calls where location is not really an issue for the achievement of the complaint pack-
age (as illustrated by calls 7–10). Rather, the location check at this point in the call
initiates the inspection sequence of the reported problem.

There are, however, three instances in these calls (7, 8, 10) where a direct question
concerning specific features of the citizen complaint are produced by the operator in
the next turn. In these cases there is no ‘turn distance’, raising the question of
whether the sequential placement of the operator’s inspection has consequences for
either its interpretation by the caller or its presentation by the operator. How are
these ‘next turn’ inspections treated by the citizen?

First of all, in call 7, line 15, ‘Do they have any weapons now sir?’ is an inspection
of the reported problem. The caller responds: ‘No but they come from those foolish
project across the street those Agwam projects’. The citizen not only responds to the
question (with ‘no’), but also appends some additional grounds for his/her inference
that ‘trouble’ is brewing. In call 8, line 17 ‘didya see the gun?’ is an inspection of
selected aspects of the reported problem. The citizen’s response ‘Yeah I saw it as a
matter of fact he’s braggin about it’, provides additional evidence supporting the cit-
izen’s inference in the first place that there will be a problem. In call 10, line 9, an
inspection of the reported problem occurs in the next turn: ‘What the kids are try-
ing tuh-’ is cut off by the caller and additional grounds for the reported problem are
offered (‘they’re locked they’re empty apartments but they’re locked up’). Thus,
when next turn inspections do occur, they are treated by the caller as assessing either the
grounds for the call reporting this problem, or perhaps the police-worthiness of the problem
itself. Next turn inspections also occasion callers providing more information to war-
rant their complaining to the police. When police operators offer formulations with
‘turn distance’ they are treated as calling for agreement or disagreement.

Maximization of the police-worthiness of citizen’s reports

Let us return to the earlier observation made about calls 5 and 6 where the operator
categorized the problem as a ‘gang’ problem for the caller. It was observed that the
operator used a formulation to solicit the caller’s agreement with the ‘gang’ catego-
rization. In call 5 the designation could be inferred from activities reported by the
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caller in his/her complaint package (‘they’re throwing beer bottles’). By contrast, in
call 6, a report of ‘some boys’, no activities were reported. While the operators pro-
duce a formulation in these two calls, these formulations differ from the four dis-
cussed above because they maximize the police relevance and adequacy which was
initially minimized in the caller’s version. 

In call 5, the caller begins the complaint sequence (line 2) with an interesting
repair within his/her turn. The caller begins by saying ‘yeah I have a pr-o-hh’, which
is repaired to ‘I’d like to report a disturbance...’. This self-initiated repair does some
interesting interactional work regarding the ownership of the problem. By repairing
‘I have a pro-’ to ‘I’d like to report a disturbance’ the caller is disengaging his/her per-
sonal involvement in the report which follows, and as a consequence, minimizes
his/her concern. The operator begins a location check, which the caller confirms
(line 7). However, in line 8, the operator asks a direct question ‘and what’s the prob-
lem’ before the caller attempts a formulation  (i.e. the caller has not reported a cate-
gorizable problem). Saying ‘I’d like to report a disturbance’ leaves open the question
‘what is the disturbance the caller is going to report?’. In line 10, through a straight-
forward description of the activities, the facticity is achieved, and the operator pro-
poses the categorization, maximizing its relevance for the police.

Similarly, in call 6, the operator maximizes the relevance of the report by the citi-
zen, which is also a minimized complaint. It is minimized both through its lack of
reference to any activities, and by adding ‘somebody has to call the cops right?’
While it could be argued this is heard as an expression of concern, I would argue that
it is not an expression of the caller’s concern. In other operator’s formulations (calls
7–10), the concerns of the callers were their own concerns, and the callers did not
solicit the operator’s agreement regarding their concerns. Whereas in call 6, the caller
frames the concern as ‘anybody’s’ (e.g. it’s a problem for everyone, I’m just the some-
body who has to call) and solicits the operator’s agreement (e.g. appending ‘right?’
to the end of his/her turn). The minimized report of ‘some boys’ receives a maxi-
mized hearing for its police relevance by the police operator in line 12 (‘the gang’),
occurring at some conversational distance from the initial description by the citizen.
In line 13, the caller agrees to this formulation, but does not express any element of
disagreement. Indeed, there is some humour by the caller suggesting the police
are the community babysitter: ‘the gang is out there yeah they gotta go home and go
to bed’.

