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Abstract 
 
 
The aim of this research is to examine the lived work of a radio broadcast. Within 
this two main aims are undertaken: the first methodological the second analytic. 
The methodological discussion takes the form of a critical examination of 
conversation analysis and membership categorisation analysis as separate 
methods for analysing members interaction. It is argued that, rather than any one 
method being applied to the exclusion of others, the analysis of members’ 
methods should be able to demonstrate a sensitivity to the mutually elaborative 
combination of methods drawn upon and used as a resource by members in situ. 
A methodological approach which combines an appreciation of various 
participant methods is then advanced and used in an initial examination of a radio 
phone-in. This initial examination of the data is then developed upon in the 
second section. Here, calls are examined in more detail documenting a variety of 
categorial and sequential resources, both routine and specialised, used and relied 
upon by participants when offering their opinions and debating a topic. From this 
it is suggested that, rather than these methods being seen as a modification of 
mundane methods, the methods used can be seen as common resources drawn 
upon to make this situation what it is. 
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1 

 

Introduction  

and organisation 

 

 

1. Introduction 

The ethnomethodological1 analysis of media broadcast interaction has, for the most part, 

been examined using the methodology of conversation analysis. This approach 

exemplified by, amongst others, Hutchby (1991, 1992, 1995, 1996), Greatbatch (1985, 

1986a, 1986b, 1988, 1993, 1998), Heritage (1985), Heritage and Greatbatch (1993), and 

Clayman (1988, 1991, 1992, 1993) examines the organisation of media interaction 

through its apparent sequential structure. In this approach the use of various turn shapes, 

such as question and answer sequences, is seen to be distributed to identities, such as 

interviewer and interviewee within the interaction. It is the particular distribution of the 

pre-allocated turn organisation that it is argued reveals the event as media talk. Thus, 

through an examination of the turn ordering used within a media event the oriented to 

structure of that event becomes apparent. However, by concentrating purely upon the 

sequencing of talk, the research tends to neglect the situational relevance of categorial 

ordering often present in such media events.  

 

Ethnomethodological research that does emphasise categorial features of media work is 

Lee’s (1984) classic analysis of a newspaper headline. This is continued through the 

recent work of Hester and Eglin (1992, 1999), Stetson (1999) and the analysis of a 

television advert by Francis and Hart (19972). The approach adopted by these authors 

uses the methodology of membership categorisation analysis (MCA) initiated by, and 

developed from, the work of Harvey Sacks. This method seeks to describe the (often 

                                            
1For other approaches to the language of radio broadcasts see, amongst others, Goffman 1984, Lewis, 
1991, Montgomery 1986, 1991, Bell, A., Garrett, P. 1998, Bell, A. 1991, and Crisell 1996. Crisell provides 
a summary of the literature on radio research. Although these authors look to radio broadcasts as a site of 
research their work does not explicitly attend to the specifics of the research focus presented here and so 
are only referenced for acknowledgement.  
2And Hart 1993 unpublished PhD 
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implicit) use of an audience’s taken for granted knowledge in the construction of textual 

and visual media. Through this approach the authors are able to demonstrate the complex 

use of, and reliance upon, membership category work embedded within, and necessary 

for, a common understanding to be made. The use of category analysis provides a sense 

of the fine power of the way common-sense knowledge is organised in the work of 

accomplishing the transmission of a message to a (wide) audience. Within this approach, 

however, little work has been carried out on radio broadcasts as a distinct site of study.3  

 

The aim of this research is, through a combination of the methods above, to examine the 

lived work of a radio broadcast in order to explore the member oriented work present in 

the building of the event for what it is. In focusing upon a radio phone-in the research 

goes beyond the examination of radio monologue, (see Goffman 1984, Montgomery 

1986, 1991) or interviews (Harris 1991) in which professional broadcasters, or media 

users such as politicians, use the medium as part of their job, to consideration of media 

interaction where non professional broadcasters are given access to the airwaves. Far, 

then, from being an examination of professional broadcast talk, this site, at the interface 

between caller and host, ‘lay and professional’, is an examination of some participant 

methods for carrying out various interactional tasks, one of which is arguing your point 

in a radio phone-in. Whilst the site is a radio phone-in in which interaction can be seen to 

be constrained in various ways, contingent to the programme, it nonetheless relies upon 

ordinary practical methods of conversational interaction available to the participants both 

lay and professional. It is these practical methods found in, but not necessarily unique to, 

this event that is the subject under examination.  

 

The approach taken entails examining the data through a number of methodological 

developments within conversation analysis and membership category analysis. Firstly, by 

extending category analysis to include an appreciation of turn generated categories under 

the umbrella of categorisation, and secondly to develop further upon category analysis by 

exploring the multi-operative work of categories-in-action. To this end the work is 

divided into two sections: in the first part methodological issues are explored whilst in 

the second a detailed exploration of a radio phone-in is undertaken.  

 

2. Part one: a question of method 

The two main methodological approaches used in this research, CA and MCA, both 

develop from the works of Harvey Sacks and his colleagues through their examination of 

naturally occurring language use. However, as Hester and Eglin (1997: 2) suggest: 

 

                                            
3Though see Hester, S., and Fitzgerald, R.D., 1999, Schenkein, J. N.1979. 
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these two forms of enquiry have developed to a large degree independently of 
each other...and with conversation analysis having been the most widely 
practised. Conversation analysis has focused its analytical attention on the 
sequential features of conversational interaction....This focus has, we suggest, 
been at the expense of the categorial aspects of conversation.  

 

In the first part of this work issue is taken with the claims made by some conversation 

analysts that an analysis of purely sequential considerations can provide an adequate 

description of the participants’ orientation within any particular event. It is suggested, 

instead, that the analysis of talk-in-interaction can be usefully approached as a reflection 

of the organisational contingency of the context and task orientations in which it occurs. 

This may include attention to the sequential work but may also include the relevance of 

categorial orientations. To pursue this a critical examination of the conversation analytic 

approach to institutional settings is discussed in Chapter Two. This is then followed, in 

Chapter Three, by an exploration of how an analysis of category and sequence can be 

developed. In Chapter Four an examination of data is undertaken which explores the 

reflexive relationship between category and sequence. 

 

The critique developed in Chapter Two takes issue with the apparent reification of 

conversational objects and supposed ‘types’ of conversation found in this programme of 

enquiry by questioning the extent to which conversational turns can be taken as specific 

to, and therefore representative of, a particular setting. This is coupled with a critical 

discussion of the use to which ‘ordinary conversation’ is put, as a baseline from which all 

other interaction is seen as a modification from. This approach, it is argued, moves away 

from an analysis of the situated specifics of interaction as unique, to a comparative 

analysis whereby types of conversation are compared for the amount and type of pre-

allocation between differing sites. Furthermore, it is suggested, that an appreciation of 

relevant categorial orientations is important as these not only inform but are embedded in 

institutional interaction. Institutional oriented talk is reflexively organised, reflecting the 

relevant identities for the interaction in the construction of turn shapes, topics and 

interactional task.4 

 

The subject of the discussion in Chapter Three is the development of a methodology that 

pays attention to the categorial activities within interaction.  It is  argued here that 

analysis can pay attention to the categorial orientations together with the sequential 

orientations in order to appreciate members’ orientations within a setting. Evaluating and 

building upon Sacks’s category analysis, and the subsequent developments in this field, 

                                            
4Cf. Payne 1976, Sacks 1995, Watson 1997, Hester and Eglin 1997. 
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the idea is discussed that turn generated categories (Sacks 19955, Watson 1992 1997), 

can be regarded as displaying similar organisational characteristics to membership 

categories. When seen in categorial terms, the analysis of sequential categories together 

with membership categories becomes accessible for analysis under a general notion of 

‘categorisation’. Furthermore, sequential, or, turn generated categories can be approached 

analytically as part of an embedded and entwined category relationship. With this in 

mind an appreciation of the working organisation of interaction is advanced in which 

categories and sequences operate through and within a multi-layered and multi-sequential 

environment.  

 

The discussion of method outlined in Chapters Two and Three forms the basis of the 

methodological approach used in Chapter Four. Here an examination of the intimate, 

entwining connections between categories and sequences is explored in order to show 

that a focus on one to the exclusion of the other may serve to eclipse some of the richness 

of talk-in-interaction. To this end, an amalgamation of categorial and sequential research 

methods is used in order to demonstrate how categories and sequence can be approached 

through the multi-layering build, and multi-sequential flow, of interaction. The issues 

raised in this initial examination of a radio phone-in are then taken up and explored in 

detail in the second section. 

 

3. Part two: analysing a radio phone-in. 

The discussion in this part follows the flow of the calls and the programme, dealing with 

features such as introducing the caller, category work, topic discussion, and caller 

transition. Throughout this analysis two main concerns are made apparent. The first 

concern is with the sequential and categorial flow of the programme during which a 

multi-layered sequential and categorial organisation is evident. The second concern is 

with the way members use category knowledge in order to carry out, and in the process 

of carrying out, various tasks within a radio phone-in. 

 

In Chapter Five a detailed examination of the opening sequence of a radio phone-in is 

discussed in relation to previous research on the topic. The point is made that  the 

organisation of the different shows is not a matter of standard procedures for ‘radio 

phone-ins’, but proceeds as a matter of local organisation and local contingencies. This 

initial review gives way to a focus on the programmes used in this particular research 

where it is demonstrated that the introduction sequence displays a reflexive organisation 

of both sequential and categorial orientations.  

 

                                            
5See especially lectures 19, (spring 1971), 5 (Winter 1970), 5 (Autumn 1971). 
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In Chapter Six the analysis is concerned with the categorisation work carried out by the 

caller and host in order to establish categories relevant to the topic of the call. This is 

carried out through an examination of the methods used by callers and host to achieve a 

common-sense connection between themselves and the topic of discussion. This affords 

access to, and analysis of, the relationship between the deployment of category, category 

incumbency and the topic knowledge that the category could be predicated with. It is 

through this that an appreciation of the way topics are oriented to within interaction, in a 

similar way to category devices, is afforded, in that they can be seen to collect categories 

relevant to the topic. The analysis, then, seeks to show the way members orient to the 

production of relevant categories for a given topic. 

