


GOOD TO TALK?





GOOD TO TALK?

living and working
in a communication culture

Deborah Cameron

SAGE Publications
London • Thousand Oaks • New Delhi



© Deborah Cameron, 2000

First published 2000

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a
retrieval system, transmitted or utilized in any form or by any means, electronic,
mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without permission in writing
from the Publishers.

SAGE Publications Ltd
6 Bonhill Street
London EC2A 4PU

SAGE Publications Inc
2455 Teller Road
Thousand Oaks, California 91320

SAGE Publications India Pvt Ltd
32, M-Block Market
Greater Kailash - I
New Delhi 110 048

British Library Cataloguing in Publication data

A catalogue record for this book is
available from the British Library

ISBN 0 7619 5770 7
ISBN 0 7619 5771 5 (pbk)

Library of Congress catalog card number available

Typeset by SIVA Math Setters, Chennai, India.
Printed in Great Britain by Biddles Ltd, Guildford, Surrey



CONTENTS

Prologue vii

Acknowledgements ix

1 Introduction: Good to talk? 1

2 Codifying ‘communication’: knowledge, authority and standards 24

3 Talk as enterprise: communication and culture change at work 53

4 Communication factories: inside the call centre 91

5 Schooling spoken discourse 125

6 Communication and the pursuit of happiness 149

Epilogue 178

Appendix: Research methods and research ethics 184

Notes 188

Bibliography 201

Index 208





PROLOGUE

‘It’s how we plan and organize our lives. It’s how we build friendships and get close to people. It’s how we
get to understand how other people feel – and sometimes discover important things about ourselves. It’s
how we influence people and allow them to influence us. It’s how we sort out problems, co-operate with
each other and create new opportunities’

– TalkWorks: How to Get More Out of Life through Better Conversations,
British Telecom, 1997.

The quotation above comes from an advice booklet produced on behalf of the UK’s largest phone
company, British Telecommunications plc (BT, 1997); the ‘it’ that begins each sentence is ‘communica-
tion’, or more exactly, talk.1 TalkWorks is a registered trademark, the name of ‘a major BT initiative
to help people become more effective communicators, by providing a range of publications and
learning materials’. This particular publication, available free of charge to any UK resident, announces
itself on page one as ‘a book that can help change your life’.The text explains: ‘a lot of the anxiety,
frustration and “people problems” we encounter as we go through life have their roots in poor com-
munication. By getting better at how we understand and deal with other people, life can improve in
many different ways’.

Also on my desk as I write is a book whose title is Family Violence from a Communication Perspective
(Cahn and Lloyd, 1996).This is a very different kind of text, addressed to researchers and professional
practitioners in the fields of health and social services. It is considerably less bright and breezy in tone
than the BT booklet, for after all it is dealing with the darker side of human relationships: prominent
among its concerns are date rape, wife beating and child abuse. Its starting point, however, is very
similar to BT’s. According to the jacket blurb, ‘the chapters examine. . .emotional, psychological, ver-
bal and sexual abuse and show how they all stem from basic communication problems’.

These texts, one upbeat and popular, the other soberly academic, are striking examples of the
phenomenon I set out to investigate in this book, and they are by no means isolated cases. In recent
years it has become commonplace to find all sorts of problems being described as ‘communication
problems’ – problems arising from the ways in which people talk, or do not talk, to one another.
The perception that ‘poor communication’ is at the root of many problems prompts various inter-
ventions aimed at getting people to communicate better. Programmes of education and training have
been instituted with the goal of improving ‘communication skills’; in workplaces, schools and col-
leges, more and more people are receiving formal instruction in how to talk to one another, and in
some cases their performance is being formally assessed. Some of the most spectacular publishing
successes of the 1990s were popular psychology and self-help books concerned with issues of com-
munication, including Deborah Tannen’s You Just Don’t Understand (1991), John Gray’s Men are from
Mars, Women are from Venus (1992), and Daniel Goleman’s Emotional Intelligence (1995).
Communication is one of the themes of Britain’s national celebrations to mark the year 2000: the
centrepiece of those celebrations, the ‘Millennium Experience’, a sort of exposition-cum-theme park



housed in a purpose-built dome in Greenwich, features an entire ‘zone’ dedicated to ‘the
importance of communication in our lives’.These examples illustrate that we live in what might be
called a ‘communication culture’. By that I do not mean merely a culture that communicates, nor one
that regulates communicative behaviour (all cultures do both those things). Rather I mean a culture
that is particularly self-conscious and reflexive about communication, and that generates large quan-
tities of metadiscourse about it. For the members of such a culture it is axiomatically ‘good to talk’ –
but at the same time it is natural to make judgements about which kinds of talk are good and which
are less good. People aspire, or think they ought to aspire, to communicate ‘better’; and they are
highly receptive to expert advice.The TalkWorks booklet was requested by two million people in the
first 18 months of its existence; evaluations carried out on behalf of BT were almost embarrassingly
positive; many people whose opinions were not solicited contacted the company independently to
express appreciation and ask for more.The booklet’s author, evidently surprised as well as pleased
by the extent of the demand, told me: ‘we’re pushing at an open door’.2

Practices like teaching and assessing communication skills or offering advice on ‘better conver-
sations’ fall into the category of what I have elsewhere labelled ‘verbal hygiene’ (Cameron, 1995),
meaning attempts to ‘clean up’ language-use so it conforms to particular standards of correctness,
clarity, efficiency, beauty or morality. Verbal hygiene harnesses our propensity for making value-
judgements on language to our more general desire for order and meaning; setting language to rights
becomes a surrogate for setting the world to rights.Thus complaints about the misuse of the apos-
trophe or the ubiquity of profane language on television may express deeper, more amorphous anx-
ieties about the loss of standards in an increasingly permissive society, while efforts to keep a
language ‘pure’ may spring not only from concern about the language itself, but also from a feeling
that its speakers’ distinctive racial, ethnic or national identity is under threat.Whenever some aspect
of language becomes a matter of widespread concern, and new regimes of verbal hygiene spring up
to deal with it, it is always pertinent to ask: what else might lie behind this?

In the chapters that follow I consider what might lie behind the current obsession with ‘com-
munication’. I examine the discourse and the practices in which concerns about communication are
manifested in contemporary English-speaking societies; and I argue that many of these concerns can
be linked to the economic, social and cultural changes that are often discussed under the heading of
‘globalization’.3 Those developments have implications for our experience and understanding of our-
selves as workers, as consumers, as citizens of nation states, as members of communities and actors
in the wider world.They also have implications for the way we talk, and the way we perceive the sig-
nificance of talk.As the linguistic anthropologist Susan Gal has observed, ideas about what is desir-
able in the sphere of language-using are always ‘systematically related to other areas of cultural
discourse such as the nature of persons, of power, and of a desirable moral order’ (Gal, 1995: 171).
Regimes of verbal hygiene that centre on ‘communication’ are inseparable from changing concepts of
identity, agency and society.They are both a reflex of cultural change and one means for bringing it
about. It is with that in mind that I set out in this book to discover their motivations, describe their
mechanisms and assess their implications. In what ways and for what purposes is it believed to be
‘good to talk’?
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1
INTRODUCTION:
GOOD TO TALK?

‘I think a lot of people tend to take communication for granted in some way. . .it’s
something they don’t have to think about. . .if they perhaps learned to do it better
it would improve everything else – all other aspects of their life’.

– Anonymous respondent, National Communication Survey, 1996.

Throughout the 1990s, ‘it’s good to talk’ was the advertising slogan
used by the phone company British Telecom (BT).1 I imagine the

advertising agency chose it for much the same reason that I am recycling
it: not because it is original or witty, but because it is a truism – indeed, it
is one of the great clichés of our time.

In its advertising, BT uses the everyday word, ‘talk’. Elsewhere, it
prefers the more formal and technical term ‘communication’. In 1996, the
BT Forum (a BT-funded body that sponsors research on ‘the role of com-
munication in society’) commissioned the first in a promised series of
National Communication Surveys, Listening to the Nation. Researchers
interviewed a random sample of almost 1000 people. Among the ‘head-
line findings’ they reported were that 83% of respondents agreed with the
statement ‘good communicators lead happier lives’, and 73% agreed that
‘making the effort to communicate is the key to happy relationships with
people’. At the same time, only half considered themselves to be good
communicators, and 60% expressed a desire to be better. One respondent
commented: ‘I think a lot of people take communication for granted in
some way. . . it’s something they don’t have to think about. . . if they per-
haps learned to do it better, it would improve everything else – all other
aspects of their life’.2

It seems then that people attach considerable importance to ‘communi-
cation’. Good communication is said to be the key to a better and happier
life; improving communication ‘would improve everything else’. But that
in itself surely casts doubt on the idea that communication is something
people ‘take for granted’ and ‘don’t have to think about’. The very fact that



it is apparently so important might suggest that, on the contrary, we think
about it a great deal. There is certainly no shortage of people exhorting us
to think about it: employers and the various consultants they bring into
our workplaces, experts who write self-help books and appear on TV talk
shows, bodies that commission and publicize surveys like Listening to the
Nation. When these people remind us how important communication is,
the idea that we should ‘learn to do it better’ is seldom far away.

It is significant that people like the survey respondent quoted above
use the term ‘communication’ when what they actually mean is ‘talking’
(Listening to the Nation found that 86% of all reported communication
was face-to-face, while a further 12% was on the telephone). A common-
place social activity has been transformed into a technical skill, with its
own professional experts and its own technical jargon. It is because I am
interested in this transformation that I have chosen to focus on spoken
interaction in this book. Equating ‘communication’ with ‘talk’ may seem
perverse or naive; this after all is the much-hyped ‘information age’, and
we are constantly reminded that the global citizen of the 21st century will
need not merely to be literate, but to be literate in a range of media. Yet in
a great deal of current rhetoric about ‘communication’ it is clear that the
object of concern is spoken language used for interactive purposes. Where
‘communication’ refers to writing, or to the use of electronic media, or
even to very formal modes of public speaking, that will usually be spelt
out. In the unmarked case, ‘communication’ means talk: it means the
spoken interactions we engage in routinely at home, at work or school,
and in the course of our other everyday activities. This covers a range of
social settings and relationships, and encompasses a spectrum from very
casual to fairly formal talk, but still it is basically ‘ordinary’ talk: sponta-
neous as opposed to planned, interactive rather than monologic. And
what interests me is precisely the novelty of approaching this sort of
talk in the way we have traditionally approached writing, and more
recently other ‘literacies’. The norms of written language have been
codified and taught for centuries; literacy has always been an acquired
skill – albeit in modern times one that is expected of almost everyone. In
the case of spoken language, by contrast, only the most formal and ritual-
ized instances have been extensively codified and their rules explicitly
taught. Judgements of skill have undoubtedly been made, but the criteria
have been variable and largely implicit. Now it seems that things are
changing. 

Changing attitudes to and practices of talk are the subject of this book,
and I will ask two main questions about them. One is, how are people
being exhorted or required to talk in contemporary society? What lin-
guistic and social norms define ‘good’ and ‘bad’ communication? By
whom, and for whom, are the norms constructed, and how are they
enforced? The other question is why. Why is there a perceived need to
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regulate, codify and make judgements on even the most banal forms of
spoken communication? What motivates the contemporary belief that
communication is both the cause of all problems and the cure for all ills?
Detailed answers to these questions must wait until later chapters. Here,
though, I want to sketch out the broader context in which I have found it
useful to locate my questions.

I have found it enlightening to think about the phenomenon of ‘com-
munication’ (by which I mean not ‘the phenomenon of people talking’ but
‘the phenomenon of widespread concern about the skills people bring to
the activity of talking’) in connection with the economic and social devel-
opments of the historical period that is sometimes termed ‘high’ or ‘late’
modernity. In particular, I find it pertinent to locate ‘communication’ in
relation to recent shifts which are often put under the heading of ‘enter-
prise culture’. These developments affect language, and our ways of think-
ing about language; in many cases they also work at least partly through
language, which is an instrument as well as an object of cultural change.

Reflexive modernity

In his book Modernity and Self-Identity, the social theorist Anthony
Giddens is concerned with the way people in the conditions of late
modernity create what he calls ‘self-identity’, which he glosses as ‘the
self as reflexively understood by the individual in terms of his or her
biography’ (Giddens, 1991: 244). The concept of ‘reflexivity’ is central to
Giddens’s understanding of modernity in general. Modern societies con-
tinuously generate knowledge and information about the world, which
then informs the way people act in the world: as a result the world itself
changes. It is also characteristic of modern societies that knowledge and
information are ordered into what Giddens calls ‘expert systems’: ‘modes
of technical knowledge which have validity independent of the practi-
tioners and clients who make use of them’ (1991: 18). Pre-modern or ‘tra-
ditional’ cultures recognize expert knowledge, of course, but Giddens
argues this is usually dependent on procedures that cannot be codified
and used indifferently by anyone. (Penicillin should work no matter who
prescribes it for whom, but the efficacy of a traditional healing ritual may
depend crucially on who performs it and in what circumstances.)

Modernity’s ‘modes of technical knowledge’ are not only about things
like medicine and engineering. There are also acknowledged ‘experts’
deploying recognized ‘technical knowledge’ about social identity and
social relationships. These experts offer specialist knowledge and guid-
ance on sex, marriage, divorce, bringing up children, and so on, all sub-
jects where in the past people would have acquired knowledge and skill
through more informal modes of instruction and through direct initiation.
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As Giddens says, the way people in contemporary societies both
understand and actually ‘do’ sex, or parenthood, is affected significantly
by their exposure to authoritative technical knowledge about it. In this
book I will explore the idea that ‘communication’ is another area in which
expert systems are asserting themselves over more traditional, informal
and diffuse ways of organizing knowledge and practice; and that this has
implications for the way we experience, understand and conduct spoken
interaction.

The increasing systematization of knowledge and the codification of
procedures for talking to other people can plausibly be linked to the
developments Giddens associates with the creation of ‘self-identity’ in
late modernity. He suggests that ‘in the context of a post-traditional
order, the self becomes a reflexive project’ (1991: 32, italics in original).
People no longer make pre-ordained transitions from one life-stage to
another in a cultural milieu that stays the same over generations. Instead
they must constantly make and remake themselves (their ‘selves’), con-
necting their personal histories to a larger social history in which change
is rapid and continual. Giddens argues that people do this by reflexively
constructing autobiographical narratives: ‘A person’s identity is not to be
found in behaviour, nor – important though this is – in the reactions of
others, but in the capacity to keep a particular narrative going. The individ-
ual’s biography. . .must continually integrate events that occur in the
external world and sort them into the ongoing “story” about the self’
(1991: 54). This account throws up the possibility – one which, again, I
will explore further in the chapters that follow – that at least some cur-
rent anxieties about ‘communication’ are anxieties about the ability to tell
that ‘ongoing story about the self’, either to oneself or to others. If iden-
tity depends on ‘keeping a narrative going’, and if narrative is essentially
a verbal construct, then language and communication are implicated in
the success or failure of identity, and will be foregrounded in relation to
anxiety about identity.

One very obvious contemporary manifestation of this sort of anxiety is
the pervasiveness of therapy and self-help (much of which is therapy
minus the therapist). Therapy is an institution with its own particular pro-
cedures for constructing a narrative of the self. Anthony Giddens argues
that in contemporary conditions it should be understood not, as some
commentators have suggested, as a secular substitute for religion or as
a compensation for the alienation and dislocation of life in consumer cap-
italist societies, but rather as a ‘methodology of life-planning’ (1991: 180).
In therapy the individual pursues her or his ‘reflexive project of the self’,
striving to integrate the inherited past and the present into a coherent
ongoing narrative which leads to a ‘better’ future. While I agree that this is
one of the things therapy is for, I will suggest that it also has the function –
a moral, even if not specifically religious one – of disseminating ideas about
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what it means to be a ‘good person’, and more concretely, of providing
models for the behaviour of such a person towards other people. ‘Com-
munication’ is significant in relation to both functions.

Giddens makes the assumption that it is reasonable to talk about indi-
viduals having a single ‘self-identity’. It is an assumption that might be
disputed, as he himself notes: for some theorists, ‘an individual has
as many selves as there are divergent contexts of interaction’ (1991: 190).
He is alluding here to certain followers of Erving Goffman, but he
also remarks on the resemblance of this view to poststructuralist/
postmodernist ideas about the ‘fragmentation’ of identity. His own view is
rather different. Given that modern societies are complex, and do demand
that their members participate in ‘divergent contexts of interaction’, the
construction of identity may involve the integration of diverse experi-
ences and different roles; but in general there will, precisely, be integration,
or at least an attempt at integration. Individuals do not simply treat their
varied experiences as a series of disconnected fragments, but actively try
to weave them into a single coherent narrative, whose protagonist is felt
to be ‘a continuous self and body’ (1991: 55, my italics). ‘A person with a
reasonably stable sense of self-identity’, Giddens maintains, ‘has a feeling
of biographical continuity which she is able to grasp reflexively, and, to a
greater or lesser degree, communicate to other people’ (1991: 54).

The demands made on their members by complex modern societies,
and the resulting tensions between fragmentation and integration, have
reflexes in linguistic or communicative behaviour, and in the regimes of
verbal hygiene which seek to regulate, standardize or ‘improve’ that
behaviour. Some regimes of communication training, for instance (partic-
ularly in the workplace and in vocationally oriented forms of education)
are prompted by a perceived need to prepare individuals for the ‘diver-
gent contexts of interaction’ they will encounter, and for which their pre-
vious experiences have not prepared them, because the contexts are either
new or involve significantly reshaped expectations. For instance, as I will
explain in more detail below, many regimes of workplace communication
training are part of a managerial project whose overall aim is to produce
an ‘enterprising’ or ‘empowered’ worker. The context – work – is not new
or unfamiliar, but the expectation of enterprise/empowerment is a novel
one, and people need guidance on how to meet it. Training and discipli-
nary regimes associated with ‘empowerment’ aim to change, not merely
the way people behave in the context of work, but who they feel them-
selves to be in that context (Gee et al., 1996).

Other regimes of verbal hygiene, particularly those found in therapy
and self-help, are more concerned with helping people ‘make sense of
their lives’ – that is, to integrate the diversity of their experience into a
satisfying narrative, and (crucially in the context of ‘communication’) to
verbalize that experience more effectively and more ‘authentically’.
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Although this might well be seen theoretically as a process of
self-construction, it is more commonly represented by those engaged in it
as a process of self-expression. It does not change who people ‘are’ or feel
themselves to be, but gives them new tools for making intelligible – to
themselves as well as others – who they are. A topic that receives system-
atic attention in some regimes of communication training is ‘talking about
feelings’ – the assumption being that the feelings themselves are ‘there’,
the established property of an already-existing self, and what is lacking is
only the level of communication skill needed to do them justice.

Theoretically, I understand regimes of both types as constitutive rather
than merely expressive: I would not argue that one is about creating
‘inauthentic’ selves and the other about expressing ‘authentic’ ones. Never-
theless, one reason I prefer Giddens’s account of self-identity to the post-
modernist postulate of endlessly fragmented selves is that ‘authenticity’
appears to be a key issue in understanding the way people respond to
regimes that seek to regulate their spoken interaction. Giddens observes
(1991: 54) that ‘The individual’s biography, if she is to maintain regular
interaction with others in the day-to-day world, cannot be wholly fictive’.
He is talking about the need for an individual’s story to integrate things
that happen in the outside world, as opposed to being completely inward-
looking and solipsistic; but in the context of ‘communication’ the com-
ment takes on an additional resonance. The individual’s ways of talking
are part of the whole biographical package; indeed I will argue that they
are commonly understood as rather direct products of innate ‘character’
combined with individual life experience (the sort of person someone is
together with the sorts of things they have done). Consequently, people
often display resistance to being made to interact with others in a linguis-
tic persona they regard as ‘wholly fictive’. Such resistance is one of the
most significant problems facing those who wish to build new and com-
prehensive expert systems around the everyday activity of talking. Expert
systems are general and impersonal: they apply without regard to
the particularities of persons or contexts. In this case, they detach the
skills and techniques of ‘communication’ from the personal histories and
qualities of those engaged in it. But this approach does not meet with uni-
versal or complete acceptance, largely because it conflicts with ideas
about individual ‘authenticity’, and about speech as an important reflex
of that, which continue to have wide currency. If most people today really
inhabited the multiple and fragmented subjectivities suggested by some
poststructuralist and postmodernist theory, this would be difficult to
account for.

In sum, then, current concerns about ‘communication’ provide a good
example of modernity’s ‘reflexivity’. They exemplify the way every aspect
of modern life is liable to be put under the microscope, both by experts and
by laypeople. They are part of the general reflexive project of knowing
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Introduction 7

how things are or should be done in order to control them and do them
better. They are also part of the more specific ‘reflexive project of the
self’, since the construction of a biographical narrative is a discursive and
linguistic accomplishment. At the same time, the kind of biographical
narrative that constitutes self-identity has continuity and ‘authenticity’
(see Giddens, 1991: 78–9) among its central concerns. The overall effect is
somewhat paradoxical. As spoken interaction comes increasingly to be
treated as a set of ‘skills’, and colonized by expert systems with their
decontextualized, transferable procedures, there is a risk that its capacity
to signify ‘authentically’ who an individual is and what s/he thinks or
feels will be compromized.

Enterprise culture

The colonization of spoken interaction by expert systems has been accel-
erated and intensified by the recent social and economic shifts which are
often glossed in the phrase ‘enterprise culture’. Later I will make specific
connections between ‘communication’ and enterprise culture, but first it
is necessary to say something more about the phenomenon of enterprise
culture itself. While the phrase may call to mind specific political projects,
such as the propaganda initiative launched during the 1980s by Margaret
Thatcher’s government to encourage people to set up businesses and invest
in the stock market, here it is intended to mean something much broader.
It encompasses developments which have outlasted the Thatcher era
(in some cases they post-date that era), which are not peculiar to Britain,
and which cannot be seen as the sole preserve of the ideological Right.
‘Enterprise culture’ should not be taken as synonymous with ‘business
culture’ either. It is possible to do business in ways that are not ‘enter-
prising’, and to conduct other activities (such as family life) in ways that
are ‘enterprising’.

If you look up enterprise in the Concise Oxford Dictionary, you find
three senses listed: 1. An undertaking, especially a bold and difficult one.
2. (As a personal attribute) Readiness to engage in such undertakings.
3. A business firm.

The ‘enterprise’ in ‘enterprise culture’ means a set of attributes, values
and behaviours – such as resourcefulness, self-discipline, openness to risk
and change – that enable people to succeed in bold and difficult under-
takings. These are prototypically of the business variety, but not exclu-
sively so. As Graham Burchell notes (1993: 275), the hallmark of enterprise
culture is to make business undertakings the model for all undertakings,
so that there is a ‘generalization of an “enterprise form” to all forms of
conduct – to the conduct of organizations hitherto seen as non-economic, to
the conduct of government and to the conduct of individuals themselves’. 



Many illustrative examples of this ‘generalizaton’ come to mind (I will
take mine mostly from the British context, but I have no doubt they will
resonate with the experiences of readers located elsewhere). To begin with
‘organizations hitherto seen as non-economic’, the most obvious example
of ‘enterprise’ in this context is the ‘marketization’ of public services
since the 1980s. Some services that were state-run monopolies (such as
the utilities and the railway network in Britain) were sold into private
ownership, and are now enterprises in the ‘business firm’ sense. Others
remained public institutions run on a non-profit basis, but were required
to adopt the disciplines of business and the trappings of its culture.
Schools and universities were encouraged to write mission statements
and compelled to undergo quality auditing. The running of some public
institutions, such as prisons, was ‘outsourced’ to private contractors. In
the British National Health Service (NHS), an ‘internal market’ was cre-
ated in medical services – which continued, however, to be paid for by tax
revenue – in a deliberate effort to simulate features of market capitalism
that were thought to make it more efficient than the welfare state.

Moving on to ‘the conduct of government’, it is notable that politicians
now routinely compare the activity of democratic governance to manag-
ing a business. The US Vice-President Al Gore once declared: ‘We have
customers: the American people’. Shortly after the election that brought
his ‘new’ Labour Party to power in 1997, the British Prime Minister
Tony Blair told a BBC interviewer: ‘If you are running a company nowa-
days, suppose you are running Marks & Spencer [a major clothing and
food retailer] or Sainsbury [one of Britain’s ‘big four’ high-street super-
markets], you will be constantly trying to work out whether your cus-
tomers are satisfied with the product they are getting. . . .I don’t think
there is anything wrong with government trying to do that’. The grounds
for the analogy between politics and retailing have always been there, but
it is only recently that politicians have found it appropriate to incorporate
it into their rhetoric. (To see what difference that makes, we only have to
put Al Gore’s ‘we have customers’ soundbite alongside something that
was said by one of his most illustrious predecessors: ‘Ask not what your
country can do for you. . .’). The comparison is not only rhetorical, either;
government departments are increasingly run on business lines, and new
policies, like new product lines, are tested using market research methods
like focus-group discussions. It has become fashionable to discuss the
nation itself – quintessentially a political entity – in terms more usually
associated with marketing consumer goods. One project to which Tony
Blair gave a high profile in the early days of his administration was
‘rebranding Britain’ – modernizing its image so it would be seen less as a
heritage theme park and more as ‘Cool Britannia’. It was widely reported
that this project had been inspired by a report produced for the think-tank
Demos, which argued that a clear national identity, like a distinctive
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brand image, was an economic asset that helped to sell a country’s
products. The Demos report was titled Britain (Leonard, 1997).

When Graham Burchell asserts that enterprise values govern ‘the con-
duct of individuals themselves’, he does not mean only individuals’ con-
duct in the public sphere of industry, commerce and politics, but also in
their private lives as community and family members. For example, bring-
ing up children has emerged as a ‘bold and difficult undertaking’ requir-
ing the acquisition and exercise of quasi-managerial skills (this enterprise
is now known as ‘parenting’). Advice on all kinds of personal relationships
urges us to treat them as if they were business projects: we are told
we should ‘set goals’ or ‘negotiate contracts’ with family members and
friends. We are also urged to ‘work on’ our individual selves with a view
to becoming healthier, happier, better-adjusted and more successful. This
philosophy of self-improvement is not new, of course, but it has never
been more pervasive than it is now. It also acquires a certain edge as other
developments within enterprise culture shift responsibilities from the state
to the individual or household.

As I noted in passing earlier, though, enterprise culture is not just a
matter of imposing the values and practices of one sphere, business, on
other spheres like politics and family life. The values and practices in
question are drawn from a particular approach to business, which is rela-
tively recent (and not yet universal) in the business sphere itself. The new
approach goes under various names, among them ‘enterprise’ or ‘entre-
preneurial’ management, management for ‘empowerment’ or for ‘excel-
lence’ (a reference to the work of the management ‘guru’ Tom Peters),
or simply ‘new wave’ management. Whatever it is called, though, the
important point to bear in mind about it is that it represents a culture
change within business. Business has always been a privileged locus for
enterprise, but the message of the ‘new wave’ is that practices which
served business well enough in the past are not sufficiently enterprising
to meet the particular challenges of the present and future.

If one asks what challenges those might be, the standard response
focuses on economic globalization. Financial deregulation together with
technological developments (such as better and faster telecommunications
and computerized record-keeping) has enabled capital to move more
freely across the globe. This intensifies competition: businesses can shift
investment to wherever in the world they can produce goods to the neces-
sary standard at the lowest cost. Developing economies, like the so-called
Asian tigers, offer modern technology and skilled workers who do not
however demand ‘first world’ wages. To compete, therefore, companies
operating in the more affluent parts of the world must attempt both to
lower their costs and to improve their standards of quality and service. It
is this imperative that has been seen to require a new way of managing
business organizations.3
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Proponents of ‘enterprise’ usually contrast it with ‘bureaucracy’, a
system that depends on elaborate hierarchies and rigid procedures. In a
bureaucratic organization, management is a matter of ‘command and con-
trol’, that is, telling your subordinates what to do and making sure they
do it. The ‘enterprise’ philosophy is different. Instead of setting tasks, the
new manager sets goals, and motivates subordinates to meet those goals.
The new manager is less concerned with the performance of particular
actions than with the achievement of specified, measurable outcomes.
Employees have more freedom to decide for themselves how best to
achieve those outcomes: the expectation is that they will be ‘flexible’ –
able to pick up new skills as the need arises. It is also assumed that
employees at every level already have skills that were untapped, and so
wasted, under the traditional ‘command and control’ regime. With the
demise of that regime, their own ‘enterprise’ is liberated from bureau-
cratic constraints. This liberation is known as ‘empowerment’, and in
theory it goes along with a flattening of the bureaucratic hierarchy (also
known as ‘de-layering’). The enterprising organization does not require
as many layers as the command and control model did; nor does it want
them, for one of its aims is to cut costs, and this is achieved by, among
other things, ‘downsizing’. ‘Enterprise’, then, is the key to achieving what
on the face of it seems impossible: higher standards at lower cost. Fewer
people making freer use of their entrepreneurial talents are supposed to be
able to do more for less.

Another pervasive feature of ‘enterprising’ business is a relentless
focus on serving the needs of the customer. Globalization and the associ-
ated intensification of competition can be invoked to explain this too.
If you cannot compete on the price or the basic quality of the product
(because it can be made just as well, and cheaper, in Mexico or Thailand)
then you have to compete on service: giving the customer what s/he
wants, when s/he wants it, and distinguishing yourself from your com-
petitors through ‘intangibles’, such as helpfulness and friendliness. It is
also notable that the most advanced economies have moved towards
being ‘post-industrial’: the manufacturing sector contracts while the
service sector expands. More and more people are working in the kinds of
businesses where customer service is not just one consideration among
others, but the defining purpose of the organization. And it is businesses
of this service-oriented kind – companies like McDonald’s or the Disney
Corporation – that now tend to be held up as models for successful
business in general.

If much of this sounds familiar even to readers who do not work in pri-
vate businesses, that is partly because we have all encountered some of
the manifestations of ‘enterprise’ when we are the customer, but also
because the same philosophy now underpins the management of many
public sector and non-profit institutions. Here, obviously, enterprise is not
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a response to the intensification of global competition. British schools and
hospitals do not face the prospect of being undercut by rivals in Malaysia,
and British government departments are not going to be subject to a hos-
tile takeover by Germany. There is an economic motivation, in as much as
most contemporary governments wish to reduce levels of public expen-
diture. But there are also ideological motives. These are not necessarily
straightforward expressions of the ‘business is best’ philosophy that ani-
mated right-wing radicals in the Thatcher/Reagan years. One important
motivation for importing elements of enterprise management into the
public sector is the idea that state and local government institutions ought
to be more responsive and more accountable to the people they suppos-
edly serve. Institutions whose values are liberal or socialist (like universi-
ties and Labour councils) have proved as susceptible to this argument
as capitalist organizations. But the ‘customer care’ approach to public
service does implicitly take market relationships as paradigmatic, and
this requires a change of attitude, from service users as well as providers.
Many novel features of public service culture – mission statements, user
charters, quality auditing accompanied by published league tables for
institutions like hospitals, universities and schools – are intended not
only to make public servants shape up, but also to encourage a more
enterprising, consumerist approach on the part of the public itself. School
league tables, for instance, are published so that parents can make
informed choices about where to educate their children; charters for rail
passengers or post-office users incorporate complaints procedures and
promises of compensation for those who exert themselves to take under-
performing institutions to task. To reap the full benefits of ‘better service’
it is necessary to become a ‘better customer’. 

Questions of empowerment

A claim often made about the managerial approach taken by ‘enterpris-
ing’ organizations is that this approach empowers people – customers,
service users and in particular, employees. Commentators have evaluated
this claim in a variety of ways, and since the point at issue is relevant to
my analysis in later chapters, I want to examine it more closely here. 

Nikolas Rose describes the positive assessment made by enthusiasts
of new managerial approaches, who believe that the empowerment of
workers in enterprise culture produces what negotiators call a ‘win/win
situation’. Because employees are respected as individuals and given
scope for the exercise of their abilities, they can fulfil themselves while
simultaneously advancing the interests of their employers and indeed
their customers. In Rose’s words:
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Employers and managers equipped with these new visions of work have
claimed that there is no conflict between the pursuits of productivity, efficiency
and competitiveness on the one hand, and the humanisation of work on the
other. On the contrary, the path to business success lies in engaging the
employee with the goals of the company at the level of his or her subjectivity. . .
Through striving to fulfil their own needs and wishes at work, each employee
will thus work for the advance of the enterprise. (1990: 56)

Other commentators take a much more negative view. For the eco-
nomics writers Larry Elliott and Dan Atkinson, for example, the new
managerial approach both arises from and contributes to increasing eco-
nomic and social inequality. In their book The Age of Insecurity (Elliott
and Atkinson, 1998), these writers argue that the removal of restrictions
on the global movement of capital and the near-universal adoption of
low-inflation policies by governments over the past two decades have
shifted the balance of risk from capitalists to workers (by which they
mean not just proletarians, but anyone who relies on selling their labour
to earn a living). If costs rise or sales fall, the response is not to cut the
dividends paid to investors, but to demand more ‘flexibility’ from the
workforce. But the capitalist’s ‘flexibility’ is the worker’s insecurity. In
practice it means de-layering and downsizing – that is, people losing their
jobs; it means cuts in pay and changes to working conditions which are
disadvantageous to the workers. Hourly paid workers may be asked to
come in only when there is work and to stay at home, unpaid, when there
is none; full-time jobs may become part-time, and permanent contracts
fixed-term; certain types of work once done ‘in-house’ may be outsourced
to independent contractors who employ fewer people and pay them less;
salaried employees may be asked to do the same work on a self-employed
basis. All these arrangements are commoner than they used to be, and
they affect middle-class professionals as well as the less skilled and lower-
paid. The results have been much commented on: not only un- and under-
employment, but also large numbers of working people who suffer from
overwork, stress and anxiety because they are insecure, and who find it
difficult to take on long-term commitments because they are uncertain
whether they will have a job or an adequate income in future. People in
this position, Elliott and Atkinson argue, have little choice but to submit
to demands they might otherwise consider unreasonable: they are not so
much fulfilled by new ways of working as fearful of the consequences if
they do not go along with them.

Elliott and Atkinson also discuss the effect of new economic develop-
ments on the activities of governments, which affect citizens regardless of
what kind of work they do. It has come to be accepted by politicians
across the ideological spectrum that national governments cannot and
should not try to clip the wings of global capital, and this implies that
politicians can no longer control national economies in the same way they
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could in the past. Government’s role is instead to make the nation a place
in which capitalists will want to invest, by offering tax breaks and subsi-
dies, adopting low-inflation policies and employment policies which are
conducive to labour market ‘flexibility’ (for instance, curbing the costs of
employing people and restricting the power of organized labour), and
delivering through the state education system the skills and dispositions
companies want their workers to have. The other project that increasingly
engages governments, according to Elliott and Atkinson, is a kind of
social engineering. As control over capital decreases, so control over indi-
viduals intensifies. In its first year of office, for example, the British
Labour government proposed a whole raft of measures that might once
have been thought too trivial to preoccupy the nation’s leaders, from
imposing curfews on schoolchildren to making bicycle bells compulsory. 

In a book titled The Corrosion of Character: the Personal Consequences of
Work in the New Capitalism (1998), the sociologist Richard Sennett argues
that ‘flexibility’ is a serious obstacle to the development of long-term
social identities and relationships. In Giddens’s terms, it interferes with
people’s ability to sustain a continuous narrative over the course of a life-
time. The new order ‘does not offer much, economically or socially, in the
way of narrative’: it idealizes an entrepreneurial individual who is com-
fortable with not knowing what comes next, but ‘most people. . .are not at
ease with change in this nonchalant, negligent way’ (Sennett, 1998: 30).
Like Elliott and Atkinson, Sennett distrusts the rhetoric according to
which flexibility gives workers more autonomy and freedom. ‘In fact,
the new order substitutes new controls rather than simply abolishing the
rules of the past – but these new controls are also hard to understand. The
new capitalism is an often illegible regime of power’ (1998: 10). 

There are positions in between the rosy picture drawn by enterprise
enthusiasts and the unremittingly bleak one drawn by critics like Elliott
and Atkinson or Sennett. One kind of ‘intermediate’ position is taken, for
instance, in Paul du Gay’s study of cultural change in the UK retail indus-
try, Consumption and Identity at Work (1996). Du Gay finds it simplistic to
read enterprise culture as either unambiguously liberating or monolithi-
cally oppressive. Rather he suggests that culture change has produced
‘new ways for people to be at work’, and that these are not necessarily
‘better’ or ‘worse’, they are simply different – they bring new costs and
benefits which different people negotiate in different ways. 

Du Gay conducted field research in four companies, and his account of
what went on in them supports his call for a complex approach to the phe-
nomenon overall. Some of his informants had, indeed, used the opportu-
nity offered by the rhetoric of empowerment to ‘take ownership’ of their
work, finding new possibilities and pleasures in it; others were more exer-
cised by what they saw as petty restrictions on their personal autonomy.
In many instances, du Gay found that the aims of management were
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partly accepted and partly resisted by subordinates. He discusses, for
instance, a ‘Quality Team’ (QT) meeting where staff in one shop were
supposed to take the initiative and produce what management called
‘three hows’, that is, three possible solutions to a particular problem. The
staff did produce the desired ‘hows’, but they pointedly refused to take on
their prescribed roles as active initiators of suggestions. Essentially they
obliged the manager in charge to drag the right answers out of them. As
du Gay comments, this incident can neither be celebrated as a success for
the philosophy of empowerment nor admired as a case of collective resis-
tance to that philosophy from below: ‘While staff translated the QT into a
different discourse register, thus undermining the original intent, they
also reproduced its basic conditions of existence by agreeing to imple-
ment three “hows”’ (1996: 171). 

Du Gay’s use of the phrase ‘discourse register’, meaning a particular,
institutionally sanctioned way of talking, prompts the question of what
role is played by language and communication in the new culture of
enterprise. Below I will suggest that their role is a crucial one: language is
both an instrument of change and a target for change. To become ‘enter-
prising’, whether as an individual or as an organization, requires you
both to put a higher premium on communication in theory, and to do it
differently in practice. 

Enterprise, language and communication

At the heart of the new management philosophy is a change in the rela-
tionship between organizations and the individuals who work in them.
Instead of just doing what they are told, ‘enterprising’ employees are
made responsible for motivating, disciplining and directing themselves.
At the same time, the organization must ensure that the self-directing
worker is moving in step with institutional policy. Empowering people to
use their creative abilities is all very well, but their creativity could be
directed to some very undesirable ends (embezzlement, sabotage and
union organizing, for instance). As Paul du Gay points out (1996: 62–3),
the aim is not to liberate workers unconditionally, but rather to organize
things in such a way that ‘all employees make the goals and objectives of
their employing organization their own personal goals and objectives,
thus ensuring they will deploy their “autonomy” and “creativity” cor-
rectly from the organization’s point of view’. And as he also notes, this
approach will depend for its success on ‘the construction and promulga-
tion of a “strong corporate culture”’. Persuading people to adopt the organ-
ization’s goals as their own is an ambitious aim, especially if you are
talking about the whole range of employees, and not just those with



interesting jobs and relatively high status (or the prospect of attaining it).
To achieve that aim, the company must endeavour to create a culture in
which its goals and values are both made apparent to the workforce and
presented in a way that encourages positive identification with them. 

In this project, the language of internal communication will play a
major part. Du Gay’s informants said as much to him; he quotes many ref-
erences to the idea that culture change involves, or even boils down to,
linguistic change, and many more in which language is used metaphori-
cally or metonymically to stand for organizational culture as a whole. For
instance:

‘You really have to learn a new language’ (Regional controller, p. 128).
‘You have to win hearts and minds, and it’s jargon, I know, but hearts and
minds, energies of every member of our staff. . .so that all 40,000 odd people in
[company] would eventually be singing from the same hymn sheet’ (Controller,
p. 131).
‘I don’t underestimate the difficulties we have in making sure. . .that our man-
agers get the right message every time and communicate the message consis-
tently’ (Personnel director, p. 132).
‘[The success of staff training depends on how far] it becomes part of their
everyday language. . .if they don’t take it on board then it won’t be successful’
(Training manager, p. 147n).

Internal communication may be used simply as a way of ‘cheer-
leading’ for particular goals and values (this is the main purpose of
the ‘vision’ and ‘mission’ statements displayed on office walls across the
capitalist world). A more interventionist strategy, however, involves cre-
ating new communicative events in which employees are compelled to
use a new linguistic register actively. The QT meeting at which sales assis-
tants in one of the companies studied by Paul du Gay had to come up
with ‘three hows’ is an example. The format of the meeting itself obliged
participants to orient to certain norms of interaction and play particular
communicational roles (in theory, anyway: in practice, as we saw above,
the staff refused to adopt their prescribed roles as initiators of talk). In
addition, the subject matter and purpose of the meeting obliged partici-
pants to make use of a new terminology – it does not seem likely that
anyone previously possessed the concept of ‘a how’, still less that they
used the expression. Another increasingly common ‘new’ workplace
speech event is the ‘appraisal interview’, where the goal of assessing an
employee’s performance is realized using interactive conventions that
resemble those of a therapy or counselling session (some organizations
actually call appraisal ‘counselling’). Employees may be invited to discuss
their strengths and weaknesses, reflect on their past achievements and
future goals, and set their own targets for improvement. Since appraisal
is typically compulsory, and often consequential in terms of pay and
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promotion, everyone has an interest in mastering the quasi-therapeutic
register associated with it.

Regulating the use of language for purposes of communication within
the organization, then, is an important tool in the creation of a ‘strong
corporate culture’. New values, practices and implicit expectations are
signalled by the adoption of new ways of talking – new genres like
the mission statement, new speech events like the QT meeting and the
appraisal interview, new terminologies which encode important new con-
cepts such as the ‘how’ (or, to take some notorious examples from the
recent history of British university teaching, the ‘aim’, the ‘objective’ and
the ‘learning outcome’). But language use is also regulated – often even
more intensively – at the interface between the organization and the out-
side world, which is to say, in interactions with clients, customers, users
and suppliers. This is another locale where enterprise culture requires its
members to communicate differently, and to become more conscious of
what they are doing when they talk.

As I noted above, the enterprising organization is likely to stress the
importance of what is often labelled ‘customer care’. After globalization,
advanced capitalist economies are dominated by service industries, and
even in the manufacturing sector it is often through its service that a com-
pany gains its competitive edge. This has implications for language and
communication, because ‘service’ is to a significant extent accomplished
by interacting with people. How staff interact with others when they
represent the organization has become a matter of intense concern. Paul
du Gay recounts a conversation with a retail manager who had been
impressed, during his training, with an anecdote about the Disney Cor-
poration firing a trainee sales assistant at one of its stores, not because
she was dishonest, incompetent or slow, but because she did not make
appropriate eye-contact with customers. This story had been told to the
manager, and then repeated by him to Paul du Gay, as a tale about the
Disney Corporation’s legendary attention to detail. An acknowledged
world leader in the customer-service game, Disney expected excellent
communication skills, verbal and non-verbal, to be displayed by everyone
from the CEO to the lowliest checkout clerk.

In the story, Disney fired the unsatisfactory employee; in other com-
panies, or in a case judged less hopeless, an alternative solution might
have been to try and fix her ‘faulty’ eye contact. Employees in many occu-
pations are now routinely given training in various aspects of communi-
cation, from ‘active listening’ to body language. In later chapters I will
discuss in more detail what they are being taught, and what they think of
it. In quite a few occupations, too, the approach has been adopted of try-
ing to standardise interaction between employees and customers. Rather
than being trained in general strategies, staff are trained to use standard
formulas, and at the extreme, to perform to a uniform script. This is one
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salient aspect of the phenomenon which the neo-Weberian sociologist
George Ritzer calls ‘McDonaldization’, whereby organizations try to max-
imise efficiency, calculability, predictability and control in all aspects of
their operating routines (Ritzer, 1996). 

In relation to customer care, language is once again an instrument of
cultural change – new linguistic norms are intended to function as the
outward and audible sign of a new inner commitment to the interests of
the customer – and at the same time, language is a key target for attitudi-
nal and behavioural change. If it achieves nothing else, communication
training impresses on people that they have to think about the way they
talk, and not take for granted that their ordinary communicative compe-
tence will be adequate for the particular purposes of the workplace.
Often, it is intended to achieve rather more than this. It is intended to
eradicate, or at least reduce, the variation people exhibit in their ways of
interacting, and to bring the communicational behaviour of individuals
into conformity with norms defined by the organization. 

As we saw early on in this discussion, it is a feature of enterprise
culture that norms and practices elaborated first in business are subse-
quently diffused into other spheres. Norms and practices relating to ‘com-
munication’ are no exception to this rule; and there is a particularly strong
link between the sphere of work and that of education. This is not sur-
prising: from the point of view of employers, and of many politicians,
parents and students, schools and colleges are there in large part to pro-
vide an appropriately skilled workforce. Educators themselves may take
a somewhat different view, but few would deny entirely that it is part of
their mission to prepare students for future employment. In any case, they
are subject to both political and financial pressure to take notice of what
employers want. Increasingly, employers are emphasizing that they want
‘communication skills’. This is not, of course, a novel demand, but it is
becoming more insistent, more explicit and more systematic.

One reason for that is that more and more jobs actually require work-
ers to communicate. This is partly because of the growth of the service
sector. Service work and selling have always involved talking to people;
today significant numbers of workers are employed in occupations that
consist of little else but spoken interaction (one recent and rapidly spread-
ing development of this kind, which I will consider in detail later, is
working in a ‘call centre’). Traditionally, manufacturing jobs made fewer
demands on workers’ linguistic abilities; but the advent of new manager-
ial approaches has changed this to some extent. Even factory assembly-
line workers may nowadays find themselves in an appraisal interview, a
team meeting or a ‘quality circle’, which means that talking has become
part of what is expected of them. 

Another change is that job descriptions, appraisal criteria and so on
now foreground the status of communication as a skill – not just something
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workers are expected to do, but something they are expected to be, or
become, ‘good at’. The interpersonal and linguistic aspects of many jobs
often used to be mentioned in job descriptions, if they were mentioned at
all, as a vague afterthought (‘must enjoy working with people’). Consider,
by contrast, the following ‘person specification’, which defined the ideal
recruit for the job being advertised as someone who could

• demonstrate sound interpersonal relationships and an awareness of the indi-
vidual clients’ psychological and emotional needs;

• understand the need for effective verbal and non-verbal communication;
• support clients and relatives in the care environment by demonstrating

empathy and understanding. 
(source: Medical Monitor, 1994).

The language used in this specification might suggest that it is describ-
ing a skilled caring professional – a psychologist or social worker, for
instance – whose job is centrally about talking to ‘clients’. In fact, though,
the job on offer is that of a ward orderly in an NHS hospital. Orderlies are
‘ancillary’ workers (the COD gives ‘cleaner, esp. male, in a hospital’ as a
definition of orderly); the interactions they have with patients and visitors
occur in the course of performing other duties, and are not part of the offi-
cial clinical regime. In the past it is unlikely the routine but incidental
‘communication’ element of the job would have been considered worth
remarking on. But in the new-style specification, the talking that orderlies
do has been formalized as a professional responsibility that calls for
specific skills.

The source from which I took this example cited it as a case of ‘politi-
cal correctness’ (an attempt to be sensitive to the feelings of unskilled
workers by representing hospital cleaning as a more elevated calling than
it really is). Arguably however it has more to do with ‘new visions of
work’, to use Nikolas Rose’s phrase, according to which there is no such
thing as an unskilled job or an unskilled worker – even the most menial
job demands the exercise of multiple skills. This point is insisted on, not
to spare the feelings of people who do menial jobs, but to make it easier
to subject them to new kinds of discipline, such as training and appraisal.
When talking to people on the job becomes a formal ‘skill’ instead of
merely an incidental accompaniment to other activities, it becomes legiti-
mate to regulate and assess the way employees talk. It also becomes legiti-
mate to use people’s ‘communication skills’ as a gatekeeping device in
recruitment – a criterion for deciding whether or not to offer them
employment. 

It is at this point that employers’ increasingly explicit and exacting
requirements become a relevant consideration for the education system
which prepares people to enter or re-enter the labour market. Oral
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communication is regarded as one of the so-called ‘key skills’ without
which a job applicant has little hope of success in today’s economy (other
‘key skills’ include literacy, numeracy, ‘teamwork’, information tech-
nology and problem-solving). In surveys, employers regularly rank com-
munication as the single most important key skill; and they express
considerable dissatisfaction with the oral communication skills of their
recruits, whether they be school leavers or university graduates. One
survey reported in People Management journal in 1997 found that ‘oral com-
munication was cited as the most important soft skill but was perceived
to be sorely lacking in recruits coming straight from further or higher edu-
cation. While 91% of respondents believed that this was an essential skill,
only 32% said it was present among this group’ (Mullen, 1997). 

Surveys like this one report perceptions rather than hard facts, of
course, and even when there is consensus on them it is difficult to gauge
whether the employers’ beliefs that their recruits are ‘sorely lacking’ in
oral communication skills are well founded. Nevertheless, one reason
why these skills might be lacking is that educational institutions have tra-
ditionally given them far less attention than the ‘basics’ of literacy and
numeracy. In particular, oral communication has not been the object of
standardized assessment and the explicit instruction that goes with it – or
at least, not until recently. Schools, further education colleges and some
higher education institutions are increasingly adopting a ‘teach and test’
approach to spoken language, either as part of the subject curriculum
(oral skills are one component in the school English syllabus, for example)
or as part of an initiative to equip students with a broad range of
‘key’, ‘core’ or ‘transferable’ skills (this approach is set to be adopted
in education after the age of 16 in both England and Scotland). Com-
munication has also become an element in courses that lead to what
in Britain are called National Vocational Qualifications (NVQs). These
courses are designed to be directly relevant to working life, and in some
cases they teach oral skills that are specifically demanded by employers –
one example is telephone communication.

Educators have not turned to teaching and assessing talk only because
of pressure from employers. There has been, and still is, an independent
educational agenda which advocates ‘oracy’ – a term coined as far back as
the 1960s – as a means to help students learn more effectively and as part
of their personal development. This agenda was at least as influential as
the more utilitarian one in getting oral skills into the ‘official’ school cur-
riculum in Britain in the first instance. But as business has discovered the
key nature of these skills in the process of changing its own culture, its
perspective on what communication means and why it matters has begun
to exert more influence on educational practice. 

Education is not only supposed to equip future workers with the skills
and competencies their jobs will require, but also to socialize them in
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particular ways – to inculcate certain social habits, dispositions and
values. This is explicitly recognized in the national curriculum for schools
in England and Wales, with ‘personal, social, health and citizenship edu-
cation’ forming a recognized part of the educational regime. According to
the National Curriculum Council, ‘the education system.. .has a duty to
educate individuals to be able to think and act for themselves, with an
acceptable range of personal abilities and values which must also meet
the wider social demands of adult life’. I take this quotation from a report
produced for the BT Forum, Communication: a Key Skill for Education
(Phillips, 1998), which suggests that communication training could play
a vital part in the process of socializing the young. Many forms of
anti-social behaviour, whether directed against others (like bullying) or
against oneself (like drug taking), arise, the report claims, because those
who engage in them have not learned to use language to express their
feelings and build good relationships with other people. Communication
skills teaching offers a way to address these problems: even when reme-
dial intervention is not called for, ‘all children benefit from learning skills
that will make them better friends, better employees, better life partners
and better human beings’ (Phillips, 1998: 7). 

This sort of rhetoric may seem less obviously connected to the con-
cerns of business than the discourse of vocational skills, but in fact busi-
nesses that have adopted new management philosophies and practices
have a direct interest in the values and dispositions of the workers they
recruit. ‘Empowerment’ calls for individuals who ‘think and act for them-
selves’, while increased emphasis on team building and customer care
calls for people who have a certain ease in expressing themselves and
relating to other people. The ideal recruit to an enterprising business is
self-motivating, but also able and willing to fit in with the corporate
culture. As the BT education report puts it (Phillips, 1998: 6), ‘Manage-
ment de-layering, and the need for a flexible workforce able to pick up
new skills and competencies, means that businesses can no longer accom-
modate the genius in the corner. . .Employees today need to be able to
pick up new skills and pass them on. They need to listen carefully and
motivate themselves and others’.

But in any case, work itself is not the only domain in which ‘enterprise’
can be displayed. Calls to raise standards of communication in order to
make ‘better human beings’ are part of the more general trend whereby
every aspect of life becomes potentially a self-improvement project. This in
turn reflects perceptions of the self as a tradable asset. Andrew Wernick
argues in his book Promotional Culture that ‘social life in every dimension
has increasingly come to assume a commodity or quasi-commodity form’
(1991: 185): not only jobs but social and sexual relationships have their
‘markets’, in which individuals must advertise themselves as desirable
commodities. Language is both a medium for this kind of advertisement

20 Good to Talk?



and one of the commodities being advertised (something that becomes
overt in personal ads, which commonly specify conversational facility and
a ‘good sense of humour’ as attributes of the desired/desirable person). 

When incorporated into the school curriculum, the self-improvement
project effectively becomes compulsory for people of a certain age; but
there are plenty of other social locations where adults may (and do) engage
in it by choice. Guidance on better communication is available even with-
out making an institutional commitment (like signing up for therapy or
counselling, or taking a course). Initiatives like the BT Forum and its ‘prac-
tical’ arm, TalkWorks, make some forms of communication skills training
readily accessible to people in their own homes. Bookshops and libraries
devote acres of shelf-space to self-help texts with titles like Confident
Conversation, Difficult Conversations, I See What You Mean, That’s Not What I
Meant, Words That Hurt, Words That Heal, and so on. Entertainment media,
too, especially talk radio and television, now disseminate to a mass audi-
ence the idea that being able and willing to talk about problems, feelings
and relationships is inherently desirable. Some popular media formats –
notably the confessional talk-show – not only provide continual reinforce-
ment for the basic idea that ‘it’s good to talk’, but also model the ‘correct’
way of talking about personal experience in some detail.

Hybridity and technologization

The main part of this book is devoted to investigating ‘communication’ in
the three major social domains discussed in the previous section, namely
work (Chapters 3 and 4), education (Chapter 5) and social/personal life
(Chapter 6). (Details of the methods used in each case are given in
the notes to the relevant chapter; a more general discussion of method
appears in the Appendix.) Though I have separated them in order to
make the material manageable, it needs to be borne in mind that the three
domains are interconnected. For example, as we saw above, communica-
tion skills teaching in schools and colleges is advocated not only for its
specific value in educational contexts (‘oracy’ enhances learning), but also
on the grounds that employers demand the skills in question (a ‘work’
consideration) and that possessing those skills makes people ‘better
friends. . .better life-partners and better human beings’ (a ‘personal life’
consideration).

Work is also, perhaps surprisingly, a ‘mixed’ domain. It might seem
logical to treat business as a privileged source of ideas relating to ‘enter-
prise’, but in the case of ideas about language and communication that
would be an oversimplification. Earlier I remarked on the tendency to
compare the enterprises of private or personal life, like ‘parenting’ and
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‘relationships’, to business projects. The analogy also works the other
way, as people are advised to solve business problems using approaches
developed by therapists and counsellors to sort out troubled marriages
and dysfunctional families. This cross-fertilization between the corporate
and the clinical is in fact much older than ‘new wave’ management.
Communication is among the ‘human factors’ which were and are the
province of occupational psychology – a discipline that had already estab-
lished itself well before World War II (Hollway, 1991).

Workplace training frequently claims educational and personal devel-
opment objectives as well as more narrowly instrumental ones to do with
on-the-job performance. Many workplace training initiatives now involve
close collaboration with educational institutions, and result in trainees
acquiring nationally recognized credentials. It is not only at the point of
entry to the labour market that workers need to acquire knowledge, skills
and credentials – ’lifelong learning’ and ‘continuing professional devel-
opment’ are buzz-phrases for politicians as well as businesses. Employers
are encouraged to regard themselves as ‘Investors in People’ (the name
of a (British) national scheme recognizing organizations that institute
high-quality programmes of staff development through training and
appraisal). The rhetoric of ‘new age’ management is full of claims about
caring for the whole person, as in the following extract from a financial
services company’s ‘vision statement’: 

Our work environment will value our ideas and entire life experience. We will
be treated with fairness and dignity, and recognized for excellence. We will be
challenged to learn, to continuously improve, and to aspire to the highest stan-
dards. We will draw on the broadest base of expertise to ensure that we achieve
our goals. Our work and personal lives will complement and enrich one
another.4

I am suggesting, then, that the notions of ‘communication’ found in
each of the three domains this book will consider are not ‘pure’ but
‘hybrid’, products of cross-fertilization. Ideas, theoretical frameworks and
even specific pieces of practical advice on language-use circulate freely
from one domain to another. This movement of ideas across different
social and linguistic domains is characteristic of the process that the lin-
guist Norman Fairclough dubs ‘discourse technologization’. Fairclough
explains:

We can usefully refer to ‘discourse technologies’ and to a ‘technologization of
discourse’. . .Examples of discourse technologies are interviewing, teaching,
counselling and advertising. . . .[I]n modern society they have taken on, and are
taking on, the character of transcontextual techniques, which are seen as
resources or toolkits that can be used to pursue a wide variety of strategies in
many diverse contexts. Discourse technologies. . .are coming to have their own
specialist technologists: researchers who look into their efficiency, designers
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who work out refinements in the light of research and changing institutional
requirements, and trainers who pass on the techniques. (1992: 215)

‘Communication’ is, admittedly, less well-defined and specific than
Fairclough’s examples of ‘discourse technologies’: it could perhaps be
considered a higher-level discourse whose subject is discourse technolo-
gies in general. But teaching or discussing ‘communication skills’ surely
qualifies as a ‘transcontextual technique’, with the skills themselves seen
as appropriate, not to say indispensable, for all kinds of purposes in all
kinds of situations. It is also the case that ‘communication’ has acquired
its own ‘technologists’ – its specialist researchers, consultants and train-
ers. From these people’s activities emerges a body of expert knowledge
and practice. But this new body of knowledge and practice does not
emerge fully formed out of nothing. In the next chapter I consider its
sources and its antecedents.
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2
CODIFYING �COMMUNICATION�:
KNOWLEDGE, AUTHORITY
AND STANDARDS

There is a lack of common understanding about communication skills
– Communication: a key skill for education, 1998 report.

