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1

THE CONVERSATIONAL RACETRACK
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This book will change the way you think about talk. It will show you how to lift the lid on the engine that drives our everyday lives. It will show you why there is a big pay-off to understanding talk scientifically.

Of course, when we try to understand something like talk scientifically, it is not the same as trying to understand something like a black hole. Talk, as a phenomenon of social life, exists only to be understood.1 It is designed by humans for humans to get every facet of life accomplished. We build, maintain and end our personal and professional relationships through talk. We buy and sell. We get and give help. We are excited, persuaded, irritated, embarrassed and consoled in response to things others say to us. Talk is the tool we have to do all of these things.

Talk is also our resource for fixing things that go wrong. When we characterise some aspect of our talk as ‘communication breakdown’, we are probably referring to feeling trapped in a conversation, or that we are struggling to get heard, or as though we are on the back foot. This book will show you how to unpack and understand talk and what to say to anticipate, resist, avoid – or further aggravate – these problems.

Scientists strive to understand black holes, even though they do not exist in the first place to be understood by humans. Talk, on the other hand, exists only to be understood by humans. In that sense, a book about the science of talk should be an easy read; the conceptual gap between the audience and the phenomenon is small. On the other hand, it might be a challenge to convince you that we need a scientific approach to the study of something that seems, on the surface, so easy to understand. Can we really gain anything by analysing something that we ‘just do’? The chapters in this book will show you that the answer is ‘yes’. And it will show you that the science of conversation is not just interesting, or fun. It is crucial.

Along with many other academic colleagues around the world, I have spent the last twenty years working as a conversation analyst, studying recordings of real talk from real people talking to each other in real time. While the linguist Noam Chomsky once described conversation as a ‘disorderly phenomenon’, it is, in fact, highly organised. And we are quite unaware of how systematic our talk is, and how different words lead to different outcomes. So while we all keep talking, we are not good at understanding precisely what went wrong in an encounter, or what went right. Analysing real talk in the wild – and in slow motion – shows us the incredible power talk has to shape our daily lives.

Think about the last time you went on a rollercoaster.2 You might have seen – even if you did not purchase it – the snapshot of yourself as you zoomed down the steepest incline. Rollercoaster snapshots reveal how you looked at a particular moment, even though you are unable to remember or reproduce it later. Similarly, we are not capable of recalling and reproducing – with the exact words, the exact intonation and the exact facial expression – what we said at, say, thirty-three seconds into a particular conversation. Studying talk scientifically allows us to freeze-frame that moment and scrutinise it to see how it worked, what worked and what did not work.

In this opening chapter, we investigate what happens at the start of encounters. Talk can run smoothly or awkwardly from the very first ‘hello’. We can predict what is likely to happen next from the first words uttered. This is because all conversations have a landscape; a conversational racetrack. We start at the beginning of an encounter with another person or people and, along the way, complete projects. We anticipate and avoid or crash into hurdles. Conversations become tense, difficult or all-out war. An opening ‘hello’ can even be, quite simply, a matter of life and death.

‘Hello!’

The discipline of conversation analysis was invented by three academics in the 1960s: Harvey Sacks, Emanuel Schegloff and Gail Jefferson.3 Sacks was killed in a car crash in 1975 and, like celebrities who die young or in mysterious circumstances, there is something of a rock ’n’ roll mystique about him. There are also many arguments over his legacy and competitive in-groups and sub-camps typical of any academic field.

This book is not the place for lengthy accounts of the discipline, but it is worth knowing that each of these three figures holds a special position in the hearts and minds of conversation analysts around the world. And, as an advocate for conversation analysis to a likely non-specialist audience, and for context, you might be surprised to learn that conversation analytic research is among the most cited in academia, even compared to ‘hard science’ disciplines.4

Before we see our first example of two people starting to talk, let me explain briefly how their talk will be presented. As with all the other data analysed in this book, recordings of real (generally anonymised) interactions are transcribed using a technical system developed by Jefferson.5 The system is the first stage of analysis and cannot be reproduced by a machine – even though speech-to-text software will produce reasonably accurate verbatim transcripts (see ‘The future of talk’, in Chapter 7).