 

In Chapter Seven the mutually elaborative relationship between topic, category and task 

is explored further. This is approached through the exploration of category predicates as 

a way of explicating the association between topic categories and the assumptions that 

may be mapped onto a category in relation to an opinion offered on a topic. This is 

pursued by highlighting the ‘reflexive relevance’ oriented to by members between a 

category and a topic, together with a topic opinion that may be predicated to a category. 

This is further developed through members use of the documentary method of 

interpretation6 whereby topic relevant categories may be treated as documenting topic 

predicates in such a way as to be category bound topical opinions. Finally in this chapter 

the way a topical opinion is worked up into an organisational device that collects various 

categories is explored. 

 

In Chapter Eight, category membership is used to explore membership of an institutional 

organisation where that organisation is regarded as having a standpoint, and, through 

membership of that organisation, the caller’s topical opinion is assumed to be in 

accordance with that institutional standpoint. Here, the predicates of a particular category 

are treated as being associated with assumed predicates of a professional body. This 

analysis extends the relationship between category, predicate and topic by examining a 

further dimension in which the opinion given by a caller is related to, and discussed in 

terms of the standpoint on the topic of the professional institution to which that category 

belongs.  

 

In Chapter Nine the focus moves to an examination of the transition between callers, and 

the ending of the programme. Here it is shown that final closing tokens are not routinely 

offered by the participants where caller transition occurs. However, it is suggested that 

far from this being a breach of the normal course of interaction it is here a routine part of 

                                            
6Garfinkel (1992) 
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the category organised interaction. It is shown that the participants display an orientation 

to a debate format whereby closings, and relatedly greetings, are unnecessary as 

individual callers are part of a wider membership of parties to this programme.  

 

Finally it is proposed that although the data site is institutional in context, many of the 

activities that get done are not necessarily unique to this event. Following on from a 

summary of the research, a brief discussion of story telling is used to highlight the point 

that whilst the event is unique, it is the assemblage of methods in this site that make it so, 

not the modification of methods from ordinary conversation. Thus, rather than the 

interaction being seen as a particular type of interaction modified from ordinary 

conversation, the participants can be seen to use routine methods together with particular 

methods. This, then, suggests  an assemblage of methods through what is termed 

bricolage, where context specific methods are combined with (not necessarily modified 

from) ordinary routine practices. With this in mind it is finally argued that a methodology 

that is able to appreciate the multi-faceted possible combinations of methodological 

practices must derive its analytic impetus from the methods found in the site, and not 

from a preformulated methodology or indeed a single-sided methodology. It must 

therefore be sensitive to members’ methods in its attempt to capture the multi-

dimensional environment of interaction. 

 

4. Summary 

The focus for this work is the interactional methods involved in accomplishing or 

bringing off a media event, examined through the various sequential and categorial 

methods employed by those involved in order to produce the event. Furthermore, the 

approach adopted enables an analysis using various methodological strategies as and 

when appropriate. This is referred to as a ‘working methodology’ in that firstly, it is not a 

fixed or ridged methodology applied to, or imposed upon, data and secondly, the 

methodology is something to work with when analysing data, in the sense that analysis is 

derived from the data and worked up.  

 

4.1. A note on reading the text 

The methodological and analytical concerns discussed in this research are intermeshed, 

and for that reason it is not possible or desirable to separate the analysis to such an extent 

that these issues become distinct and separate. However, there is a loose organisational 

structure whereby each separate chapter of analysis can be seen as building a further 

layer of sequence and category work, whilst within each chapter there is a detailed 

examination of the category work entered into at that level. It is intended that from this 

organisation a sense of the multi-faceted organisation of interaction can be developed, 
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through which an appreciation of the complex organisation of interaction within this 

event is provided.  

 

Furthermore, repetition of data examples is deliberate, for, whilst many things can be 

said about one piece of data, the discussion at any one time cannot address them all. To 

this end two approaches can be taken by the reader in following this work. Firstly, the 

reader can follow the discussion in chapter sequence where instances of similar 

phenomena are collected and discussed demonstrating various ways participants 

methodically organise their interaction at various levels. Alternatively the reader can 

elect to follow a particular transcript through various separate discussions, in which 

differing features of interest are discussed. In order to facilitate this, transcripts which are 

the subject of different discussions, are cross referenced. This then allows the reader to 

build an appreciation of the multi-dimensional depth of interactional work through a 

detailed examination of one piece of data. This, again, will hopefully point to, remind 

and build a detailed appreciation of the complex and multi-faceted construction and 

deployment of various members’ methods.  
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2 

 

A Question of Method: 1 

Conversation analysis and institutional talk 

 

 

1. Introduction 

The detailed study of media interaction is often collected under the broader heading of 

‘institutional talk’. The institutional talk programme is a development within 

conversation analysis (CA) which takes as it’s remit the examination of ‘formal’ settings 

which are seen to differ interactionally from ordinary conversation. The settings 

examined are seen to differ organisationally from ‘ordinary conversation’ in the amount 

of pre-allocation of turn organisation and speakers’ rights. In examining this approach an 

initial outline of the CA approach to institutional talk is followed by a critical discussion 

of some of the issues raised.  

 

2. Informal and formal interaction 

The analysis of talk in institutional settings has developed into a substantial body of 

research, as evidenced in a number of recently published collections and studies such as 

Drew and Heritage (1992), Boden and Zimmerman (1992) Boden (1994). The focus for 

analysis is those settings described as displaying inherent organisational and sequential 

features that differ to the organisation of ordinary, or mundane, conversation.  

 

Ordinary conversation is conceived as free flowing without pre-allocation of topic, types 

of turn, or turn order, where any constraint is managed on a turn-by-turn basis. As 

Greatbatch (1988: 402-3), summarising Sacks et al (1974), relates:  

 
[T]he turn-taking system for mundane conversation operates on a local, turn-by-
turn basis, leaving such features as the allocation, ordering, length, and content of 
turns at talk to be managed by the participants. Thus, next-turn allocation in 
ordinary conversational encounters is not fixed or in any way pre specified. 
Rather it is accomplished by the speakers themselves, with transfers of 
speakership being (1) effected through the use of current speaker selects next 
speaker and next speaker self selects turn allocation procedures, and (2) co-
ordinated by reference to projectable transition-relevance places that arise at each 
possible completion point of the various types of units (single words, phases, 
clauses, sentences, etc.) that are used in the construction of speaker turns.’  

 

The characterisation of ordinary or ‘mundane conversation’ outlined above is conceived 

as a description of a particular type of interaction. This type of interaction can then be 
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placed at the informal end of a continuum with other types of interaction positioned 

according to the amount of pre-allocated speaker rights. As Heritage and Greatbatch 

(1988: 403) suggest: 

 
Sacks et al...have proposed that forms of talk can be arrayed along a continuum in 
terms of the structures of their turn-taking systems. At one end of this continuum 
is mundane conversation with its locally managed system of turn-taking. At the 
other end are rituals and ceremonies whose turn-taking systems prespecify not 
only the order in which turns should be taken, but virtually all of the other 
important features....On a range between these two poles are social activities 
whose turn-taking systems operate through “varied mixes of pre allocation and 
local-allocation means”. [Sacks et al, 1974: 729] 

 

In this way, types of interaction can be examined and shown to display degrees of 

‘formality’ or ‘informality’ through the turn-taking system used by participants. 

 

3. Formality  as recognisable and accountable 

Traditionally CA has been perceived as the detailed study of conversational activities 

without much attention being paid to the social structural aspects of a given situation.7 

Indeed the early work of conversational analysis explicitly eschewed such considerations, 

as opposed to anthropology and linguistics where they were used to document notions of 

‘hierarchy’ or social order (Schegloff 1972, Sacks, Schegloff and Jefferson 1974, 

Schegloff and Sacks 1974). The early programme of conversation analysis was to 

examine talk and turn-taking in itself, avoiding pre-formulated impositions of hierarchy 

supposedly evident in ‘turn order’. This was done in order to focus the examination on 

local, in situ, practices without recourse to the invocation of structural aspects or 

constructivist analysis to account for this distribution.  

 

This supposed focus of early conversation analysis on ‘ordinary conversation’ is of 

course misleading, as examination of other areas where interaction takes place, such as 

institutional or formal talk, began, as Boden (1994) points out, at least at the same time as 

the examination of ordinary conversation. Garfinkel’s work on Jurors’ decision making 

(1992) and Sacks’, analysis of calls to a suicide prevention line (1984), telephone calls 

between friends, teenage therapy sessions, calls to public service help lines (Sacks 1995), 

and radio phone-ins (Schegloff 1972) are examples of early research using situations that 

are far from ‘ordinary’ in the above sense. The apparent concentration on ‘mundane’ 

conversation, then, belies the breadth of research on conversations that had been carried 

out within more formal settings. However, although these sites provided the data for 

                                            
7See Drew and Heritage (1992) Boden (1994) who both discuss this in more depth. 
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examination, the focus for the most part was on the mundane common activity present8 

rather then on the context of these interactional events. Nevertheless, these studies do 

provide seminal examples of the interest and importance of situated local practices 

wherever they are found. 

