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Talk-in-interaction



Aim and objectives 

❖ Aim: the students will learn the basics of conversational 
analysis (CA)

❖ Objective 1: they will be able to account for the basic 
concepts of CA

❖ Objective 2: they will be able to account for the historical 
development of CA

❖ Objective 3: they will be able to analyze basic conversations 
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Introduction
❖ Social interaction is the primordial means through which 

the business of the social world is transacted, the identities 
of its participants are affirmed or denied, and its cultures 
are transmitted, renewed and modified. (Charles Goodwin 
and Heritage, 1990: 283)

❖ Conversation is the way in which people socialize and 
develop and sustain their relationships with each other. 

❖ When people converse they engage in a form of linguistic 
communication, but there is much more going on in a 
conversation than just the use of a linguistic code. 



❖ Much that is important in conversation is 
carried out by things other than language, 
including eye gaze and body posture, silences 
and the real-world context in which the talk is 
produced.

❖ Given the fundamental role of conversation in 
human social life, it is important to understand 
conversation as a linguistic activity. 

❖ Since the 1960s increasing importance has been 
given to the analysis of conversation as a field 
of study (Dayman and Maynard, 1995; C. 
Goodwin and Heritage, 1990; Heritage, 1989).



What is Conversation?
❖ From Latin, conversatio, from conversari to associate with, 

frequentative of convertere to turn around.

❖ People talking together 

❖ People talking to each other

❖ People using oral language to “influence” each other’s behavior or 
thought(s)

❖ People sharing ideas through oral language

❖ …in a specific context of interaction. 

❖ An informal or formal exchange of ideas through oral medium

❖ An interactive and spontaneous talk between two or more people 
following specific rules of etiquette or customary codes. 





–Erving Goffman 1957: 47

“We must see…that conversation has a life of 
its  own  and  makes  demands  on  its  own 
behalf. It is a little social system with its own 
boundary-maintaining tendencies; it is a little 
patch of commitment and loyalty with its own 
heroes and villains.” 



The Psychosocial Impact of Conversations
❖ Conversation builds the mind

❖ Conversation shapes behaviors

❖ Conversation creates social positioning

❖ Conversation builds social relations

❖ Conversation maintains and develops social relations

❖ Conversation transforms social relations 

❖ Conversation shows our personality and displays state of mind

❖ Conversation reveals intentions

❖ …  





What is CA?

❖ Conversation analysis, therefore, 
is involved in the study of the 
orders of talk-in-interaction, 
whatever its character or setting. 



The Development of CA
❖ Conversation analysis is an approach to the study of talk in 

interaction which grew out of the ethnomethodological tradition 
in sociology developed by Harold Garfinkel (1964, 1967, 1988). 

❖ Ethnomethodology as a field of sociology studies the common 
sense resources, practices and procedures through which 
members of a society produce and recognize mutually 
intelligible objects, events and courses of action. (Garfinkel, 
1967)

❖ The core focus of ethnomethodology is small-scale social order 
seen through the common social knowledge of members of 
society of the forces that influence how individuals interpret the 
situations and messages they encounter in their social world. 



❖ Garfinkel sought to study the social structure of everyday lived 
experience and to develop an understanding of 'how the 
structures of everyday activities are ordinarily and routinely 
produced and maintained' (Garfinkel, 1967: 35-6). 

❖ Ethnomethodology also gave increased prominence to participants' 
understandings of social action and viewed the participants 
themselves as knowledgeable agents who attribute meaning to 
their social actions in ways which were central to the unfolding of 
those actions (Boden, 1990; Dayman and Maynard,1995).

❖ For ethnomethodologists the social order is not a pre-existing 
framework, but rather it is constructed in the minds of social 
actors as they engage with society. 

❖ As each member of a society encounters sense impressions and 
experiences, s/he must somehow organize them into a coherent 
pattern.



❖ Garfinkel (1967) suggests that the way individuals bring order to, or 
make sense of, their social world is through a psychological process, 
which he calls 'the documentary method'. 

❖ This method firstly consists of selecting certain facts from a social 
situation that seem to conform to a pattern and then making sense of 
these facts in terms of the pattern. 

❖ Once the pattern has been established, it can be used as a framework 
for interpreting new facts which arise within the situation. 

❖ In the documentary method, context plays a vital role as people make 
sense of occurrences in the social world by reference to the context in 
which the occurrence appears: participants index an occurrence to its 
particular circumstances. 

❖ Garfinkel argued that people constantly make use of the 
documentary method in their daily lives to create a 'taken-for- 
granted' understanding of the social world which they feel they 
'know' and in which they can be 'at home'.



❖ He then suggested that social knowledge be 
understood by examining actual instances of social 
interaction. 