To summarize, a turn-by-turn, sequential analysis reveals that assessment of the
reported problem by the police operator is a delicate matter. The fact that citizens, by
virtue of their access to the situation, ‘should’ be treated as competent reporters is
consequential for the kind of interactional work done by the operators when inspect-
ing the problem ‘as presented’. In this sense, holding citizens accountable to some
framework for reporting their problem is managed to maximize organizational access
to events, for which the police can be made accountable (i.e. ‘crime’), while also pre-
serving the callers’ (citizens’) claims to competency for making such reports.

In most calls in the larger collection, citizens’ claims for the police relevance of an
incident are not problematic. In one sense, citizens are behavioural diagnosticians,
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and the problems they are reporting are not for diagnostic consultation per se, just a
remedy. In fact, by calling the police, the caller is selecting the police as that remedy,
as contrasted with (for example) vigilante justice. Thus, the reporting of an incident
is preceded by some assessment of its relevance for the police (i.e. ‘Is this a matter
about which I should call the police?’). However, when such concern is expressed in
the citizen’s complaint to the police (i.e. in the call itself), that report is marked for
its uncertainty, and the adequacy of the complaint’s relevance is at stake.

But, it is precisely here that formulations are a resource for negotiating the ade-
quacy of citizens’ complaints. Where the police relevance of a call is marked as
‘uncertain’, it is the operator’s work to manage that problem. On the other hand,
where the reported problem is maximized (via expressions of concern or claims of
seriousness), the operator’s work is to test that maximization. In both extremes the
operator assesses the police-worthiness of the complaint. Only when callers mini-
mize the degree of assessment in their reported problem, is its ‘facticity’ for the con-
versation maximized, and not treated by operators as problematic.

The fine points of reporting ‘problems’ to the police (minimizing, maximizing,
expressing concern, ownership, and sequential placement, etc.) is consequential for
the assessment of a problem’s police-worthiness, as well as for the operator’s formu-
lation of that problem (and its eventual status as a statistic). However, I am not sug-
gesting that the caller’s incompetence is producing the outcome. Rather, the
suggestion is that citizens use these conversational features as resources to mark
events which they themselves may question the police relevance of, offering them to
the police operator for an assessment. These calls appear to work equally well in
securing a police response. They may even be a way of securing a police response
when the problem is not really police-worthy (as in ‘they gotta go home and to bed’).

Three points about police records and the statistics are raised by this analysis of cit-
izen’s calls. First, the fact that all of these calls resulted in a statistic regarding youth
gangs cannot be overlooked. Calls such as the ‘gang playing tag football under the
new lights’ are a clear case for arguing that taking the ‘outcome’ of the call to repre-
sent the problem as reported by the caller creates misinterpretations of police prob-
lems regarding gangs. Second, a turn-by-turn analysis of calls reveals the various
practices of the police and the caller which provide a richer and more detailed under-
standing of how problems are constituted as ‘gang’ problems in the interaction.
Third, this interactional achievement of the police and the caller in the call is a crit-
ical and consequential step in generating the record and statistic about ‘gangs’ and
projects a particular organizational career for the incident at the patrol level.

The response by patrol

The patrol response, and the records generated therein, constitute further catego-
rizations, negotiations and interpretations of a ‘gang’ incident. How this response
can be analysed using interactional and record data is the focus of this section. 
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Patrol officers often encounter considerable ambiguity in determining the nature
of the problem they are dispatched to handle. The citizen’s description of the prob-
lem, which is encoded into some organizationally actionable, yet cryptic category by
the operator (e.g. ‘gang’), requires officers to interpret what that category ‘means’ in
the context of the actual police response. The police task when responding to a call
such as a ‘gang’ or group disturbing the neighbourhood is: (1) if possible, approach
the area without being seen to ‘find’ and ‘see for oneself’ the reported problem;
(2) determine if the behaviour constitutes a problem that requires police action; and
(3) take some action. Officers then report to dispatch a ‘code’ that either confirms or
disconfirms the original ‘gang’ categorization. They then record this disposition in
their patrol logs. Each step entails important interpretative work by the police, as the
next two examples illustrate.

