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THE CONSTRUCTION OF TURNS AT TATK IN SOCIAL INTERACTION

A.D,ROTH

ABSTRACT

Non-verbal cues to turn transitions are often.sfudied,in
isolation from their linguistic substrate. 1t is argued that
this produces a misunderstanding of the origin and action of
Yturn-taking cuest!, and obscures the relafionship of inter-

actional process and switching style.

A series of studies are presented which explore these issues
utilising dialogues from three married couples. - The pattern of
switching styles in the interactions are described together with
an examination of patterns éf gazing and a content analysis of
talk. The role of gaze in the regulation of turn transitions
is evaluated with reference to Kendon's (1967) 'look-up' cue.
The speed of speaker switching“was found to be increased only
where 'looking-up! arose in the context of low levels of gaze,
with no change of gaze state prior to the look-up cue itself.
Relationships between this cue and linguistic features of utter-

ance endings were also noted.

Further examination of this relationship is made  through
evaluation of the system of turn-yielding and maintaining cues
proposed by Duncan (1972). Clause completion was found to be
closely associated with the location of turn-taking attempts;
"other non-verbal cues tended to accompany this feature. Non-
verbal behaviours were, however, important in differentiating

(linguistically defined) intra~ and inter-utterance boundaries.

Reiationshiﬁs between strategy and turn taking style are
explored; variations iﬁ.the frequency and class of interruptions
were found in different strategic states. The relationship of
switching style to interactional meaning is discussed and the
concept of cohesion introduced. This feature,which addresses.
the textual dontinuity‘of talk, was found to be important to the
perceived meaning of interruption sequences; the placement of
interruptions either within or between boundaries in-the speakers
talk did not exert a similar influence. Behavioural consequegbes

of cohesion were also evident.



(xi)

These results are discussed and a model of turn-taking,

together with its implications, presented.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Social interacfions are both common and commonplace in
the experience of almost all individuals, forming the basis for
an almost endless variety of transactions. It is perhaps this
very quality that has led to their neglect as an area of study;
indeed as late as 1969 Argyle was able to refer to a 'mew-look!
in psychology that took such encounters as an area of concern.
It mé.y be pc;ssible to understand the roots of this developing
interest with reference not only to an increasing dissatisfaction
with previous areas of research (ibid) but also in the light of
an increasing focus upon the individual that has had a pervasive
cultural influence. The desire to understand behaviour which,
for most individuals, 1s unproblematic in its perfdmance, has
continuities w.ﬁ:h phenomenological research (e.g. Shutz 1971)

which suggests that common-sense understandlngs of behaviour

inevitably conceal a striking complexity.

Lt is generally this 'taken—for—granted' quality of
our behaviour which allows for the relatively smooth accomplish-
ment of interact‘ions across a variety of settings, aims and
purposes'. Often it is only when interactions_ are disrupted by
imexpected or contra-normative events that these assumptions
‘begin to be perceived (Berger and Iuckman 1966). There is an
ex’peé:tation that encounters should proceed without exposure of
their constructidn. Those individudls who do not achieve this
~ sense of routine accomplishment are construed in current termin-
ology as being socially 'unskilled! (Trower, Bryant and Argyle 1978),
a term which itself has evolved from the perception of interaction
as a skilled process requiring explication (Argyle and Kendon 1967).
Increasingly it has become evident that amongst psychiatric patients
there are a substantial proportion of individuals who may be chéract-
erised as having a rather poor social_performance (Bryant et al 1976). h
The role of interpersonal factors in the aetiology and maintainance of
psychiatric disorder has become a focus not only of research interest

(e.g. Hooper et al 1977) but also of therapeutic practice. Thus both

marital and family therapy take the form of interaction to be of



central concern_in.understanding'psychapathology (e.g.Minuchin
1974, Satir 1964, Pincus and Dare 1978). More directly the
area of 'social skills'!'! training has had enormous impact upon
current clinical practice (e.gtBellack and Hersen 1979),'with
its emphasis upon the didactic and experiential modification of

interaction patterns.