❖ In this sociology, the problem of social order is re-
conceived as a practical problem of social action, as 
a members' activity, as methodic and therefore 
analyzable. 

❖ Rather than structures, functions, or distributions, 
reduced to conceptual schemes or numerical tables, 
Garfinkel was interested in the procedural study of 
common-sense activities.



❖ The emphasis on studying actual instances of 
social interaction is further developed in the 
work of Erving Goffman (1959, 1963, 1967, 
1969, 1971, 1981), who asserted that the 
ordinary activities of daily life were an 
important subject for study. 

❖ Goffman's work demonstrated that it was 
possible to study everyday events and 
situations and to discover from these non-
trivial information about how human beings 
engage in sociality.



❖ He was able to show how matters of great social 
significance could be found in everyday activities. 

❖ Goffman's approach to research was a qualitative one in 
which description and analysis were the primary tools for 
developing an understanding of social processes and this 
contrasted with much of the prevailing work in sociology 
and social psychology which favored more quantitative 
approaches based on hypothesis testing. 

❖ Goffman (1964) in particular drew attention to the need to 
study ordinary instances of speaking, which had in his 
view been neglected. He argued that: “Talk is socially 
organized"   



From Goffman to the Field of CA
❖ CA was a particular tradition of analytic work that was 

started by the late Harvey Sacks and his collaborators 
(Emanuel Schegloff and Gail Jefferson…) at UCLA.

❖ Developed in the early 1960s. 

❖ Harvey Sacks and Emanuel Schegloff were graduate 
students in the Sociology Department of the University of 
California at Berkeley, where Erving Goffman was teaching. 

❖ Goffman had developed a rather distinctive personal style 
of sociological analysis, based on observations of people in 
interaction



❖ an interesting area of research for his students, 
the area of direct, face-to-face interaction, what 
he later has called ‘The interaction order’ (1983)

❖ Sacks and Schegloff were open to a lot of other 
influences and read widely in many directions of 
social science, including linguistics, 
anthropology, and psychiatry

❖ It was Harold Garfinkel, however, who was to be 
the major force in CA's emergence as a specific 
style of social analysis.



❖ Sacks' various interests, including his early interest 
in the practical reasoning in case law, and later in 
other kinds of practical professional reasoning such 
as police work and psychiatry. 

❖ These things came together when Sacks became a 
Fellow at the Center for the Scientific Study of 
Suicide in Los Angeles in 1963–4. 

❖ There he came across a collection of tape recordings 
of telephone calls to the Suicide Prevention Center. 

❖ It was in a direct confrontation with these materials 
that he developed the approach that was later to 
become known as conversation analysis.



The Field of CA
❖ Sacks suggests two basic facts: categorization and 

sequential organization of conversations 
❖ the core of CA consisted of an unconventional but 

intense, and at the same time respectful, intellectual 
interest in the details of the actual practices of people in 
interaction.

❖ Sacks and Schegloff were on the look-out for new 
possibilities for doing sociology which might provide 
alternatives to the established forms of sociological 
discourse, or ‘paradigms’ in Kuhn's parlance: a 
scientific revolution, a paradigm shift.



❖ CA started as a sociological ‘naturalistic 
observational discipline that could deal with 
the details of social action rigorously, 
empirically and formally’ (Schegloff & Sacks 
1973: 289f.)

❖ It has eventually become a multi-disciplinary 
methodology for the analysis of naturally-
occurring spoken interaction. 

❖ It is now widely applied in a very wide range 
of professional and academic areas: medicine, 
anthropology, business, interrogation, etc. 



❖ CA studies the organization and order of social action 
in interaction. 

❖ This organization and order is one produced by the 
interactants in situ and oriented to by them; it can 
therefore only be understood from the participants’ 
perspective (an emic perspective. See Kenneth Pike 
1967:37).

❖ An emic perspective, in CA, is the participants’ 
perspective within the interactional environment in 
which the talk occurs. This is the CA understanding of 
‘within the system’

❖ As opposed to the etic perspective: studying behaviors 
as from outside of a particular system



The Principles of CA
❖ There is order at all points in interactions; Conversation 

has structure: The principle of rational organization
❖ Contributions to interaction are context-shaped and 

context-renewing; Conversation is its own autonomous 
context.

❖ No order of detail can be dismissed a priori as 
disorderly, accidental, or irrelevant; The study of 
conversation requires naturally occurring data .

❖ The analysis is bottom-up and data driven; There is no 
a priori justification.



Gathering and working with data
❖ Data gathering was made through coding and field observation, 

which were highly manipulative and researcher dominated

❖ The then still recent availability of the technology of audio 
recording, which Sacks started to use, made it possible to go 
coding and field observation.