 

Whilst analysis of mundane conversation continues, the initial, deliberately 

unexamined,9  aspect of context has been, and continues to be, addressed in the more 

recent work of conversational analysts. This focus is particularly evident in their 

examination of institutional settings. This growing body of research includes analysis 

carried out in classrooms (McHoul 1978, Mehan 1979), courtrooms (Atkinson 1982, 

Atkinson and Drew 1979), in plea bargaining (Maynard 1984), congressional hearings 

(Molotch and Boden 1985, Halkowski 1989), medical interviews (West 1984, 1992, 

Heath 1984 1986, 1992, ten Have 1991, Maynard 1993), speech making (Heritage and 

Greatbatch 1986, Atkinson 1994), calls to the emergency services (Zimmerman 1984, 

Whalen and Zimmerman 1990, Meehan 1989), and television and radio interviews 

(Harris 1986, 1991, Greatbatch 1986a 1986b, 1988, Heritage 1985, Clayman 1987, 1991, 

1993 Hutchby 1991, 1996, Roth 199810). 

                                           

 

For the most part the methodology employed in these studies is conversation analytic. By 

this, it is meant that the focus of the analysis is mainly concerned with the sequential 

ordering and structure of the talk used by those involved. This is carried out through an 

analysis of the way the participants in the situation use and rely upon various 

conversational and sequential methods in order to make the interaction ‘recognisable’ 

and ‘accountable’ for what it is. In the first chapter of Studies in Ethnomethodology 

([1967] 1992: 1-2) Garfinkel describes what recognisable and accountable entails: 

 
When I speak of accountable my interests are directed to such matters as the 
following. I mean observable-and-reportable ie. available to members as situated 
practices of looking-and-telling. I mean, too, that such practices consist of an 
endless, on-going, contingent accomplishment; that they are carried on under the 
auspices of, and are made to happen as events in, the same ordinary affairs that in 
organising they describe; that the practices are done by parties to those settings 

 
8For example, although Schegloff (1972) examines openings in telephone interaction he does so within a 
comparative analysis with ordinary conversation.  
9Cf. Schegloff 1972, Sacks’ et al 1974, Schegloff and Sacks 1974. 
10This particular piece of work is interesting in the context of this discussion as the author attempts to 
move the discussion of broadcast interviews (hitherto predominantly analysed through their turn taking 
procedures) to an appreciation of the identity work carried out by the interviewer and interviewee. Whilst 
this would seem a welcome move and indeed produces some interesting findings the paper is still couched 
in terms of this type of identity work as a modification from other, presumably ordinary conversation, 
identity work. Further, although addressing the notion of participants orientations to relevant identities no 
mention of categorisation methods is made. This is somewhat surprising in a text which cites Sacks’ work 
and lectures as informing his analysis.     
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whose skill with, knowledge of, and entitlement to the detailed work of that 
accomplishment-whose competence-they obstinately depend upon, recognise, 
use, and take for granted; and that  they take their competence for granted itself 
furnishes parties with a setting’s distinguishing and particular features, and of 
course it furnishes them as well as resources, troubles, projects, and the rest.’  

 

In this sense, then, recognisable and accountable, means the embedded routine, mundane 

actions, orientations and expectations relied upon and used by parties, within a setting 

that makes that scene what it is for those involved, and makes it recognisable for what it 

is to on-lookers. Any particular setting is irredeemably locally produced by those present 

and relies upon the background expectations and assumed competencies with what is at 

hand at just that time. Thus, without recourse to any other explanation, what any 

particular scene is, is discernible from detailed examination of the actions and 

competencies displayed in the setting. The promise of ethnomethodology is that by 

examining, in detail, the local organisation of a setting, members’ common sense 

practices in going about the world, making sense of the world, and acting in that world 

will be made available.  

 

4. The sequential organisation of institutional talk: continuum and comparison 

Heritage (1985) and Schegloff (1992) suggest, that, by examining the distribution of 

various restrictions and pre-allocation of speakers’ rights within a site of interaction, the 

analyst is in a position to compare events, both relative to each other, and in respect to 

the ‘free flow of ordinary conversation’ (Sacks et al, 1974). Ordinary conversation, 

Heritage (1985: 6) suggests, can be seen as:  

 
...the primary and prototypical form of language usage - ...the fundamental 
‘baseline’ from which various forms of institutional interaction depart. 

 

Ordinary conversation, then, is regarded not only as a type of interaction amongst other 

types of interaction but as the type of interaction from which all other differ. With this 

conception of ‘ordinary’ conversation as the type of interaction from which other types 

are cut, a comparative framework can be produced, where the various organisational 

features found in one situation can be compared to those of ordinary conversation. The 

aim, then, is to examine how the sequential features in one setting (institutional) are 

modified from the baseline of ordinary conversation, and from this, by examining the 

turn-taking system in operation across a variety of settings, it becomes possible to 

differentiate types of institutional interaction. This in turn leads to an analytic approach 

that is able to deal with various sites of interaction that are unique, but display similar 
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conversational features to other settings.11 For, although institutional interaction is 

regarded as a modification from ordinary conversation, and so related to  ordinary 

conversation, the uniqueness of any event is maintained through an appreciation that the 

organisational contingencies found in any institutional situated action can be seen to 

provide what is termed a ‘fingerprint’ (Heritage and Greatbatch 1993: 95) for that type of 

interaction.   

 
[T]he extent that the parties confine their conduct within the frame work of some 
distinctive “formal” institutional turn-taking system, other systematic differences 
from ordinary conversation tend to emerge. These differences commonly involve 
specific reductions of the range of options and opportunities for action that are 
characteristics in conversation, and they often involve specialisations and 
respecifications of the interactional functions of the activities that remain. The 
ensemble of these variations from conversational practice may contribute to a 
unique “fingerprint” for each institutional form of interaction - the “fingerprint’ 
being comprised of a set of interactional practices differentiating each form both 
from other institutional forms and from the baseline of mundane conversational 
interaction itself.  

 

From this it is argued that the analyst needs only the sequential organisation of an 

interactional event in order to build a picture of the orientations and social identities 

present. That is, the ‘restricted’ allocation of turns is seen to reveal the participants’ 

orientation to institutional, and thus social structural, contingencies and identities within 

that situation. As Heritage and Greatbatch (ibid. p95) suggest earlier on in their 

discussion: 

 
The studies which have reported these findings have been influential for two 
reasons. First, turn-taking organisations - whether for conversation or institutional 
contexts such as courtroom interaction - are a fundamental and generic aspect of 
the organisation of interaction. They are organisations whose features are 
implemented recurrently over the course of interactional events. This 
characteristic gives them a special methodological interest for students of 
institutional talk. For if it can be shown that the participants in a vernacularly 
characterised institutional setting such as a courtroom pervasively organise their 
turn-taking in a way that is distinctive from ordinary conversation, it can be 
proposed that they are organising their conduct so as to display and realise its 
“institutional” character over its course and that they are doing so recurrently and 
pervasively.  

 

Thus, through conversation analytic methods, a detailed examination of the sequential 

organisation of talk in any particular setting enables the orientation to that setting, be that 

a courtroom or media interview, to be made discernible within that setting. Furthermore, 

institutional ‘identities’ are displayed and made available through the organisation of the 

                                            
11 Cf. Greatbatch (1988), Boden and Zimmerman (1993), Drew and Heritage 1992). 
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event, thereby allowing the analyst to connect with the wider social structural concerns of 

sociology. That is, the orientation to social structural identities is made apparent in the 

on-going situated talk. In this way the connection between individual interaction and 

social structural aspects may be understood through the contextual orientation members 

display when interacting. This, then, avoids the criticism that social structural 

orientations are being imposed upon members by the analyst, and in so doing: 

 
[t]he “problem of relevance” raised by Schegloff...is thus resolved - at least at the 
grossest level - at a stroke. (ibid. p95) 
 

However, although for Heritage and Greatbatch the problem of relevance may have been 

resolved, Schegloff (1995) continues to suggest caution when invoking social structural 

context in institutional talk.  

 

5. An initial critique of the CA approach to institutional talk 

The ‘problem of relevance’ raised by Schegloff (1995) and indicated in the above quote 

is one of ‘context’. Schegloff discusses two types of context - ‘distal’ and ‘interactional’; 

‘distal’ referring to the wider context of social life such as race, class, economy, 

buildings, age, i.e., areas of social life in which they have a bearing, and ‘interactional’ 

context referring to the immediate local event of interaction in which the participants 

orientate to maintain the sense of the unfolding interaction. These two types of context 

are not of course separate and incommensurable as Schegloff12 points out. Being a 

‘buyer’ or ‘seller’, for example, refers not only to wider economic aspects but also to the 

actions between the two people. However, the contextual relevance of identities cannot 

be assumed beforehand and must be taken as problematic as, for example, simply 

because an event takes place between two people in robes in a courtroom does not 

necessarily mean it is ‘courtroom interaction’. Similarly, talk taking place between two 

people who happen to be doctors does not, a priori, mean the talk is ‘doctor talk’. In 

order to pay attention to the local orientations of the participants in situ the analyst must 

instead examine ‘relevance’. In this sense paying attention to the possible contextual 

features that are relevant to, and displayed by, the participants. As Schegloff (1993: 50-1) 

suggests: 

 
...that professional characterisations of the participants be grounded in aspects of 
what is going on that are demonstrably relevant to the participants, and at that 
very moment - at the moment that whatever we are trying to provide an account 
of occurs. Not, then, just that we see them to be characterisable as “president/ 
assistant,” as “chicano/ black,” as “professor/ student,” etc. But that for them, at 
that moment, those are terms relevant for producing and interpreting conduct in 

                                            
12ibid. 
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the interaction....Without a show of that warrant, we are back to a “positivistic” 
stance, even though the animating concerns may be drawn from quite anti-
positive theoretical sources or commitments.  

 

The analyst must, then, overcome ‘insistent intuition’ (ibid. p66) and examine talk in its 

situation for the designing and oriented features of the interaction, and not be tempted 

into pre-formulating the context or relevance of interaction. The danger of analysts 

bringing to their analysis more context than is warranted is recognised by Schegloff when 

he suggests that a tendency to formulaic and pre-emptive accounts of context is a 

potential hazard in the analysis of conversation and institutional talk in general.13  

 

In order to highlight these issues, Schegloff examines Zimmerman’s ‘Talk and its 

Occasion’.14 Specifically, his critique centres on Zimmerman’s discussion of ‘service 

agency organisation’ and his claim that citizens’ calls to the police seeking help display a 

social structural orientation both to the police, and to an organisation through their 

conversation. Evidence for this, claims Zimmerman, is through the interrogative turns 

used by the recipient of the call, which, he argues, ‘reflect on the organisational 

contingencies and considerations which the request has occasioned’.15 Thus, the request 

for action on the part of the recipient of the call occasions an interrogative sequence 

which, he claims, reflects the organisational setting. The ‘interrogation’ sequence reveals 

the call recipient as having the technical competence of deciding whether the request 

warrants such action. The caller has only lay knowledge of what may require action 

whilst the recipient makes the decision based on information given during the 

interrogation sequence and their technical knowledge. It is, then, through this 

interrogation sequence that the call is said to be demonstrably a call to an ‘organisation’ 

and hence its social structural context is made evident. However, Schegloff argues that 

simply because an interrogation sequence is actioned in order to assess the worthiness for 

further action by the recipient, this does not necessarily evidence an ‘organisation’, and 

so cannot be claimed as evidence of such a relevance of social structure to the 

participants. For, as he goes on to demonstrate with his own data,16 interrogation 

sequences of the type identified by Zimmerman occur elsewhere in non-formal settings.  