The ‘Jefferson system’ is designed to represent not just what is said but how it is produced, placed, timed and so on. It includes information about intonation, lengths of pauses and gaps within and between turns at talk, the onset and end of overlapping talk, and the precise moment when who is speaking changes. It also tells us how speakers build actions through talk – the component activities that comprise complete encounters. At first, the transcripts might seem overly technical. But this is how people talk – keeping in the detail of how talk works, rather than stripping it away to the words alone. It’s what actually happened.

For the first few extracts in this chapter, though, I will present a verbatim version of the transcript alongside the technical version, to enable you to become familiar with the system. A key to all of the symbols appears at the end of the book. You can also listen to some of the examples I present online,6 where they feature as part of a lecture or presentation.

Our first example is an ordinary domestic telephone call between two American friends, Hyla and Nancy. Hyla is calling Nancy; this is a telephone line without caller ID.7 Her dialling is the summons that starts the conversational ball rolling. It is the first action that must be completed for any further talk to happen.

Example 1: Hyla and Nancy
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Take a look at Nancy’s answering turn, ‘H’llo:?’ The punctuation marks help researchers, and you, understand exactly how she said it. For instance, the colon indicates that the ‘o’ sound is slightly elongated. The question mark indicates ‘questioning intonation’. You might be surprised to learn that ‘questioning intonation’ does not always accompany the spoken production of a question. In fact, questions are more often delivered with falling or ‘closing’ intonation, indicated by a full stop. This is one of many communication myths that we will bust in this book.

Systematic patterns exist in the way conversation starts, and not just on the telephone. This is because although the means of communication might be different (e.g., language choice, modality, gesture, sign language, written, spoken), and the exact words used also vary (e.g., ‘hello’, ‘hiya’, ‘yo!’), the actions being done remain the same.

Watch how Hyla and Nancy’s conversation unfolds.
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When Hyla says, ‘Hi:,’ she delivers a greeting but also communicates recognition of her friend’s voice. The comma indicates what conversation analysts call ‘continuing intonation’ – think how it sounds to read items on a shopping list or the digits in a telephone number.

At line 04, Nancy gives a second greeting, but it sounds very different to her answering-the-phone ‘H’llo:?’. This time, the ‘HI::.’ is louder, brighter, and more animated. It conveys recognition of Hyla’s voice.

Next, Hyla and Nancy exchange ‘how-are-yous’.
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Hyla and Nancy exchange ‘how-are-yous’ rapidly, and reciprocally. The speed of exchange is represented by the equals signs (‘=’), which indicate that the two turns are ‘latched’ together. The quick pace of their turn-taking is also indicated implicitly, because when gaps occur between turns – as we will see in later examples – they are measured and included in the transcript.

On the face of it, this is utterly mundane. There’s no science here! Well, actually there is. Conversation analysts have shown that, across settings including phone calls, face-to-face encounters, Skype calls and even instant messaging, conversations recurrently open with three rapid, reciprocal, component pairs of actions:

1. The summons and answer (the opening at lines 01–02).

2. The greetings and identification (for Hyla and Nancy, just the sound of the voice is enough for identification at lines 03–04).

3. The initial enquiries (the ‘how-are-yous’ at lines 05–06).

This sequence of actions is pretty robust across opening sequences, whether on the telephone or face to face. In Example 2, Dad and Liz are Skyping. The pound signs indicate ‘smile-voice’ – how people sound when they smile as they talk. You can watch this clip online.8

Example 2: Dad and Liz
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In Skype conversations, the ‘summons and answer’ sequence still occurs because someone still has to ‘go first’ in any interaction. However, the identification part may be redundant, because we generally know who we will talk to when we initiate a video chat. Of course, I can use my partner’s mobile phone or Skype account to make a call, and the recipient may not expect to see or hear me when they answer the summons.