In Chapter 1 I suggested that talking to others (‘communication’) is an
area of modern life in which expert systems are asserting themselves

over more traditional, informal and diffuse ways of organizing knowl-
edge and practice. I also referred to Norman Fairclough’s proposal that
discourse is being ‘technologized’, acquiring in the process its own spe-
cialist technologists – researchers, designers and trainers (Fairclough,
1992: 215). Such observations are suggestive, but they lack concrete detail.
Among the questions I will address in this chapter are: what are the rele-
vant ‘modes of technical knowledge’, and where do they come from?
What ‘traditional’ kinds of knowledge are they replacing, if indeed that
is what is happening? How different is today’s expert knowledge from
yesterday’s? Who are the relevant ‘experts’?

The kind of expert knowledge I want to discuss is not necessarily aca-
demic knowledge, though it may draw on academic sources among others.
There are, of course, academic disciplines that include the word communi-
cation in their titles (such as ‘speech communication’ and ‘communication
studies’1), but I will be concerned with the knowledge produced within
those disciplines only to the extent that it is appropriated for another pur-
pose. That purpose, briefly stated, is to provide a coherent, structured
framework for the practice of teaching people how to communicate ‘bet-
ter’. Those engaged in the practice, whether as trainers or trainees, need
to be able to refer to some collection of relevant principles, definitions,
facts, recommendations, and so on. What I mean by ‘codifying communi-
cation’ is essentially a process of gathering relevant knowledge from a
variety of sources, arranging it in a more or less systematic way, and



(re)-presenting it in a form which practitioners can access. Inevitably
(if perhaps ironically), that means presenting it in written form. In modern
conditions, all educational and training enterprises depend on the avail-
ability of written texts, and communication training is no exception.
Speech may be the medium in which communication skills are displayed,
but it is not the main medium through which they are defined and trans-
mitted. Writing is not just an incidental support for the kinds of training
and regulation I will later describe; it is an essential precondition for their
existence.

Although communication skills training is a (relatively) new practice,
and I will argue later on that its central preoccupations fit well with
Anthony Giddens’s observations on the nature of late modern cultures,
there are nevertheless objections to the simple thesis that it is a case of
modern expert knowledge taking over a domain where before there were
only pre-modern, uncodified folk beliefs and traditional practices. One
objection is that the production and dissemination of expert knowledge in
this field, or something like it, is by no means a novel phenomenon: it can-
not be assumed that pre-modern knowledge about talk was necessarily
uncodified. Some bodies of expert knowledge – classical rhetoric is an
obvious example – were set down systematically many centuries ago.
Historians and ethnographers have shown that notions of skill in speak-
ing and practices designed to develop that skill have been present in some
form in all periods of known history and across a wide range of cultures.
In this chapter I concern myself only with those bodies of (Western)
knowledge and practice that have demonstrably influenced the contem-
porary discourse which is my focus in this book, but a full survey of the
field would have to consider a wide variety of non-Western traditions
as well, including some that are unwritten, though they may be highly
systematic.2

The second objection is the converse of the first: whereas some very
ancient knowledge relating to skill in speech was highly codified and
widely acknowledged as authoritative, present-day knowledge about com-
munication does not seem as yet to have achieved a similar state. The
point is encapsulated in the epigraph to this chapter, in which the author
of a report on the teaching of communication in schools observes that the
enterprise is currently impeded by ‘a lack of common understanding
about communication skills’ (Phillips, 1998: 4). The present drive towards
more formal instruction in spoken language-use follows a lengthy period
in which oral skills were neglected by comparison with reading and writ-
ing. According to the report, many or most of those who are now called
upon to teach communication skills receive virtually no guidance on how
to do it; uncertainty and disagreement still surrounds issues like assess-
ment. The implication is that at present there is no body of expert knowl-
edge about communication skills that is recognized as definitive.
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It also remains unclear what constitutes ‘expertise’ (and therefore, who
has authority to make definitive statements). Schoolteachers need formal
teaching qualifications, but they do not have to be (and typically are not)
qualified to teach communication skills specifically. Outside the educa-
tion system, anyone at all may set up in business as a ‘communication
consultant’ or a ‘communication trainer’: there is no licence to practise
and no standard curriculum practitioners must demonstrate they have
mastered. The communication consultants and trainers I encountered in
the course of this research had acquired their professional expertise in a
variety of other fields, including advertising, counselling, journalism,
management and teaching. How much and what kind of additional study
they had undertaken to prepare for their new vocation varied, but in most
cases it was neither extensive nor academically rigorous (one consultant
told me, for instance, that his own preparation had largely consisted of
reading relevant works of popular self-help literature). 

I do not intend to disparage the individuals concerned; rather I am
making a general observation about the way fields of expertise develop
historically. Professions like medicine, nursing and social work all went
through an early period when their boundaries were indistinct, regulation
was non-existent and training informal or perfunctory, a matter of observ-
ing and being supervised by more experienced practitioners rather than
reading standard textbooks and passing examinations. I am not suggest-
ing that communication training will ever be professionalized in the same
way as, say, medicine, but pointing out that it is still an emergent field of
expertise. That prompts the question: what is it emerging from? What ear-
lier traditions of knowledge, and pre-existing practices of teaching talk,
are available as a resource for today’s communication experts?

Teaching talk: a brief history

The oldest extant Western body of knowledge/practice concerned with
effective spoken communication is classical rhetoric. Rhetoric is often
glossed as ‘the art of persuasive speech’, but for the purposes of this
account it would be better characterized as a set of principles and rules for
engaging in certain kinds of public speech. In classical democracy citizens
needed to learn public speaking skills, since they were expected to take
part in collective political decision-making and also when the need arose
to plead cases before the courts. Hence rhetoric was part of what we
would now call the educational ‘core curriculum’. But the teaching of
rhetoric on the classical model outlived the civilizations whose particular
social arrangements gave rise to it by many centuries. Even when formal
education in Europe ceased to be conducted in or solely concerned with
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the classical languages, rhetoric persisted as a curriculum subject. It
continued to denote a concern with skill in the use of language, and if this
no longer meant spoken language only, it did not refer exclusively to writ-
ten language either. In American colleges as late as the mid-nineteenth
century, for instance, ‘composition’ often meant writing a text to be deliv-
ered orally.3 In time, however, the written word came to stand on its own.
(In some US colleges today, the word rhetoric is still used to refer to the
teaching of composition.) 

It is evident that classical rhetoric is one source for contemporary
expert discourse on communication skills. One 1990s writer goes so far as
to claim: ‘Everything we modern scientists have learned over the past 50
years about what makes one person more persuasive than another – using
our scientific designs, multivariate statistics, and mainframe computers –
was taught by Aristotle’ (Whalen, 1996: 138–9). The remark is followed by
a discussion structured around the Aristotelian concepts of ethos, logos and
pathos. But it is also evident that the ‘communication skills’ to which con-
temporary experts allude are not identical to the speaking skills devel-
oped by rhetorical training. The most important difference is that
‘communication’ does not refer solely or primarily to public speaking,
and certainly not to those highly ritualized types of public speaking (like
political and legal oratory) that were the mainstay of traditional rhetoric.
While communication training materials may conceive talk as taking
place in some kind of institutional context (a meeting, a classroom, a
service encounter), they may equally conceive it as happening between
family members at home or friends and acquaintances at a private social
gathering. Similar ‘skills’ are held to be relevant in either case, and on the
whole these are ‘interpersonal’ rather than ‘rhetorical’ skills. The proto-
typical form of talk that communication training materials advert to is not
a monologue delivered by one person to a larger audience in a formal
public setting, nor is it the interactive but agonistic discourse of the debate
or ‘disputation’. It is conversation. 

Conversation may not have been part of the classical curriculum, but
it has nevertheless inspired a vast corpus of instructional literature over
the centuries. (The term literature is used advisedly: once again, it is writ-
ing that typically functions as the preferred medium for normative
metadiscourse on speech, and this is not new.) The varieties of this litera-
ture that proliferated in early modern Europe have been discussed by the
historian Peter Burke in a book titled The Art of Conversation (1993). ‘The
art of conversation’ was, of course, a popular subject for early essayists
(like Montaigne and Bacon), who reflected more or less anecdotally on
the question of what makes conversation ‘good’. The improvement of
conversation was also one preoccupation of the literary, artistic and polit-
ical ‘salons’ that flourished across Europe from the seventeenth to the
nineteenth centuries. Conversation was an important activity of the salons,
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and it also seems to have been among the topics most frequently
discussed in them. In France, regarded as the centre of European salon
culture, Michèle Cohen remarks that ‘most major seventeenth-century
writers wrote about conversation’, adding that ‘many of the treatises on
the art were themselves written in the form of conversations’ (Cohen,
1996: 17). These ‘treatises’ were not just works of scholarship or reflection,
they also had an exemplary and pedagogic function, advising their read-
ers on how to converse in particular settings.

From the early part of the sixteenth century, conversation had been an
important theme of ‘conduct’ literature aimed at courtiers or those who
aspired to become courtiers. Authors (like Baldassare Castiglione in his
Book of the Courtier published in 1528) took it upon themselves to explain
the rules of discourse in the court milieu. Peter Burke notes the existence
of a related instructional genre known as ‘table talk’, which purported to
record the actual conversation (usually the mealtime conversation, hence
the name) of individuals whose talk was considered worthy of imitation.
In time, versions of this kind of literature developed that were tailored to
the needs of other social classes (particularly the bourgeoisie) and settings
other than the court. Historians have argued that by the eighteenth
century, conversation was the most important arena for the cultivation
and display of ‘politeness’, a quality that was ideally supposed to charac-
terize all social intercourse among cultivated persons, whether public or
private (Cohen, 1996: 42).4

Conduct literature is the antecedent of more recent texts on ‘etiquette’,
meaning the conventions of acceptable behaviour, including language use,
in polite society. Advice on etiquette remained popular until the mid-
twentieth century and even now is not wholly extinct – witness the continu-
ing existence of syndicated newspaper columns such as ‘Miss Manners’, in
which correspondents often seek guidance on matters of polite usage. It
might also be argued that the didactic literature whose theme is ‘how to
succeed in business’ (and which remains, unlike etiquette, very much a
going concern) is an offshoot of the conduct tradition. This genre has
always incorporated advice on spoken-language use: one chapter of Dale
Carnegie’s classic text How to win friends and influence people is optimistically
titled ‘How to be a better conversationalist and make people like you
instantly’. Though business texts draw selectively on insights allegedly pro-
vided by behavioural science, the advice they give usually has as much or
more to do with the personal experiences and values of the author. Authors
are important in this kind of literature, which resembles the conduct book
in being an insider’s guide to the rules governing behaviour in a particular
community. The community in question is not, however, a royal court in
renaissance Europe, but a modern business organization.

The historian Theodore Zeldin makes some interesting observations
on the way guidance about conversation has changed over time to
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express the changing values and aspirations of the societies that produced
it. He notes that the Victorians ‘poured out a vast mass of books on the
subject, showing that they felt a new style was needed for their new ambi-
tions’, but comments that from a late twentieth-century reader’s perspec-
tive, Victorian guidance literature seems overly concerned with questions
of propriety and social respectability (etiquette, in other words), and
oddly unconcerned with ‘the idea of personal contact, of the intimate
meeting of minds and sympathies’ (Zeldin, 1998: 94). Victorian authorities
may not have had their predecessors’ obsession with ‘politeness’ in the
special sense that term had in the eighteenth century, but they treated con-
versation essentially as ‘social intercourse’, an activity whose chief ends
were the diversion and improvement of the assembled company. Today,
by contrast, probably the most important purpose people accord to con-
versation is, as Zeldin puts it, ‘personal contact’, and especially the cre-
ation of intimacy with ‘significant’ others. Genres concerned with issues
of propriety in speech, like etiquette and elocution, are now in decline,
whereas the popular psychology texts that focus on intimacy, honesty and
openness are in the ascendant.

This change can be interpreted with reference to Anthony Giddens’s
observations on the nature of late modernity (Giddens, 1991, and see
Chapter 1). Seeking guidance on how to talk more effectively to others has
become a key element in the late modern quest to perfect what Giddens
calls the ‘pure relationship’, an intimate tie with another person that is
contracted and valued entirely for its own sake. The classic case of a pure
relationship is the form of marriage, or quasi-marriage, that is now com-
monplace in many Western societies. As Wendy Langford observes (1998),
the English word relationship is coming to have this type of relationship as
its commonest referent: when people say they are ‘not in a relationship’
they do not mean they have no relations with other people at all, they
mean they are not part of a couple. The word communicate has a compa-
rable specialized sense (a point I will examine in detail in Chapter 6): to
say of a person or persons that they ‘can’t communicate’ implies not that
they do not converse or that their conversation is unintelligible, but that
it lacks intimacy and emotional depth. Giddens observes that pure rela-
tionships are heavily dependent on communication in the ‘deep’ sense,
because trust between the parties ‘can be mobilized only by mutual self-
disclosure. [It] can. . .no longer be anchored in criteria outside the rela-
tionship itself – such as criteria of kinship, social duty or traditional
obligation’ (Giddens, 1991: 6). If trust depends on mutual self-disclosure,
it also depends on the parties being able to use spoken language to self-
disclose (the kind of ritualized courtship talk that preoccupied earlier
writers on the art of conversation does not pass the modern test of being
‘honest’ and ‘authentic’). Thus guidance on talk in the age of pure rela-
tionships is far more concerned than earlier traditions with the techniques
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of mutual self-disclosure – being open, being honest, talking about your
feelings, listening ‘actively’ and sensitively, understanding and making
allowances for communication differences, particularly between men and
women (since the prototypical pure relationship involves one person of
each sex). Some qualities that were once presented as virtues – reticence,
for instance – have now become communication problems, obstacles stand-
ing in the way of personal fulfilment.

The shift from talk as ‘social intercourse’ to talk as the primary means
for creating intimacy has affected what kinds of expertise on spoken com-
munication we recognize as most valuable. When conversation was an
‘art’ displayed in public by cultured people, the obvious experts were
socialites, scholars and literati, who could claim authority as arbiters of
taste and/or skilled practitioners of the verbal arts. Now that talk is
thought of more as the glue holding personal relationships together,
people turn for guidance to the professionals who are thought to have
specialist knowledge about human behaviour, emotions and relation-
ships: psychologists, therapists and counsellors. 

Here it might be objected that psychology and therapy5 are by no
means the only disciplines that have produced potentially relevant
knowledge. Readers of this book may well consider the knowledge
produced by conversation and discourse analysts, working within lin-
guistics or sociology, to be at least as significant. But it is striking that
knowledge from those sources is rarely alluded to in pedagogic texts or
popular advice literature on communication. Linguists are regularly cited
as authorities only in the area of ‘intercultural’ communication between
people of different nationalities, ethnicities or genders. Not coincidentally,
this is an area where the researchers themselves have often had practical
problem-solving and the production of teaching materials as an integral
goal (see for instance Gumperz, 1982a, 1982b; Roberts, Davies and Jupp,
1992; Clyne, 1996). Otherwise, linguists tend to adopt a descriptive rather
than prescriptive or pedagogical approach; they are concerned to describe
the minutiae of naturally occurring spoken interaction, to formulate its
general rules and principles, to explain what social or cognitive factors
might motivate those principles, and – in the case of ‘critical’ discourse
analysis – to relate what is observed in interaction to the power structures
of a given context. They are not interested in telling people how to talk
‘better’, and this may be one reason why their work is seen as having
limited relevance for an enterprise that aims to improve communication. 

Therapy, by contrast, is a kind of expert discourse in which the experts
are more willing to prescribe. For many therapists it is axiomatic that
clients’ problems may be caused by their inability to communicate effec-
tively with others, and it is not uncommon, therefore, for therapeutic
regimes to include training in different and allegedly more effective com-
munication strategies. (A case in point is assertiveness training, which



seeks to put ‘honest and direct’ communication in place of passive,
aggressive or manipulative behaviour. Though it is often associated now
with feminism and with business ‘leadership’ courses, assertiveness origi-
nated as a clinical technique and continues to be used by clinicians.)
Therapy as a practice is also based on the more general assumption that
problems can be addressed, precisely, by talking about them in particular
ways: what the word therapy most readily brings to mind is captured
in that well-known Freudian formula, the ‘talking cure’. Given the extent
to which therapeutic assumptions about the efficacy of talking have per-
meated popular consciousness, it is not surprising that therapists should
have come to be regarded as important authorities on the subject of how
to talk.

There is another sense in which therapeutic models of talk are pre-
scriptive whereas the models produced by linguists (and indeed, empiri-
cally or positivistically inclined psychologists) are less so. As I will discuss
in more detail below (Chapter 6), therapy tends to incorporate a moral
agenda, a value system with consequences for what is taken to be accept-
able or desirable behaviour. The discourse norms recommended in vari-
ous therapeutic sources do not bear only (sometimes, arguably, they do
not bear at all) on how to be a good speaker, but also on how to be a
good person. Yet far from being a peculiar feature of modern therapeutic
approaches, this moralizing tendency places them in the historical main-
stream. The connection between being a good communicator and being a
good person is as old as the tradition of commentary and advice I have
been surveying. Aristotle, for instance, defined ‘possessing a good repu-
tation and personality’ as a criterion for being able to speak effectively. A
controversial issue in ancient Greece concerned the activities of the
sophists, skilled practitioners and teachers of rhetoric who were prepared
to use their persuasive powers to advance arguments without regard to
their moral implications. Critics of the sophists found it repellent that
wrong should defeat right just because it was more eloquently expressed. 

The same dispute between moral and technical excellence runs
through the whole history of guidance on how to talk. In modern com-
munication training the issue surfaces in arguments about whether or not
instruction in communication skills should be, in today’s jargon, ‘values-
based’. Many contemporary experts insist that good communication can-
not be regarded merely as a neutral matter of technique. Angela Phillips’s
report on the teaching of communication in schools highlights the views
of an organization called the National Forum for Values in Education,
which believes the teaching of communication should be designed to pro-
mote pupils’ ‘spiritual, moral, cultural and social development’ (Phillips,
1998: 9). This report is enthusiastic about the potential of communication
training to bring about morally and socially desirable outcomes like con-
flict resolution and enhanced self-esteem. Meanwhile, a latter-day sophist

Codifying ‘Communication’ 31



approach continues to flourish in the teaching of communication
techniques to, for example, salespeople (some good examples are given
by Leidner, 1993). 

From this discussion it appears that the history of instruction in how
to use spoken language encompasses two main traditions: one concerned
with public speaking and the rhetorical skills it requires, and one con-
cerned with conversation or ‘social intercourse’. The first tradition was
institutionalized in educational curricula from classical antiquity
onwards, and although it was eventually downgraded relative to the
teaching of reading and writing, it still has a vestigial presence in certain
kinds of professional training (for instance, of courtroom advocates and
preachers) and in extra-curricular activities (like debating and public
speaking contests) pursued in many schools and colleges, especially élite
ones. The second tradition was largely non-institutional; it was part of a
more general culture of self-improvement, in which people participated
voluntarily and, on the whole, privately. This self-improvement tradition
continues, and advice on spoken interaction continues to play a part in it.
However, there has been an important change during the latter part of the
twentieth century: guidance on talk has become markedly ‘psycholo-
gized’, while the ‘polite social intercourse’ tradition has steadily declined. 

Communication skills training as it exists for the most part today is
unmistakably a product of the ‘psychologizing’ process. But the change
did not happen overnight, and there are still continuities with past prac-
tice. At this point I want to illustrate more concretely just what has
changed, by comparing two texts produced almost 50 years apart. One is
a correspondence course in Effective Speaking and Writing first produced in
1951, and the other is a book titled How to be a Better. . .Communicator,
written by Sandy McMillan and published in 1996. McMillan’s book is a
good example of contemporary self-improvement literature about ‘com-
munication’, but while the correspondence course also belongs to the
genre of self-improvement literature, it differs strikingly from the later
text. By comparing them we can see, not only how new bodies of knowl-
edge have displaced older ones, but also how the contemporary idea of
‘communication skills’ has emerged out of what used to be a more diffuse
set of concerns addressed by this sort of instructional literature.

Continuity and change: from effective speaking
to better communication

The bulk of the material in Effective Speaking and Writing appears to have
been produced in the US in the early 1950s, though it was only in the
late 1970s that it was first offered to the British public.6 The company
responsible for publishing it in Britain is still in business and as far as I can
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tell, still offering the same material. (British readers may well have seen
this company’s quaintly old-fashioned advertisements, which continue to
appear in national newspapers under headings like ‘Shamed by your
mistakes in English?’ and – more intriguingly – ‘I said two simple
words. . .and we were escorted to the finest table in the restaurant!’) The
fact that this course remains in circulation might well invite criticism; cer-
tainly in today’s market it is an unrepresentative and arguably rather
unsatisfactory product. But for my purposes here that objection is irrele-
vant, for there is no reason to think it would have been anything but
unremarkable of its kind in 1951. It consists of 12 lessons: one on prepar-
ing speeches, two on conversation, two on vocabulary, four on written
composition, and one each on letter writing, speed reading and spelling.
There is also a book of ‘model speeches’ giving specimens of set-pieces
such as wedding toasts and presentations to retiring colleagues. In addi-
tion, readers are invited to set down any questions they may have as they
work through the materials in a letter and send it to the publisher, who
will post back a suitable response in due course. The materials make
little explicit reference to any particular kind of reader, but their content
implies someone who has occasion to make public speeches, write business
letters and converse with ‘business, professional, church, club and lodge
associates’. The attention devoted to spelling and vocabulary-building
might also suggest that the target reader, though middle class in occupa-
tional terms, has not had extensive formal education. 

The later text, How to be a Better. . .Communicator, is one in a series of
How to be a Better. . .titles produced under the auspices of the Industrial
Society, a nonprofit organization providing skills training and consul-
tancy services to businesses. Addressed to a ‘professional’ but otherwise
vaguely specified audience, this text differs from Effective Speaking and
Writing in being a book rather than a correspondence course – an obvious
point, but worth making because it is in itself a sign of changing times.
With the advent of new technologies the traditional ‘correspondence’
course has given way to other forms of ‘distance learning’, using multi-
media materials and sometimes providing tutorial support by electronic
mail. There is also strong competition for the self-improvement market
from the mainstream publishing industry. In the 1990s, inexpensive mass-
market paperbacks are the commonest vehicle for all kinds of self-
improvement advice, and the more serious texts are designed to fulfil the
same educational functions that correspondence courses had in the past.
How to be a Better. . .Communicator is a case in point: it may not offer per-
sonalized tutorial support, but it has clearly been designed for systematic
self-study, addressing questions directly to readers in the text, and pro-
viding space for them to write their own notes and comments. 

There is a considerable difference in the way the two items define and
organize their subject matter. Effective Speaking and Writing addresses a
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broad range of concerns about the use of language. Despite the fact that
‘speaking’ comes before ‘writing’ in the course title, face-to-face spoken
communication is the subject of only three lessons out of 12, whereas
reading and writing skills of various sorts occupy seven lessons, and a
further two are given over to vocabulary-building. Apart from the fact
that they are all to do with language, what ties these concerns together
is arguably little more than the compilers’ perception that the target
audience is likely to need guidance on each of them. In How to be a
Better. . .Communicator by contrast, spoken language is the subject of five
chapters out of seven; writing gets just one chapter, while reading and
vocabulary-building are not addressed at all. This text defines its subject
explicitly as ‘communication’, and has a clear sense of which aspects of
language-use properly belong under that heading. It is not only that more
emphasis is placed on speech as opposed to writing: whether the topic
is spoken or written language, the focus is always on ‘communicating’
in the sense of ‘getting your message across to the intended audience’. It
is particularly striking that the issue of ‘effective’ communication has
been severed from concerns about correctness, historically the dominant
motif in all linguistic advice literature. In Sandy McMillan’s text vocab-
ulary, grammar and spelling – matters of correct usage rather than
communication – are hardly touched upon.

The emergence of ‘effective communication’ as a distinct object of ver-
bal hygiene, separable from ‘correct usage’, is a point of some historical
interest. It is therefore worth digressing for a moment to observe that in
terms of the attention given to matters of ‘communication’ as distinct
from matters of correctness, Effective Speaking and Writing itself can be
seen to represent a shift away from older instructional traditions. This
becomes clear if one compares it with Estelle B. Hunter’s New Self Teaching
Course in Practical English and Effective Speech, a text produced only around
15 years earlier for what seems to be a comparable audience (Hunter,
1935).7 The content of this course is exhaustively summarized in its sub-
title: Comprising Vocabulary Development, Grammar, Pronunciation, Enuncia-
tion and the Principles of Effective Oral Expression. Only the last of the items
on this list is concerned with spoken discourse as such – the others all per-
tain to ‘correctness’. Furthermore, the guidance given regarding ‘effective
oral expression’ has a strongly literary flavour, suggesting that effective-
ness in speaking is a matter of avoiding the commonplace by using
figurative language and other kinds of elevated diction. By the 1950s,
‘effectiveness’ is much more clearly defined in the terms of behavioural
science – a source of authoritative knowledge that is hardly ever invoked
by Hunter (unsurprisingly, since much of the scientific research that came
to underpin what is still standard advice on effective communication was
published in the 1940s and 1950s). Effective Speaking and Writing appears
to represent an intermediate stage between the ‘belle-lettristic’ approach
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of Estelle Hunter in the 1930s and the fully ‘psychologized’ approach
taken by Sandy McMillan in the 1990s.

If we examine what our two exemplary texts have to say about spoken
interaction, again there are striking differences. The two lessons on con-
versation (2 and 3) that appear in Effective Speaking and Writing have many
of the hallmarks of the ‘polite social intercourse’ tradition. Lesson 2 deals
with ‘elementary principles’: talking with a purpose, adapting yourself to
the demands of your audience, finding ideas to talk about and arranging
them in a systematic manner. Lesson 3 describes what are referred to as
‘advanced techniques’: for starting conversations, keeping them going by
asking questions, ‘cutting in’ to build on others’ contributions or to fore-
stall embarrassing developments, injecting humour, and changing the
topic. Really, the division between the two chapters is less one of ‘ele-
mentary’ versus ‘advanced’ techniques and more one of matter versus
manner. Lesson 2 concentrates on what to talk about, whereas lesson 3 is
more concerned with managing the mechanics of interaction.

The discussion of ‘matter’ seems particularly dated. Students are
counselled that before they embark on a conversation it is necessary to
have a clear idea why they are talking and about what: ‘our conversation,
even in many purely social situations, is pleasanter and more effective if
we have in our minds, before we start, a definitely formulated purpose’
(L2: 5). The default purpose is ‘to be friendly and agreeable’ (L2: 6), and
for that purpose some subjects are particularly suitable: suggested ones
include your and your interlocutor’s personal interests and hobbies, or if
you are talking to a total stranger, more generic topics such as ‘your sur-
roundings’, or ‘seasons, holidays and modes of travel’. For use in more
extended conversation, the author advises keeping a notebook and jotting
down ideas and opinions on topics of general interest – she suggests mak-
ing it a habit to read magazines like Life and Reader’s Digest in order to
keep abreast of current affairs and glean interesting ideas for talk. Male
students are advised to know something about fashion, and female stu-
dents to make a study of sport, so that they can engage members of the
opposite sex in conversation on topics of interest to them. All of this is
reminiscent of the advice on conversation given by Emily Post in her clas-
sic Etiquette: the Blue Book of Social Usage, a bestseller in 1922. And there is
nothing like it in How to be a Better. . .Communicator. Admittedly, the latter
text is more narrowly concerned with communicating in professional con-
texts, where presumably it is less often necessary to cast about for con-
versational topics. But other contemporary texts that are concerned with
‘social’ conversation (BT’s How to get more out of life through better conver-
sations (1997), for example, which I discuss in detail in Chapter 6) do not
address the issue of matter either. It is assumed that people generally
know what they want to talk about; what they need guidance on is the
mechanics of putting their thoughts across. Anxieties about matter belong
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to the age of etiquette: they are about finding ‘safe’ ground, avoiding
potentially offensive subjects and displaying oneself publicly as an
informed and ‘cultured’ person.

How to be a Better. . .Communicator suggests that people in the 1990s
have a different set of anxieties. It devotes a whole section, for instance, to
the subject of ‘tricky situations’, inviting the reader to rate the potential
‘trickiness’ of ‘being praised or complimented’, ‘handling complaints’,
‘disagreeing’, ‘criticizing’, ‘asking for something I want’, ‘refusing things
I don’t want to do’, ‘broaching sensitive subjects’ and ‘talking about my
feelings’ (McMillan, 1996: 35–6). Sociolinguists will readily recognize
what makes these situations ‘tricky’: they all put the hypothetical com-
municator in a position where s/he may have to perform what politeness
theorists call a ‘face threatening act’ (Brown and Levinson, 1987). Speakers
may either lose face themselves (as with ‘asking for something I want’,
which calls for a degree of self-abasement and carries a risk that the
request will be denied) or cause the interlocutor to lose face (as with crit-
icizing somebody), or both. The attitude of Effective Speaking and Writing
to speech acts of this type is basically that they have no place in polite
social intercourse. An accomplished conversationalist will be skilled in the
art of avoiding them, and in performing repair-work if they do happen to
crop up. Thus if someone broaches a ‘sensitive subject’ or makes a poten-
tially offensive remark, the author advises: ‘break into the conversation
with a remark that may be partly mild reproof and partly a change of sub-
ject’ (L3: 16). The author of How to be a Better. . .Communicator in contrast is
guided by the principles of ‘assertive’ communication. He assumes that
effective communication in ‘tricky situations’ does not mean avoiding the
issue, but rather confronting it honestly and dealing with it skilfully.

Turning to what the two experts say about mechanics, it is evident that
the more recent text is also the more systematic and elaborate. McMillan
organizes his advice around what he calls ‘three sets of basic face-to-face
communication skills’ (1996: 22–34). First is ‘getting a hearing’ – how to
behave so that others respect you, listen to you and understand what you
say. Under this heading, readers learn that the way others respond to
them is determined by (in this order) body language, tone of voice, and
words. It is claimed that body language accounts for 50–80% of the
message and prosodic/paralinguistic features for 15–30%. The main
advice given, not surprisingly, is to pay closer attention to body language
and tone of voice. The second set of skills is concerned with ‘getting the
information you need’ – how to listen. The author asserts that ‘improving
communication skills really means improving listening’ (p. 26). Advice on
listening makes reference, again, to body language (you should smile,
have an ‘open’ posture (arms not folded), lean towards the speaker, main-
tain eye contact and be relaxed). It also deals with the use of questions
(open questions are distinguished from closed ones and the former are
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recommended, except where the purpose is simply to check you have
heard accurately; ‘encouraging questions’, meaning back-channel utter-
ances, are also discussed). The third set of skills involves ‘getting a work-
able agreement’ – how to get consent for something everyone agrees to,
so that the interaction can move forward. Readers are told to establish
rapport, solicit other participants’ views using questions, summarize the
points people agree on, and repeat the process until a joint solution has
been established. 

No such taxonomy of skills informs the advice in lesson 3 of Effective
Speaking and Writing. Instead, much of the lesson is organized on a kind of
chronological principle: it begins by discussing ways of ‘breaking the ice’,
then proceeds to consider methods for keeping talk going. At this point,
the author digresses into a section called ‘understanding people’ (there is
a list of difficult characters one might encounter in conversation, including
‘the know-alls’, ‘the morbid ones’, ‘the risqué story tellers’ and ‘certain
elderly people’). The text then returns to issues of interactional mechanics,
such as how you change the subject, and how you inject humour into con-
versation. This is followed by a section on ‘active listening’, and then
finally by a section on how to close conversational encounters. 

Some of the differences here probably reflect the fact that one text is
primarily about ‘purely social’ conversation, while the other is primarily
about talk at work, a more explicitly goal-oriented activity. (It is rarely
necessary – or appropriate – to ‘get a workable agreement’ from your
fellow guests at a cocktail party.) But other differences have less to do
with the imagined context. There is, for instance, a considerable difference
in how concretely and specifically the advice itself is formulated, and in
what sort of information is given to justify or explain it. Sandy McMillan
tends to support his advice by adducing generalizations and statistics
(‘body language accounts for 50–80% of the message’), whereas the
author of the lessons in Effective Speaking and Writing is more apt to sup-
port hers by producing an exemplary anecdote (‘I remember being in a
group of professional women one night when the subject of women
lawyers came up. . .’ (L3: 17)). McMillan makes use of abstract conceptual
categories and technical distinctions (like ‘open’ versus ‘closed’ ques-
tions), whereas the correspondence course makes use of examples and
formulae: readers are advised to memorize lists of phrases that might be
useful for keeping a conversation going, like ‘I agree, but’, ‘That reminds
me’, or ‘As you were saying’. One way to describe the difference would
be to say that the later text is more ‘scientific’: information is presented in
a more systematic way, more impersonally, more technically, with more
generalizations and more reference to formal canons of knowledge (as
opposed to experience and commonsense).

There are, then, two especially significant differences between the 1951
course material and the 1996 text. One, as just noted, is the more ‘scientific’
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orientation of the later text. The other is the overarching framework in
which the two authors think about speaking and what constitutes ‘skill’ in
it. The earlier text conceives of conversation as polite social intercourse,
harking back to the tradition of conduct and etiquette writing. ‘Skill’ in this
paradigm means essentially the ability to be interesting and entertaining
while remaining always within the bounds of propriety, which is why the
author devotes as much attention to the matter as to the manner of talk.
The later text on the other hand subscribes to a more contemporary view
of talk as the medium in which people relate to one another, solve prob-
lems and pursue joint ventures. ‘Skill’ means being able to interact in such
a way that your purposes – exchanging information, solving problems,
securing group consent to a course of action – are accomplished; the most
valued qualities of a communicator are honesty, openness and flexibility
rather than, say, politeness, eloquence and wit. These differences, however,
should not prevent us from seeing that the two texts also have things in
common. Some topics, such as ‘active listening’, the importance of body
language, the use of questions, and the need to be ‘sensitive’ to your inter-
locutors, are emphasized by both authors. Some specific pieces of advice
(for instance, to make sure that the meaning of your words is not undercut
by the message your body language conveys) are identical in both texts. 

This comparison of two texts points to important differences between
contemporary guidance on communication and guidance produced 40 or
50 years ago, and the observations made about How to be a Better. . .
Communicator give something of the flavour of the contemporary genre. I
want to broaden the discussion, however, by considering a wider range of
contemporary materials. What are the recurrent preoccupations of current
instructional literature about communication, and what is the substance
of the guidance it offers?

Reading communication training materials

The following discussion is based on examining 15 sets of instructional
materials.8 All were obtained in Britain, and all date from the 1990s. Eight
were produced – in most cases by outside consultants – for use in training
the employees of a particular organization. Some of these materials are
generic ‘communication training’, but others are tailored to more specific
needs, such as ‘telephone training’ or ‘customer care training’. Whatever
they are called, communication skills and the use of spoken language are
prime concerns in all of them. The other seven are addressed to a wider,
more general audience. Essentially they fall into the category of ‘self-
improvement’ texts, a category that encompasses self-study, correspon-
dence and distance-learning courses, self-help books and tapes which are
advertised in the press, or sold in high street bookshops and newsagents. 



It might be asked why I chose these types of material – workplace
training materials and self-improvement texts – as opposed to materials
designed in and for institutions centrally concerned with the production
and transmission of knowledge (that is, educational institutions). The
answer is relevant to the general theme of this chapter. Because of the long
neglect (and arguably the continuing marginality) of spoken language
skills in educational contexts, the production of instructional material has
typically been undertaken in and for the commercial sector, which has
therefore established a commanding position. Though communication
is becoming a more explicit concern in the education system (a point
I elaborate in Chapter 5 below), its status continues to be contested.
Consequently, it may be argued that the types of material I examine here
are the ones from which people are most likely to be getting specific
knowledge about communication and the skills it involves.

Although no sample of this size can make claims to be ‘representative’,
I tried to avoid materials that might be considered idiosyncratic or ‘fringe’
products, choosing self-improvement texts produced by reputable pub-
lishers and workplace materials used by companies that are in most cases
household names. (Though I cannot reveal their identities, three of the
eight are multinationals with hundreds of outlets and thousands of
employees, three are leading British firms in their sectors, and the remain-
ing two are important players in their regional economies.) One obvious
bias that results from my selection is towards materials intended for use
in professional rather than personal contexts. But comparing the profes-
sional materials with those personal examples I do have suggests that the
similarities are greater than the differences (‘personal life’ materials will
be discussed in more detail in Chapter 6).

My examination of the materials here will be selective, in the sense that
I will not consider concerns that are particular to one item or class of items
(such as ‘telephone training’). All the materials do include sections that
relate specifically to their purpose and audience, focusing on skills like
chairing a meeting, taking a phone message, dealing with a complaint, or
communicating with elderly people who have some degree of language
impairment. In later chapters I will return to these specifics. Here, though,
I concentrate on topics that recur across materials designed for different
audiences and purposes. That recurrence suggests that certain communi-
cation skills are considered both ‘generic’ and basic: as essential in pro-
fessional as personal life, as fundamental in an office as in a residential
care home. The skills of this sort which receive attention most consistently
are – in no special order – (1) the effective use of ‘visual’ (body language)
and ‘vocal’ (prosodic and paralinguistic) components of communication;
(2) the ability to identify and label emotional states conveyed in speech;
(3) the ability to assess and ‘type’ other people’s behaviour in order to
communicate effectively with them; (4) the acquisition of an ‘assertive’
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rather than ‘passive’ or ‘aggressive’ way of communicating; (5) the
selection of appropriate question forms; (6) the ability to listen ‘actively’. 

Before I turn to the details of what is said about each of these skills, it
is worth noting that in all cases (that is, for each skill and in all materials
in the sample), there is at least as much ‘theoretical’ discussion as there is
practical advice on how to talk. It is of course possible that this balance is
altered in actual training contexts, where trainees spend time practising
skills in, for instance, role-play exercises, receiving feedback from the
trainer and from each other. But it is clear that the ambitions of commu-
nication training usually go beyond the purely practical: its designers
want trainees to ‘know about’ as well as ‘know how’. Those texts which are
study guides make this clear by including quiz questions that require the
reader to reproduce the definitions, typologies, reasons, advantages and
disadvantages that have been set out in the relevant section of the text.

1. Defining ‘communication’: verbal, vocal and visual
As one might expect, many items in the sample contain a definition of
‘communication’. Almost invariably, this definition does not say what
communication is or accomplishes (presumably that is taken to be obvi-
ous) but rather explains what its constituents are, dividing it into three
elements. Terminology varies, but a variant that has the merit of being
easy to remember is the alliterative ‘verbal, vocal and visual’. ‘Verbal’
means the actual words; ‘vocal’ means, in linguists’ terms, prosodic and
paralinguistic features; and ‘visual’ means gaze, posture and other
aspects of body language. And wherever this division is made, the mate-
rials go on to stress (as we saw earlier in the discussion of How to be a
Better. . .Communicator) that the verbal element of an utterance is the least
important in terms of meaning, while the visual element is the most
important. Statistics may be cited in support of this claim (though they
vary: different materials assert that body language carries anything from
55% to 80% of the message). There are warnings against ‘incongruent’ or
‘inconsistent’ messages – where your words are inconsistent with the tone
in which you say them or with your body language – and it is often sug-
gested that consistency among the three elements is a precondition for
‘the message to get through’.

The concern about consistency, as well as the statistical claim about
how much of a message is carried by its verbal, vocal and visual elements,
seems to be based on the findings of experiments in which subjects were
presented with ‘inconsistent’ messages (for instance, someone professing
interest verbally but looking bored), and then asked what they actually
believed.9 The main finding was that they were more likely to believe
what someone’s body language told them than what that person actually
said, if the two were in conflict. To translate such findings into general
statements like ‘body language accounts for 50–80% of the message’ is
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problematic – particularly if you subscribe to an inferential rather than
purely code model of communication10 – but the main purpose of these
statements may be less to teach scientific ‘facts’ than to motivate a strong
focus, which is common to most of these materials, on vocal and visual
communication, which are thought to be neglected by comparison with
the verbal element.

In the area of body language, materials make recommendations about
gaze and posture (Sandy McMillan’s advice, quoted earlier, is typical),
and explain the concept of ‘mirroring’, which means aligning your
verbal/kinetic behaviour with an interlocutor’s (‘accommodating’ to them,
in social psychologists’ or sociolinguists’ terms). In telephone-training
materials it is pointed out that since the crucial visual channel is unavail-
able, the vocal channel must be used to compensate. Especially in materi-
als with a customer care emphasis, there are reminders that smiling can
be heard as well as seen.

2. Emotion
The treatment of ‘vocal’ communication overlaps with a significant con-
cern in many materials, namely the expression/recognition of emotions.
Sometimes this crops up under the heading of ‘talking about feelings’. I
have already made some observations that bear on why this skill might be
considered salient. Talking about feelings is one of the techniques of self-
disclosure which are emphasized in a culture of self-reflexivity and pure
relationships. More specifically, though, it seems to be assumed that this
technique of self-disclosure is poorly developed in many people. As we
will see in more detail in Chapters 5 and 6, there is concern that wide-
spread inability to put feelings into words is an important contributory
factor in all kinds of serious social problems, including disruptive behav-
iour at school, rising teenage suicide rates, marital breakdown and subse-
quent acrimonious divorce and custody disputes, and premature death
among middle-aged men. If angry and unhappy people could communi-
cate their feelings better, they would thereby be prevented from acting
them out in ways that damage themselves and others.

Concern about emotional inarticulacy is addressed in training materi-
als, first by telling people explicitly that it is acceptable and desirable to
talk about feelings (this counters what is felt to be a widespread percep-
tion of such behaviour as inappropriate and embarrassing), and then by
explaining how emotional states are or should be communicated. On the
latter point, a surprising amount of the guidance offered relates to vocab-
ulary, the assumption being that many people simply do not know the
words to describe feelings explicitly and precisely. BT’s How to get more out
of life through better conversations (1997) offers a tape on which the same
monologue is performed in three different ways, and listeners are asked
to name the attitude or emotion expressed by each speaker. This task tests
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both listeners’ own emotional vocabulary and their ability to identify
emotional states accurately from prosodic and paralinguistic features. The
same skills are also emphasized in workplace materials about communi-
cating with customers. It is not uncommon to find long lists of positive
and negative emotion words which trainees are urged to study: the idea
seems to be that a more elaborate emotional vocabulary will help them to
become aware of fine distinctions in the emotions they and others convey
in speech. One set of workplace materials, after listing 25 emotion terms,
counsels: ‘These emotions will alter a contact’s mood. You can use this
knowledge [knowledge of what emotion you are expressing] to help or
hinder your transactions’.

3. Classifying, understanding and dealing with people
If communication training as represented in these materials has one over-
arching thesis statement, it might be the following, as impressed on the
recipients of one workplace training pack: ‘Our behaviour largely dictates
how clients/customers behave towards us’. For ‘clients/customers’ read
‘other people’ more generally. The point about emotions ‘altering a con-
tact’s mood’ is only one illustration of this general principle. Although
communication is by definition interactive, the idea behind a lot of train-
ing is that by making the correct choices about what to say and how, the
skilled communicator can control the response of the person s/he is inter-
acting with. 

This control is enhanced, however, by understanding that there are dif-
ferent kinds of people, who will respond best to different communicative
choices. Thus materials on communication skills often digress into what
might seem the only marginally relevant issue of what kinds of people
there are. The typology of conversational characters encountered in
Effective Speaking and Writing – know-alls, morbid ones, and so on – turns
out to be the precursor of many similar, though more elaborate and more
sophisticated, classifications.

Some materials provide checklists to help readers divide people
into types or styles, and some also include quizzes to help them identify
their own type or style. The classifications used are quite variable, and
it is of interest to ask where they come from. One source is the literature
of organizational behaviour, though frequently filtered through more
popular management materials. For example, one set of materials sug-
gests that people can be classified by ‘mind-set’: they are ‘systems-
oriented logical thinkers’, ‘friends/helpers’ or ‘strong fighters’. The
immediate source for this is the writing of the management ‘guru’,
Charles Handy. Two sets of materials divide people into ‘visual’, ‘audi-
tory’ and ‘kinesthetic’, suggesting that every individual has a preference
for one of these ‘sensory systems’, and will respond better if you choose
your metaphors with their preference in mind (say ‘I hear you’ rather
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than ‘I see what you mean’ to an ‘auditory’ person, for instance). The
source of this idea is the rather arcane wisdom of Neurolinguistic
Programming (Dimmick, 1995).

A more sophisticated approach is to classify the behaviour of people at
a given moment, rather than the people themselves. In this connection,
two systems turn up very regularly: transactional analysis (Berne, 1966,
1975; Harris, 1969) and the principles of assertiveness (see Rakos, 1991).
These are both therapeutic models: assertiveness belongs to the tradition
of behaviour therapy, while transactional analysis has more links with the
traditional ‘talking cure’, and in particular with the practice of group ther-
apy. Both have been taken up enthusiastically in popular psychology and
self-help literature, whence they have filtered into the training materials
of many business organizations. Robin Leidner reports in her sociological
study of service work, Fast Food, Fast Talk (1993), that both transactional
analysis and assertiveness are taught to managers undergoing training at
McDonald’s ‘Hamburger University’. Their adoption by a highly success-
ful and much-imitated company like McDonald’s may help to explain
why they have become so ubiquitous. 

In transactional analysis, the classification is of ‘ego states’, and the cat-
egories are ‘parent’, ‘adult’ and ‘child’. Any individual ‘contains’ all three,
but their behaviour at a given moment comes from one rather than the
others. Attention focuses on the ‘transaction’ – an exchange between two
people – and the main consideration emphasized in communication train-
ing materials is that transactions should be ‘complementary’ (that is,
between similar ego states) rather than ‘crossed’, if communication is not
to break down. Transactional analysis also elaborates a series of ‘life posi-
tions’ (‘I’m OK, you’re OK’ and so on). ‘Good’ communication is often
defined by materials that use the model as an exchange that brings the
parties to the ‘healthy’ OK/OK position. I will discuss the use made of
this model in more detail in Chapter 3. In the case of assertiveness, the
classification divides ways of behaving into three basic types: aggressive,
submissive/passive, and (the ideal) assertive – a typical definition of
which is ‘standing up for your own rights while acknowledging those of
other people’.

4. Being assertive
Whether or not it is explicitly acknowledged, the influence of assertive-
ness training is observable to some degree in every item in my sample.
Although assertiveness is often used as the basis for a behavioural typol-
ogy, as noted above, the point of presenting its principles is not just
to enable trainees to classify where other people are ‘coming from’.
Assertive behaviour is unambiguously recommended as the norm which
they themselves should adopt, regardless of how others behave.
Accordingly, specific verbal techniques for being assertive are often laid
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out in detail. Classic ‘assertive’ speech involves, for instance, making ‘I’
statements, preferring directness to indirectness in the performance of
speech acts (including ones which are face-threatening, such as refusals),
acknowledging what another says or feels explicitly, repeating a point
until it is ‘heard’. This way of speaking has been criticised as sociolin-
guistically bizarre, and it has been claimed on the basis of evaluation
studies that people do not always respond positively to ‘assertive’ behav-
iour (Gervasio and Crawford, 1989). Nevertheless this sample testifies to
its continuing influence on materials designed to improve communica-
tion skills.

5. Questions
One of the ways in which training texts suggest a skilled communicator
can exert control over the behaviour of interlocutors is by asking the
right kinds of questions. Accordingly, a common feature in many materi-
als is some kind of taxonomy of questions, with a listing of the purposes,
advantages and disadvantages of each type. A distinction is invariably
made between ‘closed’ and ‘open’ questions, which are typically equated
with yes/no and WH- types respectively. Some materials use a more
elaborate classification, including disjuncts like ‘would you prefer A or
B?’ (often called ‘alternative questions’) and tags like ‘so that’s the larger
model, is it?’ (often called ‘leading questions’). The advice most often
given is to prefer open questions in almost all circumstances because they
encourage people to talk freely and at length; the exception is when
you are trying to stop someone rambling, where a closed question
will have the effect of bringing them back to the point by eliciting a one-
word answer.

This advice on questions is a good illustration of the point I made ear-
lier, that communication experts typically do not make use of knowledge
produced by linguistics, discourse and conversation analysis. The analy-
sis of question-types in English is inaccurate, and some of what is said
about their effects is contradicted by a large body of empirical work.
Clearly, some WH- questions can be answered in the ‘curt’, one-word
manner which the use of open questions is said to discourage (‘when are
you coming?’ ‘Tomorrow’). Merely saying to someone ‘how may I help
you’ rather than ‘can I help you’ (something customer care materials often
advise because the former is open and the latter closed) does not in itself
prevent a customer giving you the brush-off. It just prevents them from
doing it with the formula ‘no thanks’. Conversely, it is relatively rare for
yes/no questions to elicit unelaborated one-word answers, and an
unelaborated ‘no’ is particularly unusual. The advice in other words is
based on an over-simple understanding of the relation of form and func-
tion in discourse, coupled with a disregard for the principles of politeness
which inhibit speakers from ‘just saying no’.
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6. ‘Active listening’
Throughout my sample of materials, training in listening skills, or ‘active
listening’, is repeatedly proclaimed to be essential, not just because listen-
ing is important (a platitudinous observation from which one imagines
few would dissent), but also because of a firm conviction that in the
absence of explicit training, many or most people are woefully inadequate
at it. I have already quoted Sandy McMillan’s assertion in How to be
a Better. . .Communicator that ‘improving communication skills really
means improving listening’ (McMillan, 1996: 26). An advertisement for
the Sperry Corporation concurs, claiming that on average, people ‘listen
at a 25% level of efficiency’, which may be because ‘as difficult as listen-
ing is, it’s the one communication skill we’re never really taught’. The
Sperry Corporation teaches all its employees what it calls ‘expanded lis-
tening’, and its advertisement presents this fact to prospective customers
as a selling point. The company’s approach has been adopted as a model
by other organizations: my copy of the advertisement comes not from any
of the publications in which the company placed it, but from a set of train-
ing materials produced by a supermarket chain for its checkout operators.
In the supermarket materials it was reproduced under the heading
‘Listening skills can be improved’.

The Sperry course (and the supermarket course based upon it) under-
stands the ‘best’ way of listening in terms of a theoretical account of what
listening ‘really’ is. Rather than being an undifferentiated process, listen-
ing is said to consist of four discrete stages: ‘hearing’, ‘understanding’,
‘evaluating’ and ‘responding’. If any of these stages are neglected, the
quality of interaction will suffer; it is therefore a cause for concern that
many people allegedly do not get beyond ‘hearing’. In the Sperry adver-
tisement, which is headed ‘There’s a lot more to listening than hearing’,
the four stages are illustrated with a series of cartoons. They show a
woman (1) hearing the bawling of two small children; (2) looking up
something in a weighty volume labelled ‘Dictionary’ (understanding);
(3) in the posture of ‘Justice’, blindfolded and holding a scale while the
children wait quietly beside her (evaluating); and (4) holding a judge’s
gavel in one hand and hugging a child with the other arm, while the
second child smiles happily (responding). 

It happens that I interviewed a number of people who had encoun-
tered the four-stage model in training. While some had just been pre-
sented with the model as a piece of theoretical information, a couple had
engaged in role-play exercises where they were given a prompt to listen
to and called on to verbalize each stage of the listening process. It is hard
to say what trainers think they are achieving in exercises of this kind.
Presumably no one supposes that in real situations a person would have
time to run through the four stages consciously. Possibly the idea is that
what is done slowly and deliberately in the classroom will eventually be
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performed rapidly and without conscious reflection in everyday routines.
This would make listening similar to driving or playing a musical instru-
ment, skills which are also broken down into discrete procedures for the
purpose of instructing beginners, though in time they become integrated
and automatic. But if that is the analogy, it is surely a rather odd one.
Whereas driving instructors and music teachers regularly encounter
people who have never previously been behind the wheel or blown into
a flute, no one undergoing workplace training can reasonably be thought
of as a ‘beginner’ in listening.

The four-stage model is not universally encountered, though the asser-
tion that ‘there’s more to listening than hearing’ is very common. One set
of materials in my sample explains the difference thus: ‘Hearing is pas-
sive. It involves picking up the sound waves and discounting them.
Listening is active and is a multifunctional activity’. Other approaches to
‘active listening’ focus less on what is going on inside the trainee’s head,
and more on how s/he can demonstrate outwardly to an interlocutor that
s/he is listening actively: they concentrate on the techniques of, for
instance, back-channelling, asking for clarification, paraphrasing and
summarizing. On some of these points, such as back-channelling, it is
assumed that people already possess the skill itself, but need to be
exhorted to use it more consciously and more frequently. In other cases,
such as paraphrasing, it is common to find the skill being taught using
structured exercises (I discuss an example of this in Chapter 3).

In this discussion I have focused on issues that recur in my sample
often enough, and with enough consistency in what is said about them,
for me to feel confident that they are not merely the idiosyncratic concerns
of an individual materials designer. If that is accepted, some general
observations might be made. It appears to be true that communication
skills training materials draw on expert knowledge produced mainly
within the fields of psychology and therapy, and not on knowledge whose
source is linguistics, discourse or conversation analysis. Though in this
sense selective, the use of expert sources is also rather undiscriminating.
Sources that might be considered academically ‘respectable’ (such as the
literature on assertiveness, which has its critics, but is generally recog-
nized as being framed within the normal conventions of science) are
mixed with sources no academic community considers reputable (such as
Neurolinguistic Programming). There is also a tendency to rely on rela-
tively old research frameworks and findings. Many texts published in the
1990s still belong, theoretically speaking, to the golden age of social sci-
entific behaviourism, and draw on the model of communication as a
‘chain’ which derives from the work of mid-century information theorists
such as Shannon and Weaver (1949). A simple ‘encoding–decoding’
model of communication continues to be presented as unchallenged fact.
The reporting of research findings – which are only sometimes attributed
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to a source at all – tends to take them out of context, and one result is
statistics like ‘people listen on average at a 25% level of efficiency’ or
‘body language accounts for 80% of the message’, which are more or less
meaningless in the absence of any information on how they were arrived
at, and can be used to license all kinds of conclusions the original research
might not support. To the extent that they are not concerned exclusively
with the practical minutiae of how to talk, but also require trainees to
assimilate theoretical and factual knowledge about communication, it is
difficult not to be critical of communication training materials for dissem-
inating information of questionable provenance and value.

Another thing that invites criticism is the tendency to resort to explicit
or implicit ‘deficit’ models, according to which some language-users, or
possibly even most of them, are seriously deficient in basic and essential
communication skills, such as being assertive, expressing emotion, and –
most startling of all, since no one could dispute its status as basic and
essential – listening. The claims made about listening highlight some of the
problems with deficit models in general. One might ask, for instance, how
convincing the evidence is for the existence of the alleged problem. What is
the Sperry Corporation’s warrant for saying that most people listen at a
25% level of efficiency (a statistic from which, as I have already noted, it is
difficult to extract any clear meaning)? One might also ask whether the
problem has been diagnosed correctly. Are workers who seem to listen
poorly really deficient in ‘listening skills’, or might they be bored, dis-
tracted, unmotivated? Then there are questions about the model in relation
to which people are being defined as deficient (is listening, in point of fact,
a four-stage process?), and about the value of the remedy being prescribed
(what is actually accomplished by exercises in ‘active’ or ‘expanded’ listen-
ing such as the one described above?). Sociolinguists who remember earlier
controversies about alleged linguistic ‘deficits’ might well be struck by the
potential for discourse on poor communication skills to produce some of
the same unfortunate effects as did discourse on ‘semilingualism’, non-
standard varieties and ‘restricted codes’ in the past. There is always a risk
that a supposed deficit will be attributed selectively to social groups who
already suffer from stigmatization; there is also a risk that those people will
be subjected to ill-founded, time-wasting ‘remedial’ intervention. 

The primary objective of communication training is to improve
trainees’ practical skills: to help them to use spoken language ‘better’. This
sample of materials suggests that certain specific recommendations on
what constitutes ‘better’ communication are repeated very frequently. For
sociolinguists and historians of language, that might raise an interesting
question. Is this codification of norms for spoken discourse in any sense
comparable to the codification of norms for grammar, spelling and pro-
nunciation which is undertaken as part of the process of constructing and
maintaining a standard language?
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A standard for spoken discourse?

It should be said at once that in many respects the analogy is a poor one.
James and Lesley Milroy suggest that the central mechanism of the stan-
dardizing process is ‘the suppression of optional variability’ (Milroy and
Milroy, 1991). In other words, where the language system offers a range of
options for ‘saying the same thing’ – more than one way of pronouncing
a word, or forming plurals or negative sentences – standardization
requires that one of the options be prescribed as ‘correct’ while the others
become ‘incorrect’. The aim is to make language-use as nearly as possible
uniform, since the purpose of having a standard language is to transcend
linguistic differences within the relevant community. Discourse phenom-
ena, however, resist this treatment. Whereas choices about syntax, mor-
phology and phonetic realization are usually made from a small number
of possibilities, in discourse it is typically the case that a given function
may be realized by a wide range of linguistic forms, and these are not just
ways of ‘saying the same thing’. Many commentators have found it rea-
sonable to propose that we only need one rule for negation or one way of
pronouncing word-final /t/, but few would propose that we only need
one way of making requests or expressing agreement, since it is obvious
that varying strategies are needed in different situations. The idea that
one could define a ‘standard discourse’, on the model of ‘standard gram-
mar’ or ‘standard pronunciation’, is inherently implausible. 

There are cases in which communication training, and other regula-
tory practices, do have the goal of reducing or even eliminating variation
in spoken discourse performance. This invariably applies, however, to
particular interactional routines performed by particular language-users
in a particular context: it produces a ‘local’ rather than ‘global’ standard.
The most extreme case of this kind is requiring employees to perform a
pre-written script in certain types of service encounters – an increasingly
common practice, as we will see in later chapters. In theory, scripting
reduces variation to zero; every employee speaks the same words in the
same way in every encounter of the same type. Whether the result can be
called a ‘standard conversation’ is doubtful, since the customer is not fol-
lowing a script (though it has been suggested that people on the receiving
end of scripted utterances tend to routinize their own verbal behaviour
too (Leidner, 1993)). But in any case, to the extent that such attempts to
produce uniformity are effective, they are so only on the institutional
site(s) where the script is in use. 