Over this three-month period, the gang car made only one arrest and brought
three drunks to the station house for protective custody. While the gang car was gen-
erating substantial statistics on gang activities, in most cases, the police were doing
nothing more than ‘brooming’, a police term which means moving a group. Usually,
a brooming results in the group moving to another corner, which the police consider
a legitimate, if only a temporary, solution, hoping the next corner chosen by the
group will not house a citizen who calls in a complaint. The problem is that stand-
ing on the corner is not illegal and while citizens frequently call to complain about
it, there is little the police can do. Yet, if the calls continue, they create problems for
the officer (Meehan 1992). 

The following example illustrates the problem of evaluating ‘what the citizen has
called about’ and deciding what the police can, or should, do about it. The caller
reported there was a ‘noisy gang playing a radio on top of the car which woke me
up’. The officers approached the scene of the call unobtrusively and upon arrival
could not ‘hear’ loud music. Three people (between 18 and 20 years old) were sitting
on the hood of a car with a portable radio on top of it. The radio was playing, but
not loudly. The officers had a brief discussion and then spoke to the group:

(11) [Field Tape Number One] 
Off 1: Should I broom them or just let them
Off 2: I don’t know what do you think you wanna do anything?
Off 1: They’re not doing anything

(3.0)
Off 2: They’re not doing anything ((we drive the car over to the group))
Off 2: Somebody just called I don’t know who it was but if we have to–if they call again, we’ll 

have to make you move all right? 
Cit: okay

This example highlights a major problem for the police. As long as there are calls
about a group, the police have to take some action, even if the police can see there
is no problem. A key consideration is that the police can exert some control over the
group, but not over the caller’s behaviour. 
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In this example, the police don’t hold the group accountable or responsible for the
problem, but rather, it is the caller’s problem. The officer’s disposition, reported to
the dispatcher and in his logs, was ‘Seven Paul (7-p)’ which indicates for the record,
there was a ‘gathering causing annoyance (outside)’ and a ‘service was rendered’.
This disposition confirms the dispatcher’s original categorization as a ‘gang’ call. The
gang designation is interesting in light of the officers’ judgement that the caller, not
the group, is the problem. Was there a ‘gathering causing annoyance?’ Not really.
The officers could have reported the disposition under one of the ‘Adam’ codes,
which would have indicated the call was ‘not a bona fide incident’. Given the com-
parison between the caller’s report of a gang playing loud music, and the police
assessment of the situation at the scene, the ‘Adam’ code would seem to have been
appropriate in this case. However, by using the Seven Paul code and reporting ser-
vices rendered, and not using the Adam code, the police contribute to the statistical
database representing ‘gang’ problems that do not, in their own assessment, exist in
this case.

By contrast, even when there were problems (e.g. loud, disturbing behaviour)
caused by groups involved in illegal activities (such as drinking and/or smoking pot),
the police would still ‘broom’ the group in an effort to displace the problem. For
example, two calls to a public housing project within 20 minutes, resulted in ‘broom-
ing’ a group the officers knew were responsible for making noise and drinking. In the
first call, the caller reported a ‘noisy gang on the roof drinking with a loud radio’.
When we arrived, a group of five teenagers (ages 15–17) in the courtyard area had a
radio playing loudly. One officer went up to the roof, the other instructed the kids
to turn off the radio and to keep it off because it was bothering people in the apart-
ments. When we returned the second time the caller reported that the ‘gang’ was still
playing the radio, but when we arrived the radio had been turned off and the youths
were milling about the courtyard. The following encounter ensued:

(12) [Field Tape Number One]
Off 2 : Hey, somebody keeps-somebody’s calling on you guys what’s the story 
Kid 1: HUH?
Off 2 : Somebody’s calling. Were you making a lot of noise here or what? 
Kid 1: Nope! 
Off 2 : Why don’t you guys move okay so we don’t have to come back here again all right? 
Kid 2: Yeah
Off 2 : Go around to the other corner ((kids begin to leave)) 
Off 2 : They must be smoking ((dope)), there’s no bottles around
Off l : They had some beer earlier I broke some upstairs 
Off 2 : Was there? 
Off 1 : I broke some on the roof-they had some Michelob -Lowenbrau, looked like I’m not sure 

maybe a six pack.