Example 3 comes from a written exchange between two friends on a social media messaging app.9

Example 3: Isla and Joe
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The same components are in place: ‘summons and answer’; ‘greetings and identification’, and the reciprocal ‘how-are-yous’. They take a bit longer, because writing is slower than talking. But otherwise, the same actions happen.

Example 4 is from a conversation between two office workers from different departments of the local council.

Example 4: Katy and Darcy
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In this recording, the square brackets at lines 05 and 06 represent overlapping talk. So as Darcy says ‘m’duck’ – one of many terms of endearment used in the UK, such as ‘love’, ‘hen’ or ‘pet’ – Katy begins to respond to Darcy’s ‘how-are-you’.

There are several features that you may not initially notice in this example, but that are important when it comes to understanding the more complex conversational openings we come to later. So, first, note that the way Katy answers the phone tells us that this is not a domestic setting, but a workplace. Second, Katy’s next turn, at line 04, is delivered with ‘smile-voice’, after she knows who she is speaking to. She does not smile when she answers the phone.

Third, Darcy and Katy do not know each other well enough for Darcy to simply respond ‘Hi’ at line 03, as we have seen in previous examples: she returns Katy’s greeting fully and identifies herself explicitly. But Darcy and Katy do know each other well enough to now move into a reciprocal ‘how-are-you’ sequence.

The equals signs at lines 03, 04 and 05 indicate when speakers rapidly add another part to a turn that is potentially already complete. Conversation analysts refer to the ‘point of possible completion’ that happens when a speaker has done something that can be responded to by the next speaker, such as asking a question. These are usually grammatically complete, too. Points of completion are also indicated strongly by intonation. As you read this book, read out loud, if you can. Each time a full stop happens, your intonation should fall. In the Jefferson system, full stops indicate ‘closing intonation’ and that a ‘unit’ of a turn has been completed.

It is worth pausing here, to point out that in everyday written text, full stops (‘periods’ in the USA) are not, however, intonation markers! They are grammatical markers, placed at the end of grammatical sentences. That is something that all readers of this book will know, whether intuitively or explicitly. Jefferson borrowed and reassigned the full stop and other conventions of written text (colons, commas, question marks, etc.) to talk’s intonational patterns. Of course, both transcription and everyday written punctuation are technical and precise – we are just more used to the conventions for written text.

Returning to Darcy and Katy’s conversation, at line 03, Darcy’s turn is complete as she says ‘good morning t’you.’ but she rapidly adds a second ‘unit’ to the end of her turn: ‘.=it’s Darcy:.’ What a simplified verbatim transcript would not show is Darcy’s tacit analysis of her response to Katy. The rapid addition of a second unit reveals Darcy’s ongoing monitoring of the unfolding interaction. She needs to identify herself. This is not my analysis of what Katy and Darcy are doing, it is Darcy’s. My job is to reveal their analysis to you.

Think about when a friend invites you for dinner. They may say something like, ‘Do you fancy dinner on Friday? Or Saturday?’ The addition of ‘Or Saturday’ shows their ongoing monitoring of your lack of immediate response. The idea that taking a turn in a conversation requires ‘processing time’, producing pauses, is another myth about talk that we will bust in this book. In fact, we can and do respond very quickly within milliseconds. Indeed, speakers are actually monitoring reactions while their own turn is in progress, which is what enables such rapid interchange to take place. And the fact that we (can) respond quickly provides us with the evidence that delays, gaps, silences indicate an upcoming problem. Of course, we can respond quickly with turns that start with built-in delay-tactics (e.g., ‘Um:::::’). But a delay in responding to an invitation indicates an upcoming turndown. Because they are fast to recognise a possible turndown, your friend quickly adds another option, to which you can hopefully say ‘yes’ . . .!

This is the tacit knowledge that people have for interacting. We reveal it as we construct our turns, word by word, turn by turn, although we cannot articulate what we are doing. But, without knowing it, we anticipate hurdles on the racetrack of conversation, and try to avoid them.