 

Using data from a telephone call in which a 15 year old boy has been asked by his 

girlfriend to supply a gun, Schegloff (ibid. p59) describes an interrogation sequence of 

similar structure and content, in which the boy is heard to ask the girl:  

                                            
13ibid. 
14Zimmerman 1984 (discussed by Schegloff 1992) 
15Schegloff op cit. p58. 
16Schegloff 1990 (discussed in Schegloff 1992) 
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...”what do you want it for? what kind of gun? why that kind?...should it be the 
longest one? the best one? the best looking one? the best shooting one?” ...The 
point is that we have here a long insertion between request and response. Neither 
participant is an organisation or a service agency.  

 

The point being made by Schegloff is, that, although neither of the parties are identifiable 

as representatives of organisations, a similar interrogation sequence can be seen which 

addresses warrant for the request and whether it will be carried out by the recipient. The 

interrogation sequence, produced in order to find warrant for the request, is not unique to 

organisation or service encounters and so the claim that social structure is being oriented 

to or evident in Zimmerman’s data is hard to sustain. As Schegloff (ibid. p59) suggests: 

 
It is not clear, then, what distinctively turns on the participation of organisations 
in the request or complaint sequences. We seem to have a regular expansion 
property of request/complaint sequences (including, perhaps some recurrent insert 
types, such as warrant seeking).’ 

 

Thus: 

 
The problem to which I am trying to call attention is the co-optation or 
preempting of a sequential feature of the talk by a social-structural formulation of 
its context. (ibid. p59) 

 

The analyst must be careful, then, when attempting to demonstrate some particular 

orientation to context, be that local or social structural, that the sequencing or 

conversational actions are indeed invoking that orientation for the members .  For it may 

be that participants use methods relevant for a particular task but that those methods may 

be relevant for other tasks. The actions may be in the setting and of the setting but are not 

necessarily definitive of the setting. 

 

 

 

5.1. One utterance does not a context make 

Schegloff further warns of the potential pitfalls of relying upon the actions of only one of 

the parties to a conversation in order to contextualise the situation.  For example where 

calls are answered by the recipient using a service identity such as ‘This is the police how 

can I help you’ and where this identification is then used as warrant for invoking social 

structural context. As Schegloff points out, the caller has yet to speak,  and the call may 

be of a personal nature where the caller and recipient are acquainted.17 The 

                                            
17Schegloff 1992 
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characterisation of the call as a ‘call to an organisation’ is, then, unwarrantable as the call 

is of a personal nature even though it occurs on a designated phone line during the 

manning of that line. Thus, simply because on answering the call the first utterance 

references the recipient as a member of an organisation, this does not then provide 

evidence that the call is in fact a call to an organisation. 

 

5. 2. Seek and you shall find 

Finally, Schegloff warns of the danger of analysts being too narrowly focused in their 

analysis of data. By this he means that by addressing issues such as conversational and 

social structure there is a danger that this focus may ‘distract pursuit of otherwise inviting 

analytic tacks on the structure of the talk’.18 By applying a pre-formulated methodology 

that directs a focus on what the analyst is attempting to demonstrate may lead to other 

interesting actions being ignored or not deemed important or situation contingent. As 

Schegloff (1993: 63) suggests: 

 
...the focus on showing how conversations are articulated with, and shaped by, 
social and institutional structures diverts attention from the questions about 
conversation structures which particular details of the talk might otherwise 
prompt.’  

 

According to Schegloff, then, too narrow a focus on one aspect of the data may detract 

attention from other interesting features not captured by such a focus. That is, the setting 

may be attended to as an instance of ‘institutional’ interaction but moreover can be 

attended to as an instance of interaction.  

 

6. An ethnomethodological critique of the institutional talk research 

Although Schegloff demonstrates an awareness of some of the potential criticisms of the 

analysis of ‘institutional’ talk he continues to advocate an analysis of interaction through 

a comparative speech exchange system framework. However, as Bogen (1992) points 

out, Schegloff’s own analysis of institutional interaction can be seen to lead towards 

reification by treating conversational objects found in ‘ordinary talk’ as definitive of that 

type. The reified notion of ordinary conversation is made apparent in Schegloff’s (1988, 

discussed in Bogen 1992, and Schegloff 1992) analysis of an interview between George 

Bush and Dan Rather.  

 

During the first turn by the interviewer (Rather) in which an ‘introduction’, ‘question 

background’, and a ‘question’ is delivered,19 the interviewee (Bush) gives recognition by 
                                            

18Schegloff 1992p 62 
19For an analysis of this type of turn, found in “news interviews” see, amongst others Greatbatch. D. 
(1988)Heritage. J. and Greatbatch. D. (1991), Clayman. S. (1988, 1991) 
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gesture that he could, at what would be in ‘ordinary’ conversation a turn transition 

relevance point, enter the conversation but does not until some time later. This is used by 

Schegloff to indicate the participants’ displaying their orientations to this particular type 

of event, i.e., an interview, by indicating that in ordinary conversation these opportunities 

would have been taken up. As Bogen (1992: 289-90) suggests:  

 
[W]hat Schegloff seeks to demonstrate is that where Bush might ordinarily  
speak, he does not do so, and in addition, that he displays  that he is not doing so 
such that what he is  doing is a display of “withholding” speech until just that 
point where the canonical form of “news interviews’ occasions a response....On 
Schegloff’s account, this “non-doing” is evidentially linked to the structural 
constraint that “news interviews” place on ordinary conversation...In this way, the 
organisation of “news interviews” is made demonstrably parasitic upon “ordinary 
conversation.”  

 

Schegloff’s argument, then, is that the type of disinclination to enter the conversation 

found here demonstrates the participants’ orientation to the event as an interview - as 

something other than ordinary conversation. Suggesting, therefore, that, in ordinary 

conversation, disinclination to enter the conversation at a point that it may be relevant to 

do so is not found. Through this analysis the model of turn taking identified by Sacks et 

al (1974) becomes a definitive description of ordinary conversation. As Coulter ([1983] 

in Bogen and Lynch 1994: 95-96) points out: 

 
[C]ertain of the ‘facts’20 described by the turn-taking model are definitional for 
conversation; that is, they are logical and not distributional claims. For instance, 
that speaker change occurs without the order of speakers being preselected can be 
cited as a criterion for identifying an occasion of talk as a conversation (or, at 
least, as something other than a debate or interview). The occurrence or non-
occurrence of such a ‘fact’ on an occasion of talk does not provide a contingent 
test of correctness of a model for conversation; instead, it defines whether or not 
the occasion should be counted as a ‘conversation’ in the first place.  

 

Thus, far from the turn-taking system being derived from analysis of ordinary 

conversation, for Schegloff the turn system becomes a mechanism by which to decide 

whether any piece of interaction is indeed ‘ordinary conversation’. From this position 

‘ordinary conversation’ becomes reified as a type of conversation, a type that, as 

indicated above, is regarded as the ‘baseline’ of all other conversations - one which all 

other interaction is seen to be modified from. As Greatbatch (1988: 402) suggests: 

 
...the turn-taking system used in institutional settings is the product of systematic 
transformations of the one used for mundane conversation...institutional turn-

                                            
20Such as ‘speaker changes occur with minimum of gap and overlap, one speaker speaks at a time, turn 
order is locally managed etc Sacks et al (1974)  
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taking systems represent systematic transformations of the turn-taking system for 
ordinary conversation.’21, 22 

 

The analysis of institutional interaction, then, entails treating the features identified for 

ordinary conversation as a kind of template for that type of conversation. Furthermore, 

actual instances of ‘ordinary’ conversations become decided by analysts, not the 

members, according to a set of pre-defined interactional features. This move, to establish 

a type of conversation as ‘ordinary’, produces in effect a control group,23 a reified 

conception of ‘ordinary’ conversation from which the project of identifying other types 

of conversation is then able to proceed. The conversational methods identified for 

ordinary conversation are described as ‘facts’ in that they are features found in ordinary 

conversation and modified in other types of conversations. Thus, what defines other types 

of conversation is also decided by the analyst not the participants.  

 

Therefore, returning to Schegloff’s analysis, if disinclination to take a turn where it may 

be relevant to do so is evident in a particular scene, then the analyst is led to conclude 

that some other type of interactional event (other than ordinary conversation) is being 

done. The analyst is drawn to this conclusion as the use of this particular speech method 

is to be regarded as an organisational feature modified from ordinary conversation, and so 

must be from a different type of interaction in a different context. Thus, not only does 

ordinary conversation become reified, but from there, other types of interaction, also 

become reified. This move is necessary if one wishes to set up a comparative analysis, 

one able to be modelled on the methodology of the natural sciences (Bogen and Lynch 

1994).  