❖ Simple, mechanical recording audio recordings of ‘natural’, that 
is non-experimental, while faithfully recording what the 
machine's technology allows to be recorded, are not immediately 
available, in a sense.

❖ The details that the machine records have to be remarked by the 
listening analyst and later made available to the analyst's 
audience.



❖ It is the activity of transcribing the tapes that provides 
for this, that captures the data.

❖ In the beginning, transcripts were quite simple 
renderings of the words spoken. But later, efforts were 
made to capture more and more details of the ways in 
which these words were produced as formatted 
utterances in relation to the utterances of other speakers.

❖ It was the unique contribution of Gail Jefferson, at first 
in her capacity as Sacks' ‘data recovery 
technician’ (Jefferson, 1972: 294), and later as one of the 
most important contributors to CA in her own right, to 
develop a system of transcription that fitted CA's general 
purpose of sequential analysis. It has been used by CA 
researchers ever since.





CA: An Interdisciplinary Field

❖ It is the fitting together of a specific 
intellectual matrix of interests with an 
available technology of data rendering 
that made CA possible:

❖ Linguistics, anthropology, sociology, 
psychology, computer science, 
philosophy, etc. 



CA vs. Discourse Analysis
❖ Discourse analysis follows a 

deductive process: going from 
the general to the specific 

❖ focusses of rules of formation 
the term “discourse” is for 
any meaningful instance in 
context

❖ Linguistically, a discourse can 
be a sentence

❖ The study of discourse is the 
study of any aspect of 
language use. (Ralph Fasold 
1990)

❖ Conversational analysis follows 
an inductive process: going from 
the particular to the general

❖ focusses on the sequential 
organization of talk-in-
interaction 

❖ the term “conversation” is for a 
specific meaning instance in 
context: real, natural talk-in-
interaction.

❖ A conversation deals with 
utterances 

❖ The study of conversation is the 
study of talk-in-interaction.  





CA vs. Pragmatics 
❖ From the Greek pragma meaning ‘deed’

❖ How we ‘do things with words’ 

❖ The study of meaning in different contexts of use

❖ How language is used to do things in real world 
situations

❖ Speech act theory (John Austin, John Searle)

❖ Conversational logic

❖ study of maxims of conversations, entailment, 
presuppositions, etc. 



Critical  
Discourse  
Analysis

Conversation 
Analysis

Pragmatics

Genre 
Analysis

Ethnography  
Of 

Communication

Multimodal 
Discourse 
Analysis

Discourse 
Analysis



The Organization of Talk
❖ How is Talk organized?
❖ Four types of interactional organization, namely, adjacency 

pairs, turn taking, preference organization, and repair 
❖ Adjacency pairs consist of paired utterances, whose second 

action (e.g. answer) is conditionally relevant with the first 
action (question).

❖ Typical pairs are: greeting/reciprocation, summons/
acknowledgement, request/compliance, assertion/
agreement, question/answer, etc. They are highly 
predictable. (A. Mum?  B. Yes. …summons/
acknowledgement)



❖ Preference organization: interaction should be 
understood as a business primarily of social 
actors aiming to achieve social goals (rather than 
engaged in the production of language) with the 
interaction rationally organized to help actors to 
achieve those goals: affiliation (preference; 
preferred; affiliative) vs. disaffiliation 
(dispreferrence; dispreferred; disaffiliative).

❖ A: "why don't you come to our housewarming 
party on Sunday?" 

❖ (pause) 
❖ B: "Well ..."



❖ Turn taking system organizes the allocation of 
talking actions amongst participants to 
interaction and constrains the size of turns so as 
to make the possible completion of a turn 
transition-relevant (Schegloff et al. 2002, p. 6)

❖ Two components of turn system:
❖ A Turn-Constructional Components: which 

deals with the Turn-Constructional Units (TCUs):
❖ TCU is the basic unit of talk. 
❖ TCUs are the smallest interactionally relevant 

complete linguistic unit, in a given context



❖ TCUs are constructed with syntactic and 
prosodic resources within their 
semantic, pragmatic, activity-type-
specific, and sequential conversational 
context.

❖ A turn-allocation component which 
deals with the regulation and 
negotiation of turn allocation, at the end 
of each TCU, for the next such unit. 



❖ Repair: the treatment of trouble occurring in 
interactive language use. 

❖ Trouble is anything which the participants judge is 
impeding their communication, and a repairable 
item is one which constitutes trouble for the 
participants. 

1 L: but y’know single beds’r awfully thin to sleep on. 
2 S: what?
3 L: single beds. [ they’re—
4 E: [ y’mean narrow? 
5 L: they’re awfully narrow yeah.