Finally, look closely at the overlapping talk at lines 05 and 06. The overlap shows that Katy has heard enough of the second unit of Darcy’s turn to know what action Darcy is doing even though it is not complete: she is doing a reciprocal ‘how-are-you’. This sort of overlap is very common in interaction: people can sufficiently anticipate the action that is coming to begin to respond without leaving any gap between turns.

You might be thinking that everything you have read so far is worthy of an entry in a Private Eye ‘Pseud’s Corner’ jibe – and, in fact, an early observation from Sacks, Schegloff and Jefferson, that ‘one speaker speaks at a time and speaker change recurs’, actually was! It is certainly common to hear people describe or reflect on conversational components like ‘how-are-you’ sequences critically, as a bit of pointless ‘filler’, said ‘just to be polite’, in a meaningless and ‘non-genuine’ way. I will show that these sorts of comments misunderstand the importance of starting to unpack the basic machinery of talk as a precursor to persuading you of some crucial insights into how talk works.

You might also be thinking that there are numerous instances where conversation openings are quite different. And, of course, they are. Here are four quick examples.

Example 5: Calling the doctor’s
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Example 6: Salesperson calling a business
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In Example 5, a patient phones her local surgery. The parties greet each other (‘>Good< mornin:g,’ and ‘Hello’), but, in this opening moment, only the receptionist provides identification of both the surgery and her first name. Who the patient is becomes relevant later; for now, the main action is requesting an appointment. There are no ‘how-are-yous’ – potentially tricky in this setting! Example 6 has two people at work calling each other, but, unlike Katy and Darcy, they do not know each other.

Example 7 is a domestic phone call, but Lesley, who answers the ringing phone, is being called by someone who wants to make a delivery to Lesley’s house. Example 8 is another of Katy’s calls, but this one is to her daughter at home. As with all our examples, use the transcription key presented in the Appendix to unpack the technical aspects about which you want to learn.

Example 7: Lesley and Mr Harris (simplified transcript)
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Example 8: Katy and her daughter
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There are reciprocal greetings – spot Lesley’s second one at line 06 in which she also shows she recognises Mr Harris and has expected him to call. See also that Mr Harris recognises Lesley from her answering ‘hello’. As the caller, he is in a position to know who is likely to answer the phone. However, he identifies himself using his own name and the name of the business. He does not expect Lesley to recognise him from his voice alone; they do not have the kind of relationship where Mr Harris could simply say ‘Hi!’ next.

Example 8 neatly demonstrates how we calibrate the purpose of our call by including or dispensing with things that would ordinarily happen in the conversation. While mother and daughter exchange greetings, there are no ‘how-are-yous’. Why not? Dispensing with ‘how-are-yous’ helps us know the kind of conversation we are in. This is going to be a quick call to check on the important activity of getting into the house and disabling alarms. So by asking a question about the house’s alarm in the slot usually filled with a ‘how-are-you’, Katy indicates to her daughter what type of call this will be.

Call openings vary, then, depending on contingencies like who is calling whom; whether or not speakers know each other; the urgency of the situation; and so on. These are not random, messy variations, but systematic ones, by which we construct and recognise the particular nature of each type of call. It is the fact that we do this – making our actions recognisable for each other – that makes those same actions and methods recognisable for conversation analysts.

We conclude this section on ‘Hello!’ by focusing again on the three actions done in openings: the summons and answer; greeting and identification, and ‘how-are-yous’. Example 9 is another call in which we encounter Hyla, this time talking to her boyfriend, Richard. Their opening shows the irresistibility of completing these three actions, which further undermines the notion that they are pointless ‘filler’. They are doing something important in an interaction: framing it, establishing its footing and the relationships involved.

Harvey Sacks made a classic observation about ‘how-are-yous’ in a paper called ‘Everyone Has to Lie’.10 He was referring to the kind of social situation that requires a ‘fine, thanks, how are you’ response, not a long (happy or sad) answer to the question. Not everyone is the right person to receive the ‘true’ answer (e.g., ‘I’m feeling lousy’; ‘I’m so excited!’), but neither is every slot in a conversation the right place to say it. In Hyla and Nancy’s call, it later turns out that Hyla is not fine – after the opening ‘how-are-yous’ she goes on to recount to Nancy her problems with Richard. But everybody has to lie.