 

It is in this way that the analyst’s ‘specialised knowledge’ of interactional features found 

in different types of talk-in-interaction becomes ‘ironic’, i.e., more than what ‘anyone’ 

can see.24 These analytic descriptions are not grounded in members’ orientations but the 

recognisable comparison with other conversation analytic studies. As Bogen and Lynch 

(1994:25 81) go on: 

 

                                            
21It is interesting to compare an earlier piece by Greatbatch (1985) where no such comparative is used and 
where the analysis confines itself to examining variations of conversational methods in news interviews 
without recourse to ‘ordinary conversation’. 
22See also Boden and Zimmerman (introduction 1993, Schegloff (Same volume 1993) 
23The use of ‘control group’ with its scientific connotations builds on Bogen (1992) and Bogen and Lynch 
(1994) discussion of CA in its development from a primitive science to a traditional scientific endeavour 
with all that that entails. 
24Sacks idea was not to produce ironic formulations of what people did. This is discussed by Sacks 
(1974) and in Chapter Three. 
25Echoed also in Bjelic and Lynch (1992) and Lynch (1993 p 235n) 
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They [conversation analysts] do not aim to be doing primitive science which, as 
Sacks initially described it, is grounded in the intelligibility of descriptions for 
any competent language user. Instead, two separate orders of technical 
competence are now implicated in a hierarchical relationship: the vernacular 
competence to produce and recognise particular techniques in conversation, and 
an analytic competence to subsume those techniques into a collection of similar 
cases. 

 

The criteria and warrant for making such claims about a setting are found in the 

corroboration of other conversational analysts. For: 

 
The adequacy of such accounts no longer depends upon their effective use as 
instructions for reproducing the practices described26; instead, judgements about 
empirical adequacy are reserved for other members of the analytic culture, 
thereby entitling them, and them alone, to decide on non-intuitive (or specialised-
intuitive) grounds how well any technical report represents the collection of data 
it describes.’ (p83) 

 

This, then, creates a culture of mutual corroboration of research findings conceptualised 

in a technical language inaccessible to all but conversation analysts.27 From this position 

the identification of a sequential object in one situation that differs from the one found in 

the ‘model’ of ‘ordinary’ conversation allows that occurrence to be seen as indicating a 

different speech exchange system. 

 

However, returning again to Schegloff’s example, it could be argued that displaying 

disinclination to take a turn in conversation is not restricted to conversations other than 

‘ordinary’ conversation. Disinclination to take a turn may be found in other settings as a 

‘sequential object’. If such sequential objects are not unique to an event, they are not 

necessarily found only in that event, they cannot be used, then, to define that event as 

ordinary or institutional. Thus, conversational objects cannot stand as evidence for the 

event in which they are used. As Hester and Francis (ms. p16) point out: 

 
The sequential structures described in the...studies are not institutionally 
distinctive, nor are they constitute of the particular ‘institutional’ character of 
stretches of talk cited as data. For example, in terms of its formal sequential 
properties, there is nothing about the ‘perspective display series’28 which is 

                                            
26As Sacks (1992)( Vol 1, Lecture 4) describes the programme he is embarking upon. 
27A similar point is made by Hester and Francis (ms. p20) when they say; ‘By emphasising sequential 
structures at the expense of other circumstantial elements ITP [institutional talk programme] analysis fail to 
come to terms with members’ orientations and competencies, substituting for these the concern of the 
analyst. Thus H&G [Heritage and Greatbatch 1991] replace a concern with members’ common sense 
analysis with a ‘technical’ concern with those features of the situation which can be formalised. 
28Perspective display series, or PDS is a term used by Maynard 1991 to suggest a institutionally modified 
adjacency pair format for ‘giving clinical diagnoses to patients. See also Mehan 1978, on Classroom 
interaction. 
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institutionally distinctive - a fact which Maynard recognises implicitly in the 
opening section of his paper in which he introduces the paper’s topic by citing 
examples of ‘bad news delivery” in ordinary conversation which have the same 
three part sequential structure... 

 

This, then, does not suggest a modified form of conversation to the extent argued by the 

proponents of institutional talk but a collection of conversational objects used in this 

instance. Those conversational objects are common methods of conversation used in this 

situation, not unique to the situation but found in it. As Hester and Francis (ibid. p16) go 

on, these sequential objects are part of: 

 
[A] sequential structure that is used in a variety of interactional environments 
[and have]...particular utility in relation to the delivery of medical news, 
especially where that news is ‘negative’. However, there is a considerable 
difference between arguing that a sequential structure is useful for the 
accomplishment of a certain task and arguing that the task in question can only be 
done via such a structure. (emphasis in the original.)29 

 

In this way an interactional event can be seen as a collection of conversational methods 

produced, responded to, and deployed by those present for the task in hand, whatever that 

is. An institutional setting does not, then, necessarily organise itself through a 

modification of mundane turn taking methods but overwhelmingly through the local 

organisation of the task. As Hester and Francis (ms: 17) go on to say:  

 
The recognisability of any stretch of interaction as, say, a medical consultation, a 
news interview or a classroom lesson is not to be found in any formal properties 
of the talk in and through which these activities are conducted. Such 
recognisability is a situated accomplishment, and involves a reflexive relationship 
between utterances, situated identities and other circumstantial particulars.  
 

That is, it is the way conversational actions are collected and used in any particular 

situation that reflects the oriented to task. Furthermore, as indicated in the above 

quotation, other features of a setting may also be seen as reflexively contributing to 

the organisation of an event such as the relevant identities oriented to by participants.  
 

7. An approach to sequence and identity in institutional talk 

The relevance of ‘institutional identities’ and discourse identities, or social and sequential 

structure, cannot be assumed a priori but must be demonstrated through analysis that 

these contexts are relevant for the parties to the interaction. This is evident in some 

research (see, Watson 1976, 1978, 1983, 1990 Drew, 1978) and addressed in 

programmatic papers (see, Schegloff, 1992, 1993 1995, Wilson, 1992). However, the 
                                            

29A similar point is made in regards to ‘interview talk’ and  ‘invited’ story telling (Hester and Francis, op 
cit.) 
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continuing emphasis on sequential considerations, and from there on institutional social 

structural considerations, has the potential to produce a skewed account of members’ 

methods. This sequential account may ignore the members’ orientation to who one is 

speaking to, and the task one is doing. This, as Wilson (1992) suggests, may be of equal 

importance as how that task is sequentially carried out. That is, sequential structures of 

talk are entwined with an orientation to contextually relevant identities. As Wilson (1992: 

22) suggests, there is an inextricable connection between the local situational sequential 

actions and the wider context of their interaction, by which he means: 

 
...the way participants organise their interaction turn by turn over its course, and 
by the latter, the participants’ orientation to what their interaction is about and 
their relevant biographies and institutional identities in that particular situation.’ 

 

The issue here is, again, one of relevance,30 especially in respect to recipient design. That 

is, parties to a conversation or interaction do not just speak for anyone, they design their 

utterances for a particular audience, and this relevance to recipient design is 

‘interwoven’31 within a sequential and social context or environment.32 

 

 

 
That is to say, while people construct their interaction turn by turn, they do so in 
part through their orientations to their relevant biographies and identities, as well 
as to what the present occasion is about and its connections to prior occasions and 
prospective future ones.’ (ibid. :24-5) 

 

Members’ orientations, then, can be seen as both sequential, in the sense of next actions, 

and also social-structural or identity oriented in such a way that the interaction 

reflexively relies upon both these aspects. Furthermore, the context in which the 

interaction is occurring is ever flowing, maintaining and renewing. Interaction, then, is 

sequential not only in conversational methods but also in the on going flow of the social 

environment. Conversation does not occur out of context, there is no ‘time out’ from one 

action to another, one setting to another, one encounter to another; the world as 

encountered is continuous. Thus, people must continually deal with changing 

environments and changing scenes through members’ knowledge, negotiation and 

recognition, as of course: 

 
...people have many different identities, and physical setting does not determine 
which of many possible social-structural contexts is salient on a particular 

                                            
30See Schegloff (1992) and above. 
31Wilson op cit. p23 
32ibid. p24 
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occasion...The relevant identities for any particular occasion then must be 
negotiated, worked up made available and oriented to by those present and 
assumed to stand until further notice for the understanding any next action. (ibid. 
:25)  

 

What the participants are oriented to is the task in hand, and in doing this, using the 

amount of information that is available, necessary and relevant, in order to produce and 

maintain what it is the participants are doing. The orientation of, and to, those present 

consists of relevant sequential placement of conversational actions, designed for 

recipients which display ‘who they relevantly are’ for this occasion. This, in turn, relies 

upon a categorially ordered world commonly available to participants, as Wilson (ibid. 

p26) goes on to say: 

 
[T]he social-structural matters that are the objects of members’ recognition and 
accounting are conventional. The categories of institutional identity, the activities 
associated with those categories, the terms of biographical recounting are 
culturally variable, historically contingent, and negotiable at least in the long run. 
In contrast, the mechanisms of interaction are the tools members use to construct 
their interaction. These mechanisms, while context sensitive, are context free and 
so are not socially constructed in the same sense. Rather, they are universally 
available devices employed by members in the work of construction. 

 

Wilson, then, conceives of sequential objects as tools used by participants in many 

different sites of interaction. These tools are used in all sites of interaction, with an 

orientation to the contingencies of the local interactional event. The contingencies 

present in an event are the available biographical, historical, cultural assumptions and 

expectations of the oriented to participants. The analyst can not, then, assume simply 

because an action is evident or common in a particular setting that recourse to 

institutional or organisational sequences explains this occurrence. The context of an 

event does not depend only upon the sequential actions as these are part of the 

recognisable features of, and orientations of, the participants. This would suggest, then, 

that analysis of interaction can be enhanced through an appreciation of the ways 

identities and sequential objects are entwined within a mutually elaborative organisation, 

be they institutional or indeed non-institutional. 

 

8. Summary  

Through examination of the conversation analytic approach to institutional talk it has 

been argued that the comparative element within this research leads to a problematic 

basis for the research. The problem arises initially through the treatment of ‘ordinary’ 
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conversation as a base line from which institutional talk differs.33 This leads to a position 

whereby conversational actions, within what is identified as ‘ordinary’ conversations, 

become definitive objects of that type of interaction. This in-turn leads to a reification of 

other types of interaction, as the sequential objects identified are treated as defining the 

type of context within which such sequential objects may be found. The possible 

reification of context through sequential objects, as Schegloff (1992) points out, means 

the analysis of institutional interaction be approached with caution if the analyst is not to 

fall into the trap of building a social structural analysis where one is not warranted. 