Another common standardizing strategy is to make categorical rules
in relation to highly predictable and formulaic areas of discourse perfor-
mance: address terms, salutations and conventional politeness formulas
all lend themselves to this treatment. Once again, though, such rules are
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contextually restricted. They take the form: ‘say good morning rather than
hello when you answer the phone’, or ‘never use the address term “love”
when talking to customers’. It is not suggested that the same norms should
apply in every situation – that saying hello or calling someone ‘love’ is on
a par with using double negatives and glottal stops, which is to say, just
‘bad English’. Standardizing performance to make it uniform, then, is a
goal of some prescriptive guidance on communication, but it is a fairly
marginal one with limited, localized effects. On that criterion, an analogy
between the codification of discourse norms and codification of norms for
grammar, spelling and pronunciation is not particularly persuasive. 

Yet the activity of norm-making is never without effects, particularly
when undertaken institutionally and on a large scale. Standardization in
the sense of ‘uniform performance’ is always an ideal rather than an
achieved reality; but if the codification of linguistic standards does not
necessarily succeed in changing people’s behaviour it usually does suc-
ceed in altering their attitudes, so that they subscribe to what the Milroys
dub the ‘ideology of standardization’. In other words they accept that
there is a right way of doing things, even if their own behaviour does not
exemplify it. In this regard, arguably, communication training materials
may be performing some of the same functions as texts that offer guid-
ance on grammar, usage and (writing) style. Whether or not specific pre-
scriptions are being followed, a general message is being disseminated
that talking, like writing, is a skill; it can be learned and it can be judged.
Aspects of behaviour that normally escape conscious and critical scrutiny –
gaze, posture, listening – are subject to explicit and detailed examination,
with a view to improving performance. In short, there may not be a stan-
dard, but there are nevertheless standards for spoken discourse. 

To the degree that this idea is accepted, and exerts influence over what
happens in key domains like work and schooling, I think it marks a real
change. When I went to school in the 1960s and 1970s, ‘oral assessment’
was something you occasionally confronted in foreign-language classes,
where it largely consisted of reading prose aloud. Except to correct our
‘vulgar’ pronunciation and deplore certain items of ‘slang’, no one paid
the slightest attention to the way we spoke our own language. Speech was
incidental, and the way you interacted was just an expression of your per-
sonality: some people were ‘naturally’ shy and quiet, others outgoing and
garrulous. When I went to work in a bank in 1977, not a minute of formal
training time was devoted to the subject of how to talk to customers, face-
to-face or on the phone. On one hand it was taken for granted that every-
one was in some sense a ‘good enough’ communicator, with the wit to
pick up the conventions of workplace talk by observing and imitating
others. On the other hand it was believed that there was no point trying
to make silk purses out of sows’ ears: you just kept your sows’ ears (the
unintelligible, charmless, painfully shy or easily flustered) in the back
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office and away from the customers. There has evidently been some
change in the course of 20 years, for these assumptions now seem archaic,
rejected by teachers and ‘human resources’ managers everywhere. But
the extent to which attitudes have changed should not be exaggerated.
We will see in later chapters that old assumptions persist, and for the
moment at least they are the source of a certain amount of private (and
indeed, not so private) scepticism about the utility and effectiveness of
communication training.

Conclusion

In this chapter I set out to consider what kind of expert knowledge under-
pins the practice of communication skills training. What has emerged
from the discussion is an apparent contradiction. On one hand, Angela
Phillips draws attention to a problematic ‘lack of common understanding
about communication skills’ (Phillips, 1998: 4). On the other hand, my
examination of a sample of actual training materials, in use by real and
reputable organizations, or available to the general public through main-
stream sales outlets, suggests that the experts who write these materials
have quite a high degree of ‘common understanding’ about what they are
doing and what knowledge is relevant to the task. The same definitions,
conceptual frameworks, classification systems, facts, statistics, rules and
recommendations reappear with only minor variations in sets of materi-
als designed by different experts for different clients in different settings.
It does not seem wholly unreasonable to talk about communication train-
ing having a – that is, one – body of knowledge that serves as a common
reference point for practitioners. 

At the same time it is evident that this body of knowledge has been
synthesized from many sources. It is unified only by virtue of being con-
tained within texts whose subject is communication skills – as knowledge
it is lacking in unity and coherence. Among its most important sources are
the behavioural sciences (though it is more likely to draw on their ‘back
catalogues’ than on their current research output) and certain types of
therapeutic practice (the key ones being transactional analysis and asser-
tiveness training). But it also shows the influence of other traditions. It
is not uncommon to encounter (though the encounter is usually rather
brief and banal) Quintilian or Emily Post. Another seam that is clearly
being mined in many texts is the tradition of anecdotal lore produced by
and for salespeople. This is a much older tradition, in which certain strate-
gies that are now widely diffused were originally pioneered (for instance,
the use of invariant scripts, which until recently were most likely to be
used by salespeople making ‘cold calls’). Sales lore is the most likely
source for such oft-repeated superstitions as ‘but is a negative word; avoid



it at all costs’, and ‘use your interlocutor’s name at every opportunity’
(a strategy recommended by Dale Carnegie, which, as we will see in
Chapter 3, survives to irritate customers today). Eclecticism has its limits,
however: there is a rather consistent disregard for those bodies of
knowledge that derive from the empirical investigation of naturally
occurring talk.

Angela Phillips’s report is, of course, specifically about the issue of
teaching communication as part of the school curriculum. One wonders
whether the problem she glosses as a ‘lack of common understanding’
might be better described as a doubt entertained by some professional
educators about the authority, validity or usefulness of the knowledge
that currently grounds communication skills training in the non-academic
contexts where much of it now goes on. One section of Phillips’s report is
devoted to the issue of evaluation, and it argues that communication teach-
ing should not be introduced into schools without a firm commitment to
‘benchmarking’, that is, measuring effectiveness against clear and explicit
criteria:

Teachers need help to accept an evaluation culture in which they are not
expected to know what works simply by instinct but to actively seek evidence.
Fear of evaluation has dogged attempts to understand how best to teach
reading – for years the subject of a slanging-match between professionals
each defending what, on closer examination, often turned out to be a set
of beliefs, based on anecdotes and ideas [sic] rather than on serious study.
(Phillips, 1998: 16)

However consistently they appear in training materials, it seems clear
that some of the assertions about communication I have cited in this
chapter are ‘based on anecdotes and ideas’ and would not withstand a
challenge based on ‘serious study’. Unfortunately most of those who
design and deliver the training are not in a position to mount such a chal-
lenge; their claims to expertise are not dependent on exposure to any dis-
cipline in which the serious study of spoken language-use is undertaken. 

It is also evident that the effectiveness of training materials is rarely
evaluated in any rigorous way. In the case of self-improvement literature,
it is obviously impossible to assess outcomes. In the case of workplace
training, trainees themselves may be asked to evaluate the course, and
their own individual performance may be evaluated regularly by their
employers, but I did not come across any organization that monitored
whether average appraisal scores typically improved following exposure
to formal training in the relevant skills.11 In the case of publicly funded
training intended to prevent ‘anti-social’ behaviour such as substance
abuse or early sexual activity among young people, the charge has been
made that evaluation is unsystematic, and that where it has been carried
out it has shown disappointing results.12
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The dearth of evidence about effectiveness could be addressed, if the
will were there, by defining clearer aims and objectives, and monitoring
outcomes. But this would not allay all concerns, since questions might
still be asked about the value of particular aims, objectives and outcomes.
A list derived from the materials I have examined might well include a
number which were trivial (‘know the difference between open and
closed questions’), misguided (‘be able to go through the four stages of lis-
tening’) or eccentric (‘classify people you encounter as logical thinkers,
helpers or fighters’). To solve that problem it would be necessary to
change the knowledge-base practitioners have at their disposal. It might
also be necessary to have in place some kind of institutional framework
for training and accreditation of ‘experts’. Without one it is difficult to
ensure that people who claim expertise about communication are equip-
ped to judge ideas and their sources – or, putting it more bluntly, to dis-
criminate between knowledge and nonsense. 

This chapter has focused mainly on the content of various instructional
texts about communication. Texts, however, have contexts, not only of
production but also of use. Many of the communication training materi-
als in my sample were produced to be used in specific institutions, and
they need to be analysed in relation to their local institutional contexts.
The institutional contexts I will turn to first are those of work. In Chapters 3
and 4 I examine the verbal hygiene practices that are, for a large and
growing number of employees, an integral part of working life.
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3
TALK AS ENTERPRISE:
COMMUNICATION AND
CULTURE CHANGE AT WORK

The softer words of leadership and vision and common purpose will replace the
tougher words of control and authority because the tough words won’t bite any
more

– Charles Handy, Beyond Certainty, 1996.

Every time a customer comes within ten feet of me, I will smile, look him in the
eye and greet him. So help me Sam 

– Oath sworn by new recruits to Wal-Mart1

Asmartly dressed young man walks up to a slightly younger woman.
He asks: ‘how are you feeling today?’. ‘Fine’, she replies. ‘That’s

good’, says the young man, ‘but when I ask you how you’re feeling I want
you to say “outstanding!”’. As he utters the last word, his voice rises in
pitch and volume; he punches the air with both hands. The young woman
looks surprised – evidently she had assumed that ‘how are you’ was the
opening move in an ordinary exchange of greetings – and then uncom-
fortable. She repeats ‘outstanding’, but without much enthusiasm. The
young man is dissatisfied. He demonstrates what he wants again, empha-
sizing the air-punching gesture. Then he starts the routine from the begin-
ning: ‘how are you feeling today?’. This time she produces a better
imitation of his ‘outstanding’, though her facial expression and a certain
bodily stiffness betray her continuing discomfort. They go through the
whole thing again. And again. Her performance passes muster. The young
man smiles and moves on.

What is going on in this little scene? Is it some kind of political rally, or
a religious revival meeting, or a session from one of those ‘inspirational’
courses about the power of positive thinking? Maybe the young woman is
an athlete and the young man is her coach, psyching her up for an impor-
tant event. Or maybe he is an entertainer, and she a member of the



audience reluctantly dragged up on stage. In fact, the scene took place in
a McDonald’s restaurant at the beginning of a shift. The young man was
the shift supervisor, and the young woman a member of his ‘crew’. Their
encounter was recorded for an Open University television programme
about new management practices in British industry.2 The programme
also showed the young man on the receiving end of the same technique,
which he learnt on a course at the company’s training centre, ‘Hamburger
University’.

This motivational routine is not the only case in which McDonald’s
employees are instructed in how to talk. McDonald’s is among the organ-
izations that pioneered ‘routinized’ customer service interactions
(Leidner, 1993). In this respect as in many others, McDonald’s has
attracted legions of imitators; George Ritzer, the author of a book whose
self-explanatory title is The McDonaldization of Society (1996), suggests that
‘pseudo-interaction’ is a widespread and striking feature of present-day
consumer culture. But why do employers find it necessary to regulate
such small linguistic details as what words their employees utter, and in
what tone of voice? How does this kind of regulatory practice square with
the philosophy of ‘empowerment’, which is supposed to involve less con-
trol over the minutiae of employees’ behaviour than the traditional
model? And what about the employees themselves – how do they feel
about being told what to say, and taught how to talk?

Talk at work

There is already an extensive literature on talk in professional or ‘institu-
tional’ settings (see for instance Boden, 1994; Drew and Heritage, 1992;
Drew and Sorjonen, 1997; Gunnarsson, Linell and Nordberg, 1997;
Mumby and Clair, 1997; Wodak and Iedema, 1999). Some of the most
notable contributions to this literature have been made by scholars in the
research tradition of conversation analysis (CA). Before I proceed further,
I should clarify the relationship of my own analysis of workplace ‘com-
munication’ with this body of research; for although I hope I have learned
from it, I do not see myself as directly contributing to it. 

CA, which has roots in ethnomethodological sociology, regards talk as
an important locus for the organization of social life generally. In institu-
tional settings, as Paul Drew and John Heritage observe in their editors’
introduction to the influential collection Talk at Work, ‘Talk-in-interaction is
the principal means through which lay persons pursue various practical
goals and the central medium through which the daily working activities
of many professionals and organizational representatives are conducted’
(1992: 3). Studying institutional talk is thus a way of studying the workings
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of institutions themselves. In addition to this sociological significance,
however, institutional talk is of interest more specifically to analysts of lan-
guage and discourse. Because it is designed to accomplish particular goals,
institutional talk has features that distinguish it from ‘ordinary’ talk. Drew
and Heritage characterize them as follows (1992: 22):

1. Institutional interaction involves an orientation by at least one of the
participants to some core goal, task or activity (or set of them) con-
ventionally associated with the institution in question. In short, insti-
tutional talk is normally informed by goal orientations of a relatively
restricted conventional form.

2. Institutional interaction may often involve special and particular con-
straints on what one or both of the participants will treat as allowable
contributions to the business at hand.

3. Institutional talk may be associated with inferential frameworks and
procedures that are particular to specific institutional contexts.

Later on, they identify five major ‘foci of research into institutional talk’
(1992: 28 et seq.). These are lexical choice – for example the selection
of technical or lay vocabulary in institutional encounters; turn design – the
way turn-taking rules may differ as between institutional and other talk;
sequential organization – for example the tightly constrained use of question-
answer sequences in institutional contexts such as clinics, classrooms and
courtrooms; overall structural organization – the way many institutional
interactions have a pre-determined ‘shape’; and social relations – which are
more apt to be asymmetrical in institutional contexts.

The framework set out by Drew and Heritage is useful, and many of
my own observations in this and the next chapter will relate to one or
more of their ‘research foci’. However, I will be approaching the phenom-
enon of institutional talk at work from a different angle – one suggested
by the McDonald’s vignette with which I began this chapter. For a con-
versation analyst, the ‘institutional’ nature of talk is not something given
in advance, but something accomplished by participants in the course of
talking. Ian Hutchby summarizes this position succinctly: ‘institutions do
not define the kind of talk produced within them: rather participants’
ways of designing their talk actually constructs the “institutionality” of
such settings’ (1999: 41). ‘Interaction’, say Drew and Heritage, ‘is institu-
tional insofar as participants’ institutional or professional identities are
somehow made relevant to the work activities in which they are engaged’
(1992: 4). But without disputing that anything that goes on in talk has in
the final analysis to be accomplished by the participants, I think there are
cases where institutions (or to be more exact, people with certain kinds of
authority in institutions) do define the kinds of talk produced within them
to a greater extent than the CA formulation suggests. I am especially inter-
ested in professional identities and ways of talking that are not so much
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negotiated by participants ‘on the ground’ as imposed on them from
above by training, scripting and surveillance. It is my contention that
many kinds of ‘talk at work’ are increasingly subject to this explicit codi-
fication. Today it is not always left to workers to construct a suitable
professional identity and ‘somehow’ make it relevant in talk; instead,
approved forms of interactive discourse are prescribed in advance, and
often in detail.

This development has a bearing on how we understand the ‘special
and particular constraints’ mentioned by Drew and Heritage as distinc-
tive features of institutional talk. When institutional interaction becomes
subject to detailed codification, it is not only the participants in talk who
decide what will count as ‘allowable contributions to the business at
hand’. Certain decisions on what is ‘allowable’ (and what is compulsory)
are pre-empted by the codifiers, while the agency of the participants is
correspondingly curtailed. Prescriptive interventions constrain interac-
tion in two respects particularly, one of which Drew and Heritage men-
tion and one of which they do not. 

The one they mention comes under the heading of ‘overall structural
organization’. Here I will quote more fully from their remarks on this
point: 

Many kinds of institutional encounters are characteristically organized into a
standard ‘shape’ or order of phases. Conversations, by contrast, are not. With
the exception of the opening and closing stages. . .it does not appear that con-
versations ordinarily progress through some overarching set of stages. The
locally contingent management of ‘next moves’ in conversation, and the options
speakers have even within particular sequences or activities, ensure that there
is no ‘standard pattern’ for the overall organization of conversations. The activ-
ities conducted in many kinds of institutional interactions, by contrast, are often
implemented through a task-related standard shape. In some instances that
order may be prescribed, for instance, by a written schedule or formal agenda
of points which an inquirer may be required to answer when requesting a
service. . .But equally the order may be the product of locally managed routines.
(Drew and Heritage, 1992: 43)

Prototypical instances of institutional interactions with a ‘task-related
standard shape’ might include examining witnesses in court, taking a
patient’s history in a medical consultation or eliciting information on the
location and nature of an incident when answering a call to the emer-
gency services. Drew and Heritage are obviously right to point out that
this sort of ‘shaping’ marks a significant difference between institutional
talk and ordinary conversation. But I would also argue that within the
‘institutional’ category, ‘locally managed routines’ seem increasingly to be
giving way to ‘prescribed schedules’ and ‘formal agendas’. More and
more institutional interactions – supermarket checkout transactions,
customer enquiries made to a bank or utility company via one of its ‘call
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centres’, unsolicited telesales calls, and so on – have not merely a standard
‘shape’ but a standard script covering the sequencing, the content and
function, and not uncommonly the actual wording, of every move the
institutional participant makes.

This tendency has not been much discussed in the ‘talk at work’
literature, though it has attracted some attention from critical discourse
analysts and sociologists of work (Fairclough, 1992; Goodman, 1996;
Leidner, 1993). This relative neglect may partly reflect the fact that so
much research on institutional talk has focused on interactions involving
professionals like doctors, therapists, lawyers and business executives,
whose status protects them from the degree of linguistic regimentation to
which many other workers are now commonly subjected. It is also fair to
say that the kind and degree of regimentation that interests me has
become progressively more salient during the late 1980s and 1990s. The
rapid diffusion and intensification of linguistic control strategies (which
may have existed before but were less widespread and less efficient than
they have since become) has occurred for two interrelated reasons. One is
technological change (a point to be explored further in Chapter 4, which
deals with call centres), and the other is the increasing influence of new
management approaches. The overall effect of these developments has
been to place not just linguistic behaviour but many other kinds of on-the-
job behaviour under much closer scrutiny and surveillance.

The constraint which Drew and Heritage do not mention, but which
will be an important topic in my own analysis, concerns the manner in
which workers may be required to talk, whether or not the ‘shape’ and
content of their talk has been scripted in advance. Particularly in customer
service contexts, politeness phenomena, prosodic, paralinguistic and
nonverbal (body language) behaviours, and sometimes lexical choices,
are strictly regulated in a process I will refer to later on as styling. For
instance, announcers at one British rail terminus are expected to perform
announcements at a certain rate of words per minute and in ‘smiley voice’
(an effect which results from holding the lips in the posture of a smile
whilst speaking). Assistants at a designer clothes shop are forbidden to
approach customers with the conventional salutation ‘can I help you’ and
instructed instead to ‘strike up a conversation’, resorting if necessary to
remarks about the weather. At the same shop, there is a list of words that
may be used to describe an outfit: it includes exquisite and glamorous, but
lovely and nice are proscribed.3 In the rather less exclusive retail environ-
ment that is Wal-Mart, meanwhile, employees swear an ‘oath’ to smile,
make eye contact and utter a greeting ‘every time a customer comes within
ten feet of me’.

In sum, then, the kinds of observations made here on ‘talk at work’
will overlap in some respects with the tradition of research on that topic
represented by contributors to Drew and Heritage’s collection, while
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departing from that tradition in other respects. The most important
difference is that I am interested less in ‘locally managed routines’ than in
the codified and ‘styled’ forms of talk which, I argue, are increasingly
overriding or disrupting the locally managed character of interaction.
Since my primary interest is in the phenomenon of codification, and the
practices of training and surveillance which are needed to make it ‘bite’,
my primary data here will not be examples of naturally occurring work-
place talk, nor will I be undertaking the kind of microanalysis favoured
by conversation analysts. Instead I will examine prescriptive texts (inclu-
ding manuals, memoranda, training materials and lists of appraisal crite-
ria) whose function is to spell out what kinds of talk people are expected
to produce at work.4 Of course, my use of these data invites the question:
‘but is that what happens in practice?’ The short answer is, ‘yes and no’. I
do not intend to suggest that workers are the ‘cultural dopes’ whose exis-
tence ethnomethodology has famously denied – that they simply follow
the rules handed down to them in a passive, unquestioning way.
Codification does not in practice eliminate the necessity for talk to be
locally managed; what it does do, however, is change what participants
have to manage. Workers who are given a script they find unsatisfactory
may deviate from it, but in that case the institutional definition of what
they are doing as deviant and ‘accountable’ behaviour becomes one of the
factors they must take into consideration. Where codification is backed up
by surveillance, institutional interactions begin to resemble ‘mediated’
discourse – that is, talk has to be designed not only for its immediate
recipient, but also for an eavesdropping third party, namely the manager
or supervisor who monitors workers’ compliance with the rules.

I will return below to the issues raised in this section. First, though, it
is necessary to say something about the broader context in which institu-
tional interaction has become subject to increased codification and regi-
mentation, which means returning to one of this book’s main themes, the
relationship between ‘communication’ and enterprise culture.

Everybody’s business: corporate speak and cultural change

In discussions of the ‘new’ economy whose character I described in
the introduction, much rhetoric centres on so-called ‘human capital’ – a
reference not to people themselves, the innumerable willing ‘hands’ of
the industrial age, but to the skills and knowledge that are today’s most
valuable assets, and are embodied (or en-minded) in human beings.
Governments worry about the level of technical knowledge and skill pos-
sessed by today’s workforce (hence election pledges like ‘a computer in
every classroom’ and ideas like ‘the university of industry’). Yet many
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employers – particularly in the burgeoning service sector – seem more
interested in the so-called ‘soft skills’: they want recruits to be team play-
ers, ‘good with people’, and not least, ‘good communicators’. Language,
then, looms large among the attributes employers pay attention to when
recruiting, training and managing workers. But in addition, it is an instru-
ment for managing both individuals and organizations as they struggle
with the process of ‘culture change’ that global competition is believed
to necessitate. The point is summed up by management guru Charles
Handy in the observation that appears as an epigraph to this chapter: to
succeed in new worlds, businesses must adopt new words.

In a book titled Corporate Speak: the Use of Language in Business, Fiona
Czerniawska, a management consultant, elaborates this point. She argues
that given the new emphasis on ‘human capital’, language, with its power
to win hearts and minds, is more important in organizations now than it
has ever been before. She suggests that language can be ‘a weapon of
competitive advantage’ for companies who are willing and able to exploit
its potential (1998: 13). In business, she says,

. . .[O]ur preferred mode of communication has been figures. . .[but] more and
more companies are finding that some of their most important assets – people,
knowledge, commitment – are non-quantifiable. And they are realising that if
they cannot express these assets in terms of figures, then they cannot use finan-
cial metrics to manage them. It is therefore not surprising that they are turning
to something other than figures to fill the gap – words: mission statements, com-
mitments to quality, customer charters, corporate advertising – the list is grow-
ing exponentially. (1998: 2)

‘Corporate speak’ might seem an odd choice of title for a book whose
aim is to make managers appreciate the potential of language as ‘a
weapon of competitive advantage’. Describing any linguistic register as
X-speak tends to imply a perception of it as meaningless jargon, at best baf-
fling and at worst sinister – perhaps because the ‘-speak’ formulation so
readily recalls Orwell’s ‘Newspeak’. But Fiona Czerniawska’s mission is
to rehabilitate something she regards as having been misunderstood and
unfairly maligned by businesspeople who pride themselves on being
doers rather than talkers. She does warn against Orwellian excesses: ‘No
sane business today would want a workforce of automatons: after all,
anything an automaton can do, we can automate. People are needed
for dealing with customers, for communication, and for lateral thinking,
none of which businesses will get if they attempt to regiment the way
people talk too rigidly’ (1998: 27). But that does not mean businesses
should not attempt to manage the use of words at all. If used judiciously,
‘corporate speak’ (a phrase that might be glossed as ‘managed language-
use’) is a valuable ‘new tool by which to influence collective culture and
individual behaviour’ (1998: 26). In this chapter I will focus particularly



on two features of ‘enterprising’ corporate cultures which are thought to
require the application of this ‘new tool’: the shift to ‘teamwork’ and the
systematic adoption of ‘customer care’ policies.

‘Teamwork’ is one of the buzzwords of the enterprise approach, and
the thought behind it is summarized in the aphorism ‘None of us is as
smart as all of us’. What it usually involves in practice is forms of work-
place organization where people, often drawn from different levels of the
corporate hierarchy, have to work together in groups to achieve particu-
lar outcomes. In a presentation of work she did with a group of colleagues
in an Australian food manufacturing plant (Joyce et al., 1995), Hermine
Scheeres (1998) provides a table listing the ‘spoken and written language
demands of the restructured workplace’. Under the heading of ‘team-
work’ she notes the following spoken language demands:

• Solve problems and negotiate solutions and outcomes
• Initiate and participate in team discussions
• Know how to challenge
• Know how to ask for advice
• Argue for and against a proposition
• Ask a speaker to clarify or explain a point.

Under the heading ‘changing role of the manager’ Scheeres also lists
the new spoken language responsibilities managers acquire in a team-
work culture, as follows:

• Explain and discuss changes in workplace practices
• Explain and negotiate team membership
• Negotiate allocation of tasks
• Listen and discuss openly problems and issues that arise
• Explain section interests and needs to others.

These demands are the linguistic instantiations of the shift away from
a ‘command and control’ culture in which managers give instructions and
workers follow them, towards an ‘empowerment’ culture. Managers are
encouraged to ‘explain’, ‘discuss’, ‘negotiate’ and ‘listen’, while workers
are permitted to ‘question’, ‘challenge’ and ‘argue’, and expected to ‘solve
problems’. Training may be needed to enable both managers and workers
to master the more egalitarian and co-operative forms of spoken dis-
course that constitute ‘teamwork’. Another important issue, not explicitly
mentioned on Scheeres’s list but possibly implied by ‘explain and discuss
changes in workplace practices’, is motivation. Motivation matters,
because in theory, at least, the ‘teamwork’ approach puts peer support
(and peer pressure) in place of ‘external’ sticks and carrots. A good team-
member is both highly motivated and able to motivate others, which
inevitably involves communicating with them. Below I will consider how
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far the ‘ideal’ model outlined by Scheeres is reflected in actual practice;
and I will look more closely at the particular forms of spoken communi-
cation recommended in training for teamwork.

‘Customer care’ is an approach to service in which an organization sys-
tematically sets out to manage the customer’s whole experience. A set of
training materials in my corpus (developed for a non-profit making arts
organization to which I will give the pseudonym ‘City Arts’) explains the
concept by quoting the chief executive of the Scandinavian airline SAS,
who once said: ‘coffee stains on the flip-down trays mean to the passen-
ger that we do our engine maintenance wrong’.5 The idea is that the cus-
tomer’s view of the organization is conditioned by a large number of
small, and possibly quite trivial, details. ‘Customer care’ means getting
employees to focus consistently on all the details that make a difference to
the customer. It is also common for the approach to be extended to
employees’ dealings with one another: co-workers within the organiza-
tion are defined as ‘internal customers’. Customer care policies overlap
here with the philosophy of teamwork, for the point is that everyone
should work together for the ultimate good of the customer (and thus,
of course, the company). Even those employees who have no contact
with ‘external’ or ‘end’ customers – the people who actually consume
goods and services – are materially affecting those customers’ experience
through the quality of support they give to colleagues down the line. 

The City Arts materials sum up customer care – whether the customers
are ‘external’ or ‘internal’ – as a matter of ‘having the right attitudes and
behaviours in place within an organization. In general terms, these atti-
tudes and behaviours can be summarized as caring, co-operating and
communicating’.6 In fact, the discussion that follows makes clear that
‘communication’ in the sense of ‘spoken interaction’ is relevant to all three
of these ‘attitudes and behaviours’. What is placed under the heading of
‘communicating’ is essentially the use of language to convey information
(‘transmitting information accurately and speedily’). But language is not
just a medium for transmitting information, it is also a medium for con-
structing and maintaining interpersonal relationships. Thus ‘caring’ and
‘co-operating’ also turn out to be ways of ‘communicating’. ‘Caring’, for
instance, is explained by breaking it down into several more specific
behaviours:

• Treating [customers] with courtesy and consideration
• Responding reasonably to their requests and demands
• Showing an interest in them
• Taking time to find out what they feel
• Accepting responsibility, i.e. avoiding blame and helping out when prob-

lems occur
• Being aware of how what you do affects them
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It is evident that at least the first four of these requirements will depend
for their fulfilment largely on the way the employee talks to customers. 

Some of the most noticeable reflexes of customer care policies in
language-use are aptly described by Norman Fairclough’s phrase ‘syn-
thetic personalization’. As Fairclough explains:

One finds techniques for efficiently and nonchalantly ‘handling’ people wher-
ever one looks in the public institutions of the modern world. Equally, one finds
what I shall refer to as synthetic personalization, a compensatory tendency to give
the impression of treating each of the people ‘handled’ en masse as an indi-
vidual. Examples would be air travel (have a nice day!), restaurants (Welcome
to Wimpy!) and the simulated conversation (for example, chat shows) and
bonhomie which litter the media. (1989: 62)

The City Arts customer care training materials warn against saying
things like ‘sorry, that’s our policy’ and ‘I don’t make the rules’ when
a customer complains about something. These utterances imply (not
inaccurately, in most cases) that the organization has routine procedures
that it follows with every customer. The customer care ideal, by contrast,
is to give the impression of attending to the needs of each customer as an
individual. (A training manager at McDonald’s told Robin Leidner: ‘we
want to treat every customer as an individual in 60 seconds or less’
(Leidner, 1993: 221), while according to George Ritzer (1996: 82) some
organizations even have ‘subscripts’ for customers who object to the nor-
mal routine as depersonalizing; employees may be told, for instance, to
say they will ‘bend the rules just this once’.) The City Arts materials ask:
‘can you imagine how differently your customers would react if. . .an
employee smiled and said, “I’m sorry you’ve had a problem. I’ll take care
of it immediately”’. 

The behaviour being recommended here has several features of ‘syn-
thetic personalization’. The hypothetical employee smiles, apologizes to
the customer (using a formula that incorporates both first and second
person pronouns – ‘I’m sorry you’ve had a problem’) and takes personal
responsibility for putting things right. One difference between this
approach and traditional notions of ‘polite’ service is the greater attention
paid to what politeness theorists like Brown and Levinson (1987) term
‘positive face’, the desire people have to be liked or approved of by others
(in contrast to ‘negative face’, the desire not to be imposed upon by
others). Employees who have internalized the customer care philosophy
are supposed to ‘show an interest’ and ‘take time to find out how [cus-
tomers] feel’. They must communicate not simply respect for the cus-
tomer as a customer, but a friendly, empathetic attitude towards the
customer as a person. Below, I will consider how this expansive definition
of ‘good service’ has been codified in rules and procedures for what
employees should say to customers, and how they should say it. I will
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also consider how employees negotiate, and in some cases resist, the
positioning imposed on them by linguistic prescriptions relating to
customer care.

The examples I will use in my analysis come from the commercial
service sector: not from manufacturing, or ‘caring’ work, or the work of
public institutions like universities and the civil service. That is not
because enterprise, empowerment, teamwork and customer care are con-
fined to the service sector. On the contrary, these innovations are by now
very widely diffused across different types of workplaces. I have chosen
to examine them in the commercial service context because, arguably, the
form they take there is their prototypical form. Attempts to integrate ideas
borrowed from commerce with the traditional structures and values of
other sectors, especially public service and caring, cause complications,
including linguistic ones (are sick, disabled and elderly people ‘cus-
tomers’?). These issues are interesting, but beyond my scope here. It is
also worth recalling that approximately two thirds of all workers in the
economies I’ve used in my examples are employed in the service sector,
and the proportion is expected to grow. That in itself is a reason to be
interested in what goes on in their workplaces.

The formal introduction of teamwork or customer care policies into an
organization is an example of ‘culture change’. Not only do such initia-
tives change actual work routines – they involve employees in new forms
of training and appraisal, new events such as team meetings, and so forth –
their effectiveness is thought to depend on whether the organization can
bring about a more profound shift in employees’ attitudes. Reorganizing
your workforce into teams, for instance, will succeed only to the extent
that people embrace the concept of teamwork and strive to become ‘team
players’. It is this ‘deeper’ kind of change that Fiona Czerniawska (1998)
has in mind when she characterizes language as a ‘tool with which to
influence collective culture and individual behaviour’ and a means for
‘instilling a common outlook and ideology’.

The idea of using language deliberately for the purposes Fiona
Czerniawska mentions inevitably raises the issue of Orwellian ‘thought
control’. I commented above that Czerniawska’s phrase ‘corporate speak’
tends to recall ‘Newspeak’, the language invented by George Orwell in
his novel Nineteen Eighty-four (1989 [1949]). Newspeak was deliberately
created by the ruling party of a totalitarian state to ensure that only ortho-
dox thoughts could be given expression in words. Indeed, it was intended
to abolish not only the words, but also, ultimately, the subversive
thoughts themselves. Writing just after World War II, Orwell took his
inspiration from the linguistic abuses of fascism and Stalinism. Today,
these ideologies are marginal, while another ‘ism’ – capitalism – has gone
from strength to strength. We might be tempted to ask, then, if big busi-
ness has taken over where Big Brother left off.
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In fact, I think this is the wrong way to frame the question. Most
linguists would probably agree that the notion of thought control through
language is a myth: even those who accept language may influence the
way we think acknowledge that this is a complex and variable matter (for
one recent discussion of the issue, see Stubbs, 1997). Controlling thought,
however, is by no means the only way to achieve certain objectives. It may
not be possible to control what goes on in people’s minds by prescribing
what language they may speak, hear, read or write, but enforcing that pre-
scription is itself a way of controlling people’s behaviour. That it falls
short of ‘brainwashing’ does not automatically make it unobjectionable. 

Fiona Czerniawska gives a number of examples where companies
have set to convey an official ‘collective outlook’ to employees, using the
simple linguistic strategy of renaming things. The Disney Corporation,
for instance, renamed its personnel department ‘Central Casting’ and its
employees ‘cast members’. The areas where employees can be seen by
customers are known as ‘on stage’. All this conveys that Disney’s business
is showbusiness. At one of Britain’s leading supermarkets, staff were
renamed ‘colleagues’. A financial institution renamed meetings ‘events’.
This strategy underlines the symbolic importance accorded to language,
but as Czerniawska herself points out, in isolation it accomplishes
very little. Just calling something an ‘event’ without doing anything else
to make it less dull than the ‘meetings’ it replaces is more likely to engen-
der derision than excitement. Renaming people ‘colleagues’ without
otherwise modifying the previous hierarchical relations among them
will provoke cynicism, not enthusiasm. However, it is unusual to find a
company using the renaming strategy in isolation. More commonly, the
introduction of new vocabulary is part of a more comprehensive strategy
for culture change within the organization. At this point it is useful to turn
to an example – one which, as it happens, has some strikingly Orwellian
features.

‘The changes’ at John Stephenson Ltd

John Stephenson Ltd is one of the organizations discussed in this book
whose language practices were studied by a participant observer, an
employee who was also a student in one of my classes (see note 4 and
Appendix). The student in question, Gordon Graham, had worked for sev-
eral years as a member of the company’s sales staff (during university vaca-
tions he worked full time, otherwise part time). As well as drawing on his
observations as a participant in training and work routines, he collected rel-
evant internal documents and carried out interviews. I am indebted to him
for the information and some of the analysis presented here.
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John Stephenson Ltd is a regionally based retail business selling
electrical appliances through a network of shops: founded by John
Stephenson, it is still owned and run by the Stephenson family, whose
members continue to dominate the board of directors. Until recently, the
company had the paternalistic values and culture traditionally associated
with family businesses. Relations between managers and staff were not
egalitarian but they were ‘easy going’, in the words of one employee.
Workers did not feel they were under undue pressure, and generally
‘enjoyed their jobs’. In the mid-1990s, however, the company found itself
struggling; turnover and profits declined steadily. Afraid that the business
might not survive in an increasingly competitive environment, the board
decided to implement major restructuring. This began with ‘downsizing’ –
a significant number of employees lost their jobs – and continued with the
involvement of management consultants and the adoption of a more
‘enterprising’ managerial approach.

In 1997 the Managing Director sent a memo to every department in the
company, part of which read:

This is year one; from this point onward, all that has happened before in the
company is to be forgotten. This may take some time, but it is hoped that in five
or ten years’ time, no one will remember back beyond this year and our new
beginning.

It is hardly surprising if this prompts comparisons with Orwell’s
Nineteen Eighty-four. The memo tells its recipients – many of them people
who have been with the organization for years – that history is to be abol-
ished (‘All that has happened before in the company is to be forgotten’).
The developments which led up to this memo and gathered pace after it
are now referred to within the company simply as ‘the changes’.

Rather like the society depicted in Orwell’s novel, John Stephenson
contains three major groups: the Management Team (analogous to
Orwell’s ‘Inner Party’), which consists of the directors, the service man-
ager and seven area managers known as ‘team leaders’; the office staff,
individual shop managers and salespeople (who are rather like Orwell’s
‘Outer Party’), and the behind-the-scenes workers, such as van-drivers
and ‘store-boys’ who oversee the storage and movement of goods (paral-
lel to the ‘proles’ in Nineteen Eighty-four). ‘The changes’ directly affected
only the first two groups. Managers, office staff and salespeople, but not
drivers or storeroom workers, were required to adopt new working
routines, and to undergo programmes of training intended to inculcate
the skills, attitudes and dispositions associated with ‘teamwork’. (Asked
about the exclusion of drivers and store-boys, one manager commented
that involving them would have been pointless, since they were ‘too
stupid to realize what’s going on, [and] even if they did they’re too stupid
to do anything about it’. Ben Pimlott remarks in his editor’s introduction
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to the Penguin edition of Nineteen Eighty-four (1989: xv) that ‘in Oceania
the relative freedom of working-class people is merely a symptom of the
contempt in which they are held’.)

The architects of ‘the changes’ believed that language was an impor-
tant tool for getting employees to consent to new arrangements; in partic-
ular, they believed that certain communication practices would be crucial
in motivating employees and persuading them to adopt new attitudes
and beliefs. In 1997 members of the Management Team attended a train-
ing course which was intended to teach this lesson. Those who were inter-
viewed subsequently were invited to talk about their reactions to the
course, and particularly to the way the trainer used language. This ques-
tion elicited the following narrative from one participant:

Manager: Everyone had to do a presentation, including [the trainer], he
did his first. He started by asking: ‘who is the company?’. We all
had to reply: ‘We are’. His reply was: ‘I can’t hear you’. It was
like something from an American show.

Interviewer: Were you embarrassed by this?
Manager: At first. But before I knew where I was, I was shouting and

screaming the answers back at him, everybody was. By the
time he’d gone on for about five minutes, he asked the question
again, ‘Who is the company?’. It was like I wasn’t in control
any more. I’d say it was a mixture of him controlling us using
language and gestures and probably wanting to fit in with
everyone else.

Interviewer: How do you feel about this now?
Manager: Obviously I can see how we were controlled but I don’t think it

did me or anyone else any harm. I think it brought us together,
made us feel part of a team.

Interestingly, most interviewees who were questioned about this event
both agreed that they were being ‘controlled’ by the techniques the trainer
used, and at the same time explicitly denied (in some cases with consid-
erable emphasis) that they were being ‘brainwashed’. ‘Brainwashing’ was
seen as a disreputable practice, and it was also seen as a sign of personal
weakness to be vulnerable to such an extreme form of manipulation. If
‘brainwashing’ is taken to imply a permanent suspension of one’s critical
faculties, then clearly the managers’ denial that they had been ‘brain-
washed’ was justified: all were able to reflect critically on what had hap-
pened after the event. None, however, was willing to express resentment
about being ‘controlled’.

Another quasi-Orwellian feature of ‘the changes’ was a requirement that
sales staff and managers should write regular reports detailing what they
had achieved, and also what their workmates had achieved. The reports
would be passed up the line and ultimately analysed at a meeting of the



Management Team. This measure was considered controversial, and some
people resented it – less because of the time it consumed than because it
was seen as a way of getting employees to spy and inform on one another.
One team leader commented: ‘only the gullible believe anything good can
come from these reports, it is all about noting down the negative to use
against an individual’. This is a good example of the way ‘empowerment’
approaches may in practice intensify rather than lessen the surveillance
associated with ‘command and control’ methods. It is also, however, a good
illustration of the fact that few employees swallow the rhetoric of empow-
erment uncritically. If that rhetoric is intended as ‘brainwashing’, it clearly
does not work. But arguably it does not need to: whatever they may think
of new practices, employees are in no position to refuse to comply with
them. At the time of the interviews, everyone at the company was con-
scious that ‘the changes’ had been precipitated in the first place by a crisis
in John Stephenson’s fortunes, as a result of which many jobs had been lost.
Nobody wanted to be first on the list in any new round of layoffs.

A key aspect of ‘the changes’ was the reorganization of personnel into
teams. This required explicit attention to be given to the way employees
used interactive spoken language. An internal document, ‘Our Five Year
Plan’, proclaimed: ‘We shall make the teaching of good communication,
assertiveness and listening skills a priority as these are essential to effec-
tive teamwork’. To that end, a programme of communication skills train-
ing was designed and delivered by an outside consultancy. I want to look
in some detail at what was taught, referring to the training materials
given out to participants. (These materials have much in common with
other workplace materials in my sample (see Chapter 2), and where
appropriate I will compare them with other examples.)

One respect in which the John Stephenson materials are typical is
in their eclecticism: they do not adopt a unified approach but draw on
various bodies of knowledge or expertise. These range from the clinical/
therapeutic precepts of assertiveness training to the anecdotalism of pop-
ular how-to-succeed-in-business books like Stephen Covey’s The Seven
Habits of Highly Effective People (1989). Consequently, there is some inco-
herence in the materials; for instance, two somewhat different accounts
may be given of the same phenomenon, or principles may be adduced
which conflict with one another. It is seldom explained where the
accounts and principles come from – in most cases they are presented as
obvious and indisputable pieces of common wisdom. Appeals to experi-
ence are more prominent than appeals to scientific authority (‘if you’re
like most of us, positive reinforcement probably increased your desire to
participate’ rather than, say, ‘research has found that. . .’). This kind of
training is meant to be practical rather than ‘academic’.

It is therefore interesting that one of the first documents in this set of
training materials is a lengthy presentation of Eric Berne’s Transactional
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Analysis (TA), which is glossed as ‘an important technique in the search
for improved communications’. (The materials justify this unusual excur-
sion into theoretical territory by saying: ‘The main advantage of TA is that
it avoids the usual psychological jargon and so is very easily learned and
understood’.) It is explained that TA categorizes every communicative act
according to whether it is ‘parent’, ‘adult’ or ‘child’ behaviour. The key to
good communication is judging whether a particular utterance (‘stimu-
lus’) is coming from your interlocutor’s ‘parent’, ‘adult’ or ‘child’ and
then either designing your own response to complement the stimulus
or else responding in such a way as to invite the interlocutor to shift
to a more appropriate mode. A sample analysis is provided, using the
utterance pair

Fred: John, have you seen the report on the new machinery?
John: Yes, it’s here on my desk.

The analysis is: ‘Fred asked a straightforward question from his Adult
aimed at John’s Adult and John responded as expected, from his Adult to
Fred’s’.

A less straightforward exchange is then illustrated:

Jim: Call yourself a manager, this whole office is in chaos thanks to your new
system.
Boss: Look, I’m the boss around here. If you don’t like the system you’ll just
have to lump it.

Jim has adopted the position of the Critical Parent, and his boss has
refused the complementary position of the Child, taking an even more
markedly parental role himself. What he should have done, however, was
to direct his response to Jim’s Adult, by saying something like

Boss: What exactly is causing the problems within the system, perhaps we could
modify it to solve them.

This strategy would put pressure on Jim to ‘discuss the situation logically’
in his Adult persona, and in this way the incipient conflict would be
resolved without the boss needing to invoke his status as Jim’s superior.

I noted in Chapter 2 that transactional analysis crops up quite fre-
quently in my sample of training materials. Although it is usually pre-
sented as a means for avoiding communication problems – ’complementary’
transactions are less likely to lead to misunderstanding than ‘crossed’ ones
– the examples given make clear that in practice, TA is seen as particularly
useful for avoiding or defusing conflicts. These may be expressed or mani-
fested linguistically, but their underlying cause is not linguistic. In the ‘call
yourself a manager’ exchange quoted above, for instance, Jim and his boss
are not having trouble because one has misunderstood what the other is
saying, but because of a difference of opinion – firstly about the system
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which Jim alleges is causing chaos, and secondly about Jim’s right to
challenge a superior in the way he does. The account TA gives of conflict
(or perhaps it would be fairer to say the account training materials give of
TA’s account of conflict) does not dwell on its causes nor consider its legit-
imacy in a given situation. Instead it treats conflict as the undesirable result
of a failure to act in the appropriate, ‘adult’ manner. It suggests that con-
flict can and should be defused, and that this is simply a technical matter.
It also suggests that good leadership is about rational persuasion and
teamwork: ‘how can we solve the problem’ rather than ‘I’m the boss, so do
as I tell you’. In other words, TA is not simply a tool for understanding
what is going on in interaction, but has an ideological agenda – one that
fits particularly well with the goals and values of the enterprising organi-
zation. This may help to explain the otherwise puzzling phenomenon of
time being spent training domestic appliance salespeople to grasp the con-
ceptual apparatus of TA and even draw diagrams of interactions. They are
not being instructed only in techniques for effective ‘communication’, but
also, and probably more importantly, in the conduct expected of a mature,
responsible, well-balanced person. 

In contrast to transactional analysis, which is more about the roles
speakers take up than the minutiae of their conversational behaviour, the
parts of the John Stephenson training materials devoted to ‘active listen-
ing’ offer more specific guidance. As I noted in Chapter 2, ‘active listen-
ing’ is a common preoccupation in training materials and there are several
different approaches to it. The one which appears in these materials
focuses on four kinds of behaviour:

1. Non-verbal behaviours, for example, posture, eye contact, gestures,
utterances like ‘uh-huh’.

2. Paraphrasing – to check accuracy of hearing.
3. Verbal encouragement, for example, ‘tell me more’, ‘mm-hmm’, etc.
4. Summarizing.

Advice on non-verbal behaviour or ‘body language’ is relatively sparse
in these materials – other examples in my corpus make much more of it –
but what there is, is typical of most guidance on this subject. Essentially
trainees are encouraged to do more consciously what they would normally
do without reflection, and given a metalanguage with which to reflect on
common behaviours. They are also presented with generalizations about
what is ‘normal’ behaviour – for instance, one should make eye contact
with an interlocutor for ‘about 60–70% of the time’. Here, what is presum-
ably a statistical average derived from research on naturally occurring
gaze behaviour is made into a benchmark or standard: the ‘normal’
becomes the normative. Behaviours which in a descriptive framework
would be points on a continuum or normal distribution curve are rede-
fined in a prescriptive framework as ‘wrong’ and in need of remediation.
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As well as making sure that there is some eye contact rather than none,
trainees are counselled to avoid a ‘fixed stare’. They are told that their
posture should be ‘relaxed’ rather than ‘tense’ and that their gestures
should be natural rather than ‘stiff and artificial’. At the same time, it is
emphasized that they should ‘smile’. (We will see later on that this injunc-
tion is ubiquitous, even in materials telling people how to conduct tele-
phone interaction.) It would seem, then, that trainees are being urged to
simulate naturalness. They are told to think consciously about gaze, pos-
ture, gesture and so forth rather than doing what comes naturally, but at
the same time warned that the resulting behaviour should not display any
evidence of self-consciousness.

‘Paraphrasing’ and ‘summarizing’ – giving the gist of what someone
has said in order to get confirmation that you have understood them
correctly – are things people sometimes do in ordinary talk, but in the
context of a business or service encounter it may be necessary to do them
more explicitly and more often than usual. A number of practice exercises
aimed at developing these skills are included in the John Stephenson
training materials. The paraphrasing task, for example, requires trainees
to write out two different paraphrases of the following passage (which
handily encapsulates the rationale behind ‘active listening’ itself):

Inefficient listening is extraordinarily costly. Listening mistakes have severe
repercussions throughout business, however it is often simple everyday occur-
rences multiplied by many thousand that add up to the greatest costs. Letters
have to be retyped, appointments rescheduled, shipments missed, meetings
cancelled.

The most obvious peculiarity of this exercise is that it has nothing to
do with listening: the passage appears in written form and the para-
phrases are also rendered in writing. Another oddity is the amount of
space provided in which to write the paraphrases; it is large enough to
suggest to the trainee that the point of this task is simply to reformulate
the original in full using different words. In conversation this would be
bizarre. Someone who insisted on repeating every detail of what their
co-conversationalists had said, in different words but at similar length,
would quickly be judged communicatively incompetent: the results
would be more reminiscent of a ‘Garfinkel experiment’7 than of any
normal interaction.

Guidance on ‘verbal encouragement’ suggests that ‘reinforcement’
is necessary if people are to remain motivated. Two kinds of ‘verbal
reinforcers’ are recommended: positive ones like ‘I’m glad you noticed
that’ and ‘What an interesting thought!’, which ‘reinforce desirable
responses’ and neutral ones like ‘I see, thanks for your input’, which ‘dis-
courage undesirable behaviours’. Negative comments like ‘no, that won’t
work’ are to be avoided, since they undermine people’s motivation. This

70 Good to Talk?



advice is clearly informed by an old-fashioned behaviourist model of
communication and indeed of human behaviour in general, in which
stimulus-response chains loom large. Another way in which trainees are
advised to give verbal encouragement is by asking open rather than
closed questions. ‘For example’, the materials suggest, ‘instead of asking
“did you get our free sample?” ask, “what did you think of our sample?”’.
The open/closed question distinction is fetishised in virtually every set of
materials I have come across, and it implies a very simple and literal
model of how communication works. Form and function are thought to
be so intimately locked together that if you ask someone a yes/no ques-
tion they can only respond with a yes or no answer. The question ‘did you
get our free sample?’ could never elicit an answer like ‘yeah, terrific, can
I place an order for 400 of them?’ but only ‘yes, thanks’.

Attempts to prescribe ‘standard’ ways of performing particular com-
municative tasks typically take no account of the fact that spoken dis-
course exhibits a high degree of contextually conditioned variation, which
is functional for communication rather than presenting some sort of obsta-
cle to it. Unawareness or intolerance of variation can give rise to some
strange and unnatural prescriptions. Variation is not only a question of the
presence or absence of a particular variant, but also of its relative fre-
quency and its distribution – a point that goes unacknowledged in most
communication training materials, whose assumption seems to be that
you can’t have too much of a good thing, be it paraphrasing, verbal rein-
forcement or smiling. So while the materials may offer guidance on the
mechanism of, say, paraphrasing, they will not discuss the equally relevant
issue of where in an exchange it might be useful to paraphrase or how
often it is reasonable to do so in a given context. Paraphrasing itself is not
an unnatural strategy, but it can become unnatural if it is done without
regard to the demands of the specific context. A service encounter may
demand more frequent paraphrasing than a casual conversation between
friends, but less frequent paraphrasing than, say, a counselling session.

In some cases, the behaviour prescribed in training materials is unnat-
ural not because it is contextually inappropriate but because it flouts
pragmatic principles that apply across contexts. For instance, assertive-
ness training (or AT, the subject of a later section in the John Stephenson
materials), counsels trainees to avoid indirectness, even or especially
when performing seriously face-threatening acts. AT believes indirectness
to be misleading and ‘manipulative’; politeness theory by contrast tells us
that indirectness is one conventional strategy for mitigating face-threats
(Brown and Levinson, 1987). Consistently refraining from mitigation is
not just unnatural, it has considerable potential for giving offence.

The John Stephenson materials are not only eclectic in approach but
also unsystematic in structure and content. There is neither an explicit
nor an implicit resort to anything like Hermine Scheeres’s (1998) list of
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‘spoken language demands in the restructured workplace’, and it is never
explained why the materials developer decided to focus on exactly the
things he or she did. The statement in ‘Our Five Year Plan’ that ‘good
communication, assertiveness and listening skills. . .are essential to effec-
tive teamwork’ looks at first glance like a plausible enough statement of
training priorities, but on reflection its logic is obscure. For one thing, the
three items on the list are not all on the same taxonomic level. ‘Good com-
munication’ is a generic phrase, which might reasonably be taken to sub-
sume ‘assertiveness’ and ‘listening skills’. ‘Assertiveness’ and ‘listening
skills’ themselves reflect the application of different subcategorizing prin-
ciples to the general field of ‘good communication’: ‘assertiveness’ is an
approach that may be brought to bear on all aspects of communication,
whereas ‘listening skills’ apply to only one kind of communicative behav-
iour, namely listening. It is as if someone had announced their intention
of listing three kinds of fruit and then come up with a list containing ‘fruit,
jam making and lemons’. Why ‘effective teamwork’, in particular, should
demand assertiveness and listening skills training, and not something
else, is never made clear. 

This might seem an overly pedantic response to a single sentence from
an internal memo, but the sentence in question is symptomatic of a very
general problem. In my sample, many or most materials have a similar
‘ragbag’ quality. Some of the advice given on specific points is perfectly
sensible, but the whole does not hang together in the way someone used
to reading or writing course materials (an applied linguist such as
Hermine Scheeres, for instance) might expect. Trainees are exposed, seem-
ingly almost at random, to ideas about ‘communication’, systems for
reflecting upon it and practical tips on how to do it which are not neces-
sarily connected to each other, and which are not presented as interrelated
parts of any larger whole.

Whatever the shortcomings of the training programme, however,
‘the changes’ at John Stephenson provide a good illustration of the fore-
grounding of language and communication in contemporary manage-
ment practice. In particular, they illustrate a widespread belief among
managers that linguistic regulation can be used systematically as an
instrument of culture change and of control over people. Thus the
consultant who designed the training package used motivational tech-
niques to induce managers to shout and scream ‘we are the company!’;
managers used new report-writing formats to keep tabs on the day-to-day
performance of their subordinates; those subordinates were instructed in
using TA, ‘active listening’ and assertiveness to produce the desired out-
comes in interactions with customers and with one another. From the
management team’s perspective, this belief in the power of language was
vindicated by the outcome of ‘the changes’: a few months after the intro-
duction of new practices and new training, turnover had increased
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significantly. Others in the company were more sceptical: they attributed
the improvement not to teamwork or communication training, but to
increased effort on the part of individuals whose job was to sell the
company’s products. What lay behind the increased effort was fear: ‘the
changes’ were interpreted as a sign that the company was in trouble, and
that unless employees took action they would soon find themselves out
of a job. Gordon Graham’s interviews elicited at least some negative
comments on ‘the changes’ from every informant, but at the same time, in
his words: ‘Every employee knows and has been warned that any resis-
tance to “the changes”, or any anti-company feeling reported back to the
Management Team will result in dismissal’.

This might suggest one final comparison with Nineteen Eighty-four. The
novel ends with the capitulation of the hero, Winston Smith, but the
reason for his capitulation sometimes gets forgotten. Winston’s resistance
is broken, not by the use of Newspeak to control his thinking, but by con-
ventional torture, and particularly his dread of being eaten alive by rats in
Room 101. Obviously, businesses do not use such extreme forms of coer-
cion. Nevertheless, it seems employees’ consent to and compliance with
new arrangements may depend less on Charles Handy’s ‘softer words of
vision and leadership and common purpose’ than on knowing that
‘tougher’ words (such as, ‘you’re fired’) are being kept in reserve.

Forcing a smile: customer care and ‘superior service’

Although John Stephenson Ltd is a retail organization, the explicit ratio-
nale it gave for introducing communication training was to ensure
employees worked effectively in the teams into which they had been
reorganized during ‘the changes’. More commonly, however, the primary
focus of linguistic training and regulation in retail businesses is the way
staff interact with customers. Since the perceived standard of a company’s
service is a function of its employees’ behaviour, the ‘customer care’
approach means that companies are essentially selling the qualities of
their staff. Consequently, they must take a close interest in the qualities
staff actually display to customers: in their appearance, their demeanour
and, not least, their speech.

In October 1998, the Washington Post reported on a controversy that had
broken out on the internet8 around a ‘superior service’ programme initi-
ated by the Safeway supermarket chain in the USA. Under the title ‘Service
with a forced smile: Safeway’s courtesy campaign also elicits some frowns’
(October 18: A1), reporter Kirstin Downey Grimsley explained the back-
ground. The rules of ‘superior service’ required employees to ‘make
eye contact with the customer, smile, greet him or her, offer samples of
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products, make suggestions about other possible purchases that could go
with the items being purchased, accompany customers to locate items they
can’t find.. .thank shoppers by name at the checkout using information
from their credit, debit or Safeway card’. To monitor compliance, Safeway
employed ‘mystery shoppers’, people who impersonated real customers
but were actually in the store to grade staff on a 19-point checklist. These
gradings were used in subsequent performance evaluations; good grades
could attract bonuses, while poor grades might result in the employee
being sent for remedial customer service skills training at what some
workers interviewed by the Post derisively referred to as ‘smile school’ or
‘clown school’. (A spokesperson for Safeway defended the activities of the
mystery shoppers by saying: ‘sometimes people won’t do what you
expect, but will do what you inspect’ – a telling comment, one might think,
on the limits, in practice, of the philosophy of ‘empowerment’.) The
immediate cause of the furore, which occurred when the programme was
already several years old, was that several women Safeway workers in
California had complained at a union conference that the company’s
policy exposed them to sexual harassment. Some male customers inter-
preted displays of friendliness as signs of ‘romantic interest’ or as cues to
make ‘lewd comments’. These complaints sparked off a discussion of the
rights and wrongs of the superior service programme. 

Much of the behaviour that is regulated by the superior service
programme is ‘communicative’ – in the jargon, verbal, vocal or visual –
behaviour. In some cases, regulation takes the form of making speech acts
and routines which would be expected to occur in service encounters –
such as greetings, thanks and farewells – categorical: that is, employees do
not choose whether and when to perform these acts, but are required to
perform them at every opportunity, and may be ‘written up’ for any omis-
sion. This requirement can have bizarre consequences. The Post report
begins with a vignette in which a clerk in a Safeway store in Reston,
Virginia spots a customer coming down the aisle where he is stacking
shelves:

The clerk sprang into action, making eye contact, smiling and greeting her
warmly. . .The woman nodded briefly in return and continued shopping. The
clerk moved on to another part of the store, going about his duties, and passed
her again. Knowing that he might earn a poor grade on the company’s 19-point
friendliness report card if he failed to acknowledge her fully each time, the clerk
again made eye contact and asked her how she was doing. This time she looked
quizzical. . .But after it happened a third time, the woman’s face darkened as he
approached. ‘That poor lady’, the clerk said ruefully. ‘You could see her think-
ing, “what is his problem?”’.

