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CONVERSATION ANALYSIS

Conversation Analysis

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Sociology (Ethnomethodology), Linguistics (Pragmatics), Social
Psychology, Human-Computer Interaction (HCI)

1. Core Definition and Methodology

Conversation Analysis (CA) is a highly rigorous, empirical methodology and theoretical framework
dedicated to the study of social interaction, primarily focusing on naturally occurring talk-in-
interaction. Developed primarily within the field of Ethnomethodology, CA seeks to uncover the

systematic, orderly, and locally managed procedures that participants use to produce their own
conduct and understand the conduct of others. Unlike traditional linguistic or sociological
approaches that might rely on theoretical presuppositions or idealized models of language, CA
insists on analyzing minute details of recorded interactional data--transcripts, audio recordings, and
video footage--to derive generalizations about the architecture of social conduct. The central tenet
is that social order is not imposed from above but is continually achieved and displayed moment-
by-moment by the participants themselves through their interactional choices.

The core commitment of Conversation Analysis is to the principle of "unmotivated looking,"
meaning that analysts approach the data without preconceived notions about what is significant,
allowing the orderliness inherent in the interaction itself to guide the findings. This commitment
necessitates detailed transcription methods, often using systems developed by Gail Jefferson,

which capture not only the words spoken but also crucial paralinguistic features such as pauses,
overlaps, breath intakes, changes in pitch and volume, and even non-verbal cues (when video data
is used). These features are not treated as mere noise but as constitutive elements of the
interactional sequence, revealing how participants orient to and manage the temporal structure of
turns.

Furthermore, CA differs fundamentally from traditional discourse analysis in its scope and focus.
While discourse analysis often examines large bodies of text, political speeches, or generalized
ideologies, CA is specifically micro-analytic, focusing exclusively on the specific sequential context
of an utterance. The meaning of any given turn is treated as fundamentally dependent on the turn
immediately preceding it and as setting constraints for the turn immediately following it. This
sequential specificity is paramount; consequently, CA research often involves detailed,
comparative analysis of many similar instances of interactional phenomena (a collection of cases)
to identify robust patterns and institutional practices utilized across different social settings.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

Conversation Analysis emerged in the United States during the late 1960s and early 1970s,
primarily through the pioneering work of sociologist Harvey Sacks, initially working alongside
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Emanuel Schegloff and Gail Jefferson. Sacks, influenced heavily by the work of Harold Garfinkel
and the ethnomethodological movement, sought a radical empirical grounding for sociology that
moved away from abstract theoretical models toward the concrete reality of everyday life. Sacks's
early work utilized transcripts of calls to a suicide prevention center, demonstrating that even
seemingly disorganized or emotionally charged conversations followed recognizable and reusable
structural patterns.

The institutional establishment of CA was solidified through the formalization of its key theoretical
structures, notably the development of the foundational model of the turn-taking system by Sacks,
Schegloff, and Jefferson (1974). This seminal work established CA as a distinct discipline by

offering a comprehensive, context-free account of how participants manage speaker transition,
ensuring that only "one party speaks at a time" with minimal gap and overlap, a phenomenon
observed across diverse conversational settings. This framework demonstrated that ordinary
conversation was governed by a set of locally managed rules, rather than purely psychological or
intentional mechanisms.

Following Sacks's untimely death, Schegloff and Jefferson continued to refine and expand the
analytic machinery of CA, focusing on areas such as sequence organization, repair mechanisms,
and the intricate details of adjacency pairs. This development path saw CA move beyond purely
casual conversation to analyze institutional interactions, such as those occurring in courtrooms,
medical interviews, and classrooms. This expansion underscored the methodology's power,
demonstrating that the basic organizational principles found in everyday talk underpin specialized
institutional communication, though often modified by specific institutional goals and participant
identities.

3. Key Methodological Principles

The strength and reliability of Conversation Analysis rest upon several core methodological
principles that distinguish it from other qualitative research methods. Firstly, the data must be
naturally occurring. CA rejects elicited data, interviews, or experimental settings where the
researcher's intervention might contaminate the interactional environment. The goal is to capture
interaction as it unfolds, independent of analytic intervention, thereby maintaining ecological
validity.

Secondly, CA mandates a strict adherence to the emic perspective, meaning the analyst must
prioritize evidence that demonstrates how the participants themselves display their understanding
of the preceding turn. For example, if Speaker B treats Speaker A's utterance as a question, then
Speaker B's response must be analyzed as an answer. Analysts cannot impose an interpretation
(e.g., "A was intending to complain®) if the subsequent turns do not display that understanding.
This focus on "participant orientation" ensures that the findings reflect the methods used by the
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members of the society being studied, rather than the analyst's external judgment.

Thirdly, CA relies heavily on the use of "collections.” Instead of relying on a single, striking
example, analysts amass collections of dozens or hundreds of instances of a particular
phenomenon (e.g., closings, apologies, requests, or laughter). By systematically comparing these
instances, analysts can filter out idiosyncratic features and identify the robust, recurrent patterns--
the underlying machinery--that participants utilize to achieve specific interactional goals. This
comparative analysis is essential for establishing the generalizability of CA findings across different
populations and contexts.

4. Foundational Concepts

The Turn-Taking System: This system describes how speakers manage the allocation of turns. It
consists of two components: the Turn Constructional Unit (TCU), which defines what counts as a

unit of talk (e.g., a single word, a clause, or a sentence), and the Turn Allocation Component,
which provides rules for speaker transition, typically occurring at the first possible completion point
(Transition Relevance Place, or TRP).