Such an endeavour presupposes that a technology exists
for the modification of behaviour - an issue beyond the scope of
this thesis -~ and most importantly that some understanding'éf the
prbcésses to be modified is available. As Trower (1980) notes
there is a requirement for a “bbdy of scientifically wvalidated
knowledge of normal social behaviour to provide training targets
and assessment criteria" (p 327) in order that what is modified
is appropriate to the problem of social inadequacy. In the
‘absence of such knowledge clinicians will often '"rely upon exper-
ience and intuition in deciding what skills should be taught,
with the danger that wrong or irrelevant ékills may be selected"
(ibid). The analysis of social behaviour offers the possibility

of providing an account for this purpose.

. In attempting this analysis verbal and non-verbal
components of behaviour are often distinguished, with the latter
components exemplified by extralinguistic features of speech, gaze,
éésture,.posture and spatial features of interaction. It has been
assumed that non~verbal elements have a greater salience in person
perception and attitude formation than do verbal factors. Thus
Argyle (1978) notes that '"nmon-verbal signals have a far greater |
impact than verbal ones for assertiveness ... and friendship" (p 551).
rSuch.statements seem to be based on the results of experimental
manipulations in which disjunctures between verbal and non-verbal
behaviours are intfoduced. These studies tend to show that, given
ambiguity, non-verbal signals are more commonly attended to in
impression formation (e.g. see Argyle, Salter, Nicholson & Williams
1970, Argyle, Alkema and Gilmour 1972); However the experimental
manipulation of channels of information may render more insight
into the resolution of these discontinuities than it does into

processes of person perception and rules of social interpretation.



This area ofwofk has been influential in diverting the attention
of psychologists away from a concern with verbal content. Thus
Trower et al (1978)'suggest ﬁhat "nmon-verbal signals constitute

a 'siient' or implicit message which ... operates outside of

conscilous control, in contrast to verbal language which is explicit
and the focus of attention" (p 15).

This 'unconscious! quality is considered to underlie
the power of non-verbal signals, and it follows that social skills
training programmes place much emphasis on non-verbal behaviour
(Argyle op cit) largely due to the special role that such features
are conslidered to play in attitude formation. There is evidence
to suggest however that the importance of language in the generation
of social encounters has been underestimated. Trower (1980)
analysed the social behaviour of two groups of psychiatric patients,
one rated as socially ski11ed.and the other as socially unskilled by
a panel of judges. Standardised interactions between these patients
and experimental collaborators were filméd, and measures of five
components of behaviour "chosen for their known importance to social
skills" (ibid.p 330)'were'utilised. These were a measure of the
‘duration of speech, the amount of looking at the other, smiling,
communicative gestures and posture shifts. Differences in the
frequency of these behaviours was obéeréed.between the skilled and
unskilled'groups, with the skilled patients tending to talk for
longer, and to look, smile, éésture and shift posture more than
the unskilled. In order to understand which of these behavioural
components contributed towards the original rating of social skill
a step-wise multiple correlation was carried out to find which
combination of elements best predicted the criterion of social
competence, The direct correlation of the amount of speech with
ratings of social skill was 0.62 and 0.73 for the skilled and
uhskilled groups respectively. Whilst the amount of looking
contributed substantially to the multiple correlation for socially
skilled individuals (with a direct correlation of 0.45) it
contributed little in the case of unskilled subjects (the direct
correlation falling in this case to 0.17). Thus in judgemenfs of
a lack of skill the amount of ﬁélk was "overwhelmingly the single
most important element" (ibid p 337). |



Similarly Spence (1981) examined the behaviour of
delinguent and non-delingquent boys, correlating behavioural
measures with the subjective reports of their teachers. The
latency of verbal response to elicitations correlated most highly
with ratings of 'social skill! , 'employability'! and !'friend-
liness' , followed (as in the Trower study) by the amount of eye
contact. Only in assessment of 'social a.nxie‘ty' did the amount
of eye contact and other non-verbal measures (such as postural
shifting) emerge as more significant than verbal measures.
Bryan_t_ et al (1976) compared the behavioural ratings of
psychologists (based on a structured interaction task) with
overall ratings of social skill, finding h:Lgh correlations

between verbal elements and ratings of social skill. Thus of

the seven behavioural elements with reported correlations, the

first five relate to verbal features of the  interaction (though

the range in the size of the correlations was not marked).