His problem, of course, was that the rules were enforced without
regard to such obvious contextual considerations as whether an employee
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had already greeted a particular shopper. It is only mildly unnatural
to be ‘warmly greeted’ by a store clerk once, but it becomes extremely
unnatural if the routine is repeated every time the same clerk comes
within greeting distance.

Regulation of employees’ linguistic behaviour may also take the form
of instructing them to do things that would not ordinarily be expected to
occur even once in the context of a supermarket. For instance, Safeway
staff are exhorted to ‘make suggestions about other possible purchases
that could go with the items being purchased’ – in other words to initiate
conversations with people who are in the middle of doing their shopping.
Since in context this is a ‘marked’ action – conversing with staff about
what they are buying is not part of most customers’ existing schema for
visiting a supermarket – it is interactionally quite difficult to ‘bring off’. A
student of mine, Karen MacGowan, carried out observations in a super-
market in the UK where staff had been furnished with a set of opening
gambits for initiating conversation at the checkout (such as ‘are you using
coupons with your shopping today?’). She noted that although the gam-
bits themselves were perfectly straightforward, some customers appeared
to have great difficulty framing a response to them, because they could
not fathom the checkout operator’s underlying intentions. (Ultimately, of
course, the intention both in the Safeway case and in the ‘coupons’ case is
to persuade the customer to buy more.)

Finally, employees’ behaviour is regulated by instructions to perform
all communicative acts in a prescribed manner: smiling, making eye con-
tact, using the customer’s name, greeting him or her ‘warmly’ and select-
ing personalized formulas like ‘how are you doing?’ which incorporate
direct second person address. These linguistic and paralinguistic prefer-
ences are designed to express particular dispositions, notably friendliness
and sincere concern for the customer’s wellbeing, and thus to construct a
particular kind of interpersonal relationship between the customer and
the employee.

All these types of regulation, especially the last, exemplify ‘synthetic
personalization’, which as I explained above (following Fairclough, 1989)
is a way of designing discourse to give the impression of treating people
as individuals within institutions that, in reality, are set up to handle
people en masse. Supermarkets are obviously institutions of this type.
After all, they were founded historically on the concept (novel at the time)
of customers serving themselves rather than being served by someone else.
By comparison with shopping in a traditional neighbourhood grocery, or
an upmarket department store, supermarket shopping was a depersonal-
ized experience, one in which service was minimal and anonymous.
Customers understood and accepted this as a concomitant of the advan-
tages offered by the supermarket over other retailing operations, namely
speed, convenience and value for money. But customer care programmes
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like Safeway’s are intended to re-personalize the experience by giving the
impression that staff relate to each customer as an individual.

As the term ‘synthetic personalization’ implies, however, this impres-
sion is achieved by interactional sleight-of-hand. It remains a way of han-
dling people en masse rather than a genuinely individualized approach:
the supposed expressions of personal concern are actually standard for-
mulae, pre-packaged at head office and produced indifferently for every
customer. Even the most markedly individualizing strategy, the use of
customers’ names, is a piece of artifice, and it draws mixed responses
from customers. Whereas one customer told the Post’s reporter, ‘It makes
you feel good when you’re spending $50 to have them know your name’,
another said: ‘it doesn’t make me feel better. I know they are looking
me up in the computer. It’s not because they know me’. Some people
judge Safeway’s superior service programme the very opposite of ‘per-
sonal’, because they believe employees are only following a formula: their
friendliness is not genuine. A contributor to the internet discussion – not
a Safeway employee – suggested that the company was forcing its staff to
‘act like androids’. A checkout worker who had resigned in protest after
20 years’ service was quoted in the Post report describing the behaviour
expected of employees as ‘so artificial, it’s unreal [sic]’.

If one problem with ‘synthetic personalization’ is that people may per-
ceive it as more synthetic than personalized, another is that some find per-
sonalization per se inappropriate to the context. One customer who was
interviewed by the Post remarked, for instance, that he was annoyed and
embarrassed by staff commenting on what he had bought. He also dis-
liked having his name used at the checkout: ‘it’s almost too personal, if
you don’t know the person’. Safeway’s corporate spokesperson admitted
that the use of names had attracted many complaints – especially from
foreign-born customers whose names were invariably mispronounced.

These comments raise the issue of variation. The Safeway spokesper-
son’s assertion that ‘in general, people like people to be friendly to them’
sounds like a statement of the obvious, but what it conceals is individual,
social and cultural differences affecting what behaviours people define as
‘friendly’ – one person’s ‘friendliness’ may be another’s ‘over-familiarity’ –
and what contexts they see as requiring what degree of ‘friendliness’.
Politeness in general is an area where national and cultural differences
can be quite pronounced, even when people speak the same language.
In Britain, for instance, there are hazards associated with importing
signifiers of friendliness from the US – a common practice, since many
US-based companies do business in Britain, and in addition there is a
widespread belief that service in the US is better than in Britain. (One UK
railway company’s manual urges employees to ‘put American-style
friendliness into your voice’, as if friendly service were as intrinsically
American as Coca-Cola.). Many people are irritated by formulas like
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‘have a nice day’, partly just because they are marked as ‘American’,
and so Americanize public space in ways that offend some British sensi-
bilities,9 but partly also because they arise from ways of relating to others
which are themselves experienced as foreign. Although there is variation
in both countries, generally speaking the British have traditionally had
a greater distrust of anything that smacks of effusiveness, especially
between strangers. Karen MacGowan reported that an initiative whereby
shoppers in the Scottish town of Coatbridge were met at the store entrance
by a ‘greeter’ saying ‘enjoy your shopping experience’ had evoked vary-
ing degrees of embarrassment, puzzlement and hilarity: exhortations to
‘enjoy’ are more Californian than Caledonian. Another difference, crudely
stated, is that in Britain polite behaviour between unacquainted equals
tends to involve the reciprocal marking of social distance. For people who
have internalized this norm, the (increasingly common) practice of work-
ers being identified by their first names only may not connote what it is
intended to connote, namely friendliness, but instead may seem to
demean the worker by denying her or him the social distance one accords
to non-intimates of equal status. 

In other parts of the world, where English is not widely spoken or is
spoken as a second language, the linguistic and cultural difference issues
may be far more extreme. There is much to be said about the implications
of the fact that ‘globalization’ tends to mean ‘Americanization’. Though I
have neither the space nor the research evidence to take up the subject in
detail here, comments made to me when I have presented analyses of
service styling in English-speaking countries suggest this is a rich field for
future exploration.10 I have been told, for example, that American English
formulas like ‘have a nice day’ are being rendered by odd-sounding
calques in languages like Swedish; that the importation of American-style
‘friendly’ service into post-communist Hungary is disrupting the complex
formal system of address in Hungarian; and that Black South Africans
entering service sector jobs previously reserved for white workers have
been obliged to learn forms of interpersonal behaviour which are viewed
in their community as alien and bizarre. It has also been pointed out to me
that some societies have their own highly formalized service styles with
which the ‘globalized’ style is in conflict. An example is Japan, where
training for customer service workers has long given considerable atten-
tion to their speech and body language. The Japanese style now increas-
ingly coexists, however, with the totally different style favoured by
American-owned companies like Disney and McDonald’s.

But even within one society, everyone will not necessarily share the
same understanding of particular linguistic strategies, nor the same expec-
tations of language-use in service encounters. Making and enforcing
invariant rules for ‘friendly’ behaviour and language-use compels staff to
ignore their own readings of what particular customers want or need, and
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to discard their understanding that, for instance, one might wish to
address people differently on the basis of age or gender. An employee
quoted in the Washington Post pointed out that often someone’s body lan-
guage would tell you that they wanted to be left alone. As she also said,
however, if you used your own judgement in such a case and there hap-
pened to be a ‘mystery shopper’ around, you would be ‘written up’ for
poor customer service skills. In this example we see how what employers
describe as ‘skills’ may in fact be no such thing; employees may actually
be penalized for making use of their learned ability to interact success-
fully with others.

The problems staff encounter with the superior service programme do
not only arise from being deskilled and required to behave in a way both
they and many customers find artificial. There is a deeper problem with
the regulation of linguistic and other interpersonal behaviour, and it is
essentially a problem of self-identity in the sense Anthony Giddens (1991)
uses that term. Workers may be compelled by corporate fiat to become, for
hours at a time, someone they do not want to be, someone they cannot
easily integrate into their ongoing narrative of the self, because it strikes
at their self-image and self-esteem.

It is interesting, for example, that some Safeway employees who spoke
to the Washington Post complained about customers ‘abusing’ the practice
of offering samples. They explained that some people requested an endless
succession of samples at the deli counter, knowing that because of the
superior service policy the staff would be unable to call a halt: ‘they come
for lunch. I’m not kidding’. These customers’ behaviour does not ‘hurt’
employees in any material sense (if anything, it gives them more opportu-
nities to gain points on the service score card), and where employees dis-
like the superior service programme one might expect them to take a grim
pleasure in seeing customers exploit Safeway’s generosity. But catering
with a smile to the customer who ‘comes for lunch’ makes workers feel
stupid. Letting shoppers get away with behaviour that offends against
their sense of what is right is experienced as a sort of self-abasement. 

A slightly different example of workers ‘feeling stupid’ comes from a
story someone told me about her son’s experience of working for a chain
of restaurants in the US. Employees were required to send diners on their
way with a formulaic ‘bye, hope you enjoyed your meal, come again
soon’, accompanied by a cheery wave. Everyone found this routine artifi-
cial, but male employees had a particular problem with the hand gesture:
they considered it ‘effeminate’ and to that extent at odds with an impor-
tant aspect of their own identity, their (straight) masculinity. They even-
tually resolved the problem by rendering the wave as a sketchy salute.11

A more serious version of the self-abnegation problem appears in the
case of the California Safeway employees who complained that their
friendliness was misconstrued by male customers. Safeway’s response to
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this complaint was that no increase in sexual harassment claims had been
recorded since the inception of the superior service programme. That may
be true, but it misses the point. The fundamental problem is that the phi-
losophy and practice of ‘customer care’ places employees at the cus-
tomer’s disposal, with few well-defined limits on what the customer may
expect of them. Their job is no longer just to stack shelves, operate tills
and direct shoppers to the deli counter. Their job is also to make the cus-
tomer feel good. Male customers who treat women staff as sexual objects
are unlikely to have ‘misinterpreted’ friendliness as flirting. Rather they
have understood and applied the basic principle of a customer care
culture, which is that the staff are there to ‘meet and exceed customers’
needs’. Even where customers do not take this understanding to the
extreme of harassment – sexual or otherwise – it places staff in a sub-
servient position. This marks a difference between the customer service
interactions I am focusing on here and the interactions most often studied
under the heading of ‘institutional’ or ‘professional’ discourse, such as job
interviews, medical consultations and classroom discourse. As Drew and
Heritage (1992) point out, such interactions are ‘asymmetrical’: typically
it is assumed that the institutional participant will be the more powerful
party, as well as (and indeed by virtue of) having more responsibility for
the conduct of the interaction. In service interactions structured by the
discourse and practice of ‘customer care’, however, that assumption does
not hold: service employees remain responsible for the conduct of talk,
but customers are positioned as more powerful. The fact that workers are
positioned in this way is a cause of resentment among them. As one
recently retired (male) employee told the Washington Post: ‘I believe in
courteous service, but Safeway has taken it to such an extreme that it’s
torture for most of the employees’.

This remark gestures toward an important distinction: there is, indeed,
a difference between ‘courteous’ service and the kind of service
demanded by current philosophies of customer care. The difference is not
simply that the latter is insincere and artificial. Old-style professional
courtesy could equally involve a degree of artifice: a worker might feel
animosity towards a particular customer, or might simply be in a bad
mood, but courtesy would require that s/he refrain from showing it. In
addition, as Erving Goffman noted in his classic text The Presentation of Self
in Everyday Life:

We know that in service occupations practitioners who may otherwise be
sincere are sometimes forced to delude their customers because their customers
show such a heartfelt demand for it. Doctors who are led into giving placebos,
filling station attendants who resignedly check and recheck tire pressures
for anxious women motorists, shoe clerks who sell a shoe that fits but tell the
customer it is the size she wants to hear – these are cynical performers whose
audiences will not allow them to be sincere. (Goffman, 1959: 18)
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This observation, made in the late 1950s, is a useful reminder that
insincerity in itself is not a novel feature of service work. In Goffman’s
account however it is customers who compel service workers to ‘delude’
them, and the workers are described as ‘cynical performers’, suggesting
they are ultimately in control. In regimes like Safeway’s, by contrast,
insincerity is less a cynical response to the behaviour of customers and
more a matter of complying with rules laid down by those in direct
authority over workers. What is demanded, moreover, is a particular kind
of insincerity. Both old-fashioned ‘courtesy’ and the forms of deception
instanced by Goffman required workers to suppress negative feelings or
judgements – to betray no irritation with people who are vain or recalci-
trant or make a fuss about nothing, for example. But the hallmark of many
present-day service regimes is the emphasis they place on displaying –
which usually entails simulating – positive feelings towards customers.
This, it has been argued, makes greater demands on workers, and is more
likely to be resented by them.

Communication as emotional labour

In her prescient study The Managed Heart (1983), Arlie Hochschild elabo-
rated the concept of ‘emotional labour’ to describe the kind of work that
involves making others feel good. Emotional labour involves workers in
managing both their own feelings and other people’s: the classic example
of this duality might be smiling, which signals your intention to make the
person you are interacting with happy by displaying to them that you
yourself feel happy. The implicit model is the way people behave in
personal relationships where the parties have an equal investment – the
worker acts like a friend, or a nurturing parent, or a surrogate wife – but
in the workplace this behaviour is a commodity with an exchange value:
it is part of what the worker gets paid for. Another important contextual
feature is that the customer or client does not have reciprocal obligations
to the worker.12 The lack of reciprocity places workers in a subordinate
position and compels them to look after the customer’s feelings at the
expense of their own. Arlie Hochschild studied flight attendants, who
reported that they found this aspect of their work particularly stressful.
They noted for instance what a strain they found it to smile continually
for hours at a stretch, however they were feeling and however the pas-
sengers treated them; and how demeaned they felt by the image of sub-
servience and sexual availability they were required to project. The job of
a flight attendant is of course one of those ‘pink collar’ jobs, historically
done by women, where emotional labour has always been expected:
other examples are secretarial work and nursing. But the codification of
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‘customer care’ has made emotional labour a more prominent part of all
kinds of service jobs. 

This point is recognized very explicitly in a popular management text
titled What Customers Like About You: Adding Emotional Value for Service
Excellence and Competitive Advantage (Freemantle, 1998). The author David
Freemantle (inevitably, a management consultant) argues that:

Given a range of comparable and competitive products to choose from, in
future customers will choose the company they like. In the main this means
they will be choosing the people they like. . . .Where there is little or no personal
contact between the customer and the company, the brand is all important in
matters of customer choice. However, competitive advantage can be better
secured when a customer’s emotional attachment to a brand is reinforced by an
emotional attachment to the people who sell and deliver the branded product.
This is the essence of added emotional value. (1998: 6)

From Freemantle’s perspective, something like the Safeway superior
service programme is an unsuccessful attempt to generate ‘added emo-
tional value’ or ‘e-value’; its rigid prescriptivism inhibits real ‘emotional
connectivity’, which can only be achieved ‘if [employees] are sensitive to
each customer’s individual requirements for emotional value. Sometimes
a smile and enthusiasm are totally inappropriate’ (Freemantle, 1998: 8). In
order to add ‘e-value’, then, companies must move away from scripted
greetings and obligatory smiles, and towards an approach in which work-
ers are trained instead to practise a kind of amateur psychology. What
they need to learn is how to ‘read’ customers in order to decide what kind
of emotional response is appropriate for each individual.

Verbal interaction is an important site for this interpretive work, in
addition to being the prime site for the actual production of ‘e-value’. Thus
a later chapter of Freemantle’s book titled ‘Everyday likeable behaviors’
has sections on ‘the emotional eye’, ‘the emotional ear’ and ‘the emotional
voice’, all of which deal with aspects of face-to-face communication –
gaze, listening and speech (more specifically, the prosodic and paralin-
guistic aspects of speech). A sample quotation from ‘the emotional voice’
conveys the flavour of the advice. Readers are instructed first to develop
awareness of the emotions they project in their own voices, and then to
practice ‘modulating’ the voice ‘to reflect genuine feelings for each cus-
tomer and to develop their feelings for you’. For example:

• If a customer comes across as cold and diffident, convince yourself that
beneath the surface is a warm, caring, loving human being. Try to reach that
suppressed warmth by injecting emotional warmth into your own words.

• If a customer comes across as being overpowering and effusive, convince
yourself is that beneath the surface is someone who is desperate for recogni-
tion and admiration. Therefore in responding to the customer, try to under-
line your words with a tone of emotional approval.
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• If a customer comes across as being kind and caring then respond in the
same way, ensuring that your voice is soft, rounded and undulates smoothly
to reflect your own feelings of compassion.
By drawing on your feelings and emotions to fine-tune the way you use your
voice, you will be much better able to connect emotionally with customers
and become someone they really like. (1998: 109)

Readers are then given a list of emotions that customers’ voices might
project, and told what emotion they should try to project in response: for
instance, if a customer sounds ‘worried’ you should be ‘reassuring’, if
they sound ‘sad’ you should be ‘compassionate’, if they sound ‘angry’
you should be ‘soothing’ and so on.

This sort of guidance gives a new meaning to the expression ‘retail
therapy’. It is a more sophisticated approach to customer care than simply
‘writing up’ staff every time they fail to smile, but the conduct being
recommended nevertheless remains a form of emotional labour, accom-
plished linguistically through the techniques of synthetic personalization.
If it really were spontaneous and natural, an expression of the employee’s
‘genuine feelings for each customer’, presumably there would be no need
to spell out the ‘correct’ responses and exhort workers to practise them
consciously. Then again, at times Freemantle appears to be suggesting
that people can be trained, not merely to simulate the desired emotions
but actually to feel them. In a chapter titled ‘Training people to be liked
by your customers’, he suggests that training must focus not on ‘pro-
grammed behavior’, but on ‘dealing with people’s innermost feelings and
trying to modify them so that they feel good about the customer and the
customer feels good about them’ (1998: 229). He adds:

It is an incredible challenge to teach a person to like a customer as well as
develop the necessary attributes to be liked by a customer. To do so you have to
teach people how to manage their feelings and emotions; you have to teach
them to re-examine some fundamental principles relating to integrity, openness,
honesty and trust. . .It is pointless teaching someone to smile at customers unless
that person can reach deep down inside themselves to determine the real, gen-
uine reason why they should smile.

Freemantle does not address the possibility that someone might ‘reach
deep down inside themselves’ and discover a real, genuine reason why
they should not smile. Although his ‘big idea’ is that customers’ choices
are not governed exclusively by rational calculation, he does not foresee
that workers might have some emotional resistance to the kind and degree
of re-education he proposes. The hypothetical worker who appears in
the pages of management texts is invariably both eager to meet changing
corporate expectations and sufficiently plastic to do so easily. By contrast,
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the real workers whose opinions are reported in, for instance, the
Washington Post report on Safeway’s superior service programme are fully
formed persons who bring a certain amount of other baggage to work
with them. It would not be surprising if in reality, many workers were
reluctant to take on the ‘incredible challenge’ of becoming a different
person – ‘someone [customers] really like’.

In fact, though, Freemantle has an alternative suggestion, which is dis-
cussed in his chapter ‘Recruiting people your customers like’. As that title
suggests, the solution is to hire people with the ‘right’ qualities in the first
place, rather than trying to modify them through training later on. ‘Too
often’, Freemantle observes (1998: 211–12), ‘the priority in selecting
people is technical skills and experience rather than their ability to relate
emotionally to customers. . . .subjectivity is essential when selecting the
right candidate’. He cites with approval a retail company in New York
which recruited workers for a new store by calling applicants in, ostensi-
bly for interview, but then simply watching how they conducted them-
selves in the waiting room: whether they talked to other candidates, if
they offered to get coffee, how they handed the cup. The company took
no account of qualifications or previous experience, but selected those
whose self-presentation struck observers as most ‘likeable’. Such a pro-
ceeding is of course antithetical to the current orthodoxy of ‘human
resources’ management with its ‘objective’ job and person specifications
(not to speak of its commitment, at least in theory, to equal opportunities). 

After a decade of ‘programmed behavior’ inculcated by customer care
training, it seems there may be something of a backlash, of which
Freemantle’s book is not the only expression. A 1998 advertisement for the
Irish airline Aer Lingus proclaimed, for instance: ‘Our people don’t need
to be trained on how to be nice’. Whereas it has been common for some
years to make the thoroughness of your customer care training a selling
point, here the selling point is that Aer Lingus staff’s niceness is not the
product of thorough training, but the genuine article. No doubt this
exploits a national stereotype of the Irish as particularly friendly people,
but it also suggests a more general feeling in the air that consumers have
had enough of synthetically personalized service, and are looking for
something more ‘authentic’.

In early 1999 an industrial dispute – also within the airline industry  –
provided a dramatic illustration of the increasing tension between man-
agers’ wish to present customer care as a natural expression of their staff’s
sincere desire to please, and workers’ experience of it as a form of
productive labour. After Cathay Pacific airlines announced that flight
attendants must work additional hours in order to qualify for a pay rise,
the attendants voted to take industrial action by refusing to smile at
passengers for one hour of every flight. Their union chair pointed out that
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this was essentially a kind of work to rule, given that ‘our contracts do not
say we have to smile’ (Thorpe, 1999). Although the action was reported in
newspapers as a humorous story, the reports made it evident that Cathay
Pacific’s management did not regard it as a joke; it also became evident
that management attitudes to the status of smiling on the job were con-
fused and contradictory. On one hand a company spokesman was quoted
saying ‘I don’t think it’s fair to the passengers. . .because they are paying
good money for a good service’ – a comment which suggests that smiling
is a recognized part of the service and so part of the attendant’s contrac-
tual duties. On the other hand, the same spokesman insisted that ‘the
attendants are not told to smile, there is sincerity and genuine meaning in
it’. This supports the union’s contention that smiling is not compulsory,
but at the same time denies the union’s implicit argument that it is
work; rather it is presented as something that ‘comes naturally’ to these
particular workers. To quote the company spokesman again: ‘most Asian
carriers, and the region in general, are renowned for their warmth and
superior service’. Asian female subservience for Cathay Pacific has the
same status as Irish friendliness for Aer Lingus, and also, of course, the
same importance for the airline’s brand image. The company spokesman
conceded that the flight attendants’ action would have ‘a serious effect on
the image of the airline’ – presumably not just because passengers would
miss the smiles during the hour they were withheld, but because after-
wards it would be impossible to maintain the belief that the smiles were
authentic expressions of attendants’ feelings.

As Robin Leidner (1993) also notes, authenticity is an issue for all
organizations that regulate communication in order to personalize
service. Despite the ubiquity of synthetic personalization, the idea that
a speaker’s institutional persona might be wholly constructed, bearing
little or no resemblance to their ‘real’ self, appears to cause many people
considerable discomfort. Thus customer care may lose its charm for the
customer if it is revealed as ‘inauthentic’ – coerced or, to echo Goffman,
merely cynical. This is the weakness the Cathay Pacific flight attendants
exploited, and which some customers pointed out in their comments on
Safeway’s superior service programme. The Safeway example also illus-
trates the other dimension of the problem: there is a point beyond which
companies are likely to encounter resistance from their own employees
to demands for behaviour they perceive as ‘so artificial it’s unreal’.
Generally stated, the problem is that many or most people subscribe to
the commonsense view that the way you interact with others in talk is
an expression of your individual personality, which is both ‘natural’ and
unique. Certainly, I found this to be the dominant assumption among
my informants. Those who objected to the regulation of their spoken
interactions at work almost always did so on the ground that it
suppressed individuality. The suggestion that regulation imposed, say, a
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‘white’ or ‘middle class’ or ‘southern English’ model – that is, that it
suppressed social differences – was rarely broached, and when I broached
it myself it did not elicit such strong reactions as the ‘personality’ issue.
Similarly, when I asked a group of students if they thought it would be a
good idea to assess their oral skills in the same way as their writing skills,
a majority felt this would be ‘unfair’ because it would discriminate
against people who were ‘naturally’ quiet or slow to put their thoughts
into words. I pointed out that traditional ways of assessing writing might
be said to discriminate against bad spellers, nonstandard dialect users
and people with writer’s block. The students insisted this was quite dif-
ferent: there was not the same close identification between writing style
and the individual self.

The idea that the way you speak derives directly from the person you
are also underpins a common view, expressed by both managers and
workers, that training in interpersonal communication is only marginally
useful: some people are just not good communicators, and never will be.
In a focus group made up of bank employees, for instance, one informant,
asked whether he had received training in dealing with complaints (in
fact, a very common topic on customer care courses), replied, to general
agreement, that such training would be futile. ‘You either have it or you
don’t have it. I mean no one could tell you how to be sympathetic, it’s
either in your nature or it isn’t’. This group made many references to sym-
pathy, confidence, friendliness and other linguistically projected qualities
that training often attempts to develop as ‘not something you can train
into people’ and ‘something you can’t do on a flipchart’.

These views were not shared by everyone I spoke to. Some students
saw nothing wrong with assessing oral skills, some managers placed
great emphasis on customer care and communication training, and some
informants talked about valuable lessons they had learned from the expe-
rience of working in service environments where systematic attention was
paid to spoken interaction. But the continuing strength of the other point
of view shows what the discourse of ‘communication skills’ is up against.
One of the things the ‘skills’ discourse tries to do is place the ability to
interact with others orally on a par with the ability to type, or compose
acceptable business letters (or essays), or make arithmetical calculations.
The ‘skill’ is learned, and is taken to be separable from the person; a
deficiency of skill is not the same as a personal defect. But persuading
people to approach ‘communication’ in this way is not as easy as per-
suading them to take a similar approach to numeracy or information tech-
nology. One reason why there needs to be so much propagandizing on
behalf of ‘communication skills’ is precisely that many people still do not
see the way they talk to others as a form of behaviour which is detachable
from their individual personality and, as a corollary, susceptible to
modification at will and without limit. This makes criticizing someone’s
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way of talking a more sensitive proceeding than, say, criticizing the speed
and accuracy of their typing: judgements on interactional style are easily
apprehended as judgements of personal (in)adequacy. A general issue I
will return to at various points is how far the idea of talking as artless
self-expression is in the process of being displaced by new understand-
ings of communication as a set of skills, which can be improved by the
application of expert knowledge, informed constructive criticism and
self-conscious practice.

But the foregoing discussion of customer care and emotional labour
in service work has raised another question, one which cuts across the
‘natural behaviour versus learned skill’ debate. Does the sort of linguistic
regulation practised by Safeway, or recommended by David Freemantle,
really have anything to do with skilling people, or would it be better
described as styling them?

‘Skilling’ and ‘styling’

The term skill connotes practical expertise, the ability to do something, but
skills training as traditionally conceived also places emphasis on knowl-
edge, understanding and judgement. A ‘skilled’ person does not only
know how to do certain things, but also understands why those things are
done the way they are. S/he is acquainted with the general principles of
the activity s/he is skilled in, and so is able to modify what s/he does
in response to the exigencies of any specific situation. A communication
training programme based on Hermine Scheeres’s ‘spoken language
demands of the restructured workplace’ (1998) would in these terms be
a ‘skilling’ programme. No doubt it would instruct trainees in specific
techniques for ‘arguing a point’ or ‘negotiating’, but it would also identify
these as linguistic genres or ‘activity types’ (Levinson, 1992) and explain
the general principles in virtue of which some interactional strategies
are likely to be more effective than others. Although the execution is
inept, the John Stephenson materials examined above are also at least
partly about ‘skilling’ trainees. The advice is mostly of an ‘instrumental’
kind – it is about using language to do things – and specific recommen-
dations on how to do things are commonly accompanied by reasons and
principles (albeit in this case drawn from a manifestly inadequate model
of human behaviour).

The word styling, on the other hand, connotes a kind of grooming of
surface appearances. This, arguably, would be a more accurate descrip-
tion than ‘skilling’ of what goes on in many regimes of customer care,
where there is little engagement with the underlying purposes and
principles of verbal interaction, but rather an intense concern to manage
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what might be called its aesthetics. Perhaps the most obvious indication of
this preoccupation with the aesthetic is the amount of attention paid to
the voice, with particular emphasis on prosody and voice quality. Railway
announcers are told to perform in smiley voice, Safeway employees are
graded on the ‘warmth’ in their voices, David Freemantle’s readers are
given pages of instruction on ‘the emotional voice’. (As we will see in
Chapter 4, call centre operators are subject to a whole set of vocal perfor-
mance criteria, and in some cases are recruited for the supposed qualities
of their voices.) By contrast, Hermine Scheeres says nothing, and the John
Stephenson materials very little, about how people should sound.

The phenomenon of ‘aesthetic labour’ in service economies has been
discussed by Witz et al., who point out (1998: 4) that aesthetic ‘sense
knowledge’ has traditionally been distinguished from ‘intellectual knowl-
edge’, and argue that in the service sector, employers are increasingly
prioritizing the former over the latter. Rather than judging people on their
knowledge, experience or technical skills, employers now seek ‘a supply
of embodied capacities possessed by workers at the point of entry into
employment’ which they can ‘mobilise, develop and commodify’ in order
to ‘produce a particular “style” of service encounter’ (1998: 4). This ‘style’
is defined in terms of aesthetics:

. . .a sensory experience through which objects appeal in a special way. . .or, more
simply, are imbued with expressive form. The concept of aesthetic labour moves
beyond the concept of emotional labour because it foregrounds the sensible com-
ponents of the service encounter. In particular, it foregrounds the embodied char-
acter of service work, and the ways in which distinctive service styles depend
as much upon manufactured ‘styles of the flesh’. . .as they do upon the manu-
facture of ‘feeling’. (1998: 4)

The notion of workplace regimes seeking to imbue the behaviour
of employees with a prescribed ‘expressive form’ in order that service
encounters should conform to a predetermined ‘style’ nicely captures what
I mean by ‘styling’ communication. The ‘styled’ communicator uses lan-
guage less to do things (negotiate, argue, solve problems) than to be, or
appear to be things (warm, friendly, enthusiastic, soothing). Express-
iveness is valued over instrumentality. The fact that speaking is part of
‘aesthetic labour’ is underlined by the intense interest taken in employees’
accents, their pitch, rate of speech, intonation and voice quality, but it is
not just the voice that is ‘styled’, or ‘imbued with expressive form’. There
is also an aesthetic dimension to the less obviously ‘fleshly’ interactional
style which is valorized by an institution and codified in its instructions
to, or scripts for, its embodied representatives. In face-to-face contexts,
voice-styles and interactional styles are in addition inseparable from the
styling of nonlinguistic elements of the encounter – the employee’s
appearance and dress, the layout and design of the site where service
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encounters take place, and so on. The intention is that all these elements
should meld into a single, coherent aesthetic experience for the customer.

My use of the term styling here is related to the notion of ‘linguistic
style’ elaborated by sociolinguistic researchers such as the California Style
Collective and Penelope Eckert (who is also one of the collective’s
members). Eckert explains:

Linguistic style is a way of speaking that is peculiar to a community of
practice – its linguistic identity. . .Briefly put, style is a clustering of resources
that has social meaning. The construction of a style is a process of bricolage: a
stylistic agent appropriates resources from a broad sociolinguistic landscape,
recombining them to make a distinctive style. (1996: 3)

Eckert and her colleagues are interested in the self-styling undertaken
by adolescents and pre-adolescents, and particularly in the way they
appropriate socially meaningful variation in, say, the pronunciation
of vowel sounds. Styling in the workplace operates in a somewhat
similar way: a community of practice with a distinctive way of speaking
is constructed through bricolage, using resources for meaning among
which prosodic, paralinguistic and politeness phenomena are especially
prominent. What is different about it is that it is not the speakers them-
selves who are the ‘stylistic agents’, deciding what to appropriate from
the ‘broad sociolinguistic landscape’ and how to put elements together.
Instead the preferred style is designed by people who will not have to use
it themselves, and imposed on those lower down the hierarchy. Like feel-
ing in emotional labour, style in aesthetic labour is a commodity; although
they may be encouraged to identify with it, ‘styled’ workers do not ‘own’
the style they are obliged to adopt. It is not their own ‘cultural capital’ but
someone else’s.

In this discussion of ‘styling’ and ‘skilling’ I have invoked a number of
distinctions (for example, intellectual knowledge/sense knowledge,
instrumental/expressive, acting/appearing) which can hardly fail to
recall another culturally salient opposition, masculine/feminine. Com-
mentators on both ‘emotional’ and ‘aesthetic’ labour point out that there
is a strongly gendered dimension to these forms of work: though increas-
ingly performed by workers of both sexes, they are culturally coded as
‘feminine’. It is interesting in this connection that John Stephenson Ltd –
a retail business, but one that deals in electrical goods and has tradition-
ally employed men to sell them – emphasizes rational and instrumental
aspects of language-use (for instance, problem solving) in its communica-
tion training materials, whereas ‘feminized’ retail environments such as
supermarkets and clothes shops seem concerned almost exclusively with
styling phraseology and, especially, vocal performance, to project certain
attitudes and feelings. This is hardly a watertight distinction, of course:
the John Stephenson materials do have an ‘emotional’ element (they also
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have some of the hallmarks of ‘styling’, such as the advice to smile at
interlocutors). But it does raise an issue of general interest in relation to
‘communication’, not only at work but in all the domains to be discussed
in this book. That issue is the very widespread perception that women/
girls are ‘better’ communicators than men/boys. In the work domain
the postulate of women’s superior communication skills underpins the
oft-expressed view that women are naturally better suited than men to
routine customer service work with its emphasis on the expressive and
relational. But the same postulate also underpins a strand of management
discourse on enterprise and empowerment, according to which women
are well placed to dominate higher status positions too. The thesis is sum-
marized in the title of a piece which the guru of ‘excellence’, Tom Peters,
wrote for Working Woman magazine in 1990: ‘The best new managers will
listen, motivate, support: isn’t that just like a woman?’. As the ‘communi-
cation culture’ tightens its grip, we hear more and more that the future
is female. Conversely we hear more and more about the problem of
men and ‘the trouble with boys’ (Phillips, 1994). I will revisit the issue of
gender in later chapters.

Conclusion

As I have tried to show in this chapter, ‘communication’ – the use of spo-
ken language to interact with others – is at the heart of several important
developments in workplaces which have been restructured in line with
new managerial approaches. It is both an instrument of organizational
‘culture change’ and a target for change in its own right; it is implicated,
particularly, in the trend towards demanding more and more ‘emotional’
or ‘aesthetic’ labour from employees in customer service positions. Dis-
course about communication at work is also a locus where we may
observe some of the contradictions of ‘enterprise culture’. The rhetoric of
‘empowerment’ is in tension with a reality in which the minutiae of lin-
guistic behaviour are obsessively regulated. There is also a contradiction
between the rhetoric and the reality of ‘skills’. Improving ‘communication
skills’ is the declared aim of numerous workplace training programmes,
but at the same time there is debate on whether the ability to communi-
cate in the desired ways really is a teachable ‘skill’ or whether it is an
innate quality of (some) individuals. It is evident, too, that what many
employers want, and what they mainly train their employees in, is not
communication skills but rather a communication style. As the Safeway
case in particular illustrates, styling employees is not the same thing as
skilling them: indeed, one might argue it is often just the opposite.

In the next chapter I will develop these points further, focusing on a
kind of workplace where the importance of language and communication
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is foregrounded even more insistently than it is at John Stephenson or at
Safeway: the ‘call centre’, where standards of service depend entirely on
the quality of talk because all customer contact takes place via the tele-
phone. Considering the case of the call centre also allows me to consider
a pervasive feature of restructured workplaces that I have not so far men-
tioned, though it certainly has implications for language and communi-
cation: the incorporation of new technology into service routines. The job
of the call centre operator illustrates the demands made on workers when
service work, and service talk, are subjected to some of the disciplines of
the factory production line. 
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4
COMMUNICATION FACTORIES:
INSIDE THE CALL CENTRE

No sane business today would want a workforce of automatons: after all,
anything an automaton can do, we can automate

– Fiona Czerniawska, Corporate Speak, 1998.

You should all know by now that we intend to introduce a standard telephone
speech. . . .Every operator must use the speech, no exceptions!

– Internal Memorandum, Teleprocessing Centre, 1996.

On the fifth floor of a building in central London is a space that looks
much like any other open-plan office. It also sounds like an office; as

you approach you hear the soft click of computer keys and a faint hum of
voices, muted by the carpet and the padded partitions dividing this space
from an adjacent, more or less identical one. Around the edge of the space
is a familiar office scene: amid piles of papers and folders, people read,
type, make phone calls, or perch on desks chatting to one another. But the
real action is going on around a large central island divided into a dozen
workstations, where – since this is not a busy time – eight people are cur-
rently sitting. Collectively they form a team, one of several on this floor.
They are talking, but not to each other (though they can see each other,
and are close enough to talk): each person is wearing a lightweight tele-
phone headset, and those who are talking direct their speech into its
mouthpiece. Each sits in front of a computer; they watch the screen and
type as they talk. Sometimes they smile. Occasionally they glance up at an
object suspended from the ceiling, which looks not unlike the destination
indicators at modern railway or underground stations. Wherever you sit
around the island, one of these will be in your line of sight. Its red light
display announces how many calls have been processed, how many are
currently in progress and how many are waiting to be dealt with. 

What I am describing here is a call centre, a kind of workplace where
communication is not just part of the job description, in essence it is the
job description. Workers’ routine involves two main activities, both of



them language-based. One is talking to customers on the telephone; the
other is inputting and retrieving data by computer. Although in practice
these activities are simultaneous and interdependent, it is the first –
telephone interaction – which provides the institution’s raison d’être, and
which is the focus for most regulation and monitoring. Here I want to
look in some detail at the linguistic regime of the call centre: what aspects
of language-use it regulates, how, and why.1

First, some background. If you use the phone to order goods from a
mail-order catalogue, check your bank balance, get an insurance quote,
book a rail ticket or make an airline reservation, query a utility bill or
report a fault, it is increasingly likely that you will be calling, not the near-
est general office of the organization you are dealing with, but a centre
many miles away where the staff are employed specifically to deal with
telephone enquiries. This is the call centre: its distinctive features are
specialization/concentration of function, and remoteness of location. Telephone
service provision is separated from the organization’s other functions and
done by a dedicated workforce in a dedicated place, which may be remote
both from the customers and from other parts of the organization, such as
its offices, shops and warehouses. Such arrangements are made possible
by advances in phone and computer technology. With a few keystrokes a
worker in Leeds can check the bank account details of a customer in
Worcester, or find out whether an item is in stock at a warehouse in
Wolverhampton. The customer’s call to Leeds need cost no more than
calling the bank around the corner, and if all the lines in Leeds are busy,
calls can be automatically re-routed to another centre somewhere else. 

Call centres come in two varieties: ‘inbound’, where the customer makes
the call, and ‘outbound’, where the organization calls actual or potential
customers, usually in the hope of selling them something. In this chapter, I
will be directly concerned only with the ‘inbound’ type. Although ‘out-
bound’ calling raises some of the same linguistic issues (such as the use of
scripts and fixed routines), it also raises issues which, though interesting,
are beyond my scope here. Typically, outbound call centres involve employ-
ees in sales rather than service encounters, and since the calls are often
unsolicited on the customer’s part, the interpersonal dynamic is also differ-
ent from cases where the customer has initiated contact. 

Call centres were introduced to Britain in the late 1980s. Their pioneers
were ‘direct’ banking and insurance companies set up to do business
exclusively by phone. These companies competed with the established
providers on convenience (‘direct’ customers could make transactions
outside normal office hours2 and in the comfort of their own homes) and
on cost (since overheads were lower in a telephone-only operation, sav-
ings could be passed on to the customer). But many ‘non-direct’ compa-
nies, in the financial services sector and elsewhere, have since seen the
advantages of shifting some of their own operations to call centres. For
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these businesses, concentration and remote location offer scope for
cutting costs and increasing efficiency. Instead of having to make staff
available to deal with telephone enquiries in every local branch office, a
company can centralize this function on a small number of sites, or even
just one site, and either reduce staff numbers elsewhere or free staff to do
other things.3 Some organizations apply the same logic to providing cus-
tomer services by phone as to catering, cleaning or security, and contract
out the running of their call centres to a specialist firm. As more and
more organizations have seen their potential, call centres have prolifer-
ated. By the middle of 1998 Britain had more than 5000. According to one
frequently cited estimate, they employ one per cent of the nation’s
workforce – more than a quarter of a million people. A more conservative
calculation puts the number of call centre workers in Britain at around
150,000 – still a far from negligible figure. 

Since customers do not have occasion actually to visit a call centre, in
principle its physical location could be anywhere. (Some US call centres
are in prisons.) It has been suggested that as global telecommunications
become easier and cheaper, centres serving the UK could be relocated to
somewhere like India, where English is widely spoken and operating
costs would be much lower. (The intercultural communication issues this
might raise do not seem to have been considered as yet, though cus-
tomers’ responses to certain regional accents are a relevant consideration
when making location decisions. The advantages of the Scots accent, for
instance, are frequently mentioned in connection with the large number
of centres located in central Scotland.) In Britain many centres are con-
centrated in regions where rental and labour costs are low,4 and they are
often on out-of-town sites such as industrial estates located on major
roads. These are ‘no-frills’ operations – they do not need to look and feel
like a bank or a shop since the customer cannot see them – and this also
helps to keep running costs down.

Communication factories?

In the title of this chapter I compare call centres to ‘communication facto-
ries’. This is not because of their appearance or ambience, for as I have
said, they look and feel more like offices than factories. At first sight, too,
the work of a call centre looks more like traditional clerical work than fac-
tory work. It is sedentary work requiring clerical skills (such as typing
and telephone technique). The resemblance to clerical work is unsurpris-
ing, since the tasks in which call centres specialize are clerical tasks that
would previously have been performed in offices. But what call centres
do is apply to those tasks the logic of the production line.

One resemblance between production line work and call centre work
is that both are extremely repetitive. To a far greater extent than most
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conventional office workers, call centre employees spend their working
hours performing exactly the same task in exactly the same way, over and
over again.5 Along with this repetition goes a factory-like regimentation
of time. Like the production workers who must match their efforts to a
predetermined output target, measuring every hour in boxes packed or
collars stitched, call centre operators have little control over the pace and
rhythm of their work. Typically, an Automated Call Distribution (ACD)
system feeds calls to the operator one after another, and operators are
given targets for the time they should take to process each call. One oper-
ator told me, for example, that the centre where he worked set a target
average call duration of 32 seconds or less. It is worth dwelling for a
moment on the implications of this statistic. Assuming a constant flow
of calls, this centre’s operators would be expected to process a notional
112 calls per hour, and more than 800 calls in the course of a shift.6 Though
some days and times are busier than others, it is not rare for operators to
be continuously occupied. Most systems are designed so there are more
lines available to call in on than there are operators to handle the calls, and
where a company has several centres, calls can often be re-routed from
one to another to make use of any spare capacity.

It is characteristic of factory production that the activities of workers
are largely dictated by the operations of machines. Call centre work, sim-
ilarly, is driven by the operation of the ACD system; but at the same time
its ‘core’ activity is verbal interaction, a quintessentially human function
that is normally assumed to demand the uniquely human qualities of cre-
ativity and empathy. These are the qualities Fiona Czerniawska has in
mind when she warns against excessive regulation of talk with the obser-
vation that ‘anything an automaton can do, we can automate’ (1998: 27).
But in the case of the call centre, her observation begs the question. Much
of the work that people do in most call centres could in principle be done
by a machine. Some functions have already been automated. For instance,
where call centres offer more than one service the initial sorting is often
done mechanically: callers connect with a recorded ‘menu’ (‘if you wish
to report a fault, press 1’, and so on) from which they select options using
the buttons on their phone. The technology of speech recognition and syn-
thesis has also enabled whole transactions to be automated. I can check
how much I currently owe on my credit card by having a ‘conversation’
with a machine which is capable of recognizing a limited range of single
word utterances (for example, ‘yes’, ‘no’, numbers from one to ten) and
then producing a synthetic spoken rendition of my balance. In North
America automation has gone further than it has as yet in Britain, and it
seems likely that as better technology becomes available and affordable,
fully automated systems will play a greater role everywhere – though no
one I spoke to believed machines would ever totally replace human oper-
ators.7 Meanwhile, the way to maximize efficiency in a call centre is to
make human operators behave more like automated systems.
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The quest to maximize efficiency encourages an approach to
interaction that bears comparison with the approach to production
known as ‘Taylorism’ after its best-known proponent, Frederick Taylor,
whose Principles of Scientific Management was published in 1911. Taylor
sought to improve productivity by analysing the production process:
breaking it down into its constituent actions, using time and motion
studies to ascertain what was the most efficient way to perform any given
action, and then training workers in the details of efficient performance.
Rather similarly, call centre managers may set out to determine exactly
what sequence of interactional moves is needed to accomplish a given
transaction efficiently, and then institutionalize the preferred sequence in
a model or script which all workers are required to reproduce in every
transaction of the same type. Here it should be acknowledged that the
scripting of telephone interaction found in today’s call centres is not a
new phenomenon. Telephone companies were among the pioneers of
scripted service routines, performed by the operators who were required,
in the early days of telephone service, to connect every call.8 In call cen-
tres, however, the approach is extended to transactions which are longer,
more varied and more complex, in a context where more sophisticated
technology enables stricter surveillance and more precise measurement
of ‘efficiency’.

I will begin by considering a rather simple example of a model call
centre transaction: the shortest in my corpus, it belongs, appropriately
enough, to a telephone company, and explains to phone operators the
standard procedure for dealing with a directory assistance call. (The man-
ual it comes from was obtained ‘unofficially’ and some minor details have
been changed to ensure the source cannot be identified, but the sequence
of moves is reproduced exactly).

An ideal search should be conducted as follows:

Agent: XYZ Directories, which name please?
Caller: Jones.
Agent: Jones, thank you.

Which town please?
Caller: Cardiff.
Agent: Cardiff, thank you.

Which address please?
Caller: Number 28, Acacia Avenue.
Agent: Number 28, Acacia Avenue, thank you.

Just searching for you. [Pause.]
Sorry to keep you waiting.
Thank you. Your number is 0123 456789.

Caller: Thank you.
Agent: You’re welcome.
Caller: Goodbye.
Agent: Goodbye.

Communication Factories 95



This model dialogue sets out the moves that are taken to be necessary
and sufficient for the successful accomplishment of a ‘standard’ directory
assistance call (additional/alternative moves are provided for ‘nonstan-
dard’ cases, for instance where the number is unlisted). Operators are
expected to do no less than is specified here, but at the same time they must
try not to do more: the targets for how many calls they process in a given
time will be based on the assumption that this sequence is normative. 

The actual design of the model is influenced by three major consider-
ations. The first and most basic is the need to elicit, and input to the com-
puter, particular items of information in a particular order. The items and
the preferred order of their elicitation are determined by the computer
software operators are working with. In this case a number will only be
retrieved from the database when three prescribed steps have been com-
pleted. Therefore the core moves needed to bring the transaction to a sat-
isfactory conclusion are the questions ‘which name’, ‘which town’ and
‘which address’, together with the caller’s responses. A second consider-
ation, however, is the need to be sure that the operator is inputting the
crucial information correctly: if s/he is not, the computer will produce no
number, or the wrong number, and the transaction will fail. This is impor-
tant enough to motivate the inclusion of an additional set of moves in
which the operator repeats verbatim the information given by the caller.
Repetition extends the duration of the call, but that disadvantage is offset
by the advantage of a lower error rate. The third consideration is rather
different: it has to do with the interpersonal rather than the informational
aspect of the exchange. In the call centre, or any service-providing insti-
tution, ‘efficiency’ does not only mean providing accurate information
without undue delay, it also means making the customer feel s/he has
been ‘served’ – treated well, or at least not badly. Therefore, politeness
formulas are explicitly included in the model, including a relatively exten-
ded polite closing sequence, and two polite ‘filler’ moves (‘just searching
for you’, ‘sorry to keep you waiting’) to be produced during the part of
the sequence when the operator is waiting for the computer to retrieve the
number. This reflects the designer’s awareness that extended silence in
telephone interaction is problematic; callers need periodic reassurance
that the channel remains open.

Although in the standard directory assistance call I have chosen a very
straightforward example, the same considerations are relevant to virtu-
ally all call centre transactions. Even where operators are not following an
invariant script, they are likely to be working from a ‘prompt sheet’ telling
them what moves to make in what order, and the basic outline usually
reflects the way the computer software is set up to accept and/or retrieve
the information that is the focus of the transaction. Operators are also
likely to be advised to repeat back key pieces of information given by the
caller and in many cases to summarize the outcome before closing. And
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without exception, the operating routines set out in manuals and training
materials draw explicit attention to interpersonal and politeness require-
ments, often (as we will see later on) specifying their linguistic correlates
in detail.

The fact that call centre transactions are not purely exchanges of infor-
mation, but are quasi-conversational exchanges with a customer and as
such have a significant interpersonal element, ensures that the human
operator will never be entirely superseded by a machine. Although the
politeness formulas of the directory assistance call sequence are simple
and predictable, and could doubtless be built into an automated system,
not all call centre transactions make such straightforward interpersonal
demands. Some calls, for instance, are complaints. One manager told me
that when interviewing job applicants he always stressed that they would
encounter a certain proportion of irate customers wanting someone to lis-
ten while they vented their grievances: as he put it, ‘there’s a certain ele-
ment of just being an Aunt Sally’. Even supposing that this aspect of the
operator’s work could be automated (perhaps by connecting the caller to
something like the famous ‘Eliza’ program, a kind of simulated thera-
pist9), automation would defeat the customer’s purpose, which is to get
someone – a human representative of the organization – to acknowledge
their dissatisfaction. A recorded message saying something like: ‘if you
wish to rant about the standard of our service, press 4’ would probably
leave most callers more rather than less annoyed. Defusing anger is one
of the more ‘creative’ parts of an operator’s job, though at the same time
it is one of the least pleasant parts; anger is often directed at the operator
personally, but s/he is not permitted to retaliate.10 Yet although it is
acknowledged that dealing with angry callers makes particular demands
on operators’ ‘human’ skills, that does not mean that no attempt is made
to regulate the minutiae of their behaviour in this situation. On the con-
trary, the subject of ‘difficult’ calls generates a plethora of rules and guide-
lines; training materials often include instruction in specific verbal
techniques for dealing with them. 

It will be evident from this discussion that a pervasive feature of the call
centre regime is its tendency to regulate and, where possible, standardize
the performance of common interactional routines. One rationale for this
(we will see in a moment that there are others) is that it maximizes effi-
ciency. Left to themselves, operators might design routines that take more
time than necessary, or conversely they might aim for speed and neglect
other important considerations (such as checking for accuracy and display-
ing politeness). These potential problems can be averted by telling opera-
tors in detail what to do and say. But to be effective, this strategy must be
backed up both by training and by regular monitoring. This is another dif-
ference between call centre work and more traditional office work: call
centre workers are subjected to a particularly high degree of surveillance.



The Open University television programme about ‘Empowerment’, to
which I referred in Chapter 3, includes a sequence filmed in a call centre in
the north of England, which provides banking services. This sequence
shows a new employee being taken through the routine for answering an
incoming call by a manager. She is wearing a headset, and he asks her to
pretend a call has just come in. She says into the headset: ‘Good morning,
Alliance and Leicester, can I help you?’. The manager makes a generally
approving comment but then adds a proviso: the correct salutation is not
‘can I help you?’ but ‘how can I help you?’. (Later in the programme, another
manager renders it as ‘how may I help you?’.) The voiceover track explains
that it is not only new employees who receive this kind of feedback. All
calls received at the centre are recorded, and each employee is regularly
asked to come into a manager’s office for her or his performance, as
revealed on the tapes, to be appraised. At these ‘counselling sessions’, as the
company calls them, employees will be pulled up on any deviation from
the approved script (like saying ‘can I’ instead of ‘how may I’), and man-
agers will also comment on ‘styling’ matters like whether the employee is
using the right tone of voice to project a helpful, friendly attitude.

This illustrates two important characteristics of managerial control at
the call centre, and indeed in many modern workplaces: codification and
surveillance. By ‘codification’ I mean that workers are not just told in gen-
eral terms what kind of role they are expected to play, but given detailed
rules for the enactment of that role, or even a fully specified script. In the
1970s, I too had a clerical job in a bank. There were certainly conventions
for answering the phone (be polite, be businesslike, give the name of the
bank and the branch), but you picked these up on the job rather than
receiving formal training, and some of the details were left to your dis-
cretion. No one cared, for instance, whether you said ‘good morning’ or
‘hello’, ‘can I help you’ or ‘how may I help you’. Nowadays these tiny
details are codified, written down and enforced as norms. This is an
example, albeit a relatively small one, of control over the worker’s
performance being increased and the worker’s own autonomy being
decreased. An analogy is the difference between specifying that employ-
ees must dress smartly (as the bank I worked for did) and requiring them
to wear an actual uniform (as most banks do today, at least where staff
have face-to-face contact with customers).11

‘Surveillance’ means that workers’ performance is constantly being
monitored and measured. At the Alliance and Leicester call centre, all
calls are recorded and some are randomly selected to be the subject of
‘counselling’. This is a common practice, though since it entails recording
the speech of customers as well as employees, it requires (in Britain) the
permission of the telecommunications regulator Oftel, and companies
must announce to their customers that they are doing it. A computerized
display board shows how work is being dealt with overall from moment
to moment: how many calls are in progress, which employees are
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engaged in taking calls, how long the calls have been going on, how many
customers are on hold in a queue, and so on. The phone systems are usu-
ally set up so that supervisors can listen in to any call currently in
progress without the operator being aware of it (a practice known in some
centres as ‘silent listening’). In addition, some centres employ people
(analogous to the ‘mystery shoppers’ we met in Chapter 3) to pose as cus-
tomers and log their impressions of the management of the call.

This kind of surveillance represents an intensification of traditional
kinds of supervisory control. Supervisory staff in the past would certainly
have checked up on what workers were doing by watching and listening.
But this sort of checking was more impressionistic: supervisors could not
watch everyone at once, and they did not have the technology to engage
in continuous monitoring and taping or produce precise measurements of
performance (like ‘average call duration’) with which workers could be
confronted later. Also, of course, in a traditional working environment the
workers knew when supervisors were watching them and could ‘mind
their backs’ accordingly. While some of the surveillance technology in call
centres is physically obvious (this is true of the large computerized dis-
play at the Alliance and Leicester centre), the activities of ‘silent listeners’
and ‘mystery callers’ are harder to detect. In Sewell and Wilkinson’s
words (1992: 283–4), hi-tech surveillance can ‘penetrate walls’; workers’
awareness that they are constantly being monitored ‘creates a climate
where self-management is assured’. (Interestingly, however, Tyler and
Taylor, (1997) found telephone sales and reservations staff at an airline
company insisting that they could tell when they were being monitored.
These workers reported that if they encountered a rude or ‘ignorant’
caller and were sure no one was listening in, they would deviate from the
prescribed routine, and might even disconnect the offender.) 

One straightforward target for surveillance is simply the amount of
effort an operator puts in (supervisors check that workers are physically
present at their work stations and that they are processing calls at an
acceptable rate). But managers and supervisors also monitor the opera-
tor’s linguistic performance, and if they deem it necessary they may inter-
vene to provide what one memorandum in my corpus calls ‘coaching’, or
less euphemistically, criticism. In the following section I want to look
more closely at the criteria on which linguistic performance is judged,
drawing on information contained in manuals, memos, training materials
and forms setting out appraisal criteria.

Standardizing interaction

It is characteristic of the ‘communication factory’ that emphasis is placed on
standardizing the output, or ‘product’, talk. Earlier in this discussion I
related the standardizing impulse to the notion of ‘efficiency’: standardized
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interactional routines are intended to ensure that information is elicited in
the order the computer software needs it to be input, that ongoing checks
are made for accuracy, that the exchange is conducted with due regard to
the customer’s expectations of appropriate service, and that talking time is
not wasted on inessentials. (This last consideration has sometimes been
taken to extremes: one US centre reportedly prescribed the single-syllable
salutations hi and bye in place of good morning and goodbye on the grounds
that the time saved would yield a ‘productivity gain’ worth $22 million per
annum (Kjellerup, 1998).) But there are other reasons for standardization.
Efficiency might dictate the number, sequence and general content of inter-
actional moves, but it need not preclude some degree of individual varia-
tion in the actual words uttered. In many call centres, however, it is made
clear to operators that even the most trivial variation will not be tolerated.
The goal is to give customers a completely uniform and consistent experi-
ence of dealing with the organization, regardless of which employee they
happen to find themselves talking to.

Here we see the influence of modern managerial ideas about ‘quality’.
In the approach known as ‘Total Quality Management’, quality does not
mean what it usually means in everyday usage, namely an especially high
standard, but rather refers to the consistent achievement of a specified,
measurable standard – getting something right first time, every time. In
relation to mass-produced goods, it is easy to understand the logic of this
idea. When a customer buys a particular brand of breakfast cereal, say,
s/he is entitled to expect that the packet will always contain the same
amount of cereal, and that the cereal will look and taste exactly as it did
the last time s/he purchased it. Quality control is not just about ensuring
every packet reaches a certain minimum standard of acceptability, but
also about ensuring packets vary from one another only within narrow
limits. Increasingly, however, the same notions of quality that apply to
mass-produced goods are also being applied to the provision of customer
service. The behaviour of employees in service encounters is regulated in
an attempt to make it as predictable and invariant as a packet of cereal. 

The other consideration that lies behind the demand for uniformity in
operators’ performance is the company’s concern about its ‘brand image’.
Branding – creating a consistent, distinctive and easily recognizable iden-
tity for your products and services – is regarded as one of the key mar-
keting tools companies have at their disposal. But whereas a face-to-face
operation can attend to this issue in a variety of ways – in its store layout,
signage and decor, the packaging of its goods, the uniforms worn by its
staff – a call centre has only one means of getting its brand image across,
and that is the way operators speak to customers. Some manuals in my
corpus of call centre materials explicitly remind operators that they ‘are’
the brand; specific instructions on how to conduct calls are prefaced by
a formula such as ‘remember: you are [name of company]’. ‘Being’ the
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company means behaving/speaking in accordance with the values it has
chosen as central to its distinctive brand image. One centre which deals
with insurance claims, for instance, encapsulates its ‘brand values’ in
the acronym FISHES, which stands for Fast-acting, Imaginative, Straight-
forward, Helpful, Expert, Self-assured.