The call between Hyla and Richard has an extended opening. There is a lot of laughter and breathiness in the call; Richard arrived home to hear the phone ringing inside the house and has raced in to answer it. The transcript represents the laughter and breathiness. I hope that, by now, you can see how impoverished a verbatim transcript would be, when compared to this technical version. Imagine if you were not permitted to use emoticons or emojis when writing text messages or using instant messaging services. Imagine I presented an analysis of text-based interaction and deliberately removed these features. Representing talk with this technical system is not just good science. It’s an ethical decision. This is how people actually talk, and I want to show you what really happened when Hyla called Richard.

Our target three actions – the summons/answer; greetings/identification; and ‘how-are-yous’ – are highlighted.

Example 9: Hyla and Richard
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All three actions are present in the call, with the summons and answer and greeting and identification done rapidly and sequentially. However, the greetings are done a second and third time, punctuated with Richard’s breathiness and Hyla’s laughter.

Hyla asks Richard ‘how are you’ for the first time at line 10, in the expected slot. His response is more heavy breathing, to which Hyla responds with more laughter. Her laughter is, in fact, helping Richard out. She fills in the slot for his turn with laughter, as well as providing an account for why he cannot talk – he is ‘out of brea(h) th(h).’, she says. Eventually, Richard produces the standard ‘fine’ response at line 14.

Hyla and Richard’s opening sequence is extended with more talk; Hyla reports that she nearly hung up the call; Richard accounts for why he took so long to answer. It is interesting that Hyla asks a second ‘how-are-you’ at line 23. This time, Richard gives an ironic response: ‘Oh, I love driving up to the door and hearing the ph-’. But see what he does next! He cuts off this response, which is starting to sound like a complaint about Hyla making him run to the house. He then says ‘no’, explicitly verbalising the fact that he ‘will not go there’; he will not keep complaining. In so doing, Richard halts the development of a possible argument before it has started. Instead, he asks a reciprocal ‘how-are-you’. He uses his tacit knowledge of what should happen next to avoid potential conflict, and Hyla gives the standard response.

Hyla and Richard show us that the ordinary words and phrases, like greetings and ‘how-are-yous’, are a useful resource. They start an encounter. They can be extended to help someone who is out of breath. More importantly, though, the fact that Hyla and Richard do and redo these actions shows that they are an interactional imperative. They simply have to be done. People show us this all the time. Speakers monitor each other’s turns for their appropriateness of action and position.

The interactional imperative holds for written talk too, as we saw earlier in Isla and Joe’s messaging app conversation. Here is Isla talking to another friend. When Jane opens the conversation in a non-standard way (‘urgh’), Isla responds a minute or so later with a comment about Jane’s inapposite conversation opener.

Example 10: Isla and Jane11
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These early conversational actions, whose patterns are robust across settings of all kinds, can also be usurped as resources for conflict and argument, as we will see in the next section.

‘Um, hello . . . ?’

So far, the conversations we have encountered have been friendly, or affiliative. They have started smoothly, with the speakers more or less in alignment. In this section, we move on to examine some rather more problematic – and even life-changing – conversational openings.

We start with a call between boyfriend and girlfriend, Dana and Gordon. They are students who are home for their holidays and living with their respective parents.

Example 11: Dana and Gordon
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Let us stop here, before Dana has even spoken. Lines 01–03 are all we need to see to know that there is trouble ahead. This is because of what happens at line 03; or rather, what does not happen. Dana does not issue a reciprocal greeting. Instead, there is a silence of 0.7 seconds. This might not seem like long, but it is. And it is just this kind of detail that allows us to zoom in on parts of the conversational racetrack where there might be either smooth progress – alignment – or trouble – disaffiliation.

It is worth restating that the silence of 0.7 seconds is not required for Dana to think about what her response should be. Go back to Hyla and Nancy’s call – Example 1. Between their turns at talk there was no gap, and no overlap. Their turns were produced in rapid succession – but not automatically.