Subh results sound a cautionary note, since many
investigators have assumed that non-verbal features of interaction
are primary in impression formation and the managément of encounters.
Consequently as Kent, Davis and Shapiro (1978) point out, there has
been a tendency to 'meglect the central role of linguistic communi-
cation in social construction processes" (p 13). The analysis of
specifically linguistic features of interaction falls more commonly
to workers in such fields as applied linguistics (e.g. *Cc;ulthard
1977) or ethﬁomethodology (e.g. Sacks, Schegloff and Jefferson 1974),
establishing a distinction in methodology and focus that acts to

separate the levels of language use and non-verbal behaviour.

This split may be less than helpful in understanding the
operation of these channels, since it can be argued that, with

some exceptions, they usually act synergistically. Thus whilst

e,

there may be common instance of discgntinui‘ty as expressed in the
concept of non-verbal leakage (Ekman and Friesen 1969), gYoss
inconsistencies, as expressed in the double bind, might be seen as
- psychiatrically significant (e.g.. see Sluzki and Ransom 1976). |
However, as Argyle (1969) notes "in general the non~verbal elements
should be supportive of the verbal” (p 119). This conjoint action
has rarely been explored sequentially within interaction. In part
this seems to reflect the nature of linguistic and extra—lﬁinguistic
data bases. |
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Language, as a serial phenomenon paﬁterned across
times, does not lend itself (in.an'unreduced_form) to the same
techniques of analysis as can be applied to the distribution of
non-verbal behaviour, which is more discrete, and frequently
may be treated as de-contextualised for the purposes of stuiy.(1)
In a sense this directs attention towards the components that |
comprise interaction rather than the process by which such
elements are linked and inter-related. Thus features such as
looks, nods, gestures or posture shifts have been examined in
isolation from the processes by which such units of behaviour

are located and assembled into recognisable sequences of inter-

action.

This sequential process is presumably controlled .
through the operation of some set of normative constraints which
are rule-like in their operation, but which also contain within
them procedures for'social interpretation. Thus such rules must
provide for a set of possible actions at any given moment,

selection amongst which provides for interactional strategy,

much as syntactic structures act to constrain the range of options
‘available within language whilst not limiting the ideational
possibilities of any given 'discourse!. Itwoﬁldseem.that the
investigation of sequential structures which would act to guide
the process of interaction has largely'remained:within linguistics
(e.g; Labov and Fanshell 1977, Mohan 1974, Sinclair and Coulthard
1975). Whilst attention has been drawn within social psychology
to the requirement to consider interaction as a sequential
structure, little empirical work has addressed itself to this

issue,

Perhaps one of the most influential psychological models
of interactional process is that advanced by Argyle and Kendon (1967),
in which social skill is considered to operate much like a serial
motoxr skili. Thus the individual is considered to act according to
rules and under the influence of continuous feedback from the
environment, modifying his/her behaviour in the light both of this
perceptual input and under the influence of shifting motivations and

a hierarchy of goals (see Figure 1).

(1) There are clear exceptions to this statement: the work of Scheflen

(1964) and others is clearly oriented towards a more 'syntactlc'
appreciation of non~verbal behaviour. ~
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This model clearly stresses the role of rule-structured
assembly of a variety of social behaviours;'however, the thrust
of much research places emphasis on the componénts of social
interaction rather than the process of their placement into
meaningful acts (Trower op cit). Addressing this issue requires
consideration not only of the orderly construction of the
behaviour of one individual, but the inter-dependency of this
behaviour with that of co-participants to interaction. ouch
issues are elided by much of the considerable body of research
generated by the social skills model, little of which is directed -
towards the problem of structure which the model itself raises.
An analogy may be drawvn with the state of pre-Chomskian linguiétics,
where in the absence of a guiding rule-gystem to establish the
assembly of componential structures there was a concern with the
components themselves,iwith.their description and classification,

and with the reduction of a serial process to discrete units
(e.g.Carroll 1964, Denes 1963).