When the notion of ‘branding’ is extended to the verbal and other
behaviour of employees, the result is what I referred to in Chapter 3 as
‘styling’, creating a uniform style of service encounter by regulating small
surface details that have aesthetic value. In the case of call centre opera-
tors, this styling is exclusively linguistic: language is regulated to ensure
operators function, not as individuals with their own personalities (or
their own individually constructed on-the-job personae) but as embodi-
ments of a single corporate persona whose key traits are decided by some-
one else. The parenthetical comment in the last sentence alludes to a
distinction I take to be important: between allowing people to ‘be them-
selves’ at work and allowing them to construct themselves. It would be
idle to criticize call centres simply for demanding that employees adopt a
professional persona which is different from their non-professional self.
This demand has been part of what it means to ‘go out to work’ since
work itself became a distinct social domain: competent workers under-
stand that they must behave in ways appropriate to the context of being
at work (rather than at home or in a club, say), and this in itself is not gen-
erally seen as unreasonable – indeed, there is a certain amount of pleasure
and satisfaction to be had from manipulating self-presentation in differ-
ent situations. But as I noted in Chapter 3, the difference between people’s
everyday styling practices and workplace regimes of styling is that in the
latter case, the speaker is not the ‘stylistic agent’ and does not ‘own’ the
style s/he adopts. By standardizing speech performance, and particularly
by requiring the expression of ‘standard’ personality traits (‘outgoing-
ness’) and emotional states (‘excitement’), the call centre regime imposes
on workers the demand to present themselves in a way the company
determines, down to the last detail. This carries the risk that employees
may perceive the prescribed way of speaking not just as ‘inauthentic’ in
the manner of any professional persona, but more problematically, as
alien and demeaning. The call centre regime is not alone here, of course.
But the extent of scripting and the intensity of surveillance in call centres
make them a particularly extreme case of institutional control over indi-
viduals’ self-presentation.

The verbal production of a uniform and consistent operator-persona is
often justified to call centre staff by managers as something the customer
expects and indeed wants. This raises the question of whether customers
in fact apply the same criteria of judgement to verbal interactions with
other human beings as they do to packets of cereal. There is some evi-
dence that they do not. In the OU programme about empowerment, it
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was revealed that McDonald’s had stopped telling its staff exactly what to
say to customers when they entered and left the restaurant, after research
had shown that customers disliked getting the same scripted greeting and
farewell from every employee on every occasion. And in a survey of over
1000 call centre users, ‘dealing with someone clearly reading from a
script’ was among respondents’ ‘pet hates’.12 Conversely, the main factor
producing customer satisfaction was a positive perception of the individ-
ual operator.

From a sociolinguistic perspective these findings are hardly surpris-
ing. However banal an interaction, the mere fact of engaging in it creates
a kind of temporary social relationship; consequently, the criteria we ordi-
narily use to assess the quality of social relationships (as opposed to the
quality of packets of cereal) are brought into play. We do not expect
people to be uniform; conversely, we do expect them to be (or at least to
seem) ‘sincere’. In that light, it is a curious assumption that the same high
degree of personal involvement, deference, enthusiasm, and so on, should
ideally be manifested in every transaction. Callers are more likely to
expect, subconsciously and on the basis of long experience of sponta-
neous interaction, that performance will be tailored to the needs of the
context: that a straightforward inquiry, for instance, will be processed
with less deference than a complaint. By suppressing (at least in theory)
contextual variation, the call centre regime inadvertently increases the
likelihood that many routine exchanges will be so excessively deferential,
or enthusiastic, as to convey an impression of patent insincerity. This is
ironic, given that some materials in my corpus actually specify ‘sincerity’
as one of the qualities operators are required to project in their speech.

Call centres do vary in how far they go in attempting to impose lin-
guistic uniformity. At one end of the spectrum, one call centre in my sam-
ple, dealing with technical enquiries about telecommunications, hardly
regulated employees’ communication strategies at all, nor did it record or
systematically monitor calls (a manager told me he believed that would
be ‘devastating for morale’). Operators at this centre must acquire a cer-
tain amount of technical knowledge (they are not themselves engineers,
but are often called upon to talk to engineers), and training focuses more
on this than on the minutiae of interaction. At the other end of the spec-
trum, I found several call centres which provided employees with a script
covering more or less any interactional move that could occur in the
course of a transaction, imposed detailed style rules regarding how they
should speak, and monitored compliance assiduously. 

Where a high degree of uniformity is demanded, managers often
include in guidance to staff some explanation of what motivates that
demand. For instance, a 1996 memorandum headed ‘Standard Call
Speech’ and addressed to teleprocessing staff in a financial services centre
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begins: ‘You should all know by now that we intend to introduce a
standard telephone speech’. It goes on:

There are a number of reasons for standardizing the speech and improving call
techniques. The most important of which is Meeting and Exceeding Customer
Expectations. If we don’t, someone else will.
Some more reasons are:

• Creating a professional image
• Improves quality of processing
• Allows you to manage the call sequence and pace.

Every operator must use the speech, no exceptions!

An interesting (and typical) feature of this explanation is that it puts
‘customer expectations’ first. Considerations of efficiency – that is, the
idea that standardizing calls will increase the speed and accuracy of
processing – are placed below ‘service’ considerations. There is some
reason to doubt that this is the management’s true order of priorities. A
further memo, addressed only to supervisory staff, notes that while the
introduction of a ‘standard speech’ may initially slow down call process-
ing, as operators struggle with unfamiliar scripts, in the longer term ‘I
expect talk times to actually reduce as we better manage calls’. This par-
ticular centre processes requests for credit authorization, and the ‘stan-
dard speech’ is therefore quite a complicated construct, with options
covering a range of eventualities: the caller’s application may be accepted,
declined or referred for further investigation. There is also a scripted
option for cases where the operator is ‘suspicious of the customer’.

Customer care training materials for the directory assistance centre
whose standard routine we examined earlier include a section explaining
to operators why the company insists on what it terms ‘salutations’. (In
this case ‘salutation’ does not refer only to the prescribed greeting (‘XYZ
Directories’) but to all those moves which are motivated by considera-
tions of politeness rather than by the main business of eliciting and pro-
viding information.) 

Why Have Salutations?
Salutations give the call structure and allow it to be handled in a polite and effi-
cient manner. It also gives a professional standard of customer service which is
consistent every time they call. 

In this explanation, ‘professional’ service is explicitly equated with being
‘consistent every time [customers] call’.

Another approach to the regulation of calls is to provide operators
with a checklist of things they should do, but no explicit modelling of how
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to do them, except in the case of the opening move (which is scripted in
all cases in my corpus). Here, for instance, is the checklist provided by a
call centre belonging to a utility company:

• Quick response time
• Standard greeting
• Be polite and professional
• Use listening noises 
• Take control
• Ask questions – don’t demand information!
• Take notes
• Obtain reason for call
• Use customer’s name
• Take appropriate action to defuse anger
• Make the customer feel important
• Treat the customer as an individual
• Know our products and services – promote them!
• Summarize the call
• Offer your name and extension
• Thank the customer for calling and finish the call with goodbye.

• ALWAYS USE THE STANDARD GREETING:
• GOOD MORNING/AFTERNOON, . . .SPEAKING, CAN I TAKE 
• YOUR REFERENCE NUMBER?

NEVER SAY.. .HELLO!!!

These instructions reflect the same considerations we have noted
in cases where there is a script. Some are to do with the particularities of
telephone interaction (for example, ‘use listening noises’ – while back-
channelling is normal in all conversation, it is particularly important where
there are no visual cues13). Other instructions relate to efficiency. Since
time on the phone is money (and one customer’s call time is another’s
queuing time), operators must ‘take control’ and ‘obtain reason for call’ as
quickly as possible. They must also minimize errors by summarizing
information given by the caller.

Many of the checkpoints on the list, however, are concerned with
‘polite and professional’ behaviour. This is a subject for extensive discus-
sion and detailed prescription in all the materials I have collected. Under
the heading of ‘politeness’ I include not just instructions to use conven-
tional formulas like ‘please’, ‘thank you’, ‘sorry’, and so on, but any
instructions to use language in a way that displays attention to the caller’s
‘face wants’, that is, their desire for approbation (‘positive face’) and their
desire not to be imposed upon (‘negative face’). One obvious area where
politeness is important is in mitigating potential offence to the customer.
Thus workers at the credit-authorizing call centre mentioned above are



given the following script for rejections: ‘Unfortunately this application
has been declined but thank you for calling’. The script for acceptances by
contrast is just ‘This application has been accepted’. This difference for-
malizes an intuitive understanding that what conversation analysts call a
‘preference system’ is in operation: acceptance is the ‘preferred’ response
to a request for authorization and can be produced without ceremony;
rejection is ‘dispreferred’ and requires more elaboration. As Marion Owen
has argued (1983), the moves conversation analysis (CA) has identified on
formal criteria as ‘dispreferred’ (such as declining an invitation, disagree-
ing with an opinion, refusing a request – all of which are typically per-
formed with pausing, hedging and/or additional justification) are also
strongly associated with threat to the addressee’s face. Not only call cen-
tres but also some shops – which rarely have scripts for ‘ordinary’ trans-
actions – provide scripts for use in seriously face-threatening situations
(when a customer’s money turns out to be counterfeit or s/he presents an
invalid cheque). Such scripting reflects the emphasis placed on handling
these situations sensitively; organizations do not want to take chances by
leaving the details of sensitive behaviour to the individual employee’s dis-
cretion. As Robin Leidner observes (1993: 230), one function of scripting is
to establish a ‘floor of civility’, that is, a minimum level of politeness;
though the effect may be to establish a ‘ceiling’ as well, it is more impor-
tant to ensure that a minimally acceptable standard is met consistently. 

Positive face is also the object of attention in guidance for call centre
workers. What the utility company’s checklist alludes to under the head-
ing of ‘making the customer feel important’ may be realized linguistically
through a number of strategies, including using the customer’s name but
also and importantly through prosodic and paralinguistic features. The
directory assistance materials advise, for example:

Remember voice intonation is also very important as tone, pace and clarity con-
vey your attitude to the customer. You must never sound bored on a call. Your
telephone manner should convey the impression that you have been waiting for that
individual call all day. To assist in this try putting a smile on your face when
receiving a call. We acknowledge that this can be difficult, but at the very least
you must sound professional (my italics).

It is extremely common to find the instruction to ‘smile’ being given to
telephone workers (and other ‘invisible’ workers, such as those who make
public announcements at airports and railway stations). It is also common
for workers to be instructed, not only in how they should not sound (for
example, ‘bored’) but also in the precise attitudes they should be trying to
convey in their voices. The same company’s employee handbook
includes, under the heading ‘Standards at Work’, this paragraph:

Voice Impression – It is amazing the impression you can give a person just by
the way you answer the phone. Think of the impression you get from somebody
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just by the way they say ‘hello’ when you call them. Our commitment is to
give an impression of excitement, friendliness, helpfulness and courtesy to
every caller. Additionally you should speak clearly, professionally and at a
proper pace.

Of course, it has to be borne in mind that ‘sounding bored on a call’ is
a real danger where operators may be repeating their script for the 800th
time that day. It is not the caller’s fault that the operator has already said
the same thing to 799 other people, and presumably the caller would just
as soon not be made aware of the operator’s ennui. Even so, what caller
would really expect or want a directory assistance operator to sound as
though s/he has been waiting for them to call all day, or to display
‘excitement’ at the prospect of finding a telephone number for them?

The word ‘professional’, which occurs in both the examples just cited,
appears to cover several aspects of language-use, including politeness,
consistency of response, and formality. It is noticeable that whenever
operators are provided with scripts, these tend to be in a formal register.
The utility company’s stern injunction ‘NEVER SAY HELLO!’ is not simply a
reminder that ‘hello’ happens not to be the company’s standard greeting;
more importantly it is a reminder that ‘hello’ – the salutation most people
utter when they pick up their own phone at home – is not formal enough
to be selected as a standard corporate greeting; the ‘professional’ choice is
‘good morning/afternoon/evening’. In other words there is a deliberate
attempt to differentiate the ‘professional’ from the ‘personal’ call (though
some businesses with a young or ‘counter-cultural’ customer base delib-
erately mark themselves out as ‘cool’ and ‘laid back’ by flouting this norm
and prescribing an informal greeting like ‘Hi, Trendy Co’). The scripts
given to operators often prescribe forms of words which seem almost per-
versely un-conversational, or even un-speechlike, such as ‘I am unable to
validate your PIN number’, ‘what ___ do you require?’ ‘I will connect you
to X who will be happy to assist you in this matter’. The register these
examples call to mind is that of the business letter. How far it is the result
of a deliberate decision to mark the transaction as ‘professional’ by actu-
ally avoiding a conversational tone, and how far it just results from scripts
being composed in writing, by people more used to writing letters than
scripting dialogue, is difficult to say.14 When markers of professional for-
mality are combined (as they often are) with markers of synthetic person-
alization, the result can be a strange hybrid. 

Assessing performance: ‘It isn’t what they say...’

As the instructions I have already quoted on things like ‘voice impression’
suggest, many call centres seek to control not only what operators say
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but also how they say it. The manner of operators’ performance is a
particular concern for supervisors or market researchers monitoring
calls, and it is instructive to look at the checklists they use for that pur-
pose. The following list belongs to the centre with the ‘standard telephone
speech’:

• Smiling. Does the member of staff answer the phone with a smile?
• Pitch. The depth of pitch in the member of staff’s voice will determine the

degree of sincerity and confidence associated with the message that they are
giving the caller.

• Energy. Staff must have a certain level of energy. . .in order to make their
message attractive and interesting.

• Volume. Ensure staff are neither shouting nor hardly audible.
• Pace. Ensure the member of staff is not dragging out the sentences nor

speeding through it.
• Idea. . . .short sentences and simple words must be used. Pause between

sentences.
• Rapport. When rapport is created. . .this will persuade the caller to listen, co-

operate and remain loyal to the company.
• Vias [sic]. Vias are conveyed through the voice and will contradict what is

being said, i.e. when staff say they understand or are going to do something,
yet their voice says something else. There are many ways to detect vias in
a voice.

• Attention. Staff need to get and retain the caller’s attention.
• Understanding. Does the member of staff seem to understand what is being

said?
• Acknowledge. Staff can let the caller know they have understood them by

making simple acknowledgement sounds, if the caller is not acknowledged
in this way they will presume they have not been understood and repeat
themselves.

• Space. Staff must give [space for the caller to respond]. This can be done
by pausing. . .and asking questions. Staff must never talk over customers,
finish customers’ sentences for them, this can be perceived as being very
rude.

• Direction. Where the staff member and the caller have a good balance of
giving and receiving ideas and information through the conversation.

It is interesting to note what is defined as a matter of concern here,
and what the balance is between different kinds of concerns. Of the
13 items on the list, almost half (six) are directly to do with the vocal
performance – the speed, volume, tone and quality of speech. The other
items are either about the sequential management of interaction
(acknowledging the caller’s contributions with minimal response tokens
to encourage continuation and discourage repetition, soliciting turns from
the caller using questions and pausing, not interrupting or overlapping)
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or else they are about the management of the interpersonal relationship
more generally (getting attention, creating rapport). What is being
assessed here is, of course, a scripted performance, which explains why
there are no items relating to the content of what is said by the operator.
But many important features of spoken interaction cannot be scripted: it
is obviously impossible to specify in advance where operators should
insert minimal responses, for instance, or how they should attempt to cre-
ate ‘rapport’. It might be feasible to include some indication of the desired
prosodic and paralinguistic features in a script, but in practice this is
seldom attempted.15 The importance of vocal styling is addressed instead
by proliferating performance criteria relating to the manner in which
operators should speak (with a smile, confidently, sincerely, energetically
and so forth).

Although the list is explicitly intended as an assessment tool, only
some items give a clear and unambiguous indication of the standard
employees have to meet. Staff are clearly expected, for instance, to smile
when they answer the phone and to make use of minimal responses; con-
versely they are expected to avoid talking over the caller. By contrast, the
statement that ‘the depth of pitch in the member of staff’s voice will deter-
mine the degree of sincerity and confidence associated with the message’
gives the assessor much less to go on. Just as unhelpful is the statement
‘there are many ways to detect vias in a voice’, since the text does not go
on to describe any of them, or indeed explain what the term via means.
Assessors are essentially being invited to make broad and subjective
assessments of characteristics like ‘energy’, ‘confidence’ and ‘sincerity’,
whose linguistic correlates are either not defined at all, or else are
defined in a way that is vague and/or makes little sense (a linguist might
well ask, for instance, what ‘depth of pitch’ refers to. The most obvious
possibility is that it means something roughly equivalent to fundamental
frequency, but if so it is still unclear what a satisfactory performance
would be). 

The list invokes explicit theoretical beliefs about how spoken inter-
action works which are at odds with the intuitive practical understand-
ing that is demonstrated elsewhere. Consider the instruction to ‘pause
between sentences’. The list compiler evidently does not have a metalan-
guage for talking about units in spoken discourse, but the scripting of the
‘standard speech’ whose delivery is being assessed shows that the units
in between which operators should pause need not be, and in most cases
are not, coextensive with a sentence. Punctuation is used to make this
clear in the script, as in ‘This application has been accepted, your autho-
rization number is 1234567’, where the use of the comma (producing what
composition teachers know as a ‘run-on sentence’) signals that the clause
boundary is not meant to be a turn transition relevance place and the
speaker should not insert a significant pause. Whatever the checklist says,
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supervisors would be very unlikely to regard a failure to pause after every
sentence of the script as grounds for criticizing an operator.

Despite the inexplicit and confused nature of many appraisal criteria,
it is clear that supervisors and managers do typically subscribe to an ethos
of standardization and to the associated concept of ‘correct’ linguistic per-
formance; the practice of ‘counselling’ is meant to inculcate a similar atti-
tude in their subordinates. One supervisor at an airline-reservations call
centre described to the sociologist Steve Taylor how operators are made to
listen critically to their own speech on tape:

A lot of the time it isn’t what they say, it’s the tone in which they say it. . .I will
play something and I’ll just stop it and go, ‘shall we listen to that again?’,
rewind it and then they’ll go, ‘I didn’t know I said it like that’. It makes them
analyse themselves and really wake up to their mistakes. (Taylor, 1998: 93,
emphasis in original.)

The use of the word mistakes is striking here, and it is equally striking
that the hypothetical exchange is represented as proceeding on the basis
of some tacit agreement between operator and supervisor about what
constitutes a ‘mistake’. Exactly what is ‘wrong’, and what would be
‘right’, remains vague (‘the tone in which they say it. . .I didn’t know I said
it like that’). The passage just quoted is preceded by the supervisor telling
Taylor ‘I really do use self-tape a lot’. Evidently it is easier to get operators
to ‘wake up to their mistakes’ by using concrete illustration than by
reference to abstract rules like those that appear on checklists. This under-
lines the gap between the (limited) explicit knowledge about spoken
discourse which is available to the designers of call centre regimes,
and the communicative competence on which they and their operators
implicitly draw.

So far I have mainly been examining the explicit knowledge that
underpins the linguistic regime of the call centre, focusing in particular on
prescriptive documents produced for instructional and/or disciplinary
purposes. The regulation of spoken language in call centres depends very
heavily on the use of writing – printed handbooks, memos, prompt sheets,
scripts and assessment checklists – and written texts are, arguably, the
best source of evidence about the linguistic and interpersonal norms
which the call centre regime’s designers are trying to promote. Yet it will
already be apparent that on their own these texts provide an incomplete
and in some respects misleading picture of what ‘really’ goes on in call
centres. They do not tell us everything about the regulation of operators’
speech in practice, and they tell us next to nothing about what it is actu-
ally like to work in the communication factory. Operators’ own experi-
ences and perspectives are the subject of the next section, where I will also
ask whether there is cause for concern about the effects of call centre work
on those who do it.

Communication Factories 109



Far from paradise?

In May 1998, a Sunday newspaper carried a feature written by journalist
Meg Carter under the title ‘Despite the palm trees, working in a call centre
can be far from paradise’ (Independent on Sunday, May 17, 1998). This title
alluded to the décor of a call centre in Falkirk, central Scotland, whose
business is selling holidays. In an effort to create what the architect
described as ‘an un-factory-like atmosphere’, this centre – a warehouse-
like building located on a typical edge-of-town site – had been given
murals depicting exotic holiday destinations (hence the palm trees), an
‘informal’ layout (workers did not sit in rows) and a ‘sensorama’, the
designer’s term for a corridor with lighting that simulates bright sun-
shine, through which employees would pass on their way to begin their
shifts. Other centres were reported to have installed fish tanks, provided
on-site gym facilities and even introduced at-desk shiatsu massage. 

These innovations mark a recognition on the part of the companies
concerned that working in a call centre can produce high levels of stress.
As Meg Carter summarized: ‘employment experts are increasingly con-
cerned about the impact on staff of carrying out such repetitious work in
a goal-obsessed work environment’. Her report quoted a source at the
Banking, Insurance and Finance Union (BIFU) confirming that the organ-
ization dealt with many health-related problems reported by call centre
employees in the financial services sector.16 The managing director of the
Call Centre College, which provides training for unemployed people hop-
ing to work in the industry, also mentioned stress as a major issue, noting
that ‘advanced computer systems leave operators little to do other than
recite the same script hundreds of times a day, which can lead to stress-
related problems’.

This may help to explain why, although call centres have an impres-
sive record of job creation, it is not always easy to recruit people to work
in them, and it is even more difficult to get recruits to stay. (According to
industry analysts quoted in The Independent on Sunday, around a third
leave their jobs each year.) Of the call centre managers and supervisors I
interviewed myself,17 all but one reported moderate to severe problems in
attracting and retaining staff. The worst case described to me was a centre
which, for a significant period, had had a staff turnover rate of almost
50% per month. I also encountered a centre where fewer than half the
employees had been in their jobs for more than six months. The ‘best’ case
described to me, a centre with a stable and reportedly contented work-
force, was located in a small town where employment opportunities were
limited, and it employed mainly mothers of school-age children, working
part time.

When I interviewed operators I asked them how they had come to be
working in call centres and what they considered to be the good and bad
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things about the work. Their answers made clear that while they did
not regard their workplaces as ‘paradise’, they did not regard them as
purgatory either. For certain categories of workers,18 call centre work
offered the advantage of convenience: shifts could be chosen to fit in with
other commitments like childcare and studying; the conditions were bet-
ter and the pay generally higher than in other sectors (such as catering
and hospitality) where work was readily available to them. Many of my
informants had left jobs after a short time, confirming the general picture
of high staff turnover, but their lack of loyalty to any one employer did
not necessarily mean they were moving out of the industry altogether.
Several had moved from one centre to another in search of better hours
and/or higher pay; they had capitalized on the fact that this was a period
of expansion, with new centres opening in the area all the time. They did
not see call centre work as a permanent career choice, but they were
prepared to do it for a few years rather than a few weeks or months. A
couple of my informants had been doing it for two years at the time of our
conversations.

Perhaps surprisingly, all my interviewees cited the opportunity to
‘work with people’ – by which they meant co-workers as well as
customers – as a ‘good thing’ about call centre work. Although they spent
the bulk of their working time on the phone to callers, they clearly did not
feel isolated from one another; the operator who characterized her work-
place (a centre employing 400 people) as ‘lively and chatty’ was not
untypical. Officially there was not much time for workers to chat among
themselves, but unofficially all the operators I interviewed found ways of
making downtime between calls (I will not repeat the details of the meth-
ods they described.)

But while all my informants could find something to say about the
advantages of call centre work, no one declined my invitation to discuss
the ‘bad things’. They agreed that call centre work was stressful; they
often mentioned that there were high rates of sickness among operators,
which they attributed to the pressures of the work. Asked what made it
so stressful, they tended to cite three things in particular: the repetitive
nature of the job; the pressure imposed by performance targets; and the
difficulties of dealing with callers, which arose from a combination of
callers’ own behaviour and managerial demands limiting operators’ abil-
ity to provide what they regarded as an acceptable service.

The last of these problems – what one operator referred to as the ‘frus-
tration factor’ in dealing with callers – was the one most of my informants
brought up first, suggesting they regarded it as the most significant. One
source of frustration was that so many callers apparently did not under-
stand the basic logic of the call centre, particularly the feature I have
glossed as ‘specialization/concentration of function’.19 In many cases it is
not just telephone service provision itself that has been ‘concentrated’;
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often there are separate centres for different services provided by the
same organization (travel enquiries versus ticket sales, or directory assis-
tance versus operator-assisted calls). This division of labour is efficient
from the company’s perspective – it means that operators in each centre
only have to be trained to do a small range of things – but many callers do
not understand why they cannot get all their queries dealt with by the
same operator in a single call. Some operators I interviewed said they
found this problematic because it prevented them giving an acceptable
level of service, and so reduced their job satisfaction. They also regretted
it because where a customer was dissatisfied, it was the operator who
bore the brunt.

It was generally agreed that dealing with customer dissatisfaction was
an unpleasant aspect of call centre work, and informants stressed it was
commonplace to encounter rudeness or even abuse. Telephone interaction
with a stranger has some of the same features that lead to the much-
discussed problem of ‘flaming’ on the internet: the physical separation
and invisibility of the parties has a disinhibiting effect on impolite behav-
iour and the expression of strong emotions, especially anger. As one oper-
ator remarked, ‘People say things on the phone they would never say to
your face’. While operators usually do not have to tolerate extreme behav-
iours such as swearing, they are expected to tolerate callers ‘raising their
voices’ and ‘telling you what a bad job you’re doing’. In many cases they
are required to attempt ‘defusing’ and give ‘verbal warnings’ to even the
most abusive caller before they can legitimately terminate the call. While
some informants said that in time you became used to it, they made clear
that being an ‘Aunt Sally’ is stressful. It is also stressful, after a ‘difficult’
call, to have to compose yourself in a matter of seconds to greet the next
caller with a smile.

Regaining composure instantly is necessary because of the call-
handling targets operators have to meet, and these were seen by my inter-
viewees as another constraint on their ability to provide high standards of
service. To paraphrase a comment made by one operator at the directory
assistance centre, what if the customer wants something that can’t be
done in 32 seconds? This informant was not alone in feeling that the man-
agement spoke with a forked tongue: its rhetoric was all about customer
satisfaction, but in practice supervisors were not interested in hearing
why certain calls could not be handled to the customer’s satisfaction with-
out taking the operator’s average duration over the target. The target was
sacred, and the consequence for operators was a constant sense of being
under pressure, as well as a sense of injustice, since they felt they were
being expected to deliver a standard of service that was simply not
achievable in the time allotted. In most centres operators were organized
in teams, and there were bonuses – extra pay or perks – if a whole team
met its targets for a set period. To foster a competitive spirit, statistics on
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teams’ performances were sometimes displayed publicly. Among the
people I spoke to, however, this approach cut little ice, because they felt
the targets were unrealistic. One operator recalled that in 18 months, his
team had met the targets precisely once.20

I expected operators to mention surveillance as a source of stress, but
in fact few expressed concern about the monitoring of their linguistic
behaviour carried out by supervisors, team leaders or market researchers,
because their experience was that the monitoring procedures were less
rigorous in practice than on paper. The main reason they gave for this was
that supervisors had too little time to monitor: often the volume of work
was such that they were required to work on the phones themselves. A
supervisor at a centre where call auditing was about to be implemented
reported that she was dreading the extra work it would inevitably entail.
Several interviewees reported that surveillance focused primarily on the
issue of targets, and secondarily on a few selected aspects of performance
(such as using the right salutations and confirming details back to the
caller). If you could figure out which were the important things and do
those things by the book you could often get away with ignoring the rest
of the book. Thus my informants reported taking liberties with their
scripts and ignoring instructions to smile. At the same time, most opera-
tors reported feeling under pressure because of the looming presence of
the ‘boards’, the computerized displays showing calls in progress, calls
held in a queue, average wait time, and so on. The displays seemed to
function as an effective spur to self-surveillance, reminding operators that
a backlog of calls was building up, and by implication that they needed to
work faster.

All interviewees mentioned repetition as a ‘bad thing’ about call centre
work. Two informants used exactly the same words to capture the degree
of boredom they experienced: ‘I could do it in my sleep’. The monotony
was worst during spells when calls came one after another with no gaps
in between. One operator said that by the end of a busy shift she some-
times found herself ‘talking nonsense’. She described a recent occasion
when she had taken a call and discovered that ‘I just couldn’t get the
words out’.

Many of the views I have cited and quoted from interviews tally with
the ‘expert’ opinions expressed to the Independent on Sunday’s reporter.
Taken together, these sources might well suggest that shiatsu massage
and sensoramas are rather beside the point: they may palliate stress but
they do not address its root causes. The features pinpointed by the news-
paper report as particularly stressful – repetition and ‘goal obsession’, an
obsession with setting targets and monitoring performance – are not inci-
dental to the call centre regime, they are constitutive of it. Without these
features, a call centre would not be what it is, and what it has to be to
achieve the goals it was designed for. Yet just pointing out that the call
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centre regime is repetitious and ‘goal obsessed’ does not entirely get to the
bottom of what is stressful about operators’ work and why. It might well
be observed that many other workers do repetitive jobs and are subject to
demanding performance targets. What is special about call centres? 

Most discussions of why call centre work is stressful (in, for instance,
research reports produced for trades unions representing call centre
workers) tend to focus mainly on the technological aspects of the regime.
It is noted that automated call distribution results in ‘speed-up’ – workers
may find themselves processing calls continuously and without a break
for several hours at a time – and so exacerbates the risk of repetitive strain
injury, voice-loss and damage to the vocal apparatus (BIFU, 1997). Hi-tech
surveillance is also a matter of concern to the unions.21 Another much-
discussed issue is the depressing physical layout and design of call
centres: the manager responsible for the ‘palm trees’ centre in Falkirk told
the Independent on Sunday he was determined to get away from what he
described as ‘rows of people in low-ceiling environments’. (Only one of
my informants even mentioned the physical environment, and he did so
when explaining why he preferred working in a call centre to working in a
factory – call centres were cleaner, quieter and more comfortable.) But
whereas technology and design loom large in discussions of call centres’
problems, much less attention is given to the linguistic and interpersonal
aspects of the regime. In my own view, it is not possible to understand
the peculiarities of call centre work – including the kinds of stress it
produces – without placing more emphasis on the fact that it is essentially
language work, and that ‘language’ in this instance primarily means spo-
ken interaction. The implications of regimenting spoken interaction in the
way many call centres do are somewhat different from the implications of
regimenting other kinds of behaviour.

For instance, while everyone agrees that the repetitive nature of call-
handling is problematic, it surely makes a difference that the repetitive
task is, specifically, an oral communication task. My informants made com-
ments like ‘I could do it in my sleep’ and ‘your mind just switches off’, but
it could be argued that the problem is, in fact, precisely the opposite: you
cannot ‘switch off’ when you are talking to someone else. The commu-
nicative tasks operators perform are less mechanically repetitive than the
manual tasks of the traditional factory production line (where work cycles
can be as short as 20 seconds); but at least you can think about other
things while you perform manual tasks, and perhaps relieve the boredom
by talking to your co-workers (in particularly noisy factories and mills,
workers sometimes learnt to lip-read22). If you are talking, by contrast, it
is impossible to distract yourself with either conversation or ‘inner
speech’. Operators I interviewed did make efforts to distract themselves
between calls – often using ingenious methods to ‘buy time’ for this – but
when I put the question to them they agreed that you could not distract
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yourself while actually on a call without losing the thread. The informant
who reported ‘talking nonsense’ at the end of a busy shift had lost the
thread because she was exhausted, and she found the experience morti-
fying. Her account was precisely intended to underline that although it is
not intellectually demanding, but on the contrary can be almost stupefy-
ingly dull, call-handling requires continuous concentration.

But it is also important to consider the peculiar interpersonal demands
made on call centre operators: as we have seen, these demands were
what most of my interviewees chose to talk about first when asked what
was ‘bad’ about their work. Operators are subject to many of the same
demands as the supermarket workers discussed in Chapter 3 (for instance,
they are required to engage in synthetic personalization), but the context is
different, and arguably even more demanding. For one thing, interper-
sonal relationships have to be managed while also trying to meet factory-
like efficiency targets. For another, the operator is using a communication
medium – the telephone – that imposes pressures and restrictions of its
own. In sum, although the call is an interpersonal transaction, it occurs in
such a context and is regulated in such a way as to offer few of the inter-
personal rewards of conversation with another person, while at the same
time it exposes the operator to a high degree of interpersonal risk.

One source of risk is the design of standardized routines where
the sequence and content of moves is dictated by a computer program,
and the operator is required to behave essentially as an extension of a
machine. Programs are rarely designed with any awareness of what is
‘natural’ in spoken interaction, and consequently they may require
operators to do unnatural and face-threatening things. The researchers
Jack Whalen and Erik Vinkhuyzen (in press) spent time observing and
analysing in a call centre dealing with enquiries about problems with
photocopying machines. The focus of their interest was the way operators
used a computer program designed to diagnose the customer’s problem.
The system had been developed in an effort to, as one manager put it,
‘reduce dependency on people knowledge and skills’. Operators at the
centre were given no technical training – managers were reluctant to
invest time and money in it – and so they did not have the expertise to
either diagnose copier faults or suggest procedures for fixing minor prob-
lems. Callers typically did not know how their machines worked either.
Telephone transactions were therefore a case of ‘the blind leading the
blind’; all knowledge was vested in the computer program, which told
operators what questions to ask and used the answers to decide what was
wrong. But the system design took no account of interpersonal consider-
ations. The computer would instruct operators to ask customers questions
that might be perceived as implying that they were negligent and stupid:
for instance, if the customer reported a fault in copy quality, operators
were supposed to ask if the same fault appeared on the original they were
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trying to copy. Whalen and Vinkhuyzen observed that operators tended
not to follow this instruction: instead they would say things like ‘good,
clean originals?’ which were phrased as ‘checks’ rather than full ques-
tions, and projected an affirmative answer (whereas the computer’s ques-
tion, unnaturally, projected a negative as the ‘preferred’ answer). This
strategy carried the risk that the customer would simply say ‘yes’ without
really checking, but it minimized the risk that the customer would be
offended.

Other risks are less easy for operators to manage. Under pressure to
meet efficiency targets, they are aware of the need to keep calls brief and
to the point. At the same time, they are expected to ‘meet and exceed cus-
tomer expectations’ in terms of service, and may be instructed to adopt a
friendly, enthusiastic conversational manner, to ‘personalize’ the interac-
tion by using their own and possibly the caller’s name, and so on. But this
can lead to a dilemma. Inevitably, some callers respond to the operator’s
personalized friendliness by initiating small talk, as if they were having a
real conversation with a real person. One operator told me that when this
happened she was ‘naturally’ tempted to respond in kind, but she also felt
under pressure not to do so, to avoid lengthening the duration of the call.
In this situation, she said, ‘sometimes you just go with it and don’t bother
about your call times – because it makes you feel better’. Operators also
have to suppress their ‘natural’ inclination to respond in kind, or alterna-
tively to withdraw, when they find themselves being criticized and
shouted at by callers who feel free to ‘say things on the phone they would
never say to your face’.

The combination of high interpersonal risk and low reward is typical
of jobs where workers are expected to engage in emotional labour, and as
I noted in Chapter 3, that is an increasingly salient aspect of service work
generally, following the widespread introduction of more systematic
approaches to customer care. It will already be evident from the materials
quoted earlier that making the customer feel good is a strong expectation
in call centres (‘your telephone manner should give the impression you
have been waiting for that individual call all day’). However, this element
in a call centre operator’s job is complicated by the peculiar conditions
of interaction in call centres. The work of establishing rapport has to be
repeated with a new customer every few minutes, and the telephone
medium means that the operator has only one resource available for
doing it, namely her/his voice. In addition, the absence of face-to-face
contact leads to an unusually high frequency of aggressive interactions,
which operators are required to manage by, in the words of one of the
checklists I reproduced above, ‘taking appropriate action to defuse anger’.

The issue of anger brings the problems and contradictions of
synthetic personalization into sharp focus. If a caller is rude or abusive,
the advice typically given to operators is ‘don’t take it personally’.
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George Ritzer (1996: 82) lists among the ‘positive advantages’ of
interactional routines and scripts the idea that ‘employees can. . .protect
themselves from the insults and indignities that are frequently heaped
upon them.. .[with] the view that. . .hostility is aimed at the scripts and
those who created them’. But this attitude appears to be comparatively
rare among call centre operators. In practice, managers and supervisors
told me, ‘taking it personally’ was a common problem; some operators
seemed not to grasp that they were not being attacked in their own
person, but ‘only’ in their corporate persona. Yet the same managers who
complained about this encouraged operators to ‘personalize’ interaction
by using their own and callers’ names, putting warmth and friendliness
into their voices, asking questions to demonstrate interest, and otherwise
‘making the customer feel important’. It is not surprising if callers
respond to this by treating the conversation as ‘real’ and holding the
operator personally accountable for what is said. (Such ‘intersubjective
accountability’ is a powerful mechanism in all social interaction, friendly
or not; the discomfort we feel interacting with machines arises partly
from our knowledge that however ‘human’ they sound, they have no sub-
jectivity and cannot be held accountable for what they say.) It is one of
the regime’s explicitly stated goals that operators should strive to create
personal rapport with callers, and they are judged on their ability to do it
convincingly. That being so, it hardly seems fair for managers to complain
that operators identify too closely with their personae and cannot instantly
disengage if a caller attacks them.

Operators themselves are aware of the contradictory demands being
made upon them, and in some cases may exploit the contradiction to
resist particular aspects of the regime. One of Steve Taylor’s interviewees
provides a good example:

I’ve had loads of battles with my supervisor, cos she’ll say ‘change the way you
say this’, ‘change the way you offer this’, and I’ll say ‘but that’s the way I do it’,
‘that’s me, that’s my personality, I can’t change myself’, and she’ll say, ‘well
you’ll have to’, but I don’t. They either want us to be natural when interacting
with customers or they don’t, they can’t have it both ways. (Taylor, 1998: 95)

By contrast, Taylor quotes other operators in the same centre whose
approach was more pragmatic. For instance, one woman, discussing
‘things that you should say and you shouldn’t say’ noted that although in
the final analysis employees could not be forced to use the preferred ver-
bal style, ‘if you want to make targets, earn more money and things then
you are better off doing what we’ve been taught. . .otherwise you’ll not get
your target’ (Taylor, 1998: 92).

In these interview data we see once again the recurrent tension
between viewing communication as a form of natural self-expression and
viewing it as an instrumentally oriented technology. Both workers and
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managers are divided on the issue. Like the focus group participants
quoted in Chapter 3, some call centre managers felt that the ability to deal
with callers successfully was not in the final analysis a learnable skill.
More than one, when I asked them about the training operators received,
commented that interpersonal communication was something people
could only be trained in up to a point, because it was largely a matter of
individual personality. They talked about trying to ensure at the recruit-
ment stage that they were taking on people with the ‘right’ personality
and disposition (for instance, people who were ‘outgoing’ rather than
very reserved, and able to take a certain amount of rudeness without
getting upset).

In many sectors it is clear, too, that managers associate the ‘right’ dis-
position not merely with individual personality-types but with particular
social groups; age and gender are especially salient considerations. Some
of my informants expressed a preference for younger workers on the basis
that they were better able to cope with the pressure of call centre work
than older people. Other researchers have found evidence of a gender
preference (for women), which is often explained with specific reference
to vocal and interactional style. Marshall and Richardson (cited in
Reardon, 1996) found that call centres in the financial services sector were
predisposed to recruit young women, who were said to have a more ‘nat-
urally’ friendly telephone manner, exemplified by their ability to ‘smile
down the phone’. Sociologists Melissa Tyler and Steve Taylor elicited sim-
ilar attitudes from a male manager at the airline-reservations centre: 

The vast, vast majority of the agents we select are women.. .it’s not as if we don’t
get men applying for the job, up here [in north eastern England, an area of high
unemployment] you tend to get applications from everybody for every-
thing. . .[women] just seem to fit better, they’re better at it. . .we are looking for
people who can chat to people, interact, build rapport. What we find is that
women can do this more, they’re definitely more natural when they do it any-
way. It doesn’t sound as forced, perhaps they’re used to doing it all the time
anyway. . .women are naturally good at that sort of thing. I think they have a
higher tolerance level than men. . .I suppose we do, yes, if we’re honest about it,
select women sometimes because they are women rather than because of some-
thing they’ve particularly shown in the interview. (Tyler and Taylor, 1997: 10)

There is, of course, a historical tradition of employing mainly women
to work as telephone operators. The long distance phone company AT&T
was at one time the largest single employer of women workers in the US.
In a 1999 radio feature on the AT&T archives (see note 8), listeners heard
part of a 1960s recruitment advertisement in which a perky jingle that
included the line ‘turn your work into play’ was followed by a young
woman saying (in a markedly ‘girly’ voice characterized by high pitch,
breathy voice and ‘swoopy’ intonation): ‘I love all kinds of talking, I can
talk all day about nothing. So I guess the best kind of work would be
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being a telephone operator’. To judge by the comments of the manager
quoted above, the image of the ideal operator as a young woman who is
naturally disposed to ‘talk all day about nothing’ remains alive and well,
albeit expressed nowadays in more circumspect terms. If one objection-
able thing about it is its unreconstructed sex stereotyping, another is that
it treats a large part of the work operators do as if it were not work at all.
Without exception, my own interviewees (of both sexes) considered the
verbal production of a friendly, helpful and cheery service persona – often
in the face of callers’ hostility and always under pressure from call han-
dling targets – to be hard work. If employers (and in some cases, unions)
do not grasp the interpersonally demanding nature of the work call centre
operators do, it is no wonder they have an inadequate analysis of the
stress that afflicts so many of them.

Helplines and sex lines

The call centre is not the only institution where services are provided by
telephone. It is instructive briefly to compare and contrast the call centre
regime with two other, apparently very different cases: helplines and tele-
phone sex services. 

By a ‘helpline’ I mean the kind of telephone service that exists, often
under the aegis of a government body or a charity, to provide infor-
mation, advice and sometimes counselling on subjects like HIV/AIDS,
giving up smoking, bullying at work or school, rape, domestic violence,
child abuse, suicide, and so on. Some helplines have a permanent exis-
tence (for instance in Britain there is a national AIDS helpline sponsored
by the government). Other lines are set up to meet demand following, say,
a television programme dealing with a distressing subject, or are tempo-
rary responses to some crisis.

Helplines are on the face of things very different from call centres.
They do not have a business ethos: the profit motive is entirely absent,
there is no question of marketplace ‘competition’, and although they may
get paid, in many or most cases the helpline workers are not full-time
employees, and their motivations for doing the work are charitable or
political. Many lines were started by activists on issues like rape and
HIV/AIDS who wanted to provide community services of a kind the
authorities were not at the time providing. Helpline workers usually have
to undergo extensive training, but it is more like counselling training than
the sort of communication training call centre workers are given. While
doing this research, however, I met a small number of people who had
been involved in helpline work, and who described dramatic recent
changes in the culture of some lines, especially those sponsored directly
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by a government department. The government had placed these lines
under more ‘professional’ management, and the new regime had intro-
duced a more ‘businesslike’ approach to the work. For example, some
lines had been merged, in the sense that although people still called one
number for, say, the AIDS line and another for, say, the giving up smok-
ing line, both sets of calls were taken in the same office by the same pool
of operators. Consequently, workers had to ‘cross-train’ so they could
deal with more than one kind of call. Since people had often become
involved on the basis of their commitment to and knowledge of a single
issue, this requirement was felt as a depersonalizing and sometimes
demotivating influence. Even more significantly, the new management
had imposed targets for call duration. One informant reported an instruc-
tion to keep calls to three minutes. This is not the 32 seconds of the direc-
tory assistance call, but as the informant pointed out, people calling a
helpline because they have seen, for instance, a television programme
about rape and want to talk about their own experience of it, are often
either extremely hesitant or very distressed, or both; they are not looking
to ‘do business’, and strict timekeeping in this context seems inappropri-
ate, if not callous. It also deskills the operators, since although they have
been trained to provide advice and support, and are motivated by their
wish to do so, the main task it is possible to accomplish in three minutes
is to refer the caller to other agencies. All the people I spoke to about
helplines expressed concern about this, less on the grounds that they
themselves were being deskilled than because they feared that callers
who felt they had been ‘palmed off’ at the very moment they had finally
decided to talk would probably never contact the other agencies to which
they were referred.

The example of helplines might suggest that the call centre regime with
its emphasis on efficiency and quasi-automation is increasingly being used
as a model for all regimes of telephone service provision, no matter how
different their underlying ethos. Although my sample of helpline workers
was very small, it seemed clear that the introduction of call centre-like
features was demotivating and was considered to reduce the standard of
service callers received. Those I spoke to also believed that the main moti-
vation for the changes had less to do with serving the public better (by
increasing the number of people the lines could deal with and reducing the
time callers might have to wait to get through), than with simply keeping
the cost of the service down. 

Another type of telephone service that may be compared with the call
centre is the sex line, information on which I take from the work of Kira
Hall (1995). By ‘sex line’ I mean a service which customers call (and for
which they pay the provider directly, usually by credit card and by the
minute) to be aroused by erotic talk, produced by someone who enacts,
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over the phone, a fantasy sexual persona. Kira Hall interviewed a number
of people providing such services in the San Francisco area, and also
examined literature produced for these workers’ guidance. 

Telephone sex work has both similarities to and differences from
working in a call centre. It shares the feature of ‘remote location’ –
communication technology makes it possible to access services without
regard to the distance between customer and provider – but it is typically
done from the operator’s own home. The operator is not a one-woman
business, but is usually employed by an entrepreneur-manager (or in tra-
ditional sex-work terms, a pimp/madam) who is the first point of contact
for callers. Having ascertained what a caller’s requirements are and
checked his credit card, the employer calls a home-based operator s/he
deems suitable, asks if she wants to take the call, and if the answer is yes,
redirects the caller to the operator. It would in principle be possible to
concentrate this sort of operation in something like the call centre, a
‘telephone sex factory’ in an out-of-town industrial shed; but employing
home-based workers also keeps overheads low, while concentration
might be counterproductive in other ways. One of the things sex line
operators must attempt to simulate is intimacy, to which the ambience of
a factory or open-plan office is particularly unconducive. In addition, for
many of the women Hall interviewed, an attraction of the job was that
you did not have to go out to do it. Another difference from the call centre
is that sex line workers aim for the longest possible ‘average call dura-
tion’, this being a pay-per-minute service. Keeping the caller on the line,
using extended talk to maintain his interest and arousal, is seen as one of
the most important skills an operator must develop.

Like their colleagues in call centres, sex line workers are required to
adopt a telephone persona that is a mixture of corporate professionalism
and ‘synthetic personalization’. Consider the following extract from a
manual given to operators working for 970-LIVE, a sex line service in
New York City (quoted in Hall, 1995: 190–91):

Professionalism
Do not talk to anyone besides a caller when taking a call. Always be bubbly,
sexy, interesting, and interested in each individual caller. Remember, you are
not your character on the phone.

With the exception of one or two words – sexy and character – these
instructions could have come out of any of the call centre materials
quoted earlier in this chapter. The 970-LIVE manual also instructs:

Create different characters
Start with one that resembles the ideal woman. Move on to bimbo, nympho-
maniac, mistress, slave, transvestite, lesbian, foreigner or virgin. If the caller
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wants to speak to someone else, don’t waste time being insulted. Be someone
else. (Hall, 1995: 190)

As in call centres, the operator is reminded here not to ‘take it
personally’ if the caller is less than positively disposed towards her. The
970-LIVE manual however is more forthright than most call centre mate-
rials in drawing attention to the inauthenticity of the operator’s perfor-
mance, and pointing out that it may well involve playing a stereotypically
subservient role (like ‘bimbo’ or ‘slave’).

The combination of inauthenticity and subservience is one that trou-
bles many service workers required to perform emotional labour, as we
saw in Chapter 3. But to Kira Hall’s informants it appeared to make a sig-
nificant difference that they were permitted to use their own imagination
and their skills with language to ‘create different characters’. Unlike most
call centre workers, they perceived their work as involving a high degree
of creativity; they described themselves as ‘fantasy makers’ and ‘story-
tellers’, and some took very explicit pride in their linguistic skills, while
simultaneously regarding their customers’ level of intelligence and lin-
guistic sophistication with contempt:

I’m a good storyteller. A lot of what I do is wasted on these people. They’re not
bright enough to know some of the words I use. . . .I have a large vocabulary, I
read a lot and I’ll use other words. I don’t own a television, I think that’s a big
part of my greater command of language than the average human being. And
since I’ve gotten into this, I’ve also decided that if I’m going to be a storyteller,
I’m going to study more about storytelling. (‘Rachel’, quoted in Hall, 1995: 205)

Hall adds that the kind of call most disliked by many of her informants
involved a dominance-submission scenario in which the operator was
given a very limited script by the caller (for example, she was only allowed
to say ‘yes sir’ and ‘no sir’, in a markedly subservient tone). Some opera-
tors actually refused these calls, though one told Hall that ‘low verbal
expectations did at least allow her to get a lot of dishes done’ (1995: 205).

It should be acknowledged that not all sex line operators feel as posi-
tive about their work as Hall’s informants; some have talked about the
negative psychological effects of participating in scenarios (involving
extremes of violence, for example) that they found disturbing and abu-
sive.23 But while sex-line work raises some issues that are not directly rel-
evant to the case of call centres, it could be argued that the two kinds of
work have more in common than might be apparent at first glance. Both
involve emotional labour, and demand that the operator adopt a stylized
persona (many call centre managers too would like their operators to
‘resemble the ideal woman’); both may expose the operator to abusive
treatment, and both seem to inspire marked contempt towards ‘ignorant’
customers. On the other hand, as Kira Hall’s informants pointed out to
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her, sex-line operators do not have to contend with the regimentation and
surveillance that typify the call centre regime. They can do other things
(like washing dishes) while working, they do not have to meet external
targets, they can refuse calls, and although they must enact someone
else’s scenario, they do not have to perform to a predetermined script or
be assessed continually against a checklist of corporate requirements.
Though the telephone sex business is a product of the new capitalism,
made possible by deregulation and technological advances in the tele-
communications industry, comparing it to the call centre suggests its
working practices and relations are in some respects more traditional than
‘new’, and that this is not irrelevant to workers’ perceptions of their jobs.

Conclusion

The call centre regime is of particular interest because it represents an
unusually thoroughgoing attempt to regulate many aspects of talk –
indeed, to ‘Taylorize’ it, as if it were a kind of automated production
process. The regime exemplifies to a very high degree the four rationaliz-
ing characteristics Ritzer (1996) associates with ‘McDonaldization’ (which
he views as a continuation of the Taylorist project). Not only is talk regu-
lated to maximize efficiency and predictability, as is the case in many
other workplaces, more unusually it is also regulated to maximize ‘calcu-
lability’ (that is, the regime cares about quantity of output as measured by
number and duration of calls handled) and it is also subject to control
using hi-tech apparatus.

This rationalizing approach is however in conflict with one of the over-
arching generalizations produced by conversation analysis: that talk is a
‘locally managed’ phenomenon. It has rules and procedures, but partici-
pants apply their knowledge of these to shape interaction as they go
along. Turn-allocation, for instance, is not predetermined at the outset
(‘OK, first you talk, then I’ll talk, then X can have a turn’) but negotiated
at each potential transition point. In the call centre regime, by contrast,
attempts are made to manage talk ‘globally’: to stipulate in advance how
long an interaction will last, what moves it will consist of and what the
outcome will be. As Drew and Heritage (1992) observe, some degree of
global shaping is a feature of many kinds of institutional talk, but in call
centres it is taken to such an extreme, it is hardly surprising that problems
arise from it. 

The conditions of the call centre impose particular pressures and
restrictions on spoken interaction; operators negotiate these in various
ways, but most still report some degree of boredom, frustration and/or
stress. It remains to be seen whether the increasing incidence of

Communication Factories 123



stress-related illness and the continuing problem of high staff turnover
will force companies to address the negative aspects of call centre work in
a more concerted manner. It also remains to be seen whether future tech-
nological developments (improvements in speech recognition technology
and an increase in the volume of business done via new media such as
electronic mail rather than by phone) will reduce the number of people
who spend their working lives reciting scripts in smiley voice into tele-
phone headsets. Meanwhile, it is difficult not to see the ‘communication
factory’ as a deskilling and disempowering place to work.
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5
SCHOOLING SPOKEN
DISCOURSE

Young people face an increasingly complex world where many old certainties
have disappeared. The effects of these developments are very quickly felt in
schools. They are places which often seem to bring together and focus the chal-
lenges posed by economic and social change. But the ability of schools to cope
with the impact of these changes beyond their boundaries is in question

– Opening Minds: Education for the 21st Century,
Royal Society of Arts, 1999.

Experience shows that communication skills can be taught. . .all children benefit
from learning skills which will make them better friends, better employees,
better life-partners and better human beings

– Communication: A Key Skill for Education, BT Forum, 1998.

In the late 1980s an oral communication element was introduced into the
English GCSE (General Certificate of Secondary Education) examina-

tions that are taken by thousands of 16-year-olds in Britain every year.
This innovation was welcomed on the grounds that, as Jenny Cheshire
and Nancy Jenkins put it, ‘it lends respectability to talk’ (1991: 31). Implicit
in that comment is an acknowledgement of the marginal position spoken
language has occupied in the modern curriculum: the ‘three Rs’ that in
popular wisdom constitute the educational basics include reading and
writing, but not rhetoric. Today, however, talk is back on the educational
agenda. In this chapter I discuss the reasons for its re-emergence and
examine some of the new forms in which it is re-emerging. 

One of the issues to be explored here is the relationship between
the new ‘respectability’ of talk in various educational regimes and the
demands of the new capitalism for workers equipped with ‘communica-
tion skills’. As I noted in Chapter 1, oral communication ranks high among
the ‘key’ or ‘core’ skills that are held to be indispensable for success in the
present and future labour market. Today’s increasing enthusiasm for
schooling spoken discourse is part of a more general trend towards fore-
grounding those skills in education, a point I will discuss in more detail



below. But while that trend is driven partly by perceptions of what makes
people employable in current economic conditions, it would be inaccurate
to portray the teaching of communication skills in educational institutions
as a purely vocational exercise. Preparing students for employment is only
one of the functions of education; to quote a report produced by the Royal
Society of Arts (RSA) on ‘Education for the 21st Century’, ‘Schooling
must be concerned with the broad development of young people into
well-adjusted, happy and contributing members of civil society’ (Bayliss,
1999: 7). The educational value claimed for communication skills lies not
only in their relevance to students’ job prospects, but also, as we will see,
in the contribution they are thought to make to students’ personal, social
and – for some commentators – moral development.

Later on I will consider the role of ‘communication’ in preparing
young people for work and for life. I will begin, though, by placing what
I referred to above as the ‘re-emergence’ of talk in the context of recent
educational history.

From ‘oracy’ to ‘key skills’

The rehabilitation of spoken language as a ‘respectable’ object of educa-
tional interest began well before the flowering of enterprise culture,
and was motivated originally by quite different concerns. In Britain, the
importance of talk in the classroom began to be discussed seriously in the
1960s under the heading of oracy, a term coined by Andrew Wilkinson in
1965 on the model of literacy.1 Just as what educators mean by ‘literacy’
goes beyond the minimal definition of it as the ability to decode written/
printed text, ‘oracy’ is more than simply the ability to speak and under-
stand one or more languages. It implies the ability to speak effectively in
a variety of settings and for a range of purposes, using talk as a means to
solve problems and manipulate complex ideas.

The crucial claim made for oracy (perhaps most influentially by James
Britton (1970), one of a number of educationists who were interested in
the ideas of Vygotsky) was that talking in particular ways helped children
to learn more effectively. Developing students’ spoken language skills
and encouraging the use of those skills in the classroom would enhance
learning across the curriculum. At first this argument had ‘only a limited
effect on classroom practice’ (Keiner, 1992: 248). Over time, however, pro-
fessional support for it became an important factor leading to the intro-
duction of spoken language assessment into public examinations and the
incorporation of speaking and listening into the national curriculum for
England and Wales alongside reading and writing. 

One of the key documents of the national currriculum, the 1988
Kingman Report which set out the framework for the teaching of the
English language, states that 
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In addition to encouraging the development of speech for communication,
teachers need to encourage talk which can be exploratory, tentative, used for
thinking through problems, for discussing assigned tasks and for clarifying
thought: talk is not merely social and communicative, it is also a tool for
learning. (DES, 1988: 43)

This passage of the report restates the key argument for oracy – that
talk is ‘a tool for learning’ – and on that basis it makes a distinction
between the kind of talk that is most valuable in the classroom (‘explo-
ratory, tentative. . .for clarifying thought’) and ‘speech for communication’
or ‘talk [that] is merely. . .communicative’. What is interesting here is that
‘communication’ is given no special value: it is equated with the perfor-
mance of mundane linguistic tasks, like chatting with peers or exchang-
ing practical information, and treated as distinct from the more serious
business of learning through talk. This is something that has changed
since the late 1980s. Today, while the view that spoken language is signif-
icant for both educational and personal development remains part of
official orthodoxy, it has come to be framed within a different set of
assumptions and expressed in a different language: the language of ‘key’,
‘core’ or ‘transferable’ skills. What ‘lends respectability to talk’ in current
educational discourse is its status as a key skill – and the name of that skill
is ‘communication’.