(Schegloff et al., 1977, p. 378)



The Context of Interaction
❖ Participation framework

❖ Participation is a temporally unfolding process through which 
separate parties demonstrate to each other their ongoing 
understanding of the events they are engaged in by building 
actions that contribute to the further progression of these very 
same events. (C. Goodwin)

❖ Participant: anyone engaged in an interaction.

❖ The activity of conversation provides a set of positions for the 
participants,the most salient being speaker and hearer

❖ A party whose turn is in progress at a particular point in time 
will be called a speaker



❖ In that pauses may occur within a turn, someone may be a 
speaker even though he or she is not saying anything at the 
moment.

❖ Distinct from the positions provided by the activity are the 
actions of individual participants displaying incumbency or 
non-incumbency in these positions The term”hearer"can 
refer to three quite different objects:

❖ First, it might designate the complementary position to 
“speaker"provided by the activity of conversation

❖ Second, it might refer to the addressee of an act by a speaker.

❖ Third, it might designate a party performing acts of their 
own relevant to the position of hearer

❖ Each position is ratified by the context. 



❖ The context also includes:

❖ Goals and interests

❖ Code(s) (semiotic system (s) used)

❖ Interaction channel(s) 

❖ Spatiotemporal dynamics 

❖ Status of participants 

❖ History of participants 

❖ Type of relation at the moment of interaction 

❖ Culture dynamics

❖ Political constraints (power relations, power purpose…)



The Complex Semiotic Dynamics of Interaction
❖ Oral segments structures 

❖ (Oral) suprasegmental structures

❖ (Oral) paralinguistic structures

❖ Body language facts

❖ Spatiotemporal facts 

❖ (Cultural) artifacts and materials

❖ All the above are coherently integrated in each specific conversation 

❖ This resulting semiotic system (the coherent set of semiotic units) + 
the semiotic structure (the organization of those semiotic units) give 
the semiotic output. 



The Transcription of Talk
❖ How to make talk visible? 

❖ (.)  A full stop inside brackets denotes a micro pause, a notable 
pause but of no significant length. (0.5), (.), and ((pause))

❖ [  Square brackets denote a point where overlapping speech 
occurs.

❖ > < Outward arrows show that the pace of the speech has 
quickened    >word<

❖ < >  Inward arrows show that the pace of the speech has slowed 
down    < word>

❖ (  ) part not heard or indiscernable

❖ (word) part heard but uncertain



❖ ((  )) Where double brackets appear with a description 
inserted denotes some contextual information where no 
symbol of representation was available. ((telephone rings))

❖ Under When a word or part of a word is underlines it 
denotes a raise in volume or emphasis

❖ ↑ When an upward arrow appears it means there is a rise in 
intonation

❖ ↓ When a downward arrow appears it means there is a 
drop in intonation

❖ →  An arrow like this denotes a particular sentence of 
interest to the analyst

❖ CAPITALS  where capital letters appear it denotes that 
something was said loudly or even shouted



❖ =  The equal sign represents latched speech, a 
continuation of talk. no break between turns. =word or 
word=  

❖ A: word= 
B: =word

❖ :: Colons appear to represent elongated speech, a 
stretched sound.  wo:rd; wo::rd

❖ @  means that there was laughter within the talk. 
❖ º The degree sign indicates the talk following it is 

markedly soft or quiet. ºwordº When there are two 
signs, the talk between them is softer than the talk 
around. several degrees:  ºquietº; ººvery quietºº; 
ºººexceedingly quietººº; ººººvirtually inaudibleºººº



❖ hhh marks aspiration. the number of h, the number of 
aspiration. (h) aspiration within a word. 

❖ (.h) marks in-breath 
❖ wor-  a dash shows sharp cut-off
❖ Overlapping talks: 
❖ A: word  [word 

B:             [word
❖ ~Name marks a pseudograph, name change to preserve 

anonymity
❖ ### marks unintelligible passage (one symbol per 

syllable. see () )
❖ (LS) Lip smack 





1 A: This is Mr Smith may I help you
2 B: I can't hear you
3 A: This is Mr Smith.
4 B: Smith?
5 A: Yes.
6 A: Can I help you?
7 B: I don't know hhh I hope you can



1 A: So I was wondering would you be 
2 in your office on Monday (.) by
3 any chance
4 (2.0)
5 A: Probably not.



From Zimmerman (1998) (CT= call-taker, C: = caller)
1 CT: Mid-City emergency
2  (.)
3 →C: tch .hh u::h This is u::h Knights of Columbus
4 → Hall at uh: twenty twenty ni:ne West    
Broadway
5 → North?=
6 CT: =Mmhm ((keyboard sounds))
7 C: U::h we had some u::h women's purses u::h 
stolen