Adjacency Pairs: These are sequences of two functionally related turns produced by different
speakers, ordered as a First Pair Part (FPP) and a Second Pair Part (SPP). Examples include
Question-Answer, Greeting-Greeting, and Offer-Acceptance/Refusal. Adjacency pairs establish a
conditional relevance, meaning that once the FPP is produced, the SPP becomes relevant and
expected. The absence of an expected SPP is noticeable and itself interactionally meaningful.

Sequence Organization: This concept deals with how conversational actions are structured
beyond the single adjacency pair. It accounts for pre-sequences (e.g., pre-requests like "Are you
busy?"), insertion sequences (turns embedded between the FPP and SPP to clarify or delay), and
post-sequences (e.g., acknowledgments or repair sequences). Sequence organization reveals how
participants project the trajectory of the interaction and manage complex tasks over multiple turns.

Preference Organization: This refers to the structural distinction between two types of SPPs:
preferred and dispreferred responses. Preferred responses are typically delivered immediately and
efficiently (e.g., accepting an invitation). Dispreferred responses (e.g., declining an invitation) are
structurally marked by delay, hesitation, justification, or mitigation. The structural complexity
associated with dispreferred responses highlights the participants' orientation to normative social
pressure and the management of face.

Repair Organization: This mechanism addresses how participants correct or manage problems in
speaking, hearing, or understanding. Repair can be self-initiated and self-completed (the speaker
correcting themselves), self-initiated and other-completed, other-initiated and self-completed
(Speaker B asks "Who?" and Speaker A clarifies), or other-initiated and other-completed. The
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organization of repair demonstrates the participants' commitment to mutual understanding as a
continuous, locally managed achievement.

5. Applications in Social Science and Linguistics

Conversation Analysis has proven immensely valuable across the social sciences, providing a
rigorous empirical basis for understanding how institutional roles, identities, and power dynamics
are enacted in real time. In sociology, CA researchers examine how doctors talk to patients, how
police interview suspects, or how teachers manage classroom interaction, demonstrating that
institutional settings rely on modifications of the basic turn-taking system. For instance, in a
courtroom, turn allocation is highly pre-allocated (governed by the judge), limiting the typical
conversational freedoms of adjacency pairs.

In linguistics and pragmatics, CA offers crucial insights into the nature of language use that are
often overlooked by formal grammatical theories. CA emphasizes that grammar is interactionally
sensitive; participants deploy specific grammatical structures not based on abstract rules, but
based on the sequential demands of the conversation. The choice between saying "Could you
pass the salt?" versus "Pass the salt" is a matter of interactional preference organization
(mitigating a request) rather than purely grammatical variation.

Furthermore, CA methodologies have been widely adopted in fields like social psychology and
communication studies to analyze subtle cues of affiliation, disagreement, and emotional
expression. By analyzing the precise timing of overlaps, laughter, or the placement of "uh-huh,"
researchers can map out the moment-to-moment management of intersubjectivity--how
participants ensure they are mutually aligned and understanding one another. This depth of
analysis provides a powerful alternative to survey or introspection-based methods often employed
in psychology.

6. Applications in Ergonomics and Human-Computer Interaction (HCI)

The specialized application of Conversation Analysis in fields like ergonomics, usability, and HCI
focuses on the correspondence and collaboration occurring between two or more users involved in
exchange with a program, item, or system. The original source definition points to this specific use:
treating the interaction with a technological artifact as a communicative event that must be
analyzed sequentially. This approach is highly relevant for evaluating collaborative systems,
shared interfaces, and communication software.

In HCI, CA is used as an investigative technique to understand how technology mediates human
collaboration. Researchers might record users working together to solve a task using a new
software platform. By applying CA transcription and analysis, they can pinpoint exactly where the
technology creates "hiccups" in the natural flow of interaction--for instance, if the interface design
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prevents users from smoothly completing adjacency pairs (e.g., preventing one user from asking a
guestion about the task at the optimal Transition Relevance Place). This provides designers with
empirical evidence of interactional breakdown.

The example provided--dating coaches employing hidden recording devices for conversation
analysis when their clients go on dates--illustrates a practical application of CA principles in real-
world professional development. The coach is using the CA framework (or a simplified version
thereof) to analyze the client's interactional competence: identifying failures in turn allocation,
inadequate sequencing (e.g., poor topic initiation), or issues in preference organization (e.g., giving
structurally dispreferred responses when preferred ones are socially required). This demonstrates
the methodology's utility in training individuals to better manage social interaction through empirical
feedback.

7. Debates and Criticisms

Conversation Analysis, despite its recognized methodological rigor, has faced several persistent
criticisms throughout its history. One major critique often leveled by critical theorists and traditional
sociologists is that CA is fundamentally "apolitical” or "a-theoretical.” Critics argue that by focusing
exclusively on the machinery of interaction, CA ignores macro-sociological factors such as power,
class, gender, and economic context, treating interaction as divorced from the larger societal
structures that shape it. CA practitioners generally counter this by arguing that these macro forces
are only relevant if and when participants themselves demonstrably orient to them in the localized
interaction.

A second criticism concerns the challenge of generalizability. Given CA's intensive reliance on
micro-detailed analysis of specific, recorded instances, critics question how far findings derived
from a collection of, say, fifty phone calls can be applied universally. CA proponents respond that
their findings describe the fundamental, context-free organizational systems (like turn-taking) that
underpin all human talk, similar to how grammar underlies all sentences. While specific content
varies, the sequential architecture remains robustly similar across contexts.

Finally, the extreme technical demands of transcription and analysis often make CA inaccessible to
researchers unfamiliar with its specific methodology. The need for precise measurements of gaps
and overlaps requires dedicated training, leading some to view CA as an overly specialized or
esoteric field. Nevertheless, the methodology's unwavering commitment to empirical data and
participant orientation ensures its continued status as a foundational approach to the study of
human social interaction.
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