Conversation analysis is not a branch of behaviourism. Saying ‘hello’ does not guarantee a ‘hello’ in response. In fact, a missing ‘hello’ can indicate mishearing, rudeness, or some other potential communication problem. But the take-home message is that because conversations do regularly open like Hyla and Nancy’s, something interesting is happening when the pattern breaks.

Returning to Gordon and Dana’s conversation, here is Dana’s delayed response.
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So, Dana returns the greeting at the start of her turn, but immediately opens up a new action: a question. And it is a challenging question. It is not just an information-seeking question; it has got some bite in it. It is a complaint. She is Gordon’s girlfriend and so is somewhat entitled – her question presupposes this – to know where he is. She should not have had to try to get him ‘all morning’. Of course, ‘all morning’ is not meant literally. But Dana uses this rather extreme – but very ordinary and recognisable – way of describing her sustained attempts to speak to Gordon. Including – or not including – ‘all morning’ makes a difference. Every word matters, for the things we are doing with our turns at talk.

It turns out later that Gordon had phoned Dana’s house, very late and drunk, the previous evening. Now Dana is in trouble with her mum. What possibilities does Gordon have for responding to Dana’s question? He could say, ‘What do you mean, where have I been all morning?’, or ‘We’re not joined at the hip’, or something else that meets the challenge head on, attacking Dana or defending himself. And then the couple might head straight into an argument.

Another option is to push back on the trajectory started by Dana’s question, which is what Gordon does.
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Gordon responds with a bright-sounding ‘Hello!’, very much like Nancy’s ‘Hi!’ of recognition in Example 1. In so doing, Gordon recruits his tacit knowledge of what kind of turn typically fills this slot in an encounter. In other words, Gordon recruits the conversational racetrack.

This is not the end of Gordon’s turn, however. It unfolds in a way that further marks Dana’s question as, literally, out of turn.
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Note two tiny details that only a Jefferson transcript can magnify: an ‘Uhm’ and a 0.6 second pause. Sounds like ‘Uh’, ‘um’, ‘uh:::::’ can be subtly altered in myriad ways with intonation. They are not random, or meaningless, or speech production errors. They can be systematic, cropping up in exactly the same types of conversational environments. For instance, a little ‘uh’ sound frequently crops up when speakers are confronted with an inapposite or unexpected prior turn – which Dana’s is. And this analysis is supported by the fact that what Gordon did first was what Dana could expect – he gave a ‘hello’ of recognition.

These three items at the start of Gordon’s turn, the bright ‘hello!’, the ‘uh’ and the 0.6 second pause, all push back on Dana’s first turn – her first move. The idea that Dana is a ‘first mover’ – the kind of person who opens an encounter with such a challenging first turn – is something that we will return to in Chapter 3. We will see how we use talk to assess everything about a person from their personality and disposition to their motivation, emotions and attitude. Talk is often the only evidence we have to make such assessments. We are the turns we take.

Only after these three items have been produced does Gordon answer Dana’s question. For those who are enjoying getting into the detail, there are other tiny perturbations in his turn: an in-breath right at the start (.hh) – this is what ‘take-a-deep-breath’ looks like! And he makes a lip-smack sound (.pt).
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And after answering the question, Gordon once more reveals his tacit understanding of what should happen next.
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So Gordon initiates the third part of a typical opening sequence: the ‘how-are-you’. Now, if Dana was satisfied with Gordon’s answer at line 05, and ready to get on with the conversation, we would expect to see her respond with ‘Fine’ (or a variant) and a reciprocal ‘how-are-you’. However, this is what happens next.
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By now, you should know enough about conversation analysis to interpret a delay of 0.5 seconds as an indication that Dana is ‘not fine’. We can now predict that she is not likely to move into a reciprocal pair of ‘how-are-you’ turns with Gordon. Are we right?
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Yes! We can predict the future when we
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Example 13: Lyrics from ‘Telephone Line’, 1976, Electric Light Orchestra






Example 14: Frannie and Shirley





Example 15: Business-to-business cold-call sales











Example 16: Emergency call
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