 

A further problem identified with this type of approach is the way sequential objects are 

seen as tied to institutional identities. That is, the use of certain ‘sequential objects’ 

becomes a document of social structural identity and participants’ orientation to those 

identities. Thus, through an analysis of turn taking, an orientation to the social structural 

context is evident. The analyst does not need knowledge of the identities of those present 

to make sense of an interactional event as, it is suggested, the identities and contingencies 

will be displayed through the sequential organisation. This, as Bogen and Lynch (1993) 

Hester and Francis (ms) and Wilson (1992) variously point out, may produce too close a 

focus on the sequential aspects of conversation to the exclusion of category orientations 

and, in so doing, ignores the way both of these aspects may be used by members when 

making sense of and in the accomplishment of an interactional event.  

 

Moreover, by pursuing a comparative analysis, the point where CA analysis locates itself 

becomes somewhere between the particular interactional site they are examining and all 

the other sites that may serve as comparisons. This approach entails a shift away from 

attending to particular members’ orientations in situ, in which analysis embeds itself in 

any situation, to an analysis that seeks to uncover similar sequential objects and the jobs 

those sequential actions do in other situations. Thereby drawing outwards from a situated 

analysis towards all other sites that may serve as comparison, as opposed to a more 

thorough examination of the particular practices in situ. In doing this, it can be argued 

that conversation analysts move away from the study of situated action or haecceity, ‘just 

thisness’, to a componential analysis of conversational objects often decontextualised 

from their in situ production.  

                                            
33A similar point is made by McHoul (1982) when he mildly criticises Coulter (1978) for attempting to 
make a distinction between ‘esoteric languages’ and ‘ordinary language’. As McHoul (1982: 2) says; 

 
The languages of the physicist and the bus conductor may well be different, but who is to say the 
former is ‘technical’, ‘esoteric’, while the other is ‘ordinary’, part of an ‘ordinary’ idiom, which 
‘pre-exists’ other forms and which pertains to a general ‘laity of the ‘uninitiated’. 

 
It would seem, then, that even Coulter is seduced by the idea of ‘ordinary conversation’ as the baseline 
from which all other interaction is built. 
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Finally, then, the early work of conversation analysis demonstrates an attempt to 

distinguish itself from anthropology and linguistics by focusing purely upon local 

sequential methods used in conversation. Indeed, the recourse to social structural 

explanations for turn taking events evident in the work of anthropologists and linguists 

are explicitly critiqued and used as a foil (see, Sacks, Schegloff, Jefferson 1974, 

Schegloff 1972, Schegloff and Sacks 1974). The development of conversation analysis 

subsequent to this has continued to focus on the sequential aspect of interaction. An 

alternative approach is to explore categorial orientations together with the sequential 

organisation, investigating how these features are relevantly entwined within the on-

going course of interaction. Indeed, this would seem to be the direction Sacks (Sacks 

1995 Vol II, Spring 1972, lecture 5: 561-569) was moving towards at the end of his 

published lectures where he says:  

 
[A] given object might turn out to be put together in terms of several types of 
organisation; in part by means of adjacency pairs and in part in some other types 
of organisational terms, like overall structural terms or topical organisational 
terms. And one wants to establish the way in which a series of different types of 
organisations operate in a given fragment.  
 

This, then, suggests analysis of interaction may be usefully explored from different 

angles. That participants’ orientations to the shifting relevances operative over the course 

of interaction may become apparent by examining who, categorially, is saying what, 

speaking as what, and how .  
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3 

 

A Question of Method: 2 

Category and sequence: 

Towards a ‘working’ methodology 

 

 

1. Introduction 

Previously it was argued that the neglect of categorial work in some sequential 

conversation analysis may serve to eclipse the situated work involved in members’ 

reflexive attention to the situational relevance of categorial orientations. It is shown 

below, however, how some of the problems identified with this approach can be 

overcome by incorporating aspects of Harvey Sacks’ (1995) work on categorisation. In 

particular developing upon the idea of a multi-dimensional environment of interaction, 

where many possible sequential and categorial relevances are operative or salient at any 

one time.34  

 

One way to approach the multi-layered texture of interaction is by treating sequential 

actions as ‘turn generated categories’ (Sacks 1995, Watson 1995, 1997),  that is, as 

categories embedded within a sequential organisation. Members can be seen to shift or 

move through various categories in the course of interaction as and when categories are 

made relevant by the participants in a similar way to ‘category flow’ in a queue (Watson 

1995, 1997), whereby positions in a queue have predicated responsibilities which shift as 

the member progresses within it. This shifting of category membership highlights the fact 

that categories are not static, rather they change or are developed upon, and that this 

occurs over the course of interaction, i.e., sequentially. Any on-going interaction can, 

thus, be explored as both sequential, in terms of flow, and layered, in terms of the 

categories developed within the flow. This, then, entails a methodological approach that 

builds upon sequential analysis by exploring the relationship between category and 

sequence, entwined within a mutually elaborative frame of situated relevance. 

 

In order to develop this methodological orientation, referred to here as a ‘working’ 

methodology, the analysis eschews pre-formulated methods or methodological 

boundaries, instead, drawing from areas of ethnomethodology, conversation analysis, and 

membership category analysis, and where appropriate, developing from these 

methodological approaches. This, it is argued, provides for a data led methodology 

                                            
34See also Watson (1997) 
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sensitive to members’ practices, competencies, and orientations produced within a 

situated environment. However, to understand the contemporary approach to category 

analysis it is useful to firstly examine Sacks’ method and the problems identified with it, 

in order to appreciate the developments this approach has undergone since Sacks. 

 

2. Harvey Sacks’ membership categorisation analysis 

The work of Harvey Sacks had, and continues to have, a profound impact upon studies of 

the organisation of language. In his lectures and publications Sacks (1995) demonstrates 

a methodical approach to members’ methods of interaction by taking apart fragments of 

lived conversation in order to explicate the categorial methods members employ and 

deploy in the in situ organisation of their talk, and the conversational tasks being 

performed.  

 

The analysis of categories-in-interaction, or membership categorisation analysis, (MCA), 

initially developed over a number of years through Sacks lectures (1995), finds its 

clearest exposition in Sacks’ (1974) discussion of a child’s story - ‘The baby cried. The 

mommy picked it up’. He embarks upon the analysis of this story by assuming an un-

problematic understanding of the story by his readers/listeners. From this (Sacks 1974 

:218) he proposes that the seeming common understanding of the story and his initial 

cursory discussion of the story: 

 
...was to give some sense...of the fine power of culture. It does not, so to speak, 
merely fill the brains in roughly the same way, it fills them so that they are alike 
in fine detail. The sentences we are considering are after all rather minor, and yet 
all of you, or many of you, hear just what I said you heard, and many of us are 
quite unacquainted with each other. I am then dealing with something real and 
something finely powerful. 

 

What Sacks’ proposes, then, is that this story is heard and understood by many who hear 

it as meaning what was intended by the author of the story. That is, it is perfectly 

recognisable to unacquainted members without recourse to whom the particular people 

involved are, and who it is told to. Sacks (ibid. p218) then poses a question as to whether 

it is possible to arrive at a methodological apparatus for explicating this mundane, yet 

detailed understanding of the child’s story.  

 
What one ought to seek to build is an apparatus which will provide for how it is 
that any activities, which members do in such a way as to be recognisable as such 
to members, are done, and done recognisably.  

 

The premise, then, is that the child’s story is mundanely recognisable, and that, as such, 

the goal is to try and account for this recognisability through the building of an apparatus 
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that can deal with these abstract references to persons and actions. To this end, and in the 

subsequent analysis, Sacks’ introduces a number of concepts or tools including 

‘membership categorisation devices’, ‘membership categories’, ‘category bound 

activities’, the ‘rules of economy and consistency’, and the ‘viewers and hearers 

maxims’, to tease out an analysis of how this common understanding is arrived at.  

 

Membership categorisation ‘devices’ are, for all practical purposes, the lynch-pin for the 

analysis. The ‘device’ is the ‘organisational relevance’ providing for, and organising, the 

use of categories in situ. Categories are described as references to persons such as 

‘fireman’, ‘brother’ ‘Prime minister’, ‘teacher’, etc, or in this instance ‘baby’ and 

‘mommy’. Categories may be used by members in such a way as to form co-membership 

with other categories in an organisational and situational relevance or ‘device’, such as 

reference to ‘butcher, baker, candlestick maker’ can be seen to be connected in terms of 

occupations. It is thus the ‘device of occupations’ that may be seen to organise, or 

provide organisational relevance for, these categories. That is, the use of these particular 

categories can be heard to go together, in that, they are co-selected to provide 

consistency with the organisational device, and can be seen to operate through a working 

knowledge of background expectancies. This suggests, then, that categories are selected 

and used by members with an orientation to the topic at hand, such that, the categories 

selected should be heard as related to each other, and with the topic.   

 

Furthermore, Sacks’ suggests that the categories ‘baby’ and ‘mommy’ comprise a further 

class of categories which go together in a strong associated pairing, or ‘standardised 

relational pair’, such as ‘doctor/patient’ ‘mother/baby’, dog/cat, etc. These class of 

categories are common pairings, whereby mention of one suggests  the other. However, 

although quite recognisable as ‘going together’ the category ‘doctor’ may not necessarily 

be found with ‘patient’, for example, the pairing of doctor/nurse, mother/father, have 

equally associated pairing. Some category pairs or ‘standardised relational pairs’ such as 

‘husband and wife’ suggest stronger ties, where one category references the other to such 

an extent that mention of one of the categories includes reference to the other.35 

Categories can be seen, then, in a similar way to the Schutzian notion of typifications, 

and as such, these typifications or categories document further common sense 

recognisable features of types of person, such as actions or activities associated with the 

category referenced.  