The disposition of this call was also Seven Paul. One methodological point of com-
parison about the officer’s record work is relevant here. On the other 34 gang car
shifts, Seven Paul was the disposition code in 75 per cent (n = 77) of the calls. The

• • • Talk and Interaction in Social Research Methods • • •

• 208 •

Drew-3382-Chapter-12.qxd  3/29/2006  7:28 PM  Page 208



Adam code, was only used once over the whole three-month period of the gang car
programme. Thus, officers’ general tendencies were to confirm ‘gang’ calls dispatched
to them as ‘gang’ calls (see Meehan 2000 for further analysis).

Conclusion

The police are responsive to the political and organizational contexts which selected
‘gangs’ as a problem for the community. Certainly, the people of Corktown, as well
as Bigcity, had their share of problems with young people who hang out on corners,
make noise, drink and harass neighbours and engage in some criminal activity.
‘Gangs’ are real and not themselves an artifact of organizational recordkeeping prac-
tices. On the other hand, activities by groups that the police considered were ‘real
gangs’ did not constitute a significant proportion of the incidents handled by the
gang car  but resulted nonetheless in official ‘gang’ statistics. Treating these gang sta-
tistics as reflecting actual gang activity reifies gangs to the point where a fiction is cre-
ated: that ‘gangs’ and their activities are the primary source of trouble for the
community the political organization can ‘solve’. Indeed, it is this fiction that the
recordkeeping practices can effectively create and manage. In this sense, the popu-
larized conception of the gang problem is a complex artifact: the consequence of
increasing police attention to the activities of young people in the community and
of shifting definitions and perceptions of gangs in the community. As such, the
‘gang’ problem can only be examined through the various interactional and record-
keeping practices that create this version of reality.

The recordkeeping practices of the police easily accommodate and manage the var-
ious political and organizational pressures brought to bear upon police officers. The
management of documentary reality is an important competency and resource for
any individual who is accountable to a bureaucracy. Social scientists tend to ignore
this process and often approach the matter of their use of official statistics and police
records with a caveat emptor, warning readers that a certain amount of ‘measurement
error’ is attributable to organizational processes. But this is not enough. It is not
solely an issue of measurement error, but rather that organizational features of polic-
ing, and other organizations, which can change from year to year, determine the
incident count and records from which those statistics are derived. Social science
research can fruitfully study those interactional and recordkeeping processes that
constitute the careers of organizational statistics rather than treating statistics as
standing in a correspondent relationship to the incidents they purport to represent.

Notes

1. In Bigcity, the 911 emergency number handles between 500,000 and 600,000 calls
per year; an average of about 1,600 calls on any given day (24-hour period). The 911
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emergency number receives calls from all parts of the city. Thus, there is no special
operator for a particular section(s) of the city (including Corktown). Each call is auto-
matically routed into a queuing system and the call is handled on a ‘first come-first
served’ basis by the next available operator. The police telephone operators in Bigcity
are trained civilians, whereas the dispatchers are sworn officers. All transcription
symbols are taken from the transcription system developed by Gail Jefferson (see
Schenkein 1978). All references to persons and places have been changed to preserve
the anonymity of speakers.

2. I also rode with the gang car on eight other evenings and in terms of types of call and
police response, the evening analysed in this chapter was representative of these
other gang car shifts I observed. The Corktown gang car was fielded three evenings
(Thursday–Saturday) per week in two, four-hour shifts with two patrol logs generated
each evening. In patrol logs, officers record all calls for service assigned by dispatch
in addition to other activities officers undertake on a given evening (e.g. routine
patrol of parks, field interrogations).
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