Before turning specifically to the place of communication in the galaxy
of skills, it is worth pausing for a moment to consider the more general
ascendancy of skills in today’s educational thinking. Norman Fairclough
has suggested that this is a reflex of enterprise culture: in the age of enter-
prise, he observes, ‘there is a general shift towards seeing knowledge
operationally, in terms of competence. . .and towards seeing education as
training in skills’ (1995: 239). What people know when they leave school,
college or university is seen as less important than what they can do.
Whereas the traditional approach to designing a curriculum began with
content – the body of knowledge to be transmitted in a course or pro-
gramme of study – the ‘enterprising’ approach begins by specifying out-
comes, the skills or ‘competences’ a student should be able to demonstrate
at the end of the course.2 In its ‘Education for the 21st Century’ report
which I mentioned above, the RSA went so far as to recommend that the
traditional school curriculum (described by one expert the report quotes
as ‘the study of an arbitrary collection of predominantly academic sub-
jects’) should be abandoned altogether. What the RSA proposed instead
was a ‘competence-led curriculum’ focusing on five core areas: learning,
citizenship, relating to people, managing situations and managing infor-
mation (Bayliss, 1999). This, to be sure, is an unusually radical proposal;
if it were implemented it would be revolutionary. But regimes of teaching
and assessment already exist which are organized around skills and com-
petences, and many new proposals are being designed on similar lines.3
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Why has this shift occurred, and how significant is it? Education has
always aimed to develop students’ skills as well as to increase the sum of
their knowledge; it might well be asked if there is anything particularly
novel in what is happening now. My own answer would be that there is,
but the novelty lies less in the concern with skills per se than in the extent
to which the skills-training element of the curriculum is now being for-
malized. Instead of treating skills as the incidental by-products of educa-
tion (supposing that students will develop their writing skills, say, in the
course of acquiring knowledge about English literature or history), edu-
cators are now urged to teach (and test) skills in their own right, and to
value them for their own sake; even, as in the RSA proposal, to design the
whole curriculum around them.

To some extent the shift to skills reflects new educational philosophies
emerging in the wake of the ‘information revolution’. When knowledge
changes so rapidly and becomes obsolete so quickly, it no longer makes
sense, the argument runs, to conceive of education as the transmission
of a fixed body of received wisdom. But the shift also reflects anxieties
about whether education is preparing young people adequately for the
challenges of the new global economy. As we saw in Chapter 1, when
employers are asked what they look for in school leavers or university
graduates, they repeatedly stress that specialized academic knowledge
is not important to them. New economic conditions require ‘flexible’
workers, equipped with generic skills which can be applied to all kinds of
tasks. The pressure is on educators to respond to this demand.

Again, one might point out that there is little novelty in the mere fact
of educational institutions designing their curricula with an eye to chang-
ing economic realities – preparing people for the labour market has
always been a function of the education system. What is striking, how-
ever, is the scale of the changes now being advocated. Just as business
organizations are told by management consultants and ‘gurus’ that to sur-
vive in new conditions they must break radically with the past, so schools
and colleges are now hearing the same message from employers and
politicians. The ability of the education system to respond to economic
change is seen as crucial for the future competitiveness, not just of indi-
vidual companies but of whole nations. In the words of the RSA report
(which was sponsored by Andersen Consulting), the new global order is
‘one in which the countries with strongest educational base and the high-
est levels of skill will win the economic prizes’ (Bayliss, 1999: 2).

Competition for economic prizes occurs not only between countries or
companies, but also between individuals. Education is significant at this
level too, since it is through education that individuals acquire what the
social theorist Pierre Bourdieu (1991) calls ‘cultural capital’ in the form of
knowledge, skills and qualifications. Cultural capital can be converted to
other kinds of capital within a given ‘market’: thus élite educational
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qualifications give the holder access to positions that produce high
levels of income (economic capital) and/or high social status (symbolic
capital). Bourdieu also talks specifically about linguistic capital, meaning
the acquired ability to speak and write in particular ways, which are more
or less valued in particular markets. Mastery of a standard language, for
instance, is both a qualification for many kinds of work and a marker of
social prestige.

In the conditions of enterprise culture, it might be suggested that
‘skills’ in general represent an increasingly important form of cultural
capital, while ‘communication skills’ represent a new, or at least newly
salient, kind of linguistic capital. As we saw in Chapter 2, the ability to
‘communicate’ has been progressively distinguished from the ability to
speak or write ‘correctly’. ‘Communicating’ implies a particular way of
relating to others using spoken discourse: this is not the same thing as
speaking a standard language, but if surveys of employers are to be
believed, it now has a market value in its own right.4 There is an obvious
parallel with the standard language case as discussed by Bourdieu, inso-
far as the possession of communication skills gives access to kinds of
work from which people who lack those skills are excluded.

It is evident however that the market for communication skills is a
socially differentiated one. The same criterion – ‘good communication
skills’ – may appear in job advertisements addressed to both senior exec-
utives and hospital cleaners, but these two occupational classes are
not expected to deploy the same verbal abilities for the same purposes,
nor can they expect to earn the same economic and symbolic rewards.
As educational institutions take more responsibility for developing (and
measuring, through the examination and qualification system) the
communication skills of young people, the question arises of what part
classroom attitudes and practices might play in the process of social
differentiation. Does the teaching of communication skills in educational
settings constitute different kinds of students (for example lower and
higher status ones, or male and female ones) as different kinds of com-
municators, who start off with differing aptitudes, are destined for differ-
ent social positions, and need therefore to develop different skills?

At this point I want to turn to a more detailed examination of some
educational initiatives concerned with communication. Though I am inter-
ested in the relationship between education and the workplace, I have
chosen not to look at those cases where that relationship is most straight-
forward – that is, at vocational courses (like Britain’s NVQs, mentioned
briefly in Chapter 1), where communication skills are defined with refer-
ence to the demands of a specific occupation. Such courses are in many
respects similar to the kinds of workplace training I considered in Chapters 3
and 4; I have therefore preferred to focus here on other and perhaps less
obvious instances. I have also selected examples that enable me to explore
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issues that bear less directly (though they do bear indirectly) on the
relationship of education to enterprise culture. I will consider, for exam-
ple, the way communication is treated in some programmes as a ‘life skill’
and a vehicle for teaching values to young people. I will also return to
the suggestion made above – that education plays a part in distributing
the cultural/linguistic capital communication skills represent, and that
it does so in ways that reflect and reproduce social differences. I will
start by examining how and why communication has recently begun
to figure more prominently in the curriculum of some élite educational
institutions.

The importance of being articulate:
cleaning up campus ‘mallspeak’

In January 1999 a new initiative in several institutions in the north-
eastern United States, including Mount Holyoke, Smith College and the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, was featured in the Boston Globe
under the heading ‘Talk is, like, you know, cheapened: colleges introduce
classes to clean up campus “mallspeak”’ (Zernike, 1999). Increasingly
concerned about students’ ability to express themselves well in speech,
the institutions in question had introduced more stringent speaking
requirements across the curriculum. Students were obliged to make more
oral presentations in class, and they were also encouraged to seek guid-
ance in ‘speaking centers’ – designed on the model of the ‘writing centers’
that are common on US campuses – where mentors and tutors would
critique their spoken performance. What makes this development note-
worthy is that it appears to depart from a longstanding tradition whereby
the most élite forms of education were also the most dominated by the
written word, with students’ ability to express themselves orally being
largely taken for granted. If prestigious institutions like MIT and Mount
Holyoke are now changing tack, it appears to be largely because of anxi-
ety about employability in an increasingly competitive market, where
communication skills are considered essential to graduates’ job prospects.
According to the Globe:

For years they [élite colleges and universities] disdained it [teaching spoken
language] as too vocational. . .But then alumni began reporting back their horror
at the way graduates spoke at job interviews, or remarking how unprepared
they felt to express themselves in the working world. . . .Prestigious degrees
won’t do students much good if they can’t project professionalism and poise in
a job interview.. .At several colleges, the new emphasis on speaking came out of
discussions on how to redefine the curriculum around ‘essential skills’. At
Mount Holyoke and MIT, formal alumni surveys cited a demand for students
with better speaking skills. (Zernike, 1999)
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Interestingly, however, the colleges’ concern about the way their
students speak takes a form that has obvious connections with more
traditional kinds of verbal hygiene – specifically, with the kind of élitist
prescriptivism that runs through what Milroy and Milroy (1991) call
the ‘complaint tradition’. The literature of linguistic complaint in/about
English began in the late medieval period and continues to the present
day. Its thesis is that language is in decline, and its recurring themes
include dialect variation, bad grammar, ugly ‘nasal’ accents, ‘sloppy’ pro-
nunciation, the misuse of words, and the inability of people today to spell
or punctuate correctly. The article ‘Talk is, like, you know, cheapened’
clearly belongs to this tradition; its point could be summarized as ‘stan-
dards have fallen so much that even our most distinguished institutions
of higher learning are having to teach their students how to talk properly’.
But the immediate cause for complaint is less traditional. ‘Mallspeak’ has
nothing to do with spelling and punctuation, it is not a matter of gram-
mar or pronunciation, nor is it a class or ethnic dialect: rather it is a phe-
nomenon of spoken discourse. The items that attract criticism are specific
to speech, and found mainly in interactive speech. Two are cited in the
title of the piece: you know and like used as discourse markers.5 Also in the
discourse marker category is I mean, which is mentioned later on. Like
(along with goes) comes in for further criticism in another function,
namely as a quotative introducing reported speech (‘and she’s like, what
were you thinking?’). The expression whatever (meaning something like, ‘I
know what you’re saying but I don’t agree/don’t care’) is also cited as a
recurring irritant, as is the high rising terminal intonation pattern, which
is presumably what is meant by a reference to ‘declaratives [that] often
end in a question mark’.

The main criticism made of the features defining mallspeak is not that
they are ‘incorrect’ in the manner of grammatical solecisms, but that they
are ‘inarticulate’. The president of Smith College is quoted in the Globe
saying that mallspeak is ‘minimalist, it’s reductionist, it’s repetitive, it’s
imprecise, it’s inarticulate, it’s vernacular. . .it drives me crazy’. A sopho-
more at Mount Holyoke offers one explanation for the fall into inarticu-
lacy: ‘School has become less formal over the years, so people don’t feel
as pressured to be articulate as they were in the olden days’. MIT
Professor Steven Pinker ascribes the problem to the recent spread of egal-
itarian attitudes, explaining: ‘there is a certain cult of inarticulateness. . . .
What the “likes” and “you knows” do is make the speaker sound less
emphatic and less dominant. They both bring you down to the same level
as everyone else’.

In sociolinguistic terms, the second part of Pinker’s explanation is
accurate: like and y’know can function as hedges (though they have other
functions too – see note 5). Hedges are expressions that reduce the force
of an utterance, conveying lack of certainty or commitment. Hedging is



often used for reasons to do with face, and as Pinker notes, one
face-related consideration is the need to appear ‘at the same level as
everyone else’. But it is not clear what that has to do with ‘a cult of
inarticulateness’. If like is not redundant or meaningless, but functional, if
it tells the hearer something that would not otherwise be apparent, why
would using it be a mark of inarticulacy, a term that suggests a lack of
expressiveness and precision?

The most likely answer takes us back to the point that writing rather
than speech has dominated the language attitudes and practices of élite
educational institutions. The definition of ‘articulate’ speech that seems
to be operative for those quoted in the Globe article (and indeed for its
author) is essentially ‘speech that resembles writing’: speech with the spo-
ken language features, the pauses and ‘fillers’, edited out. The characteri-
zation of high rising terminals as ‘declaratives [that] end in a question
mark’ shows just how far the bias to writing extends. (Elsewhere, the arti-
cle refers to students ‘replac[ing] commas with “you knows”’.) Speech, to
state the obvious, does not have punctuation marks; punctuation marks
in writing are necessitated by the unavailability of prosodic and para-
linguistic devices for structuring information or conveying attitudes to
propositions. Conceptualizing a rising intonation contour as a spoken
representation of a question mark and y’know as a ‘replacement’ for a
comma is possible only in a framework where written language is taken
as the prototype for language itself. Though any reasonable person would
immediately concede that speech comes before writing, both in the
history of humankind and in the life-history of individual humans, most
literate, educated people find it extremely difficult to think about lan-
guage without using the written form as a reference point. But the result
of judging speech on the same criteria that are applied to writing (an
activity whose product teachers are more used to evaluating against
well-established standards) is a rather trivial kind of verbal hygiene.
Eliminating stigmatized ‘mallspeak’ features from students’ speech is like
correcting misplaced apostrophes in their writing – it concentrates on
something symbolically significant but linguistically superficial.6 In the
terms I introduced in Chapter 3, this is ‘styling’ the students rather than
‘skilling’ them.

The spoken language instruction offered at places like MIT, Mount
Holyoke and Smith is reminiscent in other ways of the service sector
styling practices I examined in Chapters 3 and 4. For example, the college
speaking centers make use of technology in a way that recalls the practice
of ‘counselling’ in call centres. Like call centre operators and their super-
visors, students and their tutors are able systematically to critique small
details of performance by recording speech on tape, which they then play
back repeatedly. In both cases, technology makes possible a kind of atten-
tion to the minutiae of speech that was not feasible in the ‘olden days’.

132 Good to Talk?



This raises a point of more general significance. Linguists who are
interested in the structure of spoken discourse have called attention to the
descriptive advances made possible by technological innovations – first
audio and video recording, then more recently large on-line corpora of
spontaneous speech data (see for instance Cheshire, 1999). It is seldom
pointed out, however, that the same innovations have prescriptive appli-
cations too. Just as technology provides more powerful tools for describ-
ing ‘normal’ linguistic behaviour, so it offers new possibilities for
regulating that behaviour – and potentially, therefore, for changing what
is ‘normal’ in certain contexts.

Whatever the similarities between the two cases, it is clear that the reg-
ulation of spoken discourse among élite college students differs from the
styling of service employees in terms of its social meaning. What is ulti-
mately at issue in the case of the college students is the association of
‘articulacy’ in speech with authority, status and power in the world. If one
element in the anxiety about students’ speech is concern about employa-
bility (like and whatever are credited with the same malign power as aint
or multiple negation to scupper a candidate’s chances at a job interview)
another element is concern about the oratorical skills of future leaders.
West Virginia Senator Robert Byrd is quoted in the Globe worrying that if
Lincoln had been born in 1980 the Gettysburg address would have
started: ‘Four score and, like, seven years ago, you know, our forefathers,
uh, brought forth, you know.. .’. A director of one of the college pro-
grammes says that while high oratory is not needed on every occasion, it
should be in students’ repertoires. Whereas customer service regimes use
communication training to inculcate subservience, prescribing an infor-
mal, synthetically personalized style, the élite colleges use communica-
tion training to prepare their students for power by encouraging more
formal and impersonal – indeed, ‘rhetorical’ – ways of talking. The com-
munication skills acquired by students in élite colleges furnish a kind of
cultural capital that can be converted not only to economic capital in the
form of a high-paying job, but also to symbolic capital, a position of
authority and influence in society. In my next example, the relationship
between communication and power is rather different.

‘Basic lessons for living’: communication as a life skill

At the beginning of this chapter I quoted, once again, the BT Forum report
Communication: A Key Skill for Education, which suggests that ‘all children
benefit from learning skills that make them better friends, better life-
partners, better employees and better human beings’ (Phillips, 1998: 7).
The part of the report from which the quotation comes discusses an
approach to communication that is now widely advocated in the UK and
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the US, albeit as yet less widely put into practice.7 In this approach,
communication is treated as a ‘life skill’, an aspect of ‘social competence’
that is relevant not just to young people’s learning and their future
employment prospects, but to their general ability to function both inside
and outside the school. Where it has been taken up in schools, the life
skills approach to talk tends to find its home in the non-academic areas
of the curriculum, such as those dealing with personal, social, health and
citizenship issues. Sometimes the goal is to address social problems like
bullying and violence, substance abuse, teen pregnancy and sexually
transmitted diseases. Improving young people’s communication skills is
thought to give them resources for resisting peer pressure and dealing
with problems in more ‘constructive’ ways. In the US particularly, pro-
grammes with an overt ‘prevention’ agenda have proliferated in recent
years (though doubts have begun to be expressed about their effective-
ness, as I noted in Chapter 2).

The life skills approach has much in common with the quasi-
therapeutic uses of communication training to be discussed in Chapter 6,
and it might be asked whether there is any specifically educational ratio-
nale for it. One answer is given in the BT Forum report, where Angela
Phillips links communication skills with educational achievement in the
following way:

At the bottom end of the educational pyramid are some 10–20% of children
whose communication skills are so poor that they are virtually unable to access
learning at all. Some are so withdrawn that they barely engage with their
lessons and have difficulty making friends, others are so consumed with anger
that they act up and spend most of their lessons outside the classroom, or out-
side the school altogether. . . .[W]ithout special help, [disruptive children’s]
inability to understand and articulate their feelings adequately or to empathize
and to listen to others is liable to create problems for all. (Phillips, 1998: 7)

Communication is figured here as a kind of remedial subject for those
at the ‘bottom end of the educational pyramid’. Without communication
skills, Phillips suggests, such children are unable to learn anything in
school at all, and by implication they will enter the labour market severely
lacking in cultural capital. Although this is an argument for the educa-
tional importance of communication skills, it will be evident that it differs
markedly, not only from the arguments used to justify speech require-
ments in élite colleges, but also from the ‘oracy’ argument presented in,
for example, the Kingman Report. The oracy model accords talk primarily
intellectual functions (‘thinking through problems, discussing assigned
tasks and clarifying thought’), whereas in the life skills model the empha-
sis is more on self-discipline – the target skills include listening, concen-
trating, controlling anger and resisting the impulse to act in aggressive or
antisocial ways.
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Some arguments for the life skills approach are more explicit about its
social agenda. The BT Forum report quotes a comment made by Marianne
Talbot of the (UK) National Forum for Values in Education and the Com-
munity8: ‘We need young people to be truly educated, not just to read and
write but to be trustworthy and reliable. Communication is vital to teach-
ing values and values must be at the heart of the curriculum’ (Phillips,
1998: 7). This statement is made about ‘young people’ in general, but not
all commentators on the subject are so inclusive. In his bestselling popu-
lar psychology book Emotional Intelligence, for instance, Daniel Goleman
describes a number of ‘social competence’ or ‘emotional literacy’ pro-
grammes operating in schools in the US, and gives the following rationale
for them:

As family life no longer offers growing numbers of children a sure footing in
life, schools are left as the one place communities can turn to for correctives to
children’s deficiencies in emotional and social competence. . . .[S]ince virtually
every child goes to school. . .it offers a place to reach children with basic lessons
for living that they may never get otherwise. Emotional literacy implies an
expanded mandate for schools, taking up the slack for failing families in social-
izing children. (1995: 279)

Many of the ‘basic lessons for living’ that Goleman wants schools to
teach turn out to be lessons in effective communication. Much of what
is taught in the school ‘social competence’ or ‘emotional literacy’ program-
mes described in Emotional Intelligence echoes the content of the communi-
cation skills training materials for adults I reviewed in Chapter 2. For
instance, the ‘Self Science Curriculum’ used at the Nueva Learning Center
in California includes the following components (Goleman, 1995: 303):

• Communications: talking about feelings effectively; becoming a good listener
and question-asker; distinguishing between what someone does or says and
your own reactions or judgements about it; sending ‘I’ messages instead of
blame.

• Assertiveness: stating your concerns and feelings without anger or
passivity.

• Group dynamics: co-operation; knowing when and how to lead, when to fol-
low.

• Conflict resolution: how to fight fair with other kids, with parents, with
teachers; the win/win model for negotiating compromise.

Although only one of these components is actually labelled ‘commu-
nication’, all of them are clearly about particular ways of talking. The
recommendations are highly reminiscent of texts aimed at an adult
professional audience, such as Sandy McMillan’s How To Be A Better. . .
Communicator (1996). One specific point of resemblance is that ‘assertive-
ness’, a label which, again, is explicitly attached to only one item, is
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implicit in three out of the four. ‘Sending “I” messages instead of blame’
is a classic assertive strategy, while standard models for negotiation and
conflict resolution usually suggest that a positive outcome depends on the
parties adopting an assertive, rather than aggressive or passive, stance.

Another document reproduced by Goleman (1995: 301) is a list of the
‘active ingredients of [effective] prevention programs’ taken from the
report of a consortium that evaluated a number of social competence ini-
tiatives in schools over a five-year period. ‘Prevention’ here refers to the
agenda of most programmes, which was to prevent alcohol and drug
abuse; but the evaluators recommended that the same ‘key skills’ should
be covered in programmes of all kinds. Among their key skills are the fol-
lowing, relating to communication:

• Nonverbal – communicating through eye contact, facial expressiveness, tone
of voice, gestures and so on.

• Verbal – making clear requests, responding effectively to criticism, resisting
negative influences, listening to others, helping others, participating in pos-
itive peer groups.

Again, a number of features will seem familiar here from the discus-
sion of workplace communication training in earlier chapters. The placing
of nonverbal above verbal communication skills could conceivably be
arbitrary, but it certainly recalls the order of priorities in the materials I
discussed in Chapter 2, with their claim that nonverbal signals account for
more than half of any message. The first four items in the verbal category
are, once again, rather clearly related to the assertiveness paradigm (they
could be paraphrased as make requests directly, don’t be defensive, just
say no, listen actively).

Some of the workplace and self-study materials I examined in Chapter 2
placed emphasis on developing a vocabulary of emotion words. This
preoccupation is carried to remarkable lengths by school programmes in
‘emotional literacy’. One of the ‘active ingredients of prevention pro-
grams’ listed in the document I quoted earlier is ‘identifying and labeling
feelings’ (Goleman, 1995: 301); the Self Science Curriculum has as its first
component ‘observing yourself and recognizing your feelings; building a
vocabulary for feelings’ (1995: 303). Goleman gives an account of a fifth-
grade social competence class in an inner city school in New Haven. The
children have been asked to bring in a picture of a person’s face from a
magazine and name the emotion the face displays. The teacher makes a
list of the emotion words students offer, including sad, happy, worried,
excited, frustrated, aggravated. She goes on to distribute a worksheet depict-
ing faces that express the six ‘basic’ emotions (happy, sad, angry, sur-
prised, afraid, disgusted). What makes this an exercise in something more
than just vocabulary building is the belief that people who behave antiso-
cially often do so for one or both of two reasons: first, they are impulsive
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(they do not stop to think what they are feeling and why, but just act
as nameless emotions surge up in them); second, they misread others’
behaviour and facial expressions as hostile and threatening and retaliate
against non-existent provocations.

Much earlier in the book, Goleman explains there is a clinical condition
called alexithymia, ‘not having words for feelings’, which is thought to
result from a ‘disconnection between the limbic system [part of the brain
that controls emotional reactions] and the neo-cortex [where the brain’s
language centres are]’ (1995: 50). Alexithymics do not seem to know what
they feel. ‘Indeed’, says Goleman, ‘they seem to lack feelings altogether,
although this may actually be because of their inability to express emotion
rather than from an absence of emotion altogether’ (1995: 51). This for-
mulation is difficult to interpret (do alexithymics suffer from ‘an absence
of emotion altogether’ or just an inability to communicate what they are
feeling? If they suffer from both problems, does the first arise from the
second or the second from the first?). It also glosses over some compli-
cated questions familiar to philosophers and to ethnographers who study
cultural variation in the expression of emotion.

A concrete example may help to make these issues clearer. In her book
The Trouble With Boys, Angela Phillips (1994: 63) cites a study in which
juvenile offenders detained in penal institutions were asked to describe
how they felt. While both sexes reported a similar range of symptoms typ-
ically associated with depression (lack of motivation, disrupted sleep,
feeling isolated), only the young women said they were ‘depressed’; the
young men said they were ‘bored’. Phillips treats this as evidence of the
lack of emotional self-awareness our culture imposes on males, and as an
illustration of the damage it does (it is suggested that the young men’s
‘lack of a language’ prevented them from alerting anyone to their real
state of mind, thus increasing the risk they would attempt suicide). She
assumes that the young men and the young women were actually experi-
encing the same thing, and that this would be accurately described as
‘depression’ rather than ‘boredom’ – in other words, when the young men
reported their feelings they were making an error of fact. But there are
other possibilities. It is possible that each sex might actually feel some-
thing different. It is possible that young men know what depression is as
well as young women do, but think saying you are ‘depressed’ is incom-
patible with proper masculinity (in which case there may be a problem,
but it is not a lack of either self-awareness or vocabulary). 

Some linguists, psychologists and ethnographers have argued that
emotions themselves are culturally and linguistically constructed (see, for
instance, Harré, 1986; Lutz and Abu-Lughod, 1990). According to this
argument, we all start off ‘alexithymic’: our pre-linguistic experience is of
varying physiological states, and it is through contextualized learning,
crucially including the acquisition of our culture’s ways of speaking, that
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we learn that what we are feeling should be labelled ‘anger’ or
‘depression’. In this account, as in the emotional literacy paradigm, words
are all-important. The difference is, however, that Daniel Goleman and
the authorities he cites regard emotions as a kind of universal code: emo-
tional literacy consists in being able to name them correctly. In the con-
structivist approach, by contrast, feelings are brought into being as feelings
(as opposed to ‘raw’ bodily events) by speaking and acting in particular,
culturally ratified ways.

Emotion words are needed for making private experiences publicly
accessible, but the question remains whether the labelling just verbalizes
some objectively existing inner reality or whether it constructs an indi-
vidual’s experience in line with cultural norms of intelligibility and
appropriateness. If one inclines to the latter view, then training in how to
talk about one’s feelings becomes, arguably, less a ‘neutral’ exercise in
facilitating self-expression and more a matter of telling children how it is
normal, acceptable or desirable for them to feel in various circumstances –
which is to say, constructing for children a particular kind of self. Of
course, this is something that is done in some fashion by socializing
agents in any culture. To say it should not be done is equivalent to saying
that children should not be socialized. But acknowledging that children
need to be socialized to become competent members of their culture does
not rule out critical examination of the particular values that define ‘social
competence’ in a given programme of instruction. What and whose
values are they?

Daniel Goleman himself offers an answer to the ‘what’ question:

There is an old-fashioned world for the body of skills that emotional intelli-
gence represents: character. . . .The bedrock of character is self-discipline; the vir-
tuous life. . .is based on self-control. A related keystone of character is being able
to motivate and guide oneself, whether in doing homework, finishing a job, or
getting up in the morning. . . .[T]he ability to defer gratification and to control
and channel one’s urges to act is a basic emotional skill, one that in a former day
was called will. (Goleman, 1995: 285)

As for the ‘whose’ question: although Goleman cites a range of Western
thinkers from Aristotle to Amitai Etzioni in support of his description
of ‘character’, it is surely not accidental that the virtues he emphasizes
first – self-discipline, self-control, self-motivation – are ones that figure
prominently in the rhetoric of enterprise culture.9 Along with openness to
risk and change, self-government (discipline, control) and self-motivation
are the defining qualities of the enterprising individual.

Yet again I should point out here that there is nothing new in schools
setting out to inculcate particular social dispositions and moral values in
their students: that, as much as transmitting knowledge, has always been
a function of education. What is more interesting about the kinds of



initiatives I have been discussing in this section, however, is that they
make what Anthony Giddens (1991) calls ‘the reflexive project of the
self’ an explicit part of the remit of the school. ‘Emotional literacy’ pro-
grammes, in particular, involve the codification and systematic teaching
of techniques (and language) for being self-reflexive: for understanding
one’s feelings and behaviour through introspection, disclosing feelings
verbally to others and responding appropriately to others’ disclosure of
what they feel. Wanting children to develop these skills may not be new,
but setting aside classroom time for formal instruction in them is.

Which children are felt to be most in need of this kind of instruction?
Proponents of teaching communication as a life skill often assert that ‘all
children benefit’, but when they come to discuss the benefits in more
detail, the emphasis seems to fall sooner rather than later on children with
social problems. Our attention is directed to the need to improve the
communication skills of children whose educational attainment is low,
whose behaviour at school is disruptive, whose families are ‘failing’, and
who are seen to be at risk of falling into crime or drug abuse or premature
sexual activity. At the same time, commentators tend to downplay the fact
that the children who are talked about in these terms, and who are tar-
geted in many social prevention programmes, are not randomly distrib-
uted across classes, races and ethnic groups. Daniel Goleman carefully
does not specify a social location for ‘failing families’; Angela Phillips
talks about an ‘educational pyramid’ rather than a socio-economic hier-
archy, and she does not point out that poor and Black children are over-
represented among the ‘disruptive’ pupils who ‘spend most of their
lessons outside the classroom’. To raise these issues would also be to raise
the possibility that some children’s problems have more to do with
poverty and prejudice (including, some would argue, racism within the
school system itself) than with deficiencies in their communication skills.
If so, programmes of instruction in ‘social competence’ and ‘emotional lit-
eracy’ offer, at best, only a fraction of what those children need.

There is, however, one social difference that apparently does not need
to be downplayed in discussions of this topic. Angela Phillips’s silence
about the race and class distribution of pupils who are excluded from
school because of disruptive behaviour is in striking contrast with her
loquacity about their gender. She notes that 80% of them are boys, juxta-
posing this statistic with another: ‘at [age] 11 boys are, on average, some
nine months behind girls in the development of oracy’ (1998: 7). For good
measure she adds one of the findings of BT’s National Communication
Survey, conducted in 1996 with a sample of almost a thousand people:
males aged between 16 and 30 ‘considered communication to be substan-
tially less important’ than their female peers. She could equally have cited
the findings of a research report on ‘effective communication in the
teenage years’, according to which adolescent boys are generally less
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positive than girls about communication (Catan, Dennison and Coleman,
1996: 6). Whenever communication is discussed from an educational
standpoint, whether in relation to academic, vocational or social consid-
erations, the difference between boys and girls is likely to crop up as a
significant theme and an explicit cause for concern.

Boys and girls

The perception that girls and women are ‘better’ communicators than
boys and men is not confined to the educational domain. We have already
seen how it is used to justify sex discrimination in customer service-
oriented workplaces like call centres, and in Chapter 6 we will see that
it is also treated as common sense in advice on communication within
personal relationships. I have chosen to focus on it in this chapter as a
topic in its own right, however, because it is above all in relation to edu-
cation, and especially to schooling, that the alleged inferiority of male
communication skills has become a salient public issue.

In fact, the issue is not just communication skills: communication
is one strand in a more complex discourse about ‘underachievement’.
During the last few years of the 1990s, boys’ educational underachieve-
ment became a topic for extensive, anguished discussion among educa-
tion professionals and in the media in many parts of the English-speaking
world, including Australia, Britain, the Caribbean and the USA. In 1996
Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector of Schools for England and Wales desig-
nated underachieving boys as one of the most significant problems facing
the British education system. In 1997 educationalist Ted Wragg went fur-
ther, writing in the Times Educational Supplement that ‘as we enter the next
millennium it is the under-achievement of boys that has become one of
the biggest challenges facing society today’ (16 May, my italics). By 1998
the idea of male underachievement as a serious problem was established
not only in educational circles but in public discourse more generally. An
editorial in The Independent newspaper on 5 January, 1998, for example,
summarized what was fast becoming the orthodox view:

The male backlash is here, and it has nothing to do with Robert Bly discovering
the wild man banging bongos in American forests. We are talking about boys.
They cannot read, write their own names or speak properly. They are physically
and socially clumsy. . . .As a result. . .they are outnumbered in the work force and
left to their own criminal devices. (Marshall, 1998: 95)

Significantly, the first charge made against boys here is that they are
linguistically deficient: ‘they cannot read, write their own names or speak
properly’. The second charge makes reference to their being ‘socially
clumsy’: this too is at least partly an issue about the way they communicate,
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or fail to communicate, using language. The consequences mentioned by
the writer include boys being ‘outnumbered in the work force’ and ‘left to
their own criminal devices’. These images recur in discussions of ‘the trou-
ble with boys’. A great deal of current anxiety about male inability to com-
municate seems to express symbolically the fear that certain groups of men
(in particular, working-class men) will be doomed to perpetual unemploy-
ment in a service economy that disdains their traditional assets (physical
strength and stamina) and instead demands communication skills they do
not possess.10 Impoverished and marginalized, these men will express their
frustration and resentment in violent, disorderly and criminal behaviour. 

While this scenario may be extreme, it is not unreasonable to suggest
that the shift to a service economy affects the prospects of working-class
boys more adversely than it affects those of either girls or middle-class
boys. Pat Mahony (1998) reports, for instance, on a study in which school-
children were asked about their career aspirations and their attitudes to
particular school subjects. The research found that white working-class
boys aspired to do ‘tough’ manual jobs of the kind that are now scarce, or
else they hoped – unrealistically given their academic records – to enter
professions such as architecture and medicine. Not a single working-class
boy in the sample either wanted or expected to be employed in the service
sector. The concern this raises is that working-class boys lack any motiva-
tion to acquire the kinds of skills – crucially including communication
skills – that make school leavers employable in the new economy. As
Mahony comments (1998: 47): ‘If such employment as is available for
groups of young working-class people exists largely in the service indus-
tries, then it has to be recognized that these require high levels of exper-
tise in the expressive aspects of customer service’.

That most girls, by the time they leave school, have developed this
‘expertise’ to a higher degree than most boys is suggested not only by
anecdote and folklore, but arguably also by statistics on gender and edu-
cational achievement. Girls’ examination results at 16 are now generally
better than boys’11 (this recent reversal of an earlier tendency for boys to
outperform girls is a major factor in current anxieties about boys’ under-
achievement) but the gender gap is greatest in subjects like English and
modern foreign languages, which foreground language and communica-
tion. Specific concern has been expressed about boys’ approach to spoken
interaction in the classroom. A 1993 report on Boys and English issued by
the Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted) noted that boys behaved
differently from girls in group discussion: ‘They were more likely to inter-
rupt one another, to argue openly and to voice opinions strongly. They
were also less likely to listen carefully to and build upon one another’s
contributions’ (Ofsted, 1993: 16). The paragraph in which these observa-
tions are made concludes: ‘It is particularly important for boys to develop a
clearer understanding of the importance of sympathetic listening as a central
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feature of successful group and class discussion’ (Ofsted, 1993: 16, emphasis in
original). Joan Swann (1998) suggests that these comments have their
roots in the belief discussed earlier in this chapter, that oracy is a crucial
tool for learning. But it is not difficult to relate Ofsted’s concerns to the
issue of employability: the picture the report paints of boys interrupting,
arguing and not listening just confirms the suspicion that they lack ‘exper-
tise in the expressive aspects of customer service’. ‘Sympathetic listening’
is as much a central feature of, say, a call centre operator’s job as it is of a
successful group discussion at school. Pat Mahony poses the obvious
question (1998: 49): ‘Does the future lie in the reskilling (and “feminiza-
tion”?) of working-class boys. . .?’

While education professionals grapple with the question of whether
and how to ‘reskill’ boys for a changing economy, other professionals are
busy pathologizing boys, ascribing their communication skills deficit to
biological or organic causes. In a revealing essay titled ‘Law-and-Order
Science’, Philomena Mariani (1995) explains that increasing numbers of
American children – four fifths of them boys – are being diagnosed with
and treated for conditions like ‘attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder’,
‘oppositional defiant disorder’ and ‘conduct disorder’. A New York Times
editorial cited by Mariani glosses these ‘disruptive disorders’ in plain
English as ‘aggression, rowdiness, restlessness, loud-mouthedness, rebel-
liousness’. The Times sees such behaviours as features of normal boyhood,
but they are seen by many experts as harbingers of ‘antisocial personality
disorder’. Decisive intervention is called for to prevent the disruptive
child from becoming an antisocial and possibly criminal adult.

The phenomenon of ‘disruptive disorders’ may not seem on the face of
things to be related to the issue of gender and communication skills, but
closer examination reveals significant connections. Whether an individual
is ‘disruptive’ or ‘antisocial’ is often assessed clinically using criteria that
are partly or wholly to do with communicative behaviour. Thus among
the disruptive disorder symptoms listed in the Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM, the ‘bible’ of psychiatric medicine in the
US) we find ‘inattention’, ‘callousness’, ‘impatience’, ‘arguing’ and ‘bossi-
ness’. All of these may be manifested in specifically verbal/communicative
behaviour, while some (such as ‘arguing’) are exclusively and by defini-
tion linguistic. Indeed, it is striking that (with the possible exception of
‘callousness’), the combination of symptoms just listed looks remarkably
like the boys’ group discussion behaviour described in the Ofsted report.
But whereas Ofsted assumes that this behaviour is learnt and can be
unlearnt, many scientists and clinicians view disruptive disorders as
organic and permanent, though potentially controllable with drugs.12

According to Philomena Mariani (1995: 135–6), these disorders have been
theorized as the result of neurological impairments sustained at birth,
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less serious than full-blown brain damage but still capable of causing
behavioural problems. They are said to be more prevalent in males
because the embryonic male brain, ‘hardwired in utero by exposure to
testosterone’, is less flexible than its female counterpart, and more vul-
nerable therefore to injury.

The pathologizing approach described by Mariani can lead in two
directions. On one hand it may demonize boys as tomorrow’s criminals,
and legitimate extreme measures taken to control them. On the other
hand, it may promote the idea of boys as pitiable victims of their sex’s
inherent biological frailty. In 1998, for example, the New York Times marked
‘Take Our Daughters To Work Day’ (an annual event sponsored by
women’s organizations) with a front-page report headed ‘After Girls Get
the Attention, Focus Shifts to Boys’ Woes’ (Goldberg, 1998: A1). Psycho-
therapist Michael Gurian told the Times:

Four boys are diagnosed as emotionally disturbed to every one girl. . .two boys
are learning-disabled for every one girl. In grades, our boys now get worse
grades than our girls. If we go to brain-attention disorders, there are six boys
with attention deficit disorder to every one girl. If we go to teen deaths, there
are two teen boys dying for every one girl.

The kinds of clinical statistics Gurian adduces here can also lead dis-
cussion in two directions. The Times article, though written in the manner
of ‘balanced’ or ‘objective’ comment, seems to favour the view expressed
by some of the sources it quotes, that boys are being overdiagnosed with
various clinical conditions because society no longer has any tolerance for
normal boyishness. Elsewhere, however, statistics like these are seen as
offering support for a new wave of biological essentialism: the evidence
for superior female verbal, social and communication skills is allegedly so
compelling as to require explanation in terms of natural selection and the
genetically determined sex differences that result from it.

Along these lines, a 1997 study using girls with Turner’s syndrome
as subjects concluded that ‘social cognition’ – which was measured by
observing interactional behaviour, for instance whether subjects listened
without interrupting, and whether they demonstrated empathy – is
controlled by a gene on the paternally derived X chromosome (Skuse et al.,
1997). Turner’s syndrome girls have only one X chromosome, whereas
females normally have two; subjects who had got the X from their father
scored higher on social cognition measures than those who had got it
from their mother. This might imply that males (who invariably inherit
their X chromosome from their mother) are genetically less verbally and
socially skilled than females. Evolutionary psychologists have speculated
copiously on why such an arrangement would have advantaged our
distant ancestors, suggesting for instance that natural selection favoured
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males whose advanced spatial skills made them more effective hunters,
and females whose advanced communication skills made them more
effective social network builders.13

Whether females really do have an innate advantage in terms of
verbal skills is inevitably a complex and controversial question, and here
I do not want to digress too far into the arguments pro and con. However,
it is worth noting that in the opinion of some researchers, both expert and
popular belief in female verbal superiority (whether innate or acquired)
is much stronger than the evidence supporting that position. The most
recent meta-analysis of the relevant scientific literature reviewed
165 papers reporting research carried out on almost one and a half million
subjects in North America, and found male-female differences in verbal
ability so slight as to be statistically negligible. The authors comment: ‘A
gender difference of one tenth of a standard deviation is scarcely one that
deserves continued attention in theory, research or textbooks’ (Hyde and
Linn, 1988: 62). More recent neuroscientific work using PET and MRI
techniques14 has suggested that language is more strongly lateralized (to
the left hemisphere) in the male than the female brain. This may have
implications for the recovery of language functions by men and women
following injury to the left hemisphere, but not necessarily for the level of
verbal skill found in non-brain-damaged individuals: it appears that male
and females may use different parts of the brain to do essentially the same
things (Jaeger, 1998). It should also be pointed out that experimental work
on the hypothesis of female verbal superiority bears only marginally if at
all on anything that might be defined as a ‘communication skill’. Typical
experimental tasks are decontextualized and asocial (common ones include
generating synonyms, defining words, retrieving names for pictured
objects, and solving anagrams). It is questionable whether findings about
these ‘verbal skills’ tell us much about the sort of behaviour people have
in mind when they assert that women are ‘better communicators’.

Be that as it may, the renewed emphasis on male-female communica-
tional differences as reflexes of innate dispositions seems to be seeping
back into educational discourse. Traces of it can be discerned, for exam-
ple, in a recent document produced by the Qualifications and Curriculum
Authority (QCA), which examines (yet again) boys’ underachievement in
English. Titled Can Do Better (QCA, 1998), the document is intended to
help English teachers help boys by designing classroom activities to suit
their aptitudes better. It suggests for example that since boys have a
greater tendency than girls to go ‘off-task’, teachers should provide more
‘structured’ classroom tasks. Since boys have more difficulty in ‘talking
about their feelings’ it is important that they be given other things to talk
about. This contrasts with the 1993 Ofsted report, which recommended
helping boys understand the importance of sympathetic listening. The
QCA document seems more disposed to take differences between girls

144 Good to Talk?



and boys as given – boys just are better with structure and less good with
feelings. Teachers whose goal is to raise boys’ achievement have to work
with the grain of a masculinity that is assumed to be fixed and immutable. 

In all this discourse about boys and their inadequate communication
skills, two things seem to be rather consistently overlooked. One is the
question of masculine social privilege. Everyone agrees that boys’ verbal
disadvantage does not manifest itself in silence: on the contrary, as the
Ofsted report points out, they often dominate discussion, albeit in ways
their teachers do not consider constructive. Some researchers have sug-
gested that boys (and men) do not lack understanding of ‘the importance
of sympathetic listening’ and supportive verbal behaviour more gener-
ally, so much as they lack the motivation to do it themselves when girls
and women are there to do it for them (Jenkins and Cheshire, 1990;
Cheshire and Jenkins, 1991). It has also been suggested that if boys believe
they will not be disadvantaged in the labour market by their failure to
acquire ‘high levels of expertise in the expressive aspects of customer
service’, they may well be right. A study carried out in Australia found
that boys’ relatively poorer literacy skills did not prevent them doing bet-
ter economically than higher-achieving girls once out of school. ‘Young
men designated as having low and very low literacy levels were still able
to earn more than young women who had very high levels of literacy
achievement’ (Gilbert, 1998: 28). While I know of no similar studies exam-
ining the effect of oral communication skills – at this stage it would be
more difficult to find clear data on achievement levels – I would venture
to predict a similar pattern. In the real world, economic outcomes are not
straightforwardly a function of skills and qualifications. Consider the call
centre manager quoted in Chapter 4, who admitted to hiring women
because they were women, and not because of any skill they had actually
demonstrated during the selection process. This apparent reliance on
general preconceptions rather than concrete evidence about individual
performance supports Bethan Marshall’s contention that ‘it is not at all
clear that employers are even looking for the best qualified candidates’
(Marshall, 1998: 102).

The other point that is consistently overlooked is even more funda-
mental. It is that the phrase ‘communication skills’ names a cultural con-
struct, not a natural phenomenon with an objective existence in the world.
Whether some person, or group of people, has good, bad or indifferent
communication skills is entirely dependent on what ‘communication’ is
taken to be, and what is thought to constitute ‘skill’ in it. The statement
that ‘women and girls have better communication skills than men and
boys’ might be better rendered as something like: ‘the ways of speaking
this community currently values are more often observed among women
and girls than among men and boys’ – or better still, ‘are symbolically
associated with the behaviour of women and girls rather than that of men
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and boys’; for it is by no means obvious that all women possess the array
of verbal skills that are routinely attributed to them, nor that all men lack
those skills.

The attribution of superior communication skills to women and girls
has a number of real-world consequences, some of which are not espe-
cially positive for women. Being seen to have good communication skills
may mean, for example, that you get channelled into certain kinds of
work, especially routine service jobs whose pay and conditions make
them far from enviable. The idea of women as good communicators also
naturalizes the domestic division of labour whereby wives and mothers,
rather than husbands and fathers, are made responsible for maintaining
household harmony through talk (Fishman, 1983). In short, the postulate
of female verbal superiority is part of the apparatus that maintains the
current, unequal arrangement between the sexes. Maybe that is a reason
why it is reiterated so frequently and enthusiastically; in my own view it
is certainly a reason for feminists to treat it with the same scepticism as its
opposite, female inferiority.

Conclusion

Because the issue of gender difference is so overtly, indeed obsessively,
foregrounded in recent discussions of ‘communication skills’, commen-
tary on this subject can be used to illuminate the more general question of
how and why certain ways of talking come to be defined as ‘skilful’. The
interesting question about gender is not ‘who has better communication
skills, women or men?’, but rather ‘how and why has it come to be the
case that the ways of speaking we think of as “feminine” are also the ways
of speaking to which we accord the special value signalled by the juxta-
position of the words communication and skill?’

That this has come to be the case seems to me undeniable. Despite the
efforts of people like Deborah Tannen (1991; 1995) to persuade us that
women and men are communicationally ‘different but equal’, I suspect
that most readers of the Ofsted report quoted above would find it natural
to conclude that the boys who ‘argue openly and voice opinions strongly’
are less ‘skilled’ communicators than the girls who ‘listen carefully and
build upon one another’s contributions’. That evaluation is not made
overtly in the report, but it is suggested by the phrasing of the compari-
son: imagine how differently we might read the relevant passage if
the writer had said that ‘girls were less likely to assert themselves in
talk or show commitment to their own opinions’. Fifteen or twenty years
ago the author of a similar report might well have characterized the
same observed differences between boys and girls in exactly those terms.
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Yesterday’s orthodoxy was that girls and women had ‘communication
problems’, notably insecurity and lack of assertiveness. 

Throughout this book, by contrast, the evidence has been accumulating
that today, ‘skill’ in communication is strongly associated with such
‘feminine’ verbal behaviours as co-operation, rapport building, sympa-
thetic listening, showing empathy and projecting emotion, and not – or at
least, less – with such ‘masculine’ behaviours as verbal duelling, arguing,
dominating the floor, being cool and reserved. Jenny Cheshire and Nancy
Jenkins point out that this symbolically ‘feminine’ definition of skill is
institutionalized in the assessment criteria for the GCSE English oral exam-
ination, in which credit is given for ‘sensitivity and reciprocity’ whereas
‘competitiveness and point-scoring will not gain good marks’ (Cheshire
and Jenkins, 1991: 32). As they observe, both the assessed task itself (group
discussion) and the criteria used to judge performance in it could not be
more different from ‘that traditional oral exercise in the English classroom,
the formal debate’ – a discourse genre which might be said to represent the
ne plus ultra of competitiveness and point-scoring. 

The shift in emphasis from competition to co-operation may well
favour female students (though Cheshire and Jenkins argue that boys still
do better in GCSE oral exams than they deserve to; the support provided
by girls in group discussions makes up for boys’ lack of interpersonal
skills). Indeed, the whole discourse I have been examining in the section
could be seen as doing boys an injustice by ‘talking them down’, fostering
the tendency to view any and every boy as a priori communicationally
inept. But the underlying reasons why so-called ‘female’ communica-
tional styles are now valorized over ‘male’ ones have little to do with any
conscious conspiracy to advantage girls and women relative to boys and
men. Rather they reflect more general changes in our conception of the
‘good person’ (the flexible worker, the model spouse or parent, the
responsible citizen). Contemporary economic and social conditions, we
are repeatedly told by gurus from Tom Peters to Daniel Goleman, call for
people – of both sexes – who are team players rather than maverick indi-
vidualists, democrats rather than authoritarians, who prefer compromise
to conflict and who are fully ‘in touch with their feelings’.

This ideal of personhood also informs what is taught (and what is not
taught) in ‘life skills’ and ‘social competence’ programmes. Consider the
following description of ‘Circle Time’, an approach to teaching interper-
sonal and communication skills that is used in some British schools:

The object is to provide a safe environment in which everyone has an equal
opportunity to speak and to be listened to. . . .Within the circles children are
encouraged to talk about their feelings and about problems that may have
arisen at school (or elsewhere). However, no child may use the circle as a means
of shaming others. The emphasis is on expressing feelings rather than
accusations. . . .[I]f a child talks about having sweets stolen or being pushed
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around by another child, the circle may. . .offer support and talk about their own
experience of being victimized. . . .[The circles] encourage the very complex
social skill of mirroring (reflecting mood in a way which displays empathy).
(Phillips, 1998: 13)

The norms of Circle Time talk as described or implied in this passage
are evidently designed to promote discourse which is egalitarian, emo-
tionally ‘literate’, nonjudgemental, supportive and empathetic. Conversely,
they are intended to discourage more confrontational or adversarial forms
of discourse. Thus a child who has been the victim of stealing or bullying
may seek support from others in the circle, but s/he is specifically prohib-
ited from confronting the thief or bully.

Whatever one thinks of the discoursal (and moral) preferences embod-
ied in the practice of Circle Time, it clearly operates with a selective notion
of what constitutes’skill’ in interactive spoken discourse. (‘Mirroring’ is
encouraged; arguing, accusing and name-calling are not.15) Of course, the
same general observation about selectivity could equally be made about
the practices of the classical rhetoricians or the eighteenth-century salons:
different aspects of spoken language-use may be privileged in different
cultural and historical traditions, but all traditions are necessarily selec-
tive. What is striking in contemporary English-speaking cultures, how-
ever, is the degree to which the preferences exemplified in approaches like
Circle Time have come to define ‘communication skills’ across institu-
tions, contexts and domains. The same preferences can be found not only
in the educational settings considered in this chapter (the only exception
being the élite colleges, whose approach retains links with older traditions
of rhetorical training), but also in many of the workplaces whose training
and regulatory practices were discussed in the two preceding chapters.

Though education may take its cue from developments in the wider
world – in the case we have been examining, for instance, some important
changes have clearly been driven by the demands of the new capitalism –
education systems ultimately play a key role in ‘establishing the. . .hierar-
chy of linguistic practices’ (Bourdieu, 1991: 49), not least because they
oversee the distribution of qualifications which have national (and in
some cases international) currency. The more institutionalized certain
attitudes, values and practices relating to communication become in edu-
cational settings, the more important it is to remind ourselves that there is
nothing timeless, universal, natural or unchallengeable about the way the
category of ‘communication skills’ is presently defined. In the next
chapter I will continue this line of argument, considering ‘communica-
tion’ in those domains where talk is treated as a privileged means for
achieving personal happiness and individual self-fulfilment.
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6
COMMUNICATION AND THE
PURSUIT OF HAPPINESS

The main field of morality, the part of ourselves which is most relevant for
morality, is our feelings

– Michel Foucault, ‘On the Genealogy of Ethics’, 1983

Unless you’re able to recognize your own feelings, you won’t be able to express
them clearly and be open with other people. If you’re not able to recognize other
people’s feelings, you’ll only ever understand part of their picture

– TalkWorks: How to Get More Out of Life through Better
Conversations, British Telecom, 1997

In 1995 British Telecom set up the BT Forum ‘to help BT learn more about
the human side of communication’. In 1996 the Forum commissioned

market researchers to carry out the first of a projected series of National
Communication Surveys. The researchers interviewed a random sample
of 993 respondents. The four ‘headline findings’ presented in the execu-
tive summary of their report (BT n.d.) were: ‘good communicators lead
happier lives’ (endorsed by 83% of those questioned); ‘making the effort
to communicate is the key to happy relationships with people’ (73%); ‘the
best way to resolve a disagreement between two people is to get them
talking’ (78%) and ‘many arguments would be resolved if people commu-
nicated better’ (71%).

As significant as the fact that so many people agreed with them is the
fact that these particular statements were presented for their consideration
in the first place. Respondents were not asked, for example, whether they
agreed that ‘good communicators can more easily manipulate people and
get their own way’, or that ‘many arguments would never happen if
people talked less’. Communication is axiomatically a good thing, a vital
ingredient in a happy, harmonious existence. 

Tamar Katriel and Gerry Philipsen (1981) made a detailed investiga-
tion of the term communication in the usage of two women in the American
Pacific Northwest, who were asked to keep a log of communicative events



they engaged in over a period of time, and were also observed and
interviewed. Both informants distinguished ‘communication’ (sometimes,
‘real communication’) from ‘mere talk’, ‘small talk’ or ‘normal chit-chat’.
What made mere talk into ‘communication’ was a combination of three
main factors. First, it had to be close – conducted either in a context of
existing intimacy or in order to create intimacy. Second, it had to be
supportive – not agonistic or simply neutral. Katriel and Philipsen suggest
that supportiveness is marked by one party’s self-disclosure and the
other’s ‘empathic listening, nonjudgemental comments and non-
inquisitiveness’ in response to what is disclosed (1981: 312). Third, it had
to be flexible – the parties had to be open to each other, receptive to feed-
back and to the possibility of change occurring (the informants often
referred to this change as ‘growth’).

This notion of ‘communication’ was articulated alongside a particular
view of the self and its relationships with others. The informants were of
the opinion that each person has a unique individual self, which is capa-
ble of some change but retains a continuous core. This core self however
needs validation from other people if it is to remain strong and healthy. In
an observation that might seem to prefigure Anthony Giddens’s (1991)
arguments about the reflexive construction of self-identity and the impor-
tance of ‘pure’ relationships in late modern societies, Katriel and Philipsen
note that, viewed from this perspective, ‘communication’ becomes

. . .both vitally important and highly problematic. If people are unique, the kind
of mutual disclosure and acknowledgement entailed in communication provide
a necessary bridge from self to others. But if people are unique, they also lack
the mutuality necessary for achieving interpersonal meaning and co-ordination.
(1981: 304)

Another interesting finding of Katriel and Philipsen’s study is that the
informants persistently talked about ‘communication’ as a kind of work.
They spoke of ‘working’ both on their relationships and on themselves,
and of making ‘efforts’ to communicate. They represented personal life as
an endless round of problem-solving: ‘in this orientational system, not
having a problem is interpreted as suppression or reluctance to face the
problems one “must have” by virtue of being “alive” in the world today’
(Katriel and Philipsen, 1981: 312). The kinds of talk informants identified
as ‘communication’ or ‘real communication’ invariably revolved around
the airing and the sharing of problems. As the researchers remark (1981:
311), if Hamlet had lived in late 20th century America he ‘would have
tried to sit down and talk things over with his family’. 

The idea that communication is work (not recreation) and that it is part
of the ‘job’ of constructing both personal identity and interpersonal rela-
tionships is one point of contact between the rhetoric of ‘personal growth’
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and the culture of ‘enterprise’. It might be suggested that the private
pursuit of happiness takes on such significance in contemporary societies
because people look to their private lives to compensate them for the
stress and alienation that prevail elsewhere. Alternatively it could be
argued that ‘working’ towards the goal of personal happiness is just
another way of being enterprising: private life is not a refuge from the
demands of enterprise culture but is increasingly subject to those same
demands itself. It is seen, like working or learning, to require a particular
set of ‘skills’: texts in the ‘personal growth’ mode (such as Daniel
Goleman’s Emotional Intelligence (1995), which I referred to in Chapter 5,
and BT’s TalkWorks materials (1997), discussed below) often refer to com-
munication as a ‘life skill’.

Katriel and Philipsen’s study invites the objection that two informants
constitute a very small sample on which to base conclusions about ‘“com-
munication” as a cultural term in some American speech’ (the subtitle of
their article). However, their observations are supported by a study of a
much larger corpus, consisting of over a year’s output of a US television
talk show, Donahue, which was carried out by Donal Carbaugh and pub-
lished in his book Talking American (Carbaugh, 1988). Carbaugh argues
that talk shows are a particularly rich source of insight into two culturally
salient, and connected, discourses: a discourse of personhood, and a dis-
course on ways of speaking.

Thank you for sharing: ‘communication’ on talk shows 

Donahue (named after the show’s host Phil Donahue) belongs to the
‘issue’ subgenre of talk shows; at the time of Carbaugh’s research it was
the outstanding example of this type. The ‘issue’ format contrasts with an
older ‘personality’ format in which the host interviews one or more
celebrity guests.1 Guests on ‘issue’ shows are not celebrities but people
who can talk about a given topic on the basis of either personal experience
or professional expertise. As Carbaugh notes, there is a preference for
persons with somewhat unusual experiences – in his Donahue corpus
we encounter born-again strippers, gay atheists, children who have
‘divorced’ their parents, and nurses who abused drugs on the job. The
other characteristic element is a studio audience of ‘ordinary’ people who
are invited to express their views on what is said by the guests, whether
as individuals or collectively through co-ordinated joint responses like
applause. The host frames, facilitates and referees the discussion. 

Carbaugh argues that three ways of speaking are treated as normative
in the world of the issue-based talk show: ‘being honest’, ‘sharing’ and
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‘communication’. In fact, his analysis suggests that ‘communication’
subsumes the other two rather than being distinct from them. It is that
highly valued kind of interpersonal exchange in which people are ‘hon-
est’ and in which they ‘share’ themselves – they are open with others and
also open to others. That this is regarded as, in BT’s words, ‘the key to
happy relationships with people’ is attested by many remarks made on
Donahue. ‘The only thing that saved Craig and me is the communication’,
comments one woman on her marriage, while a new stepfather describes
his difficult relationship with his stepchildren by saying ‘I’m working at
it. We’re communicating better’. There is however one sense in which
‘communication’ does seem to be distinct from ‘being honest’ and ‘shar-
ing’. Carbaugh finds (as did Katriel and Philipsen) that ‘communication’
is conceptualized as something that occurs in private between intimates.
Thus talk show participants often refer to it (as in the remarks quoted
above), but it is not what they take themselves to be doing in the (public,
non-intimate) context of the talk show itself.2 By contrast, ‘being honest’
and ‘sharing’ are important norms within talk-show discourse. Since they
are also components of ‘communication’ in more intimate contexts,
Carbaugh’s analysis of what they are taken to mean on Donahue sheds
light on the overall meaning of communication, and especially on its rela-
tionship to a particular concept of personhood. 