                                            
35I do not wish to make too strong a case for these types of pairing being necessarily related, as the use of 
language changes. Whereas previously we may have referenced ‘boyfriend/girlfriend’ amongst this type of 
category pairing, now the term ‘girlfriend’ is used by girls to denote a friend or collection of friends or 
even terms of ‘sisterhood’. By suggesting this type of relational pair within a necessary framework there is 
a danger of reifying these categories as always going together, a point which is addressed below through a 
critique of Sacks’ notion of ‘natural’ devices. 
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A collection of categories and their associated actions comprise a kind of ‘stock of 

knowledge’, though not in a static form where the ‘stock’ is seen as some kind of 

knowledge store in which members see something and then apply a cultural label to the 

thing.36 Rather, this knowledge is a ‘stock of knowledge-in-action’, finding meaning in 

its use and referring not only to typical actions or attributes but also settings, occasions, 

etc (Watson 1994). This organisation and use of a ‘categorisation apparatus’ is then 

honed through a number of ‘rules of application’, whereby categories can be seen to 

organise, and make relevant, various actions.  

 

In constructing this apparatus Sacks shows how a common sense understanding of the 

story can be made analytically interesting. By proposing that the use of ‘baby’ and 

‘mommy’ can be heard as belonging to the same ‘device’ of ‘family’, provides for a 

hearing that identifies the ‘baby’ as a young child, and the ‘mommy’ as the mother of 

that child. They are related through the ‘obvious’ device of co-members of the same 

family. Further, the actions contained in the story are sequential, in that, the mommy 

picks the baby up after, and because, it begins crying. Thus, through common and 

recognisable ‘category attributes’ related to the categories ‘mommy’ and ‘baby’, whereby 

babies cry and their mother picks them up to comfort them when they are crying, the 

actions carried out in the story can be heard as recognisable common and expected 

actions and attributes of the categories mentioned. Furthermore, that this recognisable 

and mundane action can be heard to be done is itself unremarkable, i.e., we do not need 

to look any further to understand what the story means as all that is needed is contained 

in the two sentences.   

 

It is with this apparatus, then, that Sacks provides for a methodology that is grounded in 

the members’ interaction itself. The methodology is non-ironic as it does not suggest 

other than a common sense understanding, i.e., what anyone can see.37 Furthermore it is 

an expression of ‘primitive natural science’38 as the method for arriving at this 

understanding is reproducible. This provides a ‘bottom up’ analytic approach that derives 

analytic categories from empirical observations of naturally occurring social phenomena 

(Watson 1994). This methodology allows analytic access to interaction and members’ 

methods, from which a basic ‘working’ methodology can be developed.   

 

3. MCA: issues and developments 

                                            
36See Hester and Eglin 1997 for a critique of this cognitive approach to knowledge. 
37In contrast, then, to the ‘ironic’ idealisations of ‘types’ of conversation discussed previously in Chapter 
Two. 
38Cf. Watson (1994), Lynch and Bogen (1994)  
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The analysis of categories as Sacks describes it has not gained the same attention and 

popularity that the other branch of Sacks’ work, conversation analysis, has. A possible 

reason for this, as Hester and Eglin (1997) point out, is the seeming decontextualised way 

Sacks’ talks of categories, especially the distinction between ‘natural and occasioned’ 

devices. Natural devices being context free whilst occasioned devices are context 

sensitive (see below). It follows that ‘natural devices’ could be regarded as forming some 

kind of stock of knowledge which is over and above the individual members. This 

‘problem’ forms the basis of the criticism that  MCA may involve a rigid methodological 

application with an inflexible stock of knowledge applied to an instance of data, which, 

in its application, becomes a reified decontextualised methodological apparatus with 

solid machinery type features (Livingstone 1987).  

 

In attempting to deal with the image of decontextualisation Hester and Eglin (1997) 

identify three main issues of contention identifiable in Sacks’ writings. Firstly, that the 

machinery or apparatus discussed by Sacks is in danger of producing a decontextualised 

notion of categories, which stand prior to any particular use by members. Second is the 

idea that members use of devices and categories can be described prior to their use. And, 

thirdly, that some devices, the aforementioned ‘natural’ devices, have a limited number 

of category members, which again may be stipulated in advance of their use. In order, 

then, to develop a methodology that has categories as embedded in the situation of their 

use, these issues need to be examined, so as to clarify the early work of categorisation 

analysis, and to lay the groundwork for subsequent methodological discussion. 

 

3. 1. Decontextualisation and the problem of method 

The origins of the problem of decontextualisation in this method are identified by Hester 

and Eglin in the three stages of analysis of MCA. The stages can be summarised as 

firstly, ‘see that some use of categories is commonly understandable as it was intended’, 

secondly, problematise the common understanding by positing other meanings and, 

thirdly, attempt to construct an apparatus that would provide for the original 

understanding and not the other meanings. It is the third stage of this process that 

separates the common sense from the analytical and thus, through the application of a 

machinery to find how sense was made, a decontextualised notion of categories and 

devices is in danger of emerging. As Hester and Eglin (ibid. p15) say:  

 
Membership categorisation devices are endowed with a thing-like quality, lying 
behind, pre-existing in their use in particular instances of membership 
categorisation. The machinery can be understood as a decontextualised 
machinery, for an apparatus to be taken up and used and which is a pre-formed 
resource for doing description. 
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This, as the authors point out, is an unfortunate image. For, although MCA can be seen in 

this way, and indeed Sacks own writings contribute in this regard, it nonetheless is 

possible to develop an understanding of the sensitivity of MCA as a method of ‘culture-

in-action’, as a working method of members understanding in situ. This is indeed the 

avenue proposed by Hester and Eglin further on in their discussion. They suggest that, far 

from the decontextualised model standing as a definitive and conclusive methodological 

statement, there is in fact throughout Sacks’ published lectures (1995) a ‘concern with 

the local specifics of membership categorisation’ (Hester and Eglin. p18). This suggests 

an appreciation of categories as categories in context, as categories in action, as 

categories assembled and collected for the occasion of their use, and which reveal their 

meaning only in their use. It is members use of categories in situ which reference, 

display, and are embedded within, an attention to the on-going development of 

interaction.   

 

Furthermore, the seemingly decontextualised apparatus is overwhelmingly an analysts 

problem, not a members’ problem, as Sacks demonstrates in the first phase of his 

analysis when asking the audience their understanding of the story. The analysts problem 

is, how is it possible to come to the common and unproblematic hearing of this child’s 

story. For Sacks, this entails building a ‘machinery’ that would generate such 

understanding. However, although the metaphor of constructing a ‘machinery’ in order to 

do this analysis may be problematic, that does not mean that the methodology discussed 

by Sacks should remain static. The methodology is developed to account for a piece of 

interaction, it does not necessarily stand as a rigid method for understanding all 

interaction. Rather, in the course of its continuing use (presumably because of its 

strength) the methodological apparatus becomes developed upon, and semantically 

clarified.  

 

3. 2. Naturally occasioned categories 

The second and third point Hester and Eglin draw as problematic from Sacks’ discussion 

are the notions of ‘natural’ and ‘occasioned’ category devices (April 17 [1968], 1995). 

What Sacks means by these terms is that an ‘occasioned’ device is dependent upon the 

immediate context of its use for the meaning of its use. A ‘natural’ device, however, is 

seen to contain a stipulated number of pre-defined categories identifiable before any 

occasion of its use. For instance, if one were to offer certain devices, then the categories 

collected within those devices can readily be listed; the example of the device ‘sex’ is 

used which collects the categories ‘male’ and ‘female’ only.39 Obviously if this was the 

case then such devices defined as ‘natural’ would stand a priori to the occasion of their 

                                            
39See also footnote ‘2’ above. 
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use, as opposed to the occasioned devices which are given meaning in the instance of 

their use. The distinction, then, between the two types of devices can serve to produce a 

reified notion of category knowledge.  

 

This reified notion of categories as ‘natural’ is, however, misleading. For, if the use of 

categories is a situated local accomplishment produced by and in the situation as it 

occurs, then all category use is irredeemably embedded within the occasion of its use. 

The use of categories is, then, a topic occasioned category usage, always locally situated, 

as Hester and Eglin (1997: 17) put it: 

 
What a device collects depends upon on how it is used this time. There is clearly, 
then, an occasioned quality to ‘sex’. [sic]  

 

Categories, then, are always used in context, or in action,  being occasioned for this time. 

They are embedded in the situation of their use, and relevant to the situation of their use, 

as Hester and Eglin (p18) go on:  

 
Doubt...can be cast on the distinction between natural and occasioned collections 
or devices....[T]his is because all categorizations are indexical expressions and 
their sense is therefore locally and temporally contingent. There is, to use a phrase 
of Garfinkel’s ‘no time out’ from the here-and-now character of all sense making, 
every usage of a category or a collection. It has to be decided in each and every 
case what the category means and this will involve a figuring out of what 
collection and category belongs to, for this occasion. 

 

Categories and devices are, then, ‘indexical’ expressions that depend upon the relevant 

context of their use for the meaning of their use this time. Those meanings do not exist 

independently of the occasion, they are derived from the actual occasion in which they 

are found. This is not to suggest a kind of solipsism where members use categories that 

are known only to them but, through the notion of ‘common sense’ in which knowledge 

is that which is known in common and assumed to be known in common, categories are 

given meaning through their local use in the situation of use. It is not possible, then, to 

stipulate in advance of any particular occasion how various categories may operate or be 

used as this is a matter of local negotiation between, and with, the participants in situ. It 

is something to be uncovered in and through each and every occasion of interaction, and 

related analysis. 

 

The method discussed by Sacks does not, then, necessarily stand as the definitive 

approach to categorisation, but as the basis for insight when approaching members 

common sense understanding, and a way to gain some access to this for analytic 

purposes. Thus, it directs our attention to the local use of categories rather than categories 
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treated as decontextualised bodies of knowledge. It is in the spirit of Sacks and 

ethnomethodology to continuously develop, adapt, and refine the various methods used 

in the production of a sensitive and relevant analysis in situ. The overall methodological 

approach, then, is open to, and in need40 of development, being refined, developed, 

adapted and extended through the work of a number of authors since Sacks’ death.  