To an extent this mode of analysis reflects upon the
experimental methodology of the social sciences, and the data
base considered appropriate for analysis. The exploration of
sequential structures within the constraints of statistical and
experimental techniques presents considerable difficulties. Those
studies which have attempted to work within such constraints often
seem only to achieve a statistical description of patiernings
rather than resulting in an.informative study of the process of
interaction. Thus Mishler and Waxler (1975) attempted to extend
their earlier (1968) work on interaction in schizophrenic families
through a sequential analysis of the orderings of speakers. Whilst |
this resulted in some information as to the predictability of
patterns of .speaker turns within these families, there: is little
information as to thé way in which such patterns emerged (see also
Brenner and Hjelmquist 1974, Green and Jackson 1976). In response
to this difficulty studies have tended more towards quantifiable and
discrete features of interaction, with an attendant decontextualisation
bf'behaviours. In contrast workers in what may be broadly regarded
as an applied linguistic mode of analysis have been concerned
precisely with the sequential structure of conversational interaction,

but with the application of a methodology which does not lend itself



T

to statistical procedures. The choice of a naturalistic mode

of dialogue for such studies reflects a relative lack of concern with
experimental criteria such as reliability and replicability;

in contrast the external validity (Cook and Campbell 1978) of the
study seems to provide an organising principle, guiding investi-
gators towards a corpus of naturally-occuring dialogue across

a variety of participants and situations.

The separation of verbal and non-verbal elements
therefore seems to have a methodological as well as theoretical
basis. Through such separation an additional division emerges
between a componential analysis of social behaviour and the
understanding of how such components are organised through
processes of social construction. Within social psychology the
neglect of language - particularly of inter-~relationships between
language and attendant non-verbal behaviours — has tended to
reflect a similar lack of attention towards the process by which

(1)

behaviours are ordered sequentially.

Any attempt tb discuss process, hoquér, requires some
delineation of an area of study since the concept of social
construction démands explication of the serial production of
behaviour at any level of action. Thus even the relationship of
semantic and pragmatic meaning is complex, as has been indicated
by linguistic philosophers (e.g. Austin 1962), and accounting
for the relationship of any two utterances presents investigators
with difficulties (e.g. ILabov 1972, 1977). Such issues are real
and substantial, but may be 'glossed' (Garfinkel 1967) in order to
attend to different levels of interactional organisation. One
- approach to investigation is to delineate a level of organisation
that permits general psychological statements to be achieved, but
which does not operate such a high degree of glossing that much of
the process of interactional construction is 'taken for granted!.
Such a level would be given by those structural features which are
common to all encounters, such as opening and closing encounters
(e.g. see Schegloff 1967, Schegloff and Sacks 1974), or achieving

topic change (e.g. Sacks 1971). A number of recurrent features may
- be extracted for potential gxamination; -perhaps one of the most

A

( 1) This neglect is not universal; a number of psychologists at
Oxford have made this process an explicit object of study
(e.g. see Clarke 1975, Collett 1977)



o

important of these is the continuous interchange of speaker

roles that takes place between participants.

It is this feature, perhaps more than any other, which
marks the acﬁievement of a truly interactive state amongst
participants, since it is only through such alternation that a
reciprocity of behaviour may be achieved. As a process inter-
actants seem to be sensitive to failures in its achievement, with
all the implications of normative procedures that would be implied
by such sensitivity (though see Clarke 1977). Thus Bryant et al -
(1976) found that a failure to provide for such turn transitions
was highly correlated with behavioural ratings of a lack of social
skill. Chapple and Lindemann (1942) considered that "one of the
most characteristic diagnostic factors in schizophrenia is the
blocking and latency of response (p 6)% This delay in the turn
taking'proceSS'was also noted experimentally by Matarazzo and
Saslow (1961), who suggest that long latencies of response are
Rgthognomonic of schizophrenia. Libet and Lewinsohn (1973) found

that subjébfé diagnosed as depressed showed a similarly long
latency of response, suggesting the value of delayed responses in
turn taking as a clinical sign(though raising some doubts as to its

specificity as a diagnostic aid).

Gross variations in the temporal patterning of turn

transitions seem clinically noteable, and thereby are of clear

social import. Equally the content of what is said across turns
will be important. Thus Piaget (1926) has éuggested that childrens'
speech resembles sets of collective monologues, and whilst more
recent research sﬁggests that this may not be an accurate account
of their abilities (e.g. Mueller 1972, De Long 1974, 1977), such a
description reminds us that it is not sufficient to describe merely
the temporal staration of talk as interaction where it occurs
without some implication of mutual communicative intent, and the
commmication of that intent. Talk with others is not generally
characterised.by'egﬁcentrio sequences of talk placed side-by-side,
but by a continuous interchange of speaker and auditor roles, with
feedback as to the success of the commnicative endeavour, but no
explicit verbal directives as to role change. The achievement of
this procedure is fundamental to interaction, yet is simultaneously

so commonplace as to be taken for granted. The manner in which
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participants to interaction achieve the placement of their talk
so as to 'mesh'! together represents the structural substrate for

their meeting and reflects a basic problem of social co-ordination.