On Donahue, and also, according to Carbaugh, in mainstream US
culture more broadly, persons are understood to be unique individuals
who are endowed with inalienable rights, crucially including the right
to free speech. The communicational imperative that follows is ‘self-
expression’: to speak is to make public those ideas, beliefs and feelings
that belong (uniquely) to the individual. Individuals are not just permit-
ted but actively encouraged to ‘say what they have to say’. But Carbaugh
points out that when everyone is taken to have the same right to free self-
expression, a tension or contradiction is set up: some opinions are not
freely expressible because they infringe the rights of others to say and
believe what they like. ‘A speaker does not have a right to any opinion
which extends beyond the individual, that is stated for another or is, in a
sense, of social concern. Opinions stated as such are heard to violate the
rights of others by “imposing” on them’ (Carbaugh, 1988: 30). On Donahue
a norm which Carbaugh labels ‘righteous tolerance’ is strictly enforced.
People who ‘impose’ their views on others are negatively sanctioned,
while people who share their honest opinions, but on the basis that they
speak only for themselves, may be applauded without regard to the
actual substance of what they say. The individual who expresses a view
generally felt to be repulsive, or insane, nevertheless deserves credit for
‘sharing’ and/or ‘being honest’. Where the audience is inclined to with-
hold that credit (from criminals or obvious bigots, for instance), Phil
Donahue often intervenes to remind them of their obligation.
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Donahue also regularly makes the move of sanctioning participants
who appear to be advancing their own opinions as universally valid
truths. For example, on one show a woman spoke forcefully against
open adoption (that is, adoption arrangements in which children have
ongoing contact with their natural parents) arguing that this was bad
for the children involved and should therefore be outlawed. Donahue
responded: ‘no one is going to deny you your position but the question is
why do you impose it on others?’ (Carbaugh, 1988: 30). It is not only the
host who can appeal to this principle of non-imposition. In another strik-
ing example, a young Christian fundamentalist expressed his resentment
about having been taught evolutionary science in school by suggesting
that those responsible had ‘imposed’ their own views and denied him the
‘choice’ to learn creationist doctrine. Invoking the norm of righteous tol-
erance is a highly effective rhetorical strategy on Donahue and can usually
be relied upon to elicit applause. Carbaugh quotes another instance where
a man who was ‘married’ to both a man and a woman responded to
criticism from an audience member by exclaiming: ‘I respect your views
of morality and I would expect you to respect mine’. This remark sits
uneasily with the conventional view of ‘morality’ as a domain of collective
judgements on right and wrong – agreeing to respect any and every ‘view
of morality’ arguably means abandoning moral judgement as such – but
the comment was nevertheless greeted with approbation.

The research of Katriel and Philipsen (1981) and of Carbaugh (1988)
suggests that communication in mainstream US usage denotes that form of
talk in which people ‘work’ towards self-understanding, personal growth
and intimacy with others. This talk is characterized by honesty, sincerity,
openness and supportiveness; it is governed by a norm of ‘righteous tol-
erance’ according to which everyone has a right to their opinion, but it is
not legitimate to impose your opinions on others or to judge them. These
particularities of ‘communication’ also reflect more general convictions
about persons and what is due to them: in particular that each person is
unique, and is individually endowed with inalienable rights. Carbaugh,
Katriel and Philipsen treat the meanings they uncover as peculiarly
‘American’, but as the findings of the (British) National Communication
Survey suggest, similar attitudes to ‘communication’ can also be found
outside the US. No doubt the cultural influence of the US (exerted not
least through its popular television) is one relevant consideration here.
More fundamentally, it seems likely that the liberal individualism and
preoccupation with self which are so apparent in Donahue will be charac-
teristic generally of late modern cultures, where the individual’s bio-
graphy and identity are not determined by tradition or social role but
must be reflexively constructed.3

But one might also suggest a more specific source for the norms and
beliefs discussed by Carbaugh and Katriel and Philipsen. Though these
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researchers analyse ‘communication’ as a ‘ritual’ whose main function
is to reaffirm the status of a ‘sacred object’, namely the self, rather sur-
prisingly they do not consider its possible relationship to another form of
ritualized self-examination conducted through talk: therapy. 

Talk as therapy

I use therapy here as an umbrella term covering not only prototypical cases
involving a ‘therapist’ and one or more ‘clients’ in some sort of clinical set-
ting, but also counselling, self-help enterprises like the meetings which
support people ‘in recovery’4, and the discourse of popular psychology,
both print and broadcast. Though it might seem cavalier to put such
diverse phenomena together, for the purposes of this discussion they are
linked, to each other and to ‘communication’, in two important ways.
They are concerned with the self and its relationships with others; and
they assume the efficacy of talking for solving personal and interpersonal
problems.

The father of the ‘talking cure’, Freud, famously said that it was
not intended to make people happy, but only to put ordinary unhappiness
in place of neurotic illness. But while some of those who seek therapy
today are, indeed, ill and their goal is simply relief, many more do not
have mental health problems. They may be unhappy or dissatisfied with
themselves and their lives, or they may be using therapy as a means to
the self-knowledge and understanding that underpins the reflexive
construction of self-identity. Just as some people maintain their bodily
fitness by going regularly to the gym, so going to a therapist or a self-
help group or ‘recovery’ meeting may be treated as a kind of ‘self-
maintenance’. The forms of therapy I will be most concerned with here
are those which, while they may on occasion be undertaken in a clinical
context, are widely used by (or, as we will see, on) people who have no
official clinical diagnosis.

In Chapter 2 I suggested that ‘therapy’ is the source – albeit not
always explicitly acknowledged as such – of a significant proportion of
the knowledge and advice found in communication training texts, and in
particular, it often provides the overarching framework in which general
principles of interaction are presented. Thus in a sample of materials
produced either for workplace training purposes or for general public
consumption under the heading of ‘self-improvement’, I noted that rec-
ommendations drawn from the theory and practice of ‘assertiveness’
appeared in every item, while the conceptual apparatus and terminology
of ‘transactional analysis’ appeared in several items. Below I will also
draw attention to the close resemblance that exists between the norms of
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therapeutic talk and the norms of the TV talk show as described by
Donal Carbaugh. The appearance of identifiably ‘therapeutic’ rules for
speaking in such disparate contexts tends to support the argument made
by Norman Fairclough (1989; 1992) that ‘therapy’ has become what
he calls a ‘discourse technology’, a way of talking which, although orig-
inally developed for one purpose (the ‘talking cure’), has come to be
regarded as useful for many others. Therapeutic discourse strategies
are seen as useful for encouraging self-disclosure and reflexivity,
whether in job interviews or on television or, as we will see, in ordinary
casual conversation. 

The process of ‘technologizing’ encourages the use of therapeutic
paradigms in ways that are simultaneously eclectic (putting different sys-
tems together) and selective (taking from each of them only what seems
immediately relevant to the purpose at hand). This entails ignoring what
are, in the therapeutic milieu, significant theoretical differences. For
instance, assertiveness comes out of a behaviourist tradition, explicitly
opposed to classical psychoanalysis (Rakos, 1991), whereas transactional
analysis is more indebted to the analytic tradition and places emphasis
on reading clients’ current behaviour with reference to their experiences
in early childhood (Berne, 1975). But in non-therapeutic contexts such
differences need not signify. Assertiveness and TA become just ‘tools’ for
helping people communicate more effectively. There is no reason why
bits of both approaches should not be presented in the same training
course or text. 

The ‘technologizing’ of therapy goes along with the shift away from
treating talk as ‘polite social intercourse’ and towards treating it as a
means to ‘the intimate meeting of minds and sympathies’ (Zeldin, 1998:
94). But it is possible to be more specific about what it is that therapy
offers. Susan Gal reminds us that beliefs about what is desirable in the
speech of this or that group of people always go along with more wide-
ranging beliefs about ‘the nature of persons, of power and of a desirable
moral order’ (Gal, 1995: 171). These are precisely the concerns which are
foregrounded in various practices of therapy. In therapeutic settings,
moreover, beliefs about what persons are and how they should act are often
encapsulated in norms that are specifically linguistic.

Consider the following extract from a group therapy session, recorded
and transcribed by Cathryn Houghton (1995: 123–4). This session took
place in a therapeutic institution in the US whose inmates were young,
mainly Latina women. They had been involuntarily removed from their
own communities and institutionalized as a result of their socially ‘deviant’
behaviour, which consisted in most cases of having had children they
could not support economically through waged labour. Single mothers
dependent on welfare, they were perceived as ‘irresponsible’ in their atti-
tudes to sex, parenthood and work. The institution sought to inculcate



more ‘responsible’ attitudes through group therapy, as well as to prepare
the women for the labour market through vocational training. In this
extract from a group session, one young woman, Mirna, is talking about
wanting to have a baby, when the therapist intervenes:

Mirna: You know how that is, 
when you just want to have a baby, 
just something that is yours 
and belongs to you. . .

Therapist: No Mirna 
we don’t know how it is
please tell us
but don’t say ‘you’
it is your experience not ours
so you need to say ‘I’ instead of ‘you’
this is how I feel when I see a baby.

Mirna: OK. I.
Therapist: So how does it feel to say ‘I’?

What is most immediately striking in this extract is the explicitness
with which the therapist invokes a particular rule of speaking – that in
talking about one’s own experiences and feelings, it is obligatory to use
the pronoun ‘I’. This could be seen as a more overt version of the precept
Donal Carbaugh identified as salient for talk show participants, namely
that one should share one’s own experiences but not presume to speak
for/about others. As Houghton points out, by invoking this rule the ther-
apist is denying something Mirna’s own choice of pronoun asserts, or
presupposes, namely that the experience of ‘just wanting to have a baby’
is not Mirna’s alone, it is shared by (at least) the people she is addressing.
The therapist has no hesitation in using a collective pronoun, we, to inval-
idate this presupposition: ‘no Mirna we don’t know how it is. . .it is your
experience not ours’. In the context of this interaction, it is possible and
even likely that most participants would in fact claim to ‘know how it is’,
since they have made similar choices in similar circumstances themselves.
However, the therapist is using her institutional authority to remind them
that one of the rules of therapy talk is to present oneself as an autonomous
individual subject whose experiences and feelings are unique, and to
make the same assumption about the subjectivities of other people. (In
some therapeutic approaches, there is a technical term for failure or
refusal to accept the postulate of autonomy and separateness from others:
‘co-dependency’.)

Houghton analyses the therapist’s intervention as an attempt to
impose on Mirna the mainstream US cultural norm of individualism. In
other words, saying I is not just a stylistic detail but the linguistic
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instantiation of a particular ideological conception of ‘the nature of
persons’. It also implies a ‘desirable moral order’, one in which individu-
als act autonomously and take responsibility for their own behaviour
(in therapy this is sometimes called ‘owning’ your problems or feelings).
Individualism is, as Houghton says, a mainstream cultural norm, not
confined to therapeutic institutions. But what is different about the
therapeutic institution is that here, to a much greater degree than in
everyday life, or even on talk shows, the axiom ‘everyone is a unique
and autonomous individual’ is translated into a discourse norm, namely
‘saying I’. In ordinary conversation it would be extremely marked behav-
iour to correct someone’s choice of pronoun in the way the therapist
corrects Mirna’s. 

Even more marked, from the point of view of ordinary interaction, is
the therapist’s question: ‘so how does it feel to say I?’ Not only this ques-
tion but the extract as a whole illustrates another respect in which thera-
peutic discourse norms formalize certain beliefs and values as norms of
talk: it is considered important that feelings should not merely be felt, but
actively verbalized. Again, this is not exclusively a therapeutic principle.
A cliché of ordinary talk (also enacted in the ‘sharing’ of talk-show talk)
is, ‘don’t bottle things up’: that is, don’t keep feelings inside yourself, let
them out by talking (and perhaps other kinds of communicative behav-
iour, like crying). This expression draws on one of Lakoff and Johnson’s
‘metaphors we live by’ (1980), the common metaphor of the human body
as a container and emotions as its liquid contents. To ‘bottle up’ feelings
is to prevent them finding an outlet, and the result is likely to be a sudden
uncontrollable explosion. Talking is good because it ‘defuses’ explosive
inner states. But in therapy, typically, the goal is not only to provide an
outlet for ‘bottled up’ feelings, it is also to make those feelings available
to therapist and client(s) for inspection and reflection – to speak them so
that they may subsequently be spoken about. 

In the case studied by Cathryn Houghton, the ultimate object is to
change the feelings of inmates. The point of sending people like Mirna to
institutions whose regimes are (at least in the view of the authorities) ther-
apeutic rather than merely punitive is that changing their outward behav-
iour is believed to depend on changing deeper-rooted attitudes and
desires. Houghton comments: ‘It is a firmly held tenet of clinical practice
that internal change and ideological reorientation cannot be motivated by
coercive measures alone. . .To capture the words that reverberate through-
out the therapeutic milieu, “you have to want to change”’ (1995: 123). Yet
again, though, it bears pointing out that the therapeutic milieu is not the
only one in which this sentiment, if not the mantra itself, ‘reverberates’.
The preference for persuasion over pure coercion, and for self-direction
over direction by others, pervades many of the disciplinary institutions of
late modern societies. Although it continues to be contested in some areas
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(such as the treatment of criminals) it has basically prevailed in relation to
child-rearing practices, education, employment (where the philosophy of
‘empowerment’ very obviously instantiates it) and such state-sponsored
practices as health and sex education, social work and probation services.
The preference for persuasion goes along with an assumption that almost
every person is educable, capable of improvement if properly motivated.
And this also assumes that people direct their own actions; they are not
just fated to be unhappy or destined to do evil. Similar ideas are expressed
in the ‘conversion narrative’ which is a staple of talk shows (‘I was a strip-
per until I found Jesus’, or ‘I used to beat my wife, but I’ve learnt to man-
age my anger’), and in the concept of ‘personal growth’ which loomed
large in the talk of Katriel and Philipsen’s informants.

I am suggesting, then, that ‘therapy’ is significant, not because it
stands apart from other cultural practices, but on the contrary, because it
is an activity in which many of the themes of modern Western common-
sense discourse come together. In therapy, commonplace presuppositions
about the self and about moral conduct are made particularly explicit
(because the self is the overt focus of therapeutic discourse), and these
presuppositions are also quite often embodied in explicit rules for speak-
ing. This is why therapy is a good candidate for ‘technologization’.
Because its discourse norms are based on beliefs that are also widely held
outside the therapeutic context, it is easy to adapt the same norms to
different settings and purposes.

The concept of the self as unique, autonomous, endowed with
rights, capable of ‘growth’ but possessed of what one of Katriel and
Philipsen’s informants called a ‘core’, an essential personality formed
early in life and unchanging thereafter – is found in many or most forms
of therapeutic practice. Freud may have challenged the idea of stable,
unified, rational and autonomous selves with his concept of the
unconscious, but as some of his post-structuralist interpreters have
pointed out, many therapists who locate themselves in the psycho-
analytic tradition have in practice continued to idealize autonomy, unity,
rationality and stability. The same tendency is also evident in therapeutic
practices which are not, or are only tenuously, in the Freudian tradition,
and in most of the products of self-help and popular psychology. The
idea of therapy as a means to ‘self-knowledge, ‘self-discovery’ and ‘self-
realization’ assumes the prior existence of a stable self for the individual
to know, discover or realize. In the field of communication, as noted
above, the analogue of therapy’s ‘self-discovery’ is ‘self-expression’.
Communication is conceptualized, implicitly if not explicitly, as the
expression of thoughts, experiences and feelings by one unique
autonomous self to other similarly constituted selves. Subjectivity is not
constructed in talk, nor are experiences and feelings jointly constructed
by the participants in an interaction; they are ‘inside’ the individual

158 Good to Talk?



Communication and the Pursuit of Happiness 159

waiting to be communicated to other individuals through verbal, vocal
and visual behaviour.

This model has consequences for what comes to be defined as a ‘com-
munication problem’ or a ‘communication skill’. One type of ‘communi-
cation problem’ arises when an individual does not try to communicate
what is inside (is not open, does not ‘share’), misrepresents what is inside
(is not ‘honest’) or fails to represent what is inside intelligibly because
s/he does not possess sufficient skill. Another type of problem arises
when the individual in the role of listener is inattentive or unskilled, and
so fails to grasp what other speakers are communicating about them-
selves (‘their selves’). These are the problems implicitly or explicitly
addressed in guidance texts under headings like ‘being direct’, ‘making
messages consistent’, ‘talking about feelings’, listening ‘actively’ or ‘sen-
sitively’ and ‘avoiding misunderstandings’.

Other ‘communication problems’ arise from the tension Carbaugh
notes between individuals’ right to free expression and their obligation
not to impose on others or judge others. This contradiction is at the heart
of advice on assertive communication, defined succinctly in one of the
training texts I examined in Chapter 2 as ‘standing up for your own
rights while respecting the rights of others’. Assertiveness is supposed
to represent a golden mean in between two more problematic positions:
submissiveness (failing to stand up for one’s own rights) and aggres-
siveness (showing insufficient respect for others’ rights). The framework
of rights also motivates a number of more specific principles governing
assertive interaction. For instance, it is commonly stated that ‘every-
one has a right to their feelings’, which would be a redundant banality
if it did not also imply that everyone has an obligation to acknowledge,
without judging, the feelings expressed by others. The prohibition on
judging others – not only their feelings but also their beliefs and
goals – is a key discourse norm in all kinds of therapeutic and quasi-
therapeutic enterprises (not only assertiveness training but also,
for instance, counselling and twelve-step programs). Richard Rakos
remarks in a discussion of the history and philosophical underpinnings
of assertiveness training that one of the things that helped to popularize
it in the 1960s and early 1970s was ‘the rejection of absolute standards
of morality, which was, in reality, a corollary of the discreditation of
societal establishments. . .Ethical relativism emerged as an explicit
characteristic of behavior therapy’ (Rakos, 1991: 4). The same observa-
tion could equally be made about other therapeutic paradigms
that became popular during the same period (such as transactional
analysis).

On reflection it might be asked, though, whether the observation is not
a little disingenuous. We have already encountered one instance – the
therapeutic regime imposed on Mirna and her peers – to which the
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description ‘ethical relativism’ is scarcely applicable. Even if we were to
exclude cases like this on the grounds that they are ‘abuses’ of therapy
rather than examples of good practice, it could still be argued that ther-
apy has a moral agenda. As Donal Carbaugh remarks about the talk-show
norm of ‘righteous tolerance’, the emphasis placed on ‘relativism’ – on the
fact that talk-show participants or participants in therapy have differing
opinions, values or moral standards – plays down what, at a more
fundamental level, is a matter of consensus; to wit, that the only acceptable
response to these differences is tolerance. The speaker who says ‘I respect
your views of morality and I would expect you to respect mine’ is at
one level making a ‘relativist’ statement (‘there is no single moral code
that everyone must subscribe to’). At the same time, his formulation ‘I
would expect you to. . .’ suggests there is, in fact, at least one moral prin-
ciple that applies absolutely (‘don’t assume the right to judge other
people’). This is not an ideologically neutral principle; rather it belongs to
the ideology of liberalism. What Richard Rakos calls therapy’s ‘ethical rel-
ativism’ is actually an expression of liberal beliefs about what constitutes
a ‘desirable moral order’. To the extent that therapeutic practices embody
liberal values, they cannot be said to be ‘value free’. Nor, as I will argue in
more detail below, can advice on communication that draws on thera-
peutic models.

In this section I have argued that the assumptions underlying the con-
cept of ‘communication’ which researchers have found attested in folk
and popular culture (here I include both academic researchers, such as
Carbaugh, Katriel and Philipsen, and market researchers, such as those
responsible for BT’s National Communication Survey) are very similar,
indeed in some cases identical, to the assumptions underlying numerous
variants of the ‘talking cure’. Indeed, it does not seem unreasonable
to suggest that therapeutic discourse and practice may be the main
source for contemporary folk-beliefs on the subject. This is not to say that
most people have first-hand experience of being ‘in therapy’ (even in
America!5). But there are many other channels through which therapeutic
precepts are made available to a wider public. They include popular
psychology and self-help literature, women’s magazines, print and
broadcast interviews in which celebrities discuss addiction and recovery,
talk shows of the Donahue type (many of which employ a counsellor
or therapist in an advisory role, as well as inviting therapists to appear
as guest experts), educational programmes of the ‘life-skills’ variety,
and public health information on subjects like childcare, sex, drugs,
bereavement.

If therapy exerts a particularly strong influence over prevailing expert
and lay definitions of ‘communication’, of the ‘problems’ it poses and the
‘skills’ it demands, what are the implications of that influence? It may be
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that for the purposes of therapy itself, norms like ‘being honest’ and ‘not
judging’ are well motivated; but what does it mean when the same norms
are recommended and taught as the standard for all kinds of other activ-
ities done in talk? In the following section I will consider how particular
ideological presuppositions and moral value judgements come to shape
definitions of ‘good communication’ in ways that are socially and politi-
cally consequential. 

Problems of conflict and power

Contemporary guidance on communication values co-operation and
consensus over competition and conflict. At the beginning of this chapter,
for instance, I quoted some of the statements presented to respondents in
the UK National Communication Survey, among them ‘the best way to
resolve a disagreement between two people is to get them talking’, and
‘many arguments would be resolved if people communicated better’.
These statements imply or presuppose that argument and disagreement
are negative, while conflict resolution is positive. Such an evaluation is
in line with mainstream liberal assumptions about the ‘desirable moral
order’, and it also has a particular relationship to the goals and methods
of at least some forms of therapy. 

Therapy has come to play an important role in attempts to change the
attitudes and behaviour of aggressive and violent individuals: disruptive
children, abusive parents, wife beaters and rapists may all be regarded
as suitable cases for treatment rather than just punishment, and the
treatment very often includes some form of communication skills train-
ing. Teaching ‘anger management’ and conflict resolution techniques is a
therapeutic strategy quite commonly recommended in cases of ‘family
violence’6, for instance, on the grounds that, as one commentator summa-
rizes the research literature, ‘abusers (and often [their] victims) manifest
few constructive communication, social, negotiation, problem solving
and argumentation skills’ (Cahn, 1996: 12). This sentence renders in
expert language a proposition that by now commands widespread popu-
lar agreement too, that violence is generally resorted to by inadequate,
‘inarticulate’ people who cannot use words to express themselves. Thus
one team of researchers report that ‘the inability to express oneself
verbally was cited as a cause of a violent dating episode by about a third
of a sample of victims and one quarter of the perpetrators’ (cited in
Roloff, 1996: 29).

Therapeutic interventions aim not only to substitute conflict talk for
physical conflict but also to encourage ‘constructive’ forms of talk, while
discouraging the ‘coercive’ verbal acts – such as threats and insults – that
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are thought to be a ‘catalyst’ for violence (Roloff, 1996). It is assumed
that coercive communication occurs because of what Roloff glosses as
‘an individual’s inability to competently perform non-coercive tech-
niques’ (1996: 29). This is implicitly a causal account: because certain
individuals are incompetent in using language persuasively, they resort
to coercive strategies, and because these are not helpful in resolving the
underlying conflict, the encounter quickly escalates to physical violence.
Among the alternatives this account rules out is the possibility that
some individuals in some situations do not have conflict resolution
as their primary goal. It is surely conceivable that some people gain
satisfaction from engaging in arguments or verbal abuse; that they do it
because they want to or because it satisfies a need they feel at the
time, and not simply because they are incapable of behaving in a more
‘constructive’ way. 

The belief that there is something pathological about ways of talking
which do not aim to establish or re-establish consensus derives, arguably,
from a taboo on verbal aggression that is associated in particular with the
social mores of white bourgeois liberal society. Reviewing the literature
on conflict talk across cultures, the anthropologist Don Kulick (1993:
510–11) concludes that ethnographers who belong to or have been edu-
cated in that milieu have a tendency to assume that conflict in any culture
must signal some kind of breakdown in normal social relations. Kulick
considers this assumption unwarranted and ethnocentric, and he goes on
to discuss an instance that calls it into question: the kros (a Tok Pisin word
related to English cross, or ‘angry’), which is a common speech event in
the New Guinea village where he carried out fieldwork. In a kros, partici-
pants shout abuse at one another (or indeed, past one another) for lengthy
periods. The goal is to display grievances against others publicly, but it is
not to resolve them by talking. On the contrary, if the object of abuse tries
to reason with the abuser or address the causes of conflict in the approved
Western manner, the result is likely to be escalation and ultimately a brawl
involving the whole village. In this case, Kulick argues, it makes no sense
to see verbal conflict as portending social breakdown; nor, one might add,
is it reasonable to portray participants as resorting to abuse because they
lack more sophisticated communication skills. In this society verbal abuse
is a communication skill.7

Verbal abuse may never have enjoyed high status in Western traditions
of teaching talk, but Western communication experts have not always
been so disapproving of all forms of conflictual or agonistic interchange.
Indeed, the emphasis they currently place on conflict resolution might
seem like a notable break with tradition if we recall that for many
centuries in the West, the ability to argue well was regarded as the quin-
tessential communication skill. The classical rhetorical tradition was ago-
nistic first and last: argument was central to it, and was accorded a clear



moral function – one argued not simply to win, but to arrive at a clearer
understanding of the truth, which was thought more likely to emerge
from a kind of discourse where propositions are not merely asserted
but routinely challenged and defended. Argument also functioned as a
form of entertainment, enjoyed by both participants and onlookers. In
contemporary advice literature by contrast, argument is usually repre-
sented as trivial, futile, dysfunctional and distressing. It is acknowledged
that people may disagree with one another; but there is a difference
between disagreement and argument. The latter challenges the validity
of others’ opinions, and seeks to persuade them to change. In plainer
language, arguments are won and lost. The ‘I win, you lose’ approach,
however, is now often regarded as illegitimate – a point well made in
Donal Carbaugh’s analysis of talk-shows, whose participants, as we saw
above, are free to disagree but not to ‘impose their views on others’.
Advice on communication, whether in personal or professional contexts
(for an example of the latter, see McMillan, 1996), stresses that the best
outcome is the one beloved of negotiators and conflict resolution experts:
everyone wins.

It is undeniable that negotiation and conflict resolution are skills, and
that in certain situations those skills are valuable. In other situations, how-
ever, negotiation may not be the best strategy. The general devaluation of
argument as a communication skill has some potentially worrying impli-
cations. Taken to its logical conclusion it would undermine the belief – in
fact, the classically liberal belief – in the value of rational discourse for
revealing truth and correcting error. The ‘best’ answer to someone who
asserts that the Earth is flat (or who wants school science books to teach
that God created the world in six days) surely cannot be ‘that’s your opin-
ion and you’re entitled to it’. Donal Carbaugh expresses a comparable
anxiety about the consequences of ‘righteous tolerance’ in his discussion
of talk-shows (Carbaugh, 1988). A society which conducts its discourse on
the principle that ‘everyone has a right to their opinion, but no one’s opin-
ion is preferable to anyone else’s’ is in one sense ‘democratic’, but how
can it move towards any collective notion of what might constitute the
common good? 

One might also worry that if people do not develop the skill of argu-
ing effectively – if they are taught how to support but not dissent from
others’ contributions in talk – they will be disempowered: insufficiently
confident to argue at all, or insufficiently accomplished in argument to
make their case successfully. The emphasis placed by so many communi-
cation experts on negotiation, conflict resolution, co-operation and agree-
ment suggests that they are teaching communication skills for a world in
which people’s relationships are basically egalitarian, their intentions
toward one another are basically good and their interests are basically
shared. If those conditions are fulfilled, co-operation may well be rational
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and rewarding. If they are not fulfilled, however, the norm of co-operation
is likely, in practice, to favour the more powerful party.

As many commentators have noted, the existence of systemic power
inequalities is difficult to accommodate within a liberal individualist
framework. The liberal axiom that we are all positioned similarly and
possessed of ‘equal rights’ leads to a view of conflict as essentially a
local disturbance of the ideal, harmonious relation between individuals
rather than as one instance of some more global contest between social
collectivities over power. This view is one of the elements underpinning
the idea that all kinds of conflicts can be resolved by helping the parties
to communicate with one another better. Lack of consensus is taken
to imply a failure of mutual understanding; conversely, it is often
supposed that if people truly understood one another they would not
find themselves in conflict. During the 1990s this line of reasoning
was embodied in a whole subgenre of self-help books about male-
female ‘miscommunication’, including the highly successful You Just
Don’t Understand (Tannen, 1991), and the even more popular Men are
from Mars, Women are from Venus (Gray, 1992). The idea that many every-
day conflicts between men and women arise from their inability to
retrieve one another’s true intentions fits well with a worldview in
which people are equal, mean well, and share the same interests, so
that any conflict between them must be local rather than global,
‘surface’ rather than ‘deep’ and remediable without major structural
change. Far less reassuring is the argument made by feminist critics of
the ‘Mars/Venus’ genre, that many conflicts between individual men
and women arise from more fundamental conflicts of interest between
the two groups. One critic, the linguist Alice Freed, chose to register
her differences with Tannen under the title We Understand Perfectly
(Freed, 1992). This neatly makes the point that comprehension is not the
same as consensus. It is possible to be aware of what someone wants
and still refuse to give it to them; to follow their argument without dif-
ficulty and still not accept it as valid. But if the source of conflict is not
just misunderstanding then it cannot be resolved simply by more and
better communication.

Better conversations?

At this point I want to consider how liberal assumptions about selfhood,
conflict and power, and the ‘therapeutic’ discourse norms in which those
assumptions are embodied, are taken up concretely in advice on com-
munication. The example I will discuss in detail is a set of multi-media
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learning materials produced on behalf of the telephone company BT and
bearing the exemplary title TalkWorks: How to Get More Out of Life through
Better Conversations (BT, 1997). The materials consist of a 94-page booklet
supplemented by a set of twelve audiotapes, which readers are invited to
access by calling Freefone (0800) numbers.8 (Though the tapes are des-
cribed (BT, 1997: 2) as ‘recordings of ordinary people talking to each
other’, they are in fact scripted and performed by actors. This is obvious
when you listen to them, and it was also confirmed for me by BT
sources.) In principle, the target audience was the entire British popula-
tion: the materials were offered free of charge to any UK resident who
requested them. In the first 18 months of the project, two million copies
of the booklet were requested, while the 12 tapes collectively attracted
around 600,000 calls. 

The booklet and tapes were produced as part of a broader initiative
under the aegis of Britain’s ‘Millennium Project’ (a scheme in which com-
panies in partnership with government undertake community service
projects in the run-up to the year 2000). According to BT, the overall aim
of the TalkWorks initiative is ‘to help people become more effective com-
municators by providing a range of publications and learning materials’.
TalkWorks: How to Get More Out of Life through Better Conversations was the
first of these quasi-educational publications to be offered to the public at
large. BT invested considerable resources in advertising its existence and
publicizing its aims. It was launched, for instance, in a special ‘infomer-
cial’ segment of a popular daytime TV magazine programme, This
Morning with Richard and Judy. While the infomercial is a common phe-
nomenon on US television, it is rarer in Britain, and BT’s use of it was
reported in the national press as a news story. Subsequently BT included
information on TalkWorks in telephone bills and other promotional mate-
rial sent out to its millions of customers. 

We are dealing, then, with a text that consciously sets out to address a
large, ‘mainstream’ audience. Its intended user is a ‘normal’, average sort
of person, whose general social competence is not in doubt but who never-
theless could ‘get more out of life’ if his or her everyday conversations
were ‘better’. On the inside cover we learn that the advice contained in the
booklet is based not only on ‘the work of leading international experts’ but
also on ‘discussions with hundreds of ordinary people throughout the
country’. Yet in spite of the rhetorical emphasis placed on the ordinary
commonsense of ordinary conversationalists, closer inspection makes
clear that the BT materials embody an expert perspective on what makes
conversation ‘better’ – more precisely, they embody the therapeutic
assumptions discussed earlier in this chapter. (The main author, Andrew
Bailey, is a freelance consultant who described himself to me as having no
special expertise in interpersonal communication, but he was extensively
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advised by the American clinical and organizational psychologist Gerard
Egan, author of a widely used text on counselling.) Like the talk-shows
examined by Donal Carbaugh, these materials are an example of the kind
of popularizing discourse through which expert understandings come to
be part of lay common sense. In this discussion I will focus particularly on
the way ‘therapeutic’ understandings shape the notion of ‘better conver-
sation’ presented in How to Get More Out of Life through Better Conversations
(hereafter, Better Conversations).

To begin with, Better Conversations appears to define conversation
functionally in much the same way as the informants studied by Katriel
and Philipsen (1981) and the talk-show participants recorded by
Carbaugh (1988) defined ‘communication’, which is to say, as a means of
coming to know oneself and others more intimately. Here for instance is
part of the text of a section in the booklet entitled ‘The importance of
being open’: 

Just as we can only get to know about another person’s ‘real self’ through their
words, we can only become familiar with our own real self by communicating
openly and fully with other people. Conversation, it turns out, is the best way
we have of exploring the full range and diversity of our own thoughts, memo-
ries and emotions. . .talking candidly about ourselves not only helps other
people get to know us, it also helps us to get to know ourselves and be more
genuine. (BT, 1997: 17–18)

The section goes on to warn of the negative consequences of failure to
be open:

Some people actively struggle to avoid becoming known by other people. We
now know that this struggle can lead to a form of stress which is capable of pro-
ducing a whole set of physical and emotional problems. . .As a rule, women are
more comfortable with talking about their real selves than men. Women also
live longer than men. This may not be a coincidence. (1997: 18)

In this passage the booklet’s therapeutic orientation is more obvious.
The ‘we’ who ‘now know’ that lack of openness causes stress is not
an inclusive ‘we’ (the population at large, including readers), but points
to some body of expert knowers. The subsequent reference to ‘physical
and emotional problems’ suggests that these knowers’ expertise is
quasi-medical.

The norms of ‘better conversation’ are spelled out most clearly in a
summary section at the end of the booklet (BT, 1997: 91–4), which offers
‘25 Top Tips’. Below is a full listing of these ‘tips’ (the italicized portions
are direct quotes from the text; for the sake of brevity I have glossed the
supporting explanations in my own words, with occasional quotations
which are signalled by quote marks).
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1. Devote the time. Talk with others is important and should not be rushed.
2. Share the airtime. Neither party in conversation should dominate.
3. Stay in touch. Talk with valued others should take place regularly.
4. Value difference. Talk is a means to learn about experiences and feelings that

differ from our own, and this is a source of enrichment.
5. Know your reputation. Communication is influenced by how the parties see

one another. If you have a ‘negative’ reputation you should work on the fea-
tures perceived as negative.

6. Own your thoughts and feelings. Use ‘I’ statements and do not blame others.
7. Recognize and respect feelings. Be aware of what you are feeling and be

open about it with others; conversely, be open to the feelings others are
expressing.

8. Don’t assume. Say what you mean and don’t hint; encourage others to do the
same.

9. Accept responsibility. Don’t blame others for failures of understanding. ‘While
you can’t be responsible for the other person’s efforts, you can for your own’.

10. Choose the right moment. Bring up important issues when there is time to deal
with them.

11. Set the stage. When initiating talk, make clear what you want to talk about
and what your main point is.

12. Be concrete and specific. Talk about ‘real’ things, experiences and feelings. ‘Be
the main character of your stories’.

13. Say what’s on your mind. Don’t leave things unsaid.
14. Summarize. Regularly summarize what you have said so far.
15. Listen on all channels. Pay attention to tone and body language as well as

words.
16. Keep an open mind. Avoid judging and making responses that are ‘criticisms

in disguise’.
17. Show you understand. Demonstrate ‘empathy’ by mirroring and paraphrasing

others’ meanings.
18. Say when you don’t understand. 
19. Work hard at clarity. If understanding appears imperfect, keep trying.
20. Check your understanding. Periodically feed back what you think someone

means, to confirm you have understood them.
21. Spare the advice. If someone has a problem, be supportive rather than telling

them what they should do. ‘The best decisions are those people reach for
themselves’.

22. Deal with negative feelings separately. If conversation isn’t working because of
negative feelings on either side, that should become the subject of a conver-
sation specifically to deal with the issue.

23. Respect small talk. Gossip and chit-chat help people stay close and connected.
24. Base your feedback on facts. Give descriptions rather than evaluations of

people’s behaviour.
25. Be yourself. ‘Being genuine is at the heart of all worthwhile communication’.

A number of things are of interest in this lengthy list of dos and don’ts.
Some points reiterate advice which, as we have seen in previous chapters,
has a ‘generic’ status in communication training materials: for instance that
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one should pay attention to vocal and visual as well as verbal messages
(15); summarize and paraphrase (14, 20); request clarification and strive for
clarity oneself (18, 19). The influence of the ‘assertiveness’ model is evident
in prescriptions about making ‘I’ statements (6) and being direct rather than
assuming or hinting (8). Though this model is in its origins therapeutic, we
have seen that it is appealed to in all kinds of materials about effective com-
munication. Many other ‘top tips’, however, carry stronger echoes of the
talk-as-therapy ideology discussed in this chapter. For instance, the norm
glossed by Richard Rakos (1991) as ‘ethical relativism’ and by Donal
Carbaugh as ‘righteous tolerance’ receives emphasis in several tips: about
valuing difference (4); keeping an open mind and not judging (16);
supporting people in reaching their own decisions rather than giving
advice (21); and describing rather than evaluating their behaviour when
giving feedback (24). The maxim that one can only be responsible for one’s
own behaviour is explicitly stated in (9). Open and honest ‘sharing’ are rec-
ommended in (7), ‘recognizing and respecting feelings’; (12), which urges
the reader to talk about ‘real’ experiences and feelings and to ‘be the main
character of your stories’; and (13), which recommends leaving nothing
unsaid. Tip (17) emphasizes that others’ self-disclosures should be received
with a display of empathy. 

Finally, the idea of communication as the expression of an individual’s
essential self is asserted in the last item (25) commanding the reader, ‘be
yourself’. The appearance of this platitude at the very end of the list brings
out a contradiction which has been noted regularly throughout this
book. Is ‘communication’ an expression of people’s ‘authentic’ selves and
‘natural’ personality traits, or is it a practice of self-fashioning that requires
art and technical skill, not to mention expert assistance? Since any absolute
endorsement of the former alternative would call into question the status
of the advice text in which it appeared (if conversation is just natural self-
expression, who needs 94 pages of advice telling them how to do it better?)
the contradiction is usually dealt with by fudging the issue. Thus a list of
24 tips which are basically exhortations to construct a ‘better’ self (one
which is, for example, open, nonjudgemental and empathetic as opposed
to evasive, prejudiced and brusque), are followed by the observation that
‘being genuine is at the heart of all worthwhile communication’. 

The attitudes towards talk which I have illustrated from the booklet are
also evident in the supporting audio material. Echoing the definition of ‘real
communication’ given by Katriel and Philipsen’s informants, the 12 tapes
focus on talk which takes place in private settings between intimates, and is
primarily about sharing and resolving problems. Although one of the book-
let’s ‘25 Top Tips’ is ‘respect small talk’, conversation of this kind is conspic-
uous by its absence. In all dialogic sequences without exception9, the topic is
a problem faced by one of the participants. Problems range from the grave
(a child’s illness, the breakdown of a relationship) to the relatively trivial (a
dispute with a neighbour about a fence), but there are no instances in which
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talk does not revolve around some kind of problem. Thus there are no
examples of narratives performed simply to entertain, of joking, idle chat or
gossip. It is clear from contextual information that the participants in dia-
logues are meant to be intimates – heterosexual partners, family members or
close friends – and that they are talking in a private or domestic setting. They
may talk about work, or a visit to the doctor, for example, but it is evident
they are not talking at work or to the doctor.

When I inquired about the rationale for these choices it was explained
to me that they reflected people’s own perceptions of what kinds of talk
they needed help with. If so, this strikes me as interesting in itself, for it is
probably an effect of the pervasiveness of the notion of ‘communication’
analysed by Katriel and Philipsen. No doubt few people feel the need for
instruction in how to gossip, but some might aspire to become more enter-
taining storytellers, and ‘asymmetrical’ encounters (with doctors and
bosses for instance) are an area in which many of us might feel we have
some degree of difficulty. These, however, may not be the kinds of issues
that people raise when a researcher asks them to reflect on ‘communication
problems’ they encounter in their personal lives, because of the strong con-
nection ‘communication’ in that context has with intimacy and ‘sharing’.

Bad talk, good talk

Some of the BT tapes exemplify a particular didactic format, to which I
will give the label ‘bad talk, good talk’, and which I will use to explore in
more detail the moral universe that is constructed linguistically in Better
Conversations.10 In these instances the ‘same’ interaction (or monologue,
though this is rarer) is performed in two variant versions: in the first
version something goes ‘wrong’; in the second it is ‘corrected’. Comparing
the two versions makes it very clear what norms listeners are being
exhorted to orient to, and what is taken to be a good or bad outcome.
Additional evidence on this point is provided by the surrounding com-
mentary, supplied by what I will call the ‘framing voice’, which is heard
on all 12 tapes introducing the topic and linking segments together (each
tape has only one topic, but it may be illustrated by anything from one to
six talk sequences). The framing voice belongs to a woman, whose low
pitch and advanced received pronunciation marks hers as a voice of author-
ity11. She specializes in unambiguously evaluative or judgemental com-
ments like ‘not much progress there!’ and ‘that was a much better outcome!’
producing an effect which is not just didactic but strikingly moralistic.

The example I have selected for extended analysis comes from tape 2,
on which there are three ‘bad talk, good talk’ sequences. The topic of this
tape is responding appropriately when someone initiates talk on a ‘diffi-
cult’ subject: the framing voice introduces it by saying: ‘Conversations can



be quite fragile when they’re just starting out, especially if they involve
difficult subjects. Making an unhelpful response can kill them stone dead,
as these examples illustrate’. In this example, the second of the three
scenarios, the difficult subject – the first speaker’s unsatisfactory relation-
ship with an aggressive, bullying boss – is broached by a woman to a
male friend. Below I reproduce a transcript12 of the ‘bad talk’ sequence,
followed by the comments of the framing voice, then the ‘good talk’
sequence and the framing voice’s assessment of it. (‘W’, ‘M’ and ‘FV’
stand for ‘woman’, ‘man’ and ‘framing voice’.)

W: I hate that creep
M: which one in particular
W: Turner

he winds me up all the time
just for the fun of it

M: he’s not winding you up 
he’s just doing his job
you can’t let that affect you

W: it does affect me
every day
every day I see him
and I want to hit him

M: rubbish 
you’re just getting it out of proportion
calm down

W: that’s what he said this afternoon when we were talking about bonuses
you’re just as patronizing as he is
forget it 

FV: everyone has the right to their feelings, and failing to recognize them isn’t
the best way of getting a conversation off the ground. It’s better to let the 
other person know you recognize and respect how they feel.

W: I hate that creep
M: hey what’s going on
W: it’s Turner 

he winds me up all the time just for the fun of it
M: you’ve mentioned him before

he really must get to you
W: it’s his attitude

he’s just so aggressive
M: oh is he singling you out
W: no he has a go at everyone

you get to resent it so much in the end that it’s totally counterproductive
M: yeah I can see that
W: I guess I’ve got to learn not to let him wind me up so much

but I reckon he’s the one with the problem
he should be learning how to handle his staff better

FV: That was a much better outcome, which resulted from someone being 
allowed to explain the situation in their own way.
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The comments of the framing voice make clear what the overall point
of the sequence is supposed to be: conversations on difficult subjects
are more successful where participants show respect for others’ feelings
(everyone has a right to their feelings) and permit others to ‘explain things
in their own way’ (listen but don’t judge). In the ‘bad talk’ sequence the
man clearly flouts the relevant norms. He contradicts the woman directly
(‘he’s not winding you up’; ‘rubbish’) and refuses to accept her definition
of what the situation is (‘he’s just doing his job’). He also criticizes her
emotional reactions (‘you can’t let that affect you’; ‘you’re just getting it
out of proportion’; ‘calm down’). As a result, two negative outcomes
occur. The presenting problem between the woman and her boss is not
solved, and the actual interaction between the woman and the man
becomes increasingly conflictual, eventually breaking down completely. 

In the ‘good talk’ sequence things go very differently. The man pro-
duces utterances that function to acknowledge the woman’s previous
contribution and prompt her to continue (‘hey, what’s going on’; ‘you’ve
mentioned him before, he must really get to you’) and ‘neutral’ – that is,
nonjudgemental – displays of understanding (‘yeah, I can see that’). He
also produces a question which works as a ‘probe’, and whose signifi-
cance I will return to below: ‘oh is he singling you out’. This behaviour on
the part of the man enables what the framing voice calls ‘a much better
outcome’. The interaction itself does not break down, and the woman suc-
ceeds in generating her own constructive solution to the original problem:
‘I guess I’ve got to learn not to let him wind me up so much’. 

Yet one could argue that in crucial respects these two versions are not
as different as they might appear. Particularly puzzling is the framing
voice’s comment that the ‘better outcome’ of the second version ‘resulted
from someone being allowed to explain the situation in their own way’. It
is hard to see that the woman explains the situation any more elaborately
or any more ‘in her own way’ in the second version. Arguably what hap-
pens is rather that, by behaving less aggressively and less overtly judge-
mentally, the man persuades the woman to accept his interpretation of the
situation. This is the same interpretation he offered in the ‘bad talk’
sequence – that the woman is overstating the problem, which is not a case
of victimization, but a case of personal ineptitude leading the boss to
behave aggressively towards all his employees. The woman comes up
with a solution very similar to what the man came up with in the ‘bad
talk’ sequence. He said: ‘you can’t let that affect you. . .calm down’. She
says: ‘I guess I’ve got to learn not to let him wind me up so much’. These
utterances project identical practical consequences: the boss’s behaviour
does not change, but the woman changes her response to it. 

A pivotal utterance in the ‘good talk’ sequence is the ‘probe’ I men-
tioned above: ‘oh is he singling you out’. This elicits the answer ‘no he has
a go at everyone’, after which the woman begins to focus less on the boss’s
behaviour than on her own reactions to it (‘you get to resent it so much in



the end that it’s totally counterproductive’). It is this shift in focus from
the boss’s behaviour to her own that enables the woman to generate a
solution; and what brings the shift about is the man’s probe. The probe is
crucial, then, but not because it allows the woman to ‘explain the situation
in her own way’. On the contrary, discourse analysis suggests that ‘oh is
he singling you out’ is not an exploratory question but a challenge. 

The classic question posed in any kind of micro-analysis of discourse
is ‘why this now?’. Why does the man ask just this question at just this
point, and what work does it do? First of all, the item ‘oh’ is a ‘discourse
marker’ often analysed as a ‘change of state’ token: that is, it marks
the receipt of new information, especially information that is in some
way unexpected or surprising to the recipient (Schiffrin, 1987). So the
production of ‘oh’ here acknowledges the woman’s prior turn, ‘he’s just
so aggressive’, but also suggests the man has had some doubt or question
about it. A question then follows about whether the boss is singling the
woman out. The asking of a question implies that the answer – whatever
it is – is somehow relevant to the assessment of the situation. So in asking
just this question the man is suggesting that it matters whether or not the
woman is being individually victimized. If she is, presumably, it is ‘worse’
than if she is not. Earlier she has described what is happening in the
words ‘he winds me up all the time’. The man is now challenging what he
took her implicitly to be claiming – that the boss’s aggression is directed
against her personally – by putting her in a position interactionally where
she must either commit to that account ‘on record’, or else admit that she
is not being individually victimized. Of course, it is open to her to chal-
lenge the presupposition in his question; she could say, for instance, ‘what
does that matter?’ (a question that certainly occurred to me as I listened).
But in fact she answers the question negatively (‘no he has a go at every-
one’). In doing so, she tacitly accepts his presupposition and downgrades
the strength of her complaint. It is at that point that she begins to redefine
the problem as essentially her own reaction to the boss’s behaviour.

What is accomplished in the ‘good talk’ sequence, then, is not that the
woman’s initial account is accepted without question (‘someone being
allowed to explain the situation in their own way’). Rather, the interac-
tional skills of the man are deployed to help the woman to change her
understanding of the situation. She may have a right to her feelings of
anger and resentment, but she needs to be brought to the realization that
they are, as she later puts it, ‘totally counterproductive’. The sequence is
in some ways like a textbook piece of therapeutic discourse, with the man
behaving like a good therapist (he does not contradict or criticize; he lis-
tens, acknowledges and prompts; but also and importantly he probes
where he sees a gap or a problem in the woman’s account) and the woman
behaving like a good client (for instance, she answers the question ‘is he
singling you out’ honestly, though her answer will undermine her
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implied position as an individual victim; she then ‘takes ownership’ of the
problem and generates her own solution to it).

The solution produced by talking – ‘I guess I’ve got to learn not to let
him wind me up so much’ – is ‘constructive’ in therapeutic terms. It fol-
lows the rule stated in the list of ‘Top Tips’ as, ‘the best decisions are those
people reach for themselves’: here it is the woman who proposes the solu-
tion, whereas in the ‘bad talk’ it was the man who proposed ‘not letting it
affect you’. It gives due weight to the preference for conflict resolution
over conflict (whereas the only course of action alluded to by the woman
in the ‘bad talk’ was the conflict-escalating ‘I want to hit him’). It is also in
line with the statement that ‘while you can’t be responsible for the other
person’s efforts, you can for your own’. Although the boss is not repre-
sented as blameless, his behaviour is defined as his own problem (‘I
reckon he’s the one with the problem’). The woman cannot solve the
problem of the boss being unable to handle his staff, but she can learn to
control the feelings his behaviour produces in her. It appears then that the
kind of talk which is preferred in the ‘I hate that creep!’ scenario is ‘good’
in virtue of orienting to certain norms, which bear a strong resemblance
to the norms that regulate therapy-talk. From that standpoint, the ‘good
talk’ sequence may be judged to have a satisfactory outcome. There are,
however, alternative standpoints from which the solution the woman
arrives at would not seem particularly constructive. A feminist or labour
activist, for example, might ask why learning not to let a bullying boss
‘wind you up’ is ‘better’ than confronting him, or making an official com-
plaint against him, or looking for another job.

I suggested above that co-operation and consensus-building are strate-
gies that work best in a context of basically egalitarian social relations;
where relations are unequal, however, the norm of co-operation may in
practice serve the interests of the more powerful party – in other words,
reproduce the status quo. That suggestion is borne out by analysis of the
gender dynamics in ‘I hate that creep!’. Not only can the ‘good talk’
sequence be read as a woman learning to tolerate being bullied by a male
superordinate, the actual exchange seems covertly to re-establish mascu-
line authority, by casting the man as ‘therapist’ and the woman as ‘client’.
This is in contrast to the stance taken overtly on gender in Better Conver-
sations, which is that women have superior communication skills (witness
the quotation above on women living longer than men, and the choice,
which must have been deliberate, to make the framing voice female). In
fact, this inconsistency between overt and covert ideologies of gender
appears quite consistently in male-female ‘bad talk, good talk’ sequences.
In ‘bad talk’ the man is usually marked as the ‘guilty party’ (that is, the
party whose inept or unsupportive behaviour makes ‘bad talk’ bad). A
logical corollary of that choice, however, is that in the corresponding
‘good talk’ sequence the man plays the supportive ‘therapist’ role;
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consequently it is his communication skills that are foregrounded, not the
woman’s. Across the 12 tapes, there is a persistent tendency to show men
and women playing stereotypical roles in mixed-sex conversation: either
male expert with female acolyte or boorishly insensitive male with put-
upon female (the one deviation from this pattern is an even hoarier stereo-
type, namely henpecked husband with nagging wife).

There is another interesting sequence on tape 2 in which two women
are jointly blamed for what goes wrong in a ‘bad talk’ sequence. This is
both a rare example of women being ‘guilty parties’ at all, and the only
example in which blame falls on more than one party. The scenario has
two women friends talking about that perennial problem, their men. The
first initiates talk with the utterance ‘I’m really worried about Pete’. The
problem is that Pete has been staying out late with his male friends and
giving her no satisfactory explanation; she fears he may not be committed
to their relationship. The second woman responds by bringing up similar
problems she has experienced in her own relationship with ‘Steve’. The
framing voice comments: ‘What we had there was two people not really
listening to each other at all. For conversation to work, one person must
play the role of the listener’. In the following ‘good talk’ the second
woman allows the first to ‘talk through’ her worries about Pete and
refrains from introducing the subject of Steve. 

It is not clear why the framing voice chooses to castigate both parties
for ‘not really listening’ rather than attributing blame exclusively to the
second woman, who should logically have ‘played the role of the lis-
tener’ (as indeed she does in the ‘good talk’ sequence). But what is most
striking here is the confident pronouncement that conversation can only
work if there is a clear division of roles between speaker and listener.
Most researchers who have worked on naturally occurring conversa-
tional data would dispute that such tidy role-divisions are either typical
or necessary. In the specific case of talk between women friends (of which
‘I’m really worried about Pete’ is meant to be an example) the behaviour
disparaged by the framing voice – responding to someone’s account of a
problem by producing ‘matching troubles’ – appears to be extremely
common (Coates, 1996). Far from being evidence that someone is ‘not
really listening’, the production of personal anecdotes that echo stories
already told signals both attentive listening and a sympathetic attitude to
prior contributions. If one asks in what context of talk about troubles it
would be inappropriate to behave in this manner, though, one of the
answers that most readily comes to mind is, ‘in a therapy or counselling
session’. In therapy there is, indeed, a division of roles: clients speak
about themselves, and therapists, while they need not be wholly silent,
must ‘play the role of the listener’ insofar as it would be inappropriate
for them to start talking about their own troubles. What we see in ‘I’m
really worried about Pete’, then, is the transfer of a rule which has an
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obvious motivation in therapy-talk into a context where it has no
compelling motivation at all. 

Conclusion

In this chapter I have tried to show how advice on spoken interaction
aimed at ordinary people in their ‘personal’ capacities as friends, spouses,
lovers, parents and so on is pervaded by general assumptions and specific
recommendations that originate in the practice of the ‘talking cure’. My
intention is not to disparage therapy in all its forms and in every context,
but rather to question its incorporation into regimes of verbal hygiene
whose objects are people suffering from no illness or disability, but either
trying to deal with the kinds of unhappiness and conflict that will always
be a part of any normal existence, or else confronting more serious prob-
lems which, however, have little to do with the way they talk and are
unlikely to be cured by a dose of communication training. 

I have also tried to show that the institutional practices of therapy,
and their realization in rules specifically for speaking, embody various
ideological/moral presuppositions about the attitudes and conduct of the
‘good person’. An obvious question this raises is the question of social or
cultural difference. Do the values promoted under the banner of ‘better’
or more ‘effective’ communication have the status of universal desiderata,
or does good communication mean no more than speaking in those ways
that are deemed acceptable/conventional/desirable by a particular class
of people in a particular society? On what grounds, for example, are
the individualistic values promoted by the therapist whom Cathryn
Houghton observed preferable to the collectivist values of Mirna and her
fellow inmates? On what criteria could one judge the man who says on
Donahue, ‘I respect your views of morality and I would expect you to
respect mine’ a more ‘skilled’ communicator than the woman ‘having a
kros’ in the New Guinea village studied by Don Kulick? Why is the second
woman in ‘I’m really worried about Pete’ being a better friend when she
‘takes the role of the listener’ than when she takes up the first woman’s
theme of complaining about men by offering ‘Steve’ up for criticism? Such
questions are seldom broached, let alone answered convincingly, in
advice literature on communication.

One might also raise the issue of contextual differences. ‘Better conver-
sations’ are even more difficult to make general rules about than ‘better
negotiations’, ‘better business presentations’, ‘better service encounters’,
and so on, because of the great variety of purposes for which people may
converse and the range of social roles and relationships they may enact in
conversation. One of the oddest pieces of advice in the BT booklet is the
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following (1997: 16): ‘It’s a good idea to understand the reasons why a
conversation is taking place. Only then can you have a clear idea of what
role you can play to fulfil the conversation’s purpose’. On a first reading,
this appears to be one of those pointless statements of the obvious in
which certain social scientists specialize. Read it again, though, and it
dawns on you that it is nonsense. As numerous discourse and conversa-
tion analysts have observed, talk is both context-dependent and context-
renewing. It is in the course of conversing (as opposed to in some
‘pre-conversational agreement’) that participants negotiate their purposes
and their roles. In many cases, the primary purpose of having a conver-
sation is to have a conversation. 

In BT’s universe, however, any worthwhile conversation must have
some ‘constructive’ end in view. Better Conversations includes a section
reporting the results of an exercise in which people were asked how they
recognize a ‘good conversation’. Their responses are boiled down to ‘four
key things’ (BT, 1997: 6): both parties should be equally involved; there
should be a ‘willingness on both sides to be open’; the atmosphere should
be comfortable ‘so even if what you are talking about is difficult, the
important things get said’; and the conversation should ‘make a differ-
ence’, producing some useful result. At the bottom of the page there
appears, beneath a drawing of a dog chasing its tail, the statement ‘some
conversations go round in circles and fail to reach a satisfying conclusion’.
The reason why dogs chase their tails – for fun – is also a reason why
human beings have conversations, but apparently it is not a good enough
reason. Even the injunction ‘respect small talk’, one of the ‘25 Top Tips’, is
followed by this explanation of why small talk deserves respect: ‘It’s an
important way to establish and demonstrate our closeness to people.
Also, gossiping is good for you. It helps you stay in touch with the details
that make daily life easier to organize’ (BT, 1997: 94). Small talk, it
appears, can be justified on both interpersonal grounds (it establishes
‘closeness’) and instrumental ones (it enhances efficiency). Its legitimacy
is established by finding reasons why it is ‘good for you’. But why should
talking be placed on a par with eating your greens, as a matter of duty
rather than enjoyment? Why is the expression ‘talking for the sake of it’
invariably pejorative? 

The belief that our capacity to talk finds its highest and most satisfy-
ing expression in the kind of serious, quasi-therapeutic problem-solving
exchanges that Katriel and Philipsen’s informants labelled ‘communica-
tion’ is logical enough within the framework of assumptions I have
examined in this chapter. It also makes sense, more generally, in terms of
Anthony Giddens’s (1991) account of the construction of self-identity
and of intimacy or trust in late modern societies. For all that it embodies
a cultural logic, though, the kind of guidance discussed above, and
throughout this book, seems to me a depressing phenomenon. Partly this
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is because of the reductive (and sometimes plain misguided) quality of
the advice itself; the talk people produce without any ‘expert’ help is
immeasurably richer, more complex and more varied, than anything
appearing in the advice texts I have surveyed. But contemporary dis-
course on communication is also depressing (to me, at least) for other
reasons. In the epilogue I will briefly revisit what I consider to be the
most significant shortcomings of the discourse and practices I have been
examining in these pages. I will also consider how we might move towards
a more positive and less reductive view of spoken interaction and its place
in social life.
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EPILOGUE

In New York City in the spring of 1999, Mayor Rudolph Giuliani and his
police chief Howard Safir made a well-publicized visit to a Harlem police
station. The officers who had assembled for roll-call were presented with
wallet-sized ‘politeness cards’ reminding them to address members of
the public as ‘Sir’ or ‘Ma’am’, and to say ‘hello’ and ‘thank you’. Mayor
Giuliani explained to the officers: ‘we want you to go the extra mile to act
nicer; we want you to go the extra mile to act more respectful’ (New York
Times, 8 April, 1999). 

The timing of this initiative was not coincidental. In February 1999,
NYPD officers had shot dead an unarmed West African immigrant named
Amadou Diallo; they claimed that he looked like a rape suspect they were
seeking, and that he appeared to be reaching for a weapon. Critics chal-
lenged this account, charging that Diallo was a victim of police racism
and brutality. During March 1999, more than 1,000 people were arrested
during daily protests at Police Plaza. Against this background, Giuliani
and Safir followed the example of countless businesspeople, politicians
and self-help pundits, by defining the problem as a ‘communication
problem’, a question of the way officers interacted with the public.
They then addressed this supposed problem using the ‘customer care’
approach. Specifically, they adopted the verbal hygiene strategy I have
labelled ‘styling’, instructing officers to ‘act nicer. . .act more respectful’
and prescribing linguistic markers (‘Sir’, ‘Ma’am’, ‘hello’, ‘thank you’, and
so on) to function as tokens of niceness and respect. Officers in Harlem
appeared unimpressed. One told the Times’s reporter, ‘Anybody who has
got to carry a card to deal with the public shouldn’t be on the job’. Another
commented sarcastically, ‘You mean I can’t say “hey, mope, get over here!”
any more?’ 

The NYPD politeness initiative exemplifies two tendencies that we
have encountered repeatedly in this book. The first is the tendency to treat
all sorts of problems as being caused by poor communication and/or
resolvable through better communication, even when – as in the Diallo
case – this is patently a superficial analysis. The second is the resort to
scripting, styling and other forms of linguistic regulation which assume
that every speaker in every situation should follow the same procedures,
and that speakers cannot be trusted to communicate without exhaustive
guidance on even the most elementary points. This approach does not



produce ‘better communication’, nor does it produce more ‘skilled’ and
‘empowered’ communicators. It cannot produce those things, because it
negates the single most important ability of a truly skilled communicator:
the ability to assess what is going on in a situation and choose strategies
that are likely to be effective in that situation. Let me expand on that argu-
ment by briefly revisiting two of the keywords of enterprise culture and
its discourse on communication: empowerment and skill.

Empowerment revisited

A central argument in favour of ‘better communication’ and the verbal
hygiene practices intended to produce it is that the ability to talk in
certain ways empowers people. Developing their communication skills
enables them to realize their goals and take charge of their own destinies.
In principle this is an argument calculated to appeal not only to enthusi-
asts of the new capitalism but also to many of its critics. Liberation move-
ments of all kinds have long affirmed the importance of language and
communication, both in collective struggles and for the individuals invol-
ved in them. But what is called ‘empowerment’ in the discourse I have
examined has little to do with liberating people from existing constraints
on their agency or freedom. In many cases it has more to do with teach-
ing them to discipline themselves so they can operate more easily within
those constraints: become more flexible, more team-oriented, better at
resolving the conflicts and controlling the emotions that threaten to dis-
rupt business as usual. 

I have remarked on the narrowing of the term ‘communication’ so that
in both expert and popular usage it is frequently equated with just those
speech genres that foreground self-disclosure and collaborative problem-
solving. Communication training tends to valorize the speech styles that
facilitate those activities (egalitarian, co-operative, nonjudgemental) and
to teach the associated discourse strategies (for instance ‘mirroring’, ask-
ing open questions, giving verbal reinforcement). It would be wrong to
suggest that those styles and strategies have no value, but it might well be
argued that their value is most limited in the contexts and activity types
where the connection between language and power is most obvious. They
are not calculated to ‘empower’ speakers in a legal contest or political
debate, for instance, or in any kind of confrontation with authority. These
are cases in which the goal of using language is not to produce self-
knowledge and intimacy (real or simulated) with others, but to influence
others, and thus to shape the course of events in the world. To realize that
goal requires forensic or rhetorical skills – the ability to argue, to chal-
lenge, to persuade – which are, as we have seen, neglected in most texts
and training courses. If power is, as some theorists have suggested, the
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ability to get things done, then one might have concerns about what
cannot be done using only the techniques that receive most attention from
today’s communication experts.

Skill revisited

It could also be argued that communication training does not empower
people on the grounds that people are never empowered by being denied
the opportunity to exercise choice and judgement. That is in effect what
many regimes of communication training do, even as they claim to be
developing ‘communication skills’ – a paradox that arises because the
prevailing notion of ‘skill’ is mechanical and decontextualized. To appre-
ciate the point, it is instructive to compare ‘communication skills’ with
what sociolinguists and ethnographers of speaking, following Dell Hymes
(1972), call ‘communicative competence’. ‘Competence’ in Hymes’s sense
involves more than just mastering a set of mechanical rules for speak-
ing in this or that situation: it means understanding what choices you
have and being able to assess their implications. As Carol Myers Scotton
observes, language-using has ‘a grammar of consequences. Speakers are
free to make any choices, but how their choices will be interpreted is not
free’ (1988: 155).1 A ‘competent’ speaker is one who understands the
‘grammar of consequences’ and can judge which of the available choices
will come closest to producing the desired interpretation in a particular
set of circumstances.

In the ‘skills’ approach by contrast, the term competence is often
equated with the demonstration of discrete ‘competencies’ of the kind
that can be ticked off on a checklist: ‘does the member of staff answer
the phone with a smile?’ ‘Does s/he greet customers whenever they come
within 10 feet?’ This approach does not require the communicator to
make judgements about the contextual meaning and appropriateness
of smiling or greeting, only to perform the relevant action ‘correctly’. It
belongs to the rationalizing tendency that ‘allows individuals little choice
of means to ends’ (Ritzer, 1996: 19). The ability to choose means to ends
(and to choose between ends) is the essence of Hymesian communicative
competence. When that ability is negated, the outcome is unlikely to be
‘better communication’: recall Safeway’s apparent belief that the best
communicators are those who greet customers every time the opportunity
presents itself, whereas those who use their judgement get ‘written up’ for
poor service. 

If on one hand the skills approach may be criticized for ‘dumbing
down’ the communicatively competent speakers to whom it is applied, on
the other it is open to more serious objections. Our choices about speak-
ing are one important aspect of our self-presentation, of the identities we
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construct for public display. But some of the more restrictive practices
described in this book deny individuals the freedom to make choices
about how they present themselves, while obliging them to deal with the
interpersonal consequences of choices made for them by others. Super-
market workers and flight attendants, for instance, may be well aware
that in the local ‘grammar of consequences’ their behaviour is likely to be
interpreted as signalling sexual availability, but they are not free to choose
an alternative way of communicating which does not have that conse-
quence. Practices of this kind are more than just restrictive: they are
oppressive.

Communication inflation?

Nothing I have written in these pages is meant to imply that communica-
tion does not matter. However, as I suggested in relation to Mayor
Giuliani’s politeness initiative, there is a problematic cultural tendency to
inflate problems of language and communication to the point where the
larger social landscape is completely obscured. Communication matters,
but it does not always matter in the same way or to the same extent; and
it is almost never the only thing that matters. The case of Amadou Diallo
provides an obvious illustration. It is probably true that a prompt apology
from the NYPD would have improved matters, and conversely that the
department’s failure to communicate regret or self-criticism made things
worse. But ‘better communication’ would not have placated the depart-
ment’s critics, who would rightly have pointed out that an innocent man
was still dead. Apologizing does not bring the officers responsible to jus-
tice nor ensure that other officers behave differently in future.2

One could cite many other instances of the same obsession with ‘com-
munication problems’ when other and arguably more pressing problems
cry out for attention. Proposals to address various kinds of anti-social
behaviour through communication skills training often seem to suggest
that lack of communication skills ‘causes’ the problem: that domestic vio-
lence, for instance, or disruptive behaviour at school, occur because
people cannot express their feelings and resolve their problems verbally.
This is problematic to the degree that it elides the question of what gives
rise to the feelings themselves. Would it not be pertinent to ask, for
instance, what is making a child angry enough to throw classroom furni-
ture, and try to do something about that? Obviously, ‘communication’ has
some part to play here: you cannot help a child with a problem if s/he is
unable or unwilling to tell you what it is. I do not dispute, either, what is
frequently attested by people suffering various kinds of distress – that
talking can make you feel better. Talking on its own, however, will not
solve the problems of children suffering abuse, neglect or economic
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deprivation. What troubles me is not the suggestion that such children
could benefit from talking about their problems, it is the emphasis placed
on improving their communication skills as opposed to ameliorating their
life circumstances. ‘Communication problems’ need to be kept in propor-
tion, which means seeing them as part of a bigger picture rather than
inflating them so they take up the whole frame.

Another kind of ‘inflation’ occurs when the everyday activity of talk-
ing is imbued by experts with an air of extraordinary difficulty, paving the
way for language-users to be (mis)represented as extraordinarily incom-
petent. (One advice text, titled Difficult Conversations (Patton and Stone,
1999), reportedly emerged from 15 years’ research by a Harvard think-
tank; this might prompt the question, how difficult could a conversation
be?) In previous chapters I have quoted assertions that suggest a massive
communication skills deficit affecting great swathes of the population. We
are told, for instance, that the average person listens at only a quarter of
the optimum capacity, and that anything up to a fifth of the school popu-
lation cannot learn because their communication skills are so poor. Here
we see the ‘falling standards’ argument, so familiar in relation to reading,
grammar and spelling, being extended to spoken discourse as well. 

Liberating communication

I would like to see the subject of communication ‘liberated’ from the ratio-
nalizing apparatus of scripts and checklists, and from the inflationary
discourse that represents it as the cause and the remedy for all the
world’s problems. I would also like to see the subjects of communication –
individual language-users – given more opportunities to study and to
practise ways of using spoken discourse that are ‘liberating’ rather than
limiting and oppressive.

This requires, among other things, that the teaching of spoken lan-
guage must go beyond narrowly utilitarian definitions of ‘skill’, embrac-
ing a much wider range of discourse functions, genres and styles. Once
upon a time, even the most earnest of advice writers did not regard talk-
ing only as a way to transact life’s business and solve life’s problems.
Conversation was an ‘art’; like music, dancing and good food, good talk
was counted among life’s pleasures. The aesthetic and ludic qualities of
spoken discourse are particularly neglected in most current approaches to
communication. Why should schoolchildren not study – and practise –
the oral performance arts of storytelling, stand-up comedy, advocacy and
oratory? Why should less attention be given to formal and public speech
than to quasi-therapeutic small group discussion? 

I am arguing, in sum, that a more positive approach to ‘communication’
would celebrate the rich variety of spoken discourse, and acknowledge the
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complexity of the skills it demands. The discourse and practice I have
examined in this book does not celebrate variety and complexity; in some
cases it does not even tolerate them. Is it not ironic that a culture so overtly
concerned about communication, so willing to expend thought, time and
money on the subject, should have such limited and limiting ideas about
what makes it good to talk?



APPENDIX: RESEARCH METHODS
AND RESEARCH ETHICS

In this project I used a combination of textual analysis, interviewing and observation to
investigate normative practices relating to ‘communication’ in a number of different
social domains. Here I want to provide an overview of the data collection process (more
detailed information appears in the notes to individual chapters) and to discuss some of
the general issues and problems raised by it. 

The ultimate object of investigation in this case was spoken language; but as I sug-
gested in Chapter 2, the institutional regulation of spoken discourse is quite strikingly a
literate practice, which could not be carried on in the forms this book describes without
the aid of writing. For that reason, a significant proportion of the information I collected
and analysed came from written texts. Sources I used included workplace communication
training materials, employee manuals and appraisal checklists, educational policy docu-
ments, examination syllabi and assessment criteria, and self-help and advice literature.
Much of this textual material is in the public domain and is readily available to anyone;
some of it, however, is not publicly accessible, and I will explain below how I came by it. 

I did examine some texts in media other than (just) writing. An example is the BT
TalkWorks materials discussed in Chapter 6, which combine written text with recorded
speech accessed via the telephone (there is also a TalkWorks website). In some settings
videotape is an important adjunct to communication training, and some self-help mate-
rials are now available in audiotape form (typically they are intended to be listened to
while driving). In general, however, I found that the most important and/or most
detailed prescriptions appeared in written form. 

In addition to analysing texts, where possible I observed and interviewed people
engaged in the practices under investigation. Obviously, it cannot be assumed that the
everyday reality of work or schooling is an exact reflection of what is written in the com-
pany manual or the examination syllabus. Interviewing and observation are methods for
building up a more detailed picture of practice. Interviewing is also a method for inves-
tigating the important question of how particular practices are experienced, understood
and evaluated by practitioners. 

I should point out that my opportunities to observe normal routines, and more par-
ticularly to record them, were restricted. I had decided to concentrate my fieldwork
efforts on ‘new’ (restructured, service-oriented) workplaces, since it seemed to me that
far less was known about them from a sociolinguistic point of view than was known
about, say, classroom discourse. I was especially interested in call centres, because of the
extent to which communication is foregrounded in operators’ work. But gaining access
on acceptable terms was not easy. At the time of my research there had recently been a
number of critical press reports about working conditions in British call centres, and
some managers were wary of my approaches. Often they were eager to show me their
centres, which they felt had been unfairly criticized, but reluctant to let me talk to their
staff unchaperoned, and insistent on approving what I wrote in advance of publication
(a condition I was not prepared to consider). The call centre from which I received most
assistance (where I was able to observe, interview, gather written materials and listen in



on, though not record, calls) had a fairly ‘relaxed’ work regime, with little of the petty
regulation I found to be common elsewhere. That is unlikely to be a coincidence: in gen-
eral, it has to be remembered that companies prepared to co-operate with an indepen-
dent researcher may well be an unrepresentative sample, in the sense of being more open
and more ‘enlightened’ than those which refuse co-operation. 

Because of constraints on access, this study cannot match either the quantity or the
quality of the observational data presented in the work of Robin Leidner (1993), Paul du
Gay (1996), Stuart Tannock (1997), Joyce et al. (1995) and Whalen and Vinkhuyzen (in
press). All these researchers spent extended periods in a single workplace or a small
number of them, with the blessing of the organizations concerned. Then again, it was
never my intention to focus exclusively on a small number of individual cases. Case
studies are extremely valuable, but they require a serious investment of time to negoti-
ate terms, build rapport and maintain relations of mutual trust, and this inevitably lim-
its the number of sites a single researcher can hope to investigate during a finite period
of fieldwork. Since my aim was to map practices relating to ‘communication’ across a
range of institutions and domains, I needed a larger and more varied sample. 

The case study approach has another potential drawback, assuming that the
researcher obtains formal permission from the institution(s) concerned. In hierarchical
institutions, that means enlisting the co-operation of people near the top of the hierarchy,
and this may affect what you can learn from and about those lower down. Even where
you are free to approach staff, their knowledge that you are there by courtesy of the man-
agement may influence what they say to you. Given the ‘critical’ nature of my interest in
‘new’ workplaces, this was a particular concern for me, which I addressed by making not
only ‘official’ approaches to companies through their management, but also ‘unofficial’
approaches directly to employees, who were contacted and subsequently interviewed
outside their places of work. I recruited these informants initially through mutual
acquaintances: many university students work in service occupations, and I was able to
ask students I knew to put me in touch with colleagues who might be willing to help me.
Later on, some informants approached me after hearing about my work or reading a
piece I wrote about ‘smiley talk’ (the language of customer care) for the [Glasgow] Herald
newspaper in 1998. 

Obviously, the organizations I approached ‘officially’ could not be the same ones
whose staff I recruited ‘unofficially’. The whole point of the dual approach was to be able
to talk to employees in a context where I had no relationship with the organization they
worked for, and no personal contact with their superiors. But the consequence was that
I ended up with different kinds of information about different workplaces. For instance,
I could only carry out on-site observations in workplaces accessed through ‘official’ con-
tacts; ordinary employees were not in a position to facilitate access. Both kinds of con-
tacts provided opportunities to interview individuals, but since in practice it was easier
to interview people when they were not trying to do their jobs at the same time, I col-
lected more interview data from ‘unofficial’ than ‘official’ sources. (In all cases I asked
permission to tape-record interviews, and if the informant refused I made written notes;
I did no clandestine recording. For more details on interviewing procedures, see the
notes to Chapter 4.) Perhaps surprisingly, ‘unofficial’ contacts were my best source for
textual materials not in the public domain, such as the manuals that set out standard
operating procedures, the materials given out during training and the performance
criteria used in appraisal. Managers sometimes showed me these materials, but they
were seldom willing to let me reproduce them. The reason they usually gave was that
scripts, training materials and appraisal procedures are among a company’s commercial
assets, and that reproducing them publicly threatens ‘competitive advantage’ by giving
inside information to the company’s competitors. 

Whatever their reasons, many companies are obviously very anxious to keep details
of workplace routine confidential. (An early pilot study I tried to conduct collapsed
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instantly because the workers I had chosen to approach were strictly forbidden to talk to
outsiders about any aspect of their work. The rule was to refer all inquirers to the public
relations office, which suggests the motive was to avoid bad publicity.) Almost all the
employees who supplied me with material told me they knew, or strongly suspected,
that they could face disciplinary action or even dismissal if their employers found out.
As I noted in my acknowledgements, the vast majority of these informants asked me to
withhold their names, conceal or disguise the identity of the organizations they worked
for, and alter small details of the texts I reproduced where their content might make the
source recognizable. I have complied with all such requests. Where I reproduce ‘confi-
dential’ materials I usually identify the source in generic terms only, and most of the
company names I do use are pseudonyms. Real names of organizations (like Wal-Mart,
Safeway or McDonald’s) occur only in the context of discussions based on information
that is already in the public domain.

Some of the data I draw on in discussing workplace practices was collected by other
people. A team of sociologists researching aesthetic labour in service industries gener-
ously allowed me to see transcripts of focus group discussions they had conducted, and
I have made occasional use of this material. I have drawn more extensively on data
collected by four of my own students at Strathclyde University, who carried out partici-
pant observation in their own workplaces while preparing written assignments for a
course I was then teaching (they chose the assignment topic themselves). The students
collected written materials – including noting down the contents of texts such as notices
that could not be physically removed from the workplace – described the training and
work routines they participated in (as well as the forms of resistance that were part of
employees’ culture) and in two cases interviewed a sample of their co-workers. I use
their work with their permission; specific acknowledgement is made at the relevant
point in the text or notes.

Obviously it could be asked whether it was ethical for me to encourage employees
(including the students) to reveal information they were not supposed to reveal, espe-
cially when this exposed them to the risk of disciplinary sanctions. Ethical issues – both
the issue of personal risk and the issue of betrayal of an employer’s trust – were dis-
cussed in some detail with all individuals who offered me information. Though most, as
I noted above, were concerned to secure guarantees of anonymity in order to protect
themselves, they were less concerned about betrayal of trust. They felt that it would be
unethical to breach the duty of confidentiality enjoined on professionals such as doctors
and lawyers, but passing a researcher your customer care manual or telephone sales
script was not seen to have the same implications, since the duty of confidentiality was
motivated by purely commercial considerations. The question is whether the commercial
interests of capitalist organizations should override any public interest in scrutinizing
workplace practices. It will be evident that I believe they should not, and fortunately this
view was shared by my informants. 

That said, I should make clear that few of my informants (including those who
approached me themselves) fell into the category of ‘disgruntled employees’. Though
my sampling methods do not permit me to treat them as a ‘representative’ group, they
did represent some range of experience and opinion. With only one or two exceptions
they were keen to impress on me that their jobs had positive features as well as negative
ones; some explicitly expressed a desire to be ‘fair’ to their employers. I should also say
that some employers were unmoved by the prospect of a researcher scrutinizing their
practices critically. One of the students mentioned above told his boss in general terms
what he was doing: not only did this man have no objection to the student collecting
internal documents and interviewing people ‘for college’, he offered to be interviewed
himself. Confident that he knew what was best for his company, he regarded academic
analysis not as a threat, but as an irrelevance. 



That observation brings me to a point that should always be considered in relation
to research: who benefits, and how? In this case, not the capitalist organizations I had
dealings with: I think I can say that I left my research sites exactly as I found them. This
had at least as much to do with my informants’ attitudes to me as with mine to them. As
the anthropologist Penelope Harvey (1992) has pointed out, discussing the relationship
of Western ethnographers to the people they study, it is foolish to think of yourself as
either exploiting or empowering people who privately regard you as a naïve, incompe-
tent child. That seems to be how many businesspeople regard the inhabitants of the
‘ivory tower’, a place they contrast unfavourably with their own ‘real world’. Unlike
some of the researchers cited above (Joyce et al.; Whalen and Vinkhuyzen), I did not take
on the role of a consultant, paid to help a company or an industry develop better training
or more efficient procedures. Occasionally such a role was proposed to me (I declined),
but far more often the assumption I encountered was that I had nothing useful to offer.

My ‘unofficial’ informants sometimes told me, by contrast, that they had found our
discussions useful as well as interesting. I took them to be endorsing the widespread
belief that verbalizing your experiences to a sympathetic listener promotes self-
awareness and reflection – in other words, ‘it’s good to talk’. While the irony of that
response is not lost on me, given my view that too much attention is paid to the quasi-
therapeutic functions of verbal interaction, I certainly do not wish to deny its validity
altogether. Social research using interactive methods may indeed have some of the ben-
efits that are claimed for ‘communication’ in general (see Cameron et al., 1992). If people
did not enjoy talking about themselves, and if they did not find the experience in some
way illuminating, it would be far more difficult to recruit unpaid informants for
research projects. That said, however, I think the value of the research reported here – if
it has any – will ultimately lie less in the immediate effects on those who took part in it,
and more in the discussions which I hope this book will generate.
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NOTES

Prologue

1 In the discourse that is my subject in this book, the word communication almost
invariably refers exclusively or primarily to talk, rather than to writing, mass
media or the use of new electronic communication technologies. These are also
salient cultural concerns, but they are usually discussed under other headings
(such as ‘literacy’, ‘media literacy’, ‘computer literacy’/ ‘IT skills’). The point is
discussed further in Chapter 1. See also Mattelart and Mattelart (1998) for an
account of how ‘communication’ in its various senses has been theorized.

2 The source is an interview conducted in 1998 with Andrew Bailey, a freelance
consultant who was responsible for the BT booklet and supporting materials.

3 Readers may perceive a problem or a contradiction here: I am concerned with
globalization, which by definition is an international, cross-cultural and cross-
linguistic phenomenon, but I focus exclusively on English-speaking societies
(mainly, in fact, on the UK and the US). Certainly it is a serious limitation that I
have not been able to consider the questions raised by the diffusion (less neutrally,
the imposition) of communication styles and verbal hygiene regimes from the
heartlands of consumer capitalism to other parts of the world (such as Eastern
Europe and Asia). This process has implications for the status of English vis-à-vis
local languages (as Sharon Goodman (1996) observes, ‘Market Forces Speak
English’), as well as for the texture of interaction in various contexts. I have nei-
ther the space nor the research evidence to discuss those implications in detail
here, but I hope people who are interested in taking up the subject will find
insights they can bring to bear on that task.

Chapter 1

1 British Telecom was originally part of Britain’s General Post Office (GPO), and as
such was a publicly-owned monopoly. It was separated from other GPO functions
such as the Royal Mail, and eventually privatized, since when it has become a
major player in the global telecommunications industry (for that reason it now
prefers to be known by the acronym ‘BT’).

2 Statistics are taken from Listening to the Nation: Executive Summary; the quote is
taken from Communication at the Heart of the Nation: Implications for Building a
Communicating Society. These documents, available from BT, are unattributed,
undated and unpaginated. The full report on the National Communication Survey
is Smith and Turner, 1997.

3 At this point, a caveat is necessary. Anyone familiar with recent management
theory will recognize the account offered below of ‘new ways of managing’ as one



in which differing approaches, originated by different people at different times,
and in some cases contradicting one another, are blended together and presented
under the umbrella of ‘new managerial approaches’ or simply ‘enterprise’, as if
they were a single thing. This theoretical simplification may not be good scholarly
practice, but it does reflect the way the ideas in question are often used in real
organizations. As Micklethwait and Wooldridge (1997) point out, the most impor-
tant change in managerial approaches over the last decade is not the adoption of
any one model, but the more general willingness of organizations to continually
remake themselves using new ‘management tools’ developed by theorists and
applied by consultants. However, according to Micklethwait and Wooldridge,
organizations’ response to management theory tends to be ad hoc and uncritical.
This produces ‘contradictory organizations’, committed simultaneously to ideas
that do not go together (for instance, that a successful organization streamlines its
workforce to minimize costs, and at the same time seeks to maximize the loyalty
and trust of its employees). What follows, then, is a brief account of some key
ideas that have influenced many organizations today, but it should not be taken
as a rigorous account of management theory itself (on the history and status of
this discourse, see Micklethwait and Wooldridge (1997), also Jacques (1996)).

4 This vision statement is written as if it were a collective utterance by all the com-
pany’s employees: the pronoun in ‘our work environment will value our ideas
and our entire life experience’ can only mean ‘the workforce’s’. My source con-
firmed that the statement was in fact written by senior managers with some assis-
tance from an outside consultant; employees were not consulted.

Chapter 2

1 ‘Speech communication’ is a disciplinary label more commonly found in the US
than Britain. It denotes a multi-disciplinary social science approach, which may
draw on, for example, psychology, linguistics and semiotics. ‘Communication
studies’ is a commoner label in Britain, and there is some tendency for it to refer
in particular to the study of mass communication media.

2 A comparative survey covering several ancient rhetorical traditions, Eastern (for
example, India and China) as well as Western (for example, Greece and Rome) is
Kennedy, 1998. Ethnographic discussions of metalinguistic discourse and instruc-
tion in speaking skills among traditional indigenous peoples include Stross, 1974
and Sherzer, 1987. 

3 I owe this point to Mel Wininger (p.c.), who is currently doing archival research
on the literacy practices of one midwestern college.

4 ‘Politeness’ and its French analogue politesse had a particular and complex mean-
ing during this period, related but not exactly equivalent to the meaning of polite-
ness in present-day English. Writers on the subject of politeness often defined it in
terms of the ability to be at ease in company and to make oneself agreeable to
others. It also implied ‘polish’ or refinement. Something of the flavour of the con-
cept, as well as the difficulty of pinning it down precisely, is conveyed by the
words of Lord Chesterfield in his Letters to his Son (written between 1737 and
1768): ‘The look, the tone of voice, the manner of speaking, the gestures, must all
conspire to form that Je ne sais quoi that everybody feels, though nobody can
exactly describe’ (quoted in Cohen, 1996: 45).

5 I am aware that talking about ‘psychology and therapy’ in this way might be
considered imprecise and misleading, so let me attempt to be more specific. First,
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they are not the same thing (therapists need have very little background in
academic psychology; psychologists need not engage in therapeutic or clinical
enterprises). Second, each term is an umbrella for a wide range of differing con-
cerns. In the case of psychology, the academic discipline should be distinguished
from the genre known as ‘popular psychology’; though it should be noted that
popular psychology may draw on academic psychology. The subfields of acade-
mic psychology that are most often invoked (for example, their empirical findings
are cited or their prominent figures mentioned) in literature about communication
(pop psychological or otherwise) are: clinical; social; organizational. In the case of
‘therapy’, Anthony Giddens (1991) has warned against treating it as an ‘expert
system’ on the grounds that it takes a bewildering number of different forms,
none of which commands universal respect or even acceptance. In the literature of
communication it is clear that certain therapeutic practices are the ultimate source
of many specific recommendations, though the immediate source may be a work
of popular psychology. Therapeutic paradigms that are influential in this regard
include transactional analysis, the theory and practice of ‘assertiveness’ and
approaches that have developed out of 12-step programs on the model of AA and
the associated ‘recovery movement’. I discuss the relationship between communi-
cation training and ‘therapy’ in more detail in Chapter 6.

6 The exact provenance of the materials is difficult to determine. The copy in my
possession was obtained in the mid-1980s by responding to a newspaper adver-
tisement. The advertisement was placed and the material supplied by a publish-
ing company based in northwest England. However, the copyright notice
suggests that this company had merely purchased the right to republish material
produced almost three decades previously, probably in the USA. The notice
reads: ‘©1951 Career Institute, Inc.’, and then ‘1978 Career Institute, Inc (English
Edition).’ Whether significant revisions were made for a British readership is not
clear, though it is evident that some additional material has been added in the
form of a preface to each lesson headed ‘a personal chat with your tutor’. These
‘chats’ are signed by an individual who is identified in the introduction to the
course as the ‘Director of Studies’ for the UK company. It is not specified who will
answer any letters students might write in search of tutorial guidance, but one
assumes it will not be the people named as authors of the 12 lessons, most of
whom must be retired or dead by now.

7 Again I am indebted to Mel Wininger, historian of literacy practices and assidu-
ous frequenter of junk shops, for unearthing A New Self-Teaching Course and allow-
ing me to examine it. Obviously my observations on this text as a product of its
time, and similar observations made about Effective Speaking and Writing, must be
treated with some caution. Although I have no reason to doubt the two texts are
‘representative’, generalizations about the genre they belong to would ideally be
based on analysis of a much larger corpus of examples, and on proper historical
investigation of their production and reception.

8 I will be returning to the items included in this sample throughout the book,
but I should make clear that my overall corpus contains other materials as well,
which I have excluded from consideration in this particular discussion. Here I
focus on what I am calling ‘instructional materials’, i.e. materials supplied to par-
ticipants in a training course or made available commercially for purposes of self-
study. Typically such materials are quite voluminous, and are presented in the
form of books, loose-leaf binders or folders, or in the case of some self-study mate-
rials, audiocassettes. Later on I will consider other kinds of materials, such as the
scripts and prompt-sheets used to regulate workplace performance, the checklists
used to appraise it, memos advising of changes in policy and practice, etc. These
documents are not produced for training purposes, they are not comprehensive
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in their coverage, and they do not aim to disseminate knowledge about
communication, though some (for example, appraisal checklists) may be regarded
as a supplementary tool for developing skills. They are therefore less relevant to
the present discussion. 

9 What is said about body language in communication training materials also seems
to owe a (usually unacknowledged) debt to the work of Edward T. Hall, a pioneer
in the field of intercultural communication and author of The Silent Language
(1959). Hall was a member of the ‘Palo Alto School’ of communication scholars, an
interdisciplinary grouping that came together in California in the 1940s and also
included Erving Goffman and Gregory Bateson. The group opposed itself to then-
current orthodoxies based on mathematical information theory and social scien-
tific behaviourism. As will be noted below, however, communication training
materials today remain strikingly indebted to these mid-century orthodoxies,
even though they also make use of insights intended to refute them.

10 Inferential models, such as Gricean pragmatics or its development in relevance
theory (Sperber and Wilson, 1986), assume that any instance of communicative
behaviour is treated by the recipient, not as containing the producer’s meaning,
but as one source of evidence for the producer’s meaning. The recipient must infer
what is meant by putting that evidence together with other relevant knowledge.
The weight given to any particular piece of evidence (such as body language as
opposed to words) will depend on the whole configuration of circumstances in a
given case. In any event, since the meaning is not ‘in’ the message, but emerges
from what the recipient does with the message, it makes no sense in an inferential
framework to claim that this or that constituent carries n% of the meaning.

11 In 1999 the trade journal Training conducted a survey on the subject of the evalu-
ation of training by UK businesses. It found that 37% of organizations carried out
no evaluation, and only 11% had ever produced a detailed case that training
represented a good return on investment. (This survey was reported in the
Management Plus section of The Times, June 24 1999.)

12 This charge was made in an editorial in the New York Times of April 27 1999, which
criticized city and state authorities for wasting money on ineffective or unproven
prevention programs.

Chapter 3

1 Wal-Mart is a chain of US out-of-town hypermarkets founded by Sam Walton –
hence ‘so help me Sam’ – and in 1997 the Wall Street Journal reported it had taken
over from General Motors as the largest private employer in the US. The ‘oath’ is
cited by Micklethwait and Wooldridge (1997), who say that new employees are
made to raise their right hand and recite it, as if taking the oath in court (see fur-
ther, Ortega, 1998).

2 The Open University offers degree courses to adults by distance learning (or as
the OU calls it, ‘supported open learning’). Originally conceived as a ‘university
of the air’, it makes extensive use of BBC radio and television broadcasts. The pro-
gramme to which this section refers is titled ‘Empowerment’, and forms part of a
course module on ‘Managing in Organizations’.

3 This information comes from transcripts of focus group discussions conducted
by Dennis Nickson, Chris Warhurst and Anne Witz with the assistance of
Anne-Marie Cullen. Participants worked in banks, shops, hotels, bars and
restaurants, and were recruited as part of a sociological study of ‘aesthetic labour’.
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All references below to focus group discussions are based on these materials;
I am extremely grateful to Anne Witz and her colleagues for making them avail-
able to me. 

4 These materials were obtained ‘unofficially’ from employees of the relevant organi-
zations, among which I refer in particular to a non-profit arts organization (‘City
Arts’), a chain of shops selling electrical goods (‘John Stephenson Ltd’), and two
major supermarket chains. In all these cases I have participant-observation data as
well as documentary materials, and in two cases I have interview data (my thanks
to Raymond Bell, Gordon Graham, Samantha Houten and Karen MacGowan). I
will also draw on information given in newspapers and on the internet about
Safeway supermarkets in the USA.

5 I cannot resist quoting another, less felicitous example from the same materials: it
is attributed to a manager from the British Harvester restaurant chain, who
allegedly remarked: ‘it’s amazing how much better our meal tastes to the cus-
tomer when the toilets are clean’.

6 ‘Caring, co-operating and communicating’ appears to be a standard formula. It
reappears in several different sets of training materials in my corpus, including
the John Stephenson materials discussed in detail below.

7 The ethnomethodologist Harold Garfinkel used to set his students tasks designed
to illustrate the complexity of ordinary social behaviour. For instance, he would
instruct them to respond to utterances in casual conversation by asking ‘what do
you mean?’ This was meant to demonstrate that there never comes a point when
the meaning of an utterance has been exhausted: asked what they mean, people
can always come up with a further layer of explanation. Students carrying out
such ‘Garfinkel experiments’ very frequently found that they provoked a hostile
response, until they explained to their baffled and furious interlocutors that they
were only doing an assignment for college.

8 The source is an internet discussion group, ‘Forced Smiles at Safeway’. For draw-
ing my attention to the Washington Post report I am grateful to Scott Kiesling, and
for additional assistance I thank Keith Nightenhelser.

9 The offence here may arise from two very different sources. On one hand there is
a longstanding tradition of snobbish anti-Americanism in Britain, according to
which American expressions are simply ‘vulgar’ and represent the ‘corruption’ of
a language that originally belongs to ‘us’. In complete ideological contrast, how-
ever, there is a critique of ‘coca-colonialism’ which is more concerned to preserve
the distinctive linguistic and cultural traditions of other nations in the face of the
global dominance of the USA.

10 For the examples given in this paragraph I thank Don Kulick (Swedish), Erika
Sólyom (Hungarian), and two delegates to the 44th Annual Meeting of the
International Linguistic Association in New York in April 1999, who made com-
ments from the floor regarding post-apartheid South Africa and contemporary
Japan.

11 I thank Amanda Harris for this anecdote. Although the issue did not come up in
research I did in Britain, while visiting the US I was told more than once by
workers in certain sectors (for example, clothes, cosmetics and toiletries retail-
ing, waiting in upmarket restaurants) that male employees perceived the way
they had to act as ‘effeminate’. One woman reported men in her workplace
receiving comments from other men present in the store to the effect that they
were ‘faggots’. Service scripts and style-rules are officially ‘unisex’, imposed
without regard to the employee’s gender, but it can be argued in many cases that
they are more consonant with femininity as conventionally understood than
with conventional (heterosexual) masculinity (this argument is made in detail in
Cameron, 1999b).



12 From a feminist point of view, the same analysis could be made of most hetero-
sexual partnerships: although these relationships are intimate, solidary and in
theory egalitarian rather than hierarchical, emotional labour is not equally shared
between women and men, but is disproportionately performed by women
for men.

Chapter 4

1 For information relevant to this chapter I am grateful to the Bank of Scotland,
BIFU (Banking, Insurance and Finance Union), USDAW (Union of Shop,
Distributive and Allied Workers), and to those who provided data on several call
centres, as follows. Centre A dealt with technical enquiries relating to telecommu-
nications. Centre B belonged to a bank and Centre C to an insurance company.
Centre D provided directory assistance to the subscribers of several telephone
companies. Centre E belonged to a utility company and Centre F to a financial ser-
vices (credit) company. Centres G and H belonged respectively to a cable/satellite
TV company and a railway company. The types of data I obtained from these
sources were reports and policy documents, employee manuals, training and per-
formance appraisal materials, transcripts of interviews with managers, supervi-
sors and operators, and notes from on-site observation. However, for reasons
explained further in the Appendix, different centres provided different combina-
tions of data-types.

2 Many call centres are open 24 hours, which means employees work a variety of
shift patterns. For full-timers in the centres I discuss, shift lengths ranged between
7.5 hours and 12 hours. Overtime working was common.

3 One manager I interviewed insisted that her organization, a large clearing bank,
had not ‘downsized’ as a result of the shift to call centres. Instead she explained
that the shift reflected a change in what branch staff were seen to be there for: not
dealing with routine enquiries but selling additional services. ‘Today’, she told
me, ‘your branch is more of a shop’. A report compiled for the financial services
union BIFU concedes that banks and insurance companies are not promoting tele-
phone banking specifically in order to reduce the size of their workforce but
‘because it is the easiest way to centralize more information in a form that can be
retrieved from anywhere’. However, the report notes that 3000 bank and building
society branches closed between 1990 and 1996 (Reardon, 1996).

4 A special call centres supplement to the [Glasgow] Herald newspaper (March 9
1999) advertised a large number of jobs for operators: the basic rate on offer in
most cases was about £10,000 a year (around US $15,000), rising to about £15,000
for supervisory positions. 

5 It could be pointed out that other clerical jobs are just as repetitious – for example,
working in a traditional typing pool or a contemporary data processing centre –
while other service jobs equally impose on workers an externally dictated and
relentless pace of work (for example, operating a supermarket checkout). In
the supermarket case, however, there is usually more variation in pace over the
course of a shift. No shop has a constant and unrelenting flow of customers. The
data processing case is a better analogy (data processors also often have targets
based on number of keystrokes, which are enforced, like call-handling targets in
call centres, by hi-tech surveillance). Data processing is another kind of clerical
production line; but I will explain later on what additional demands are made on
call centre operators in virtue of the fact that their work involves primarily spoken
language-use.
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6 800 is a high number and 32 seconds an unusually short duration. These figures
reflect the nature of the business of this particular centre – providing directory
assistance. Other kinds of business are generally expected to take longer. For
instance, an informant who sold rail tickets reported a target of four minutes
(around 120 calls per eight-hour shift). Whalen and Vinkhuyzen report that cus-
tomer service representatives logging faults in photocopying machines were
expected to process 120–200 calls per shift. The lowest number I found was in
Centre A, the telecom enquiries centre, where operators might process 80 calls.

7 The use of speech synthesis itself raises some interesting issues. According to the
phonetician and speech synthesis expert Caroline Henton (p.c.), clients often want
synthesized speech to simulate the same qualities (for example, ‘warmth’, ‘soft-
ness’) which are typically demanded of human operators in service environments.
That this is an area of growing interest is confirmed by a New York Times report
on the development of synthetic ‘touchy-feely voices’ (Eisenberg, 1999). See also
note 9 below.

8 On 16 April 1999, a ‘Lost and Found Sound’ feature on US National Public Radio’s
news magazine programme All Things Considered focused on material from the
archives of the phone company AT&T, and broadcast some examples of the early
routines operators had to follow. One was a directory assistance call quite similar
to the 1990s example reproduced below.

9 Eliza is an early instance of what is now known as a ‘chatterbot’, a machine that
engages humans in ‘conversation’ with some degree of plausibility (something
scientists have sought to achieve because indistinguishability from a human in
conversation is the ‘Turing Test’ for artificial intelligence). It is predicted that chat-
terbots (the most recent models of which parrot less and ‘understand’ more) may
in future be able to carry out customer service tasks that currently require human
labour (Pescovitz, 1999).

10 Many call centres have guidelines which allow operators to terminate a call under
extreme provocation, for example, if the caller uses obscene and abusive language.
The manager who talked about ‘being an Aunt Sally’ ran a centre where this
was not the case. His customers were usually calling about malfunctions in vital
and extremely expensive equipment, and it was considered reasonable for them
to express high levels of anxiety. Operators at this centre were expected to be
able to cope with being sworn at, and the manager took account of this when
recruiting staff.

11 Some call centres do require their employees to wear a uniform, despite the fact
that the customer cannot see them. This is held to enhance performance by pro-
moting the worker’s identification with the corporate culture and image.

12 This survey was carried out by the Henley Centre on behalf of two corporate
clients, and reported in The Scottish Banker (May 1998). Script-reading employees
were not the top pet hate: what respondents disliked most was being greeted by
an automated menu containing multiple options (‘if you want to pay your bill,
press 1’, etc.). They also disliked systems that placed callers on hold but gave no
indication of how long the wait time would be. Overall, the survey responses sug-
gest that what most customers want is prompt attention from a person who will
attend to their individual query. The more ‘machine-like’ an aspect of the service
is, the more customers express dissatisfaction with it. But since in spite of their
rhetoric managers have other aims besides delighting each individual customer
(for example, processing the maximum number of calls in the minimum amount
of time), this probably will not deter them from going further down the road of
automation as better and cheaper technology becomes available.



13 A related consideration in call centres is that operators are not just talking, but
typically also using a computer keyboard and mouse. Moves are often prompted
by the computer, and it can take time for the next field to come up on the screen
or for a search to be completed. The consequence is an accountably long pause,
which the operator has to manage so that the caller knows the channel is still open
and that something is happening. This is particularly difficult when, as one
manager put it, ‘you don’t want your customers to think your computer equip-
ment is crap’.

14 A similar effect is produced by scripted public announcements such as the ones
that are now regularly made on British trains. A good example is: ‘For customers
wishing to smoke during the journey, smoking accommodation has been provided.
Smoking accommodation is available in coach M for first-class ticket holders,
which is located towards the front of the train, and in coach B for standard-class
ticket holders, which is located towards the rear of the train. For the safety and
comfort of all passengers, smoking is not permitted on any other part of the train’.
For length, syntactic complexity, consistent preference for formal over everyday
lexis, and needless repetition of noun phrases, this would be hard to beat.

15 The only scripts I have seen where this is seriously attempted are sales-talk scripts,
which also have the peculiarity that they tend to script the customer’s dialogue
as well as the salesperson’s. Sharon Goodman (1996) reproduces a pension-
selling script which indicates the preferred manner of speech using ‘stage direc-
tions’ such as [pause] and [softly]. On sales routines see also Clark et al., 1994;
Leidner, 1993.

16 My own contact with BIFU confirmed this: the union has taken a particular inter-
est in the issue of occupational voice loss (and associated conditions of the vocal
apparatus). Problems arise mainly from the working conditions of the call centre,
in which it is not uncommon for operators to be speaking continuously without a
break for five hours; since people all around them are doing the same, the envi-
ronment is noisy and they may have to raise their voices. One occupational health
researcher has noted that the voice most vulnerable to damage is ‘the projected
voice: the voice used with the deliberate intention of exercising an influence on
others: appealing, commanding, trying to persuade, to win over the audience’
(Dejonckere, quoted in BIFU, 1997). The same researcher notes that ‘mental tense-
ness, stress and anxiety’ (which as BIFU notes are common among call centre
workers) promote ‘functional disorder of the vocal apparatus’.

17 All references to interview data in this section come from a set of interviews con-
ducted between May and December 1998. I interviewed four call centre managers,
two supervisors and six operators, employed in different centres, located in
central Scotland, northern England and London. All interviews were conducted
individually, in most cases face to face but in two cases on the phone. They were
‘semi-structured’ – I had a schedule of questions, but I encouraged informants to
respond at length where they had more to say, and did not demur when they
introduced additional concerns. Each interview lasted at least 30 minutes. My
main purpose in interviewing was to elicit facts about call centre regimes to sup-
plement documentary information in my corpus. With one exception the man-
agers had themselves been operators and they were also asked about their
experiences on the phones. About half of all interviewees had worked in more
than one centre and they were asked about the regimes operating in all centres
they had worked in. I was thus able to elicit quite a lot of factual information from
a small number of people. The data used in this section, however, come mainly
from responses to a question dealing with the good and bad things about
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working in a call centre. Here I was trying to elicit perceptions rather than facts,
so it is important to bear in mind that my sample was small. Then again, although
they did not know one another and were not interviewed together, these infor-
mants’ reported perceptions were strikingly similar (for example, they all men-
tioned the same things as stressful).

18 I asked informants to say what kind of people they worked with (or employed, if
they were managers). The categories most frequently mentioned were parents
[meaning mainly mothers] of school-age children, students, young people taking
a year out before university, and recent graduates. This is a typical profile for a
form of so-called ‘flexible’ work, which is often done by people just joining the
labour market or by those who have other commitments like studying, childcare
or a second paid job (Dex and McCulloch, 1997). Graduates predominated in my
own sample, almost certainly because they were more willing to give up time to
be interviewed. In most centres the majority of operators were women, but sub-
jects with some experience added that the gender imbalance was far less pro-
nounced than it had been a few years before. Call centre work was also perceived
as something done mainly by younger people. There are some workers over 40
whose experience has been in more traditional office and clerical jobs, but most
are between 20 and 35. Many do not see their present job as permanent or as part
of any long-term career plan. The graduate operators I interviewed had typically
‘drifted into’ call centre work after trying and failing to find jobs which required
a degree. (According to one recent study (Shavit and Müller, 1998), about a quar-
ter of UK graduates fail to find occupations of a status commensurate with their
educational qualifications when they leave university.)

19 Some did not understand ‘remote location’ either: one of my Scottish informants
reported that (English) callers sometimes reacted to her accent with astonishment:
‘what are you doing in Scotland? This must be costing me a fortune!’. (In fact calls
to most centres, regardless of distance, are charged at a special rate.)

20 The Chairperson of the Telecom Users’ Association told the Independent on Sunday
that in the association’s view, many or most call centres are too understaffed to
provide adequate customer service. The telephone systems in use at call centres
typically have more lines than there are operators, so that queuing is common; but
calls are charged from the moment the system picks up, not from when an opera-
tor takes the call. Both queuing itself and the cost callers incur because of it are the
subject of many complaints.

21 For instance, the Communication Workers’ Union has negotiated agreements with
some employers covering the conditions under which calls will be monitored and
in which tapes will be kept. 

22 Stuart Tannock (1997) also cites a case where cannery workers have developed a
sign language.

23 On workers’ negative experiences of sex-line work see Danquah, 1993, and for an
argument that the psychological effects of telephone sex work make it ‘compara-
ble to, if not more insidious than, being a flesh and blood prostitute’, see
Goldstein, 1991.

Chapter 5

1 A useful source on the history of oracy from the 1960s to the 1990s is Norman,
1992.

2 I call the approach ‘enterprising’ because there is a clear parallel between this
model of education and the ‘empowerment’ model in management, which also

196 Good to Talk?



concentrates on specifying outcomes rather than giving employees step-by-step
instructions (see Chapter 1).

3 In Britain, for example, competence-based National Vocational Qualifications
were introduced in the late 1980s. A good explanatory (and critical) account of the
NVQ competence-based model is given by Karen Evans (1995). A key skills
curriculum which is intended to be followed by 16–18 year olds in addition to
their academic studies is currently in preparation.

4 In fact it cannot be assumed that ‘communication skills’ are wholly unrelated to
more traditional notions of ‘correctness’ and ‘well-spokenness’, i.e. competence in
a high-status linguistic variety. Though in principle there is no necessary connec-
tion, in practice it appears that many employers who specify that their recruits
should have ‘good communication skills’ are at least as concerned about accent
and dialect as they are about things like active listening. In the course of research
I was told a number of stories about employers, managers and examiners for
vocational qualifications labelling people poor communicators because they used
nonstandard grammar or had ‘broad’ accents. At present it appears that commu-
nication skills are supplementing rather than superseding more traditional forms
of ‘linguistic capital’.

5 A discourse marker is a syntactically detachable element used to ‘bracket’ a unit
of talk. Examples are oh, well, y’know, I mean. An item of this type will mean some-
thing different as a discourse marker from its dictionary definition as an ordinary
word. Well in ‘well, I don’t know about that’ does not mean the same as well in ‘are
you well?’ and y’know’ in ‘it’s difficult, y’know’ does not mean the same as ‘you
know’ in ‘If you know the city you won’t have trouble finding the place’. Because
their meaning is typically vague and only tenuously connected to the non-marker
meaning, discourse markers are often disparaged in folk terms as ‘meaningless’ or
‘fillers’. In fact, their function is to indicate something about the status of the pre-
ceding or following information and/or the attitude of the speaker to that infor-
mation. For example, y’know marks what is being said as information the speaker
assumes the hearer shares. Well often marks what the speaker is about to say as
possibly not the ‘right’ answer from the hearer’s point of view. So these appar-
ently redundant, detachable items do important work in interaction, providing
evidence for the state of each party’s knowledge and their shifting orientations to
that knowledge. (A detailed analysis of some common discourse markers in
English is presented in Schiffrin, 1987.)

6 Here it should in fairness be acknowledged that the emphasis on ‘cleaning up
mallspeak’ may well be more prominent in the Globe report than it is in the actual
programmes being reported. Just as most college composition courses do not
focus exclusively or primarily on mechanical errors in grammar or spelling, so
their spoken language analogues probably have more, and more sophisticated,
aims than just eliminating like, y’know and whatever. The interesting thing, how-
ever, is that features like these, which belong not merely to spoken rather than
written language, but specifically to informal and interactive modes of speech, are
being treated as educationally significant at all.

7 Angela Phillips (1998: 9) notes that in Britain, school-based initiatives of the ‘life
skills’ variety are mostly undertaken by ‘small voluntary projects or by inspired
teachers in individual schools or LEAs [local education authorities]’. Many of the
US projects discussed by Daniel Goleman are collaborations between schools and
university education or psychology departments, which have underwritten pro-
grammes using research grants. Obstacles to putting the approach into practice
more widely include a shortage of suitably trained teachers, problems fitting it into
an already full school timetable and in some quarters, resistance to what one source
quoted by Phillips (1998: 9) called ‘mess[ing] with children’s emotions’.
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8 This body develops guidance for schools on promoting pupils’ spiritual, moral,
cultural and social development; it also takes up issues of specific concern to the
government such as teenage pregnancy and parenthood. The Forum has been
described to me as representing some range of views and interests, and as having
a ‘mixed’ ideological agenda, neither straightforwardly conservative or tradition-
alist nor particularly radical.

9 Goleman’s follow-up book Working With Emotional Intelligence (1998) is based on
an explicit recognition of the resemblance between his notion of a ‘socially com-
petent’ or ‘emotionally intelligent’ person and current definitions of an enterpris-
ing worker. He presents as a felicitous discovery the ‘fact’ that the most valuable
workers in any company are not the smartest, best informed and most technically
accomplished individuals but those with the best-developed ‘character’. The
discovery looks less remarkable, however, if Goleman’s notion of character/
competence/intelligence drew (consciously or unconciously) on an ideal con-
structed by capitalist institutions in the first place.

10 This anxiety plays out differently in Britain and the US, as was pointed out to me
by a contributor from the floor at the Berkeley Women and Language conference
in 1998, whom I thank. The difference reflects the much more pronounced concern
with race, as opposed to social class, in the US: fears of a proliferating ‘underclass’
are strongly racialized. The conference participant who raised this issue suggested
that young African-American men are not stereotyped as ‘inarticulate’ in the 
same way as white working-class men in the UK; their cultural milieu is thought
to be a highly verbal one (though they are often stereotyped as verbally ‘aggres-
sive’). Where Black economic disadvantage is linked to some linguistic ‘deficit’
the argument is more likely to be couched in terms of low literacy levels or the
use of a stigmatized language variety, AAVE, than in terms of ‘inadequate
communication skills’.

11 Limitations of space prevent me from rehearsing the many qualifications
that need to be made to this generalization. A particularly important caveat is
that statistics simply comparing ‘girls’ and ‘boys’ do not reveal significant
differences between girls or boys of different classes and ethnicities, though
more delicate analysis shows that such differences exist. For more detailed dis-
cussion of what the statistics show and how they might be explained, see Epstein
et al., 1998; Marshall, 1998; on the (long) history of male underachievement, see
Cohen, 1998.

12 Here it might be noted that the resort to pharmaceutical methods for controlling
behaviour problems in children and young people is more common than either
emotional literacy programmes or therapy. (This does not make criticism of the
latter approaches otiose, but it does put it into a slightly different perspective.) It
has been suggested to me informally that there is a class/race dimension to this
issue (i.e. privileged kids get therapy while others get Ritalin). Philomena Mariani
reports however that the majority of the children in the clinical populations used
for the ‘conduct disorder’ studies she examined were white and middle class. The
key demographic indicator for a CD diagnosis was gender, with boys outnum-
bering girls by four to one.

13 One book-length treatment of language behaviour from the perspective of evolu-
tionary theory, which discusses sex/gender differences at length, is Dunbar, 1996.

14 PET and MRI stand for ‘Positron Emission Tomography’ and ‘Magnetic
Resonance Imaging’. Both are essentially techniques for making brain activity (its
location and intensity) visible.

15 That not only arguing, but also accusing and name-calling, are valued as skills in
some traditions will be illustrated in Chapter 6 below.
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Chapter 6

1 It also contrasts with a newer ‘tabloid’ format, also issue-based but featuring more
guests, shorter segments, and a more ‘sensationalist’ approach (see further
Gamson, 1998).

2 Mel Wininger points out to me that on some of the newer ‘tabloid’ shows,
private/intimate encounters are publicly staged, for example, warring couples
reconcile on camera.

3 Here I should make clear that although I dispute that there is something uniquely
‘American’ about the cultural patterns described by Carbaugh, Katriel and
Philipsen, I am not claiming that these patterns are universal or even consistent
across advanced capitalist societies. I do not have sufficient evidence to make such
claims (for I take it that the extent to which certain ideas are diffused across
cultures, and the kind of influence they exert in different settings, is a question
requiring empirical investigation). When discussing the meaning of the term com-
munication it obviously needs to be remembered that we are dealing with an
English word. It cannot be assumed that the equivalents which appear in bilingual
dictionaries are used with the same range of meanings – though conversely I
would not want to assume that the meanings of words in one language cannot be
influenced by their usage in others. In sum, the observations made here are meant
to apply primarily to societies in which English is the language of mainstream
discourse, though without foreclosing on the possibility that they may apply
more widely. 

4 The ‘recovery movement’ is associated with the ‘12-step program’ approach to
addiction and dependency, pioneered by Alcoholics Anonymous. However, many
groups today support people ‘in recovery’ from a wider range of afflictions, such
as eating disorders, co-dependency, ‘loving too much’, and so on. A fuller account
is given by Rapping, 1996.

5 This parenthetical comment is prompted by a minor scandal that took place
in Britain in early 1999. The BBC launched an investigation and eventually dis-
ciplined researchers on a daytime TV talk show when it was revealed that they had
been booking professional actors to appear as guests because they were unable to
find suitable ‘ordinary’ people. One response made by media commentators to this
revelation was that it had been bound to happen, because the talk show was an
imported, American genre, which Britain was ill-equipped to imitate. Talk shows
depended on a steady supply of ordinary people able and willing to talk about
themselves in particular ways. In America, the argument went, large numbers of
people had learned this ‘skill’ by being in therapy; in Britain on the other hand,
almost no one had experienced therapy and so the supply of suitable talk-show
guests for home-grown TV programmes had long since been exhausted.

6 The expert literature on this subject is full of abstract and euphemistic or mis-
leading terms like ‘family violence’: usually it is only one person within a family
who engages in violence (and usually this is an adult male). In a moment we will
encounter the phrase ‘violent dating episode’, a piece of jargon which renders it
unclear what (and whose) behaviour is being talked about.

7 The community studied by Kulick is not unique in this respect. Ethnographers in
a number of cultures have reported instances where speech genres involving or
consisting of inventive verbal abuse have high value, and where certain individ-
uals are recognized as particularly skilled in the abusive arts. One example is
discussed in Labov’s well-known article on ritual insults among young African-
American men in New York City (Labov, 1972).



8 At the time of writing the numbers are still in operation (0800 700 921–32), but
new TalkWorks materials are in preparation and the original tapes are unlikely to
be available much longer. Supplies of the original booklet have already been
exhausted. I thank consultant Andrew Bailey for answering questions on this and
many other aspects of the TalkWorks initiative.

9 Here I should clarify that the tapes include monologues (11 sequences, most of
which also deal with problems) as well as dialogues (15 sequences). There are no
sequences where more than two participants engage in talk – probably because
this would be hard to follow on the telephone.

10 A more extended version of this discussion can be found in Cameron, 1999a.
11 Received pronunciation (RP) is an accent of British English that is not associated

with any region of the country but is purely a marker of social class – it marks
upper or upper middle-class status. RP is itself not entirely homogeneous, and
some analysts use the designation ‘advanced’ for the kind of RP characteristically
used by upper-class or aristocratic speakers. In tests designed to uncover the
social evaluations people make on the basis of accent, RP speakers score highly on
traits like authority and competence (but not friendliness or warmth). BT’s choice
of an advanced RP-speaker for the framing voice thus reinforces the authority that
is already implied by the content and positioning of her scripted remarks.

12 Here it should be borne in mind that the tape records a spoken performance of a
written script, and furthermore a rather artificial performance designed to meet
callers’ need for immediate intelligibility (thus there are no false starts, redundant
repetitions, overlaps or simultaneous speech). With that in mind, I judged it
unnecessary (and potentially distracting) to render features of the performance in
detail. I have simply ‘chunked’ the scripted dialogue to reflect the prosodic organ-
ization actors gave it; in the case of the framing voice’s comments I have not even
done that much, since whereas the dialogue shows some concern to simulate
‘ordinary’ talk, the framing voice makes no attempt whatever to disguise the fact
she is reading a formal, written text aloud. The analysis I offer below does not
depend on anything that is not actually in the script.

Epilogue

1 Scotton’s observation is made in the context of a discussion of code-switching, but
her point applies more generally.

2 I should point out here that the officers involved in the Diallo shooting had been
indicted on second-degree murder charges shortly before Giuliani and Safir’s visit
to Harlem. They are still awaiting trial as I write.
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