Within an apparently simple and repetitive process are
therefore incorporated a number of substantive, methodological
and practical concerns. The co-ordination and achievement of
orderly turn transitions represents a fundamental process of
interaction, presumably governed by social constraints, and open
to social interpretation through variations in its performance.
Thus the form of speaker switching has formed the object of much
attention in studies of family communication and pathology (e.g.
Mishler and Waxler 1968) and in studies of attitude formation
(e.g. Ferguson 1977). The management of this process will be

crucial to the form of encounter resulting.

Such competence cannot, however, be reduced to a facility
in the temporal placement of talk, since as suggested above, turn
transitions represent points of meshing both in achieving a
separation of talk and a continuity of content - without some
reference to this latter feature there would be little sense of
co-ordination. Reference to the fairly substantial literature in
this area suggests that the methodological divisions between social
psycholoéical and linguistic approachés tend to distinguish these
very areas, such thaf whilst social psychologists have evidenced
considerable concern for the achievement of temporally separate
utterances, they have paid little attention to what relationships
exist between the utterances of co-participants. A similar but
opposite pattern of neglect is generally apparent amongst linguists;
thus whilst each set of researchers is (necessarily) concerned with
the social construction of turns at talk, there is a sense in which
the methodological constraints discussed above intrude to restrict

the adequacy of the accounts offered by research in each tradition,

| It will be argued in the literature review following this
chapter that the restricted focus of each discipline has led to an
impoverished understanding of the process of turn construction, and
that the importance'of this process in the construction of inter-

actional meaning has thereby been underestimated. Both linguistic



oa

—~10—-

and non-verbal features of behaviour have been identified as
influential in the management 0f speaker selection and exchange.
Attempting to understand their inter-relationships not only
promises insight into this process, but also offers a model

for the conjunction of aspects of interaction which have

frequently been treated as making rather separate contributions

to encounters.
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CHAPTER 11

LITERATURE REVIEW

As has been indicated the study of conversation covers
a number of disciplines; in this review some attempt will be made

to collate studies with similar concerns.

(1) STUDIES OF THE STRUCTURAL ACHIEVEMENT OF TURN TAKING

The following studies attempt, in the main, to account

for the conditions under which speaker change occurs recurrently;

as such they are concerned with the synchronisation of the speech
flow between interactants. Generally 'th:"LS concern has restricted
itself to dyadic interaction, particularly where non-verbal behaviour
is examined (e.g; Duncan and Fiske 1977). Whilst certain systems
(e.g. Sacks, Schegloff and Jefferson 1974) are intended to be
applicabie to larger groups, it is generally the case that the dyad

has been the focus of most theoretical and research activity.

The major theoretical contributions in this field have
been made by the two sets of researchers referenced above; whilst
it is the case that a considerable body of work has been completed
by others, only these investigators have attempted a systematisation
of the turn taking process. Their work however is distinct, and there
are no points of contact between the two. Sacks et al focus
exclusively on the linguistic 'channel' of speech, whereas Duncan et al
are concerned with the non-linguistic vocal and kinesic channels.A
recent review of turn—taking'(Rosenfeld 1977) suggeéts that the
orderly sequencing of turns is influenced in !'large part! by the
signals carried in non-verbal chamnels. Whilst noting the organising
role of linguistic patternings, Rosenfeld also notes the isolation of
these two levels of concern (p 293), For the purposes of discussion
this artificial separation will be maintained, with a consideration
of the role of extra-linguistic control functions preceeding;

elaboration of linguistic factors in turn taking.

a(a) Non-verbal behaviour and the regulation of speaker switching

In a. series of studies (Duncan 1972, 1973, 1975, Duncan and
Nederehe 1974, Duncan and Fiske 1977, Duncan, Brunner and Figke 1979)
Duncan and his co-workers have presented a model of the turn taking
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process that might best be described as a content free, structural
system in which a series of signals act to indicate the readiness

of both speaker and auditor to maintain or change their respective
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