 

4. MCA - use and developments 

A sensitivity to category aspects is apparent in number of research publications since 

Sacks, where analysts have sought to use a category analysis in their work,41 often under 

the heading of ‘ethnographic conversational analysis’ (Hustler and Payne 1985, in Hester 

and Eglin 1997). Along the way a number of notable research publications have 

developed from the work of Sacks. These variously extend the notion of category 

attributes to include rights, obligations, entitlements, knowledge (Sharrock 1974, Watson 

1978, 1983, 1986 1990, 1992, Jayyusi, 1984, Drew 1978, Lynch and Bogen 1997) and 

develop upon the notion of categories to include, not only personal member categories, 

but physical objects such as buildings, (McHoul and Watson 1984), and social structural 

concepts (Coulter 1982). Moreover, in recent years there has been a discernible move to 

directly address some of the issues of Sacks’ method, and to situate members use of 

categories as not only important within a situated environment but also to a large degree 

implicit within sequential conversation analytic research (Watson 1997). These two 

developmental strands are most clearly discussed by Hester and Eglin, Watson, and 

Lynch and Bogen.  

 

Eglin and Hester (1992a) initiate a discussion of Sacks’ method through the review of 

Jayyusi’s (1984) ‘Categorisation and the Moral Order’. In this review (echoed in Hester 

and Eglin 1992b, and in the introduction to Culture in Action 1997) the authors discuss 

the tradition of MCA and review the developments in the field since Sacks. This initial 

discussion is then carried on, and built upon, in a number of publications (Hester 1994, 

Hester and Eglin 1997 Watson 1994a, 1994b, 1995 1997) which begin to deal with the 

possible misunderstandings to be found in the method proposed by Sacks as outlined 

above. This re-assessment of the foundations of the MCA runs concurrently with an 

argument for analysis, and in particular sequential analysis, to be sensitive to in situ 

categorisations oriented to by members (see, Lynch and Bogen 1994, 1997, Hester and 

Francis ms, Hester 1994, Hester and Eglin 1997a, 1997b, Watson 1994a, 1994b, 1997). 

In a sustained argument, the various authors take Sacks’ discussions of MCA and 

                                            
40By this I do not mean ‘in need of’ because it is somehow faulty but that it is necessary that a 
methodology which is embedded in situ should be adapted in the course of its use and development. 
41A comprehensive list of category sensitive research can be found in the introduction to Hester and Eglin 
(1997 p7). 
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demonstrate that, whilst a possible reading of his work can lead towards a mechanical 

and decontextualised use of categorisation, his work also clearly demonstrates a 

sensitivity to the grounded nature of members’ categorisation methods in the situation of 

their use. As discussed above, Hester and Eglin ground their argument in a detailed 

discussion of Sacks’s method, from which they are able to argue for an appreciation of 

this method as locally situated within context. Whilst Watson’s discussion of Sacks takes 

issue with the neglect of categorial aspects of interaction that are implicitly relied upon in 

some conversation analytic work. 

 

5. Re-reading Sacks 

In one of his discussions Watson (1994) argues against the idea that Sacks abandoned 

category analysis in his later work in favour of sequential analysis. He argues instead that 

the talked up distinction between the ‘early and later Sacks’ is not only misleading but 

also inaccurate. Using Sacks discussion of ‘turn generated categories’, Watson 

demonstrates that Sacks employs the same kind of analysis to the sequential organisation 

of talk as in his earlier categorisation work. Through this type of approach ‘turn 

generated categories’, such as ‘caller-called’, are seen to display similar characteristics to 

that of membership or social categories. For, whilst the categories ‘caller-called’ are 

sequentially embedded, they do not exist only at this level. What is also present is an 

orientation to whom one is calling, and the expectability of the answerer being 

‘someone’, i.e., either the person called or if not the person called then a membership 

category in relation to the person called (friend, flatmate, mother, wrong number, etc). 

Thus, the sequential categories of ‘caller-called’ are entwined with member categories. 

This entwined relationship can also be seen in terms of a layered texture to interaction. 

As Sacks’ himself (1995, Vol II, Spring 1972, lecture 5: 561-569) suggests: 

 
I’ve mentioned varieties of types of organisation and proposed that adjacency 
pairs were used in various types of organisation. One of the sorts of interests 
raised by talk like that can be developed in the following way. Imagine a surface 
of some sort, and we are now proceeding to characterise that surface in terms of 
conversational sequential types of things. Since the things we’re talking about are 
serial it’s imaginable that for lots of them they are in some ways serial linked on 
the surface - this follows this, this goes after this position, etc., etc. - rather than 
focusing on another aspect of things, which is the way that different types of 
organisations may be layered  onto each other. So the surface is thick and not just 
serial. Which is to say that a given object might turn out to be put together in 
terms of several types of organisation; in part by means of adjacency pairs and in 
part in some other types of organisational terms, like overall structural terms or 
topical organisational terms. and one wants to establish the way in which a series 
of different types of organisations operate in a given fragment, ie., in a given, 
quotes place, on the surface.   
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Sacks is suggesting, then, that whilst the examination of sequential methods has been 

useful this is not all there is to examine. This appreciation of serially linked utterances is 

but so far in the explication of members’ methods. Establishing the serial nature of 

interaction then provides for a casting around to see if any other factors are involved. For 

Sacks the question is answered by talking of the layered texture of interaction where the 

surface of interaction is not a flat surface in which the sequential structures of interaction 

proceed according to the various turn generated categories. Rather, turn generated 

categories may be embedded in social, topical organisation which produce a layered 

texture of relevance. Thus, far from Sacks’ turning away from categories, he seems to be 

demonstrating that analysis that concentrates upon purely sequential objects may neglect 

other possible organisational contingencies that are operative in any situation.42 

Collecting sequential objects is, then, not all there is to talk about within interaction. For, 

noticing sequences are serially linked is but one aspect, an aspect that does not in itself 

allow an appreciation of the layered organisation of interaction, and how this works 

together with the serial organisation of talk.  

 

6. The multi-layered texture of interaction 

In the above comments, Sacks is suggesting that by concentrating upon purely sequential 

aspects the analyst may ignore other situational contingencies, or explicitly attempt to 

suppress these contingencies. By focusing on only one gross aspect, i.e., (objects within) 

sequential structure, the analysis may fail to appreciate other inherent contingencies, such 

as participants’ categorial orientations. Moreover, as can be seen in the above quotation, 

towards the end of his lectures, and his life, Sacks sees the development of his research 

progressing towards an appreciation of categories and sequence as they work together. 

This suggests that analysis should not confine itself only to the sequencing of talk, but 

also an appreciation of how sequence, categories, and topic, work together. Further, that 

the workings of these aspects operate within a multi-layered and embedded situated 

organisation. As he says: 

 
[O]ne sort of thing that I engage in doing is to take a particular fragment apart in 
terms of a collection of different types of organisation that may operate, in detail, 
in it. Where the question is, in part, how to bring that kind of consideration off in 
a possibly integrated way, ie., to also show the relationships between the types of 
organisation in the particular object. I want, then to inhibit a consideration of 
actual objects in terms of single types of organisation, ie., saying of something 
that it’s a ‘question,’ and then saying that it’s adjacency-pair orderly in a variety 
of ways, and that’s that as though one is finished with it. The question of what 
sorts of things, even for the sequential organisation of conversation, can be pulled 
out of a piece of talk needs to be open, and having found it orderly in one way 
doesn’t mean that you’ve done all there is to make it operate in the ways that we 

                                            
42A point echoed by Schegloff 1992 
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can, perhaps make it operate.’ (Sacks, 1992, Vol II, Spring 1972, lecture 5: 561-
569) 

 

Thus, whilst sequencing in conversation is undoubtedly part and parcel of any on-going 

interaction, it can be argued that it is by no means the only component within 

conversation. This suggests that, although it is fruitful and interesting to highlight the 

component43 parts of conversation, analysis may benefit further from an appreciation of 

just how these parts might work together. For, to only focus upon the sequential aspects 

of conversation, to the exclusion of an appreciation of other aspects, such as membership 

identities, may ignore the importance and reliance upon such membership categories 

when oriented to by the participants within interactional events. Common-sense 

membershipping is a routine part of interaction, bound up in such a way with that 

interaction as to be inseparable from it. Indeed, as Watson points out (1997: 3), even 

conversation analysts rely upon categorial work in the understanding and presentation of 

their findings. For, even when they set:  
 

...categorial relevance at zero...the fact that categorisation relevances may...be set 
at zero for methodological purposes does not mean they cease to operate in our 
lay reading.'  

 

Thus, an unacknowledged reliance upon membership categorisation occurs through, both, 

literary constructions that provide contextual detail and identity information prior to, and 

during, the data analysis, and a tacit use of readers’ membership knowledge in order to 

make sense of the analysis presented. That is, there is an inherent, embedded and 

pervasive sense in which reliance upon categorial knowledge is inextricable from the 

production of any situated activity, including doing conversation analysis. Thus, any 

interaction, even that of doing conversation analysis, pays implicit attention to categorial 

aspects. Indeed, these cannot be avoided as they are inherent, embedded and relied upon 

in all situations. It is therefore important to pay attention to both categories and 

sequential structures as both these aspects are at the outset grossly observable features of 

interaction.  

 

In appreciating and attempting to explicate sequence and categories in situ does not, 

however, mean having to insert or re-insert membership categories within a 

conversational analytic framework so as to produce a more sensitive sequential analysis. 

Rather, it requires an acknowledgement and acceptance that categorial work is situated 

within such everyday practices as ordinary conversation, formal conversation, producing 

                                            
43By this is not meant Sacks envisaged a ‘componential analysis’, as Watson (1997 p 169n) points out 
Sacks can be seen to distances himself from such an approach in Hill and Crittenden (1968) 
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and reading academic reports, media talk and telephone interaction.44 As Hester and 

Francis (ms: 1945) suggest: 

 
The key point here is not that categorial identities should be allocated analytical 
precedence over other circumstantial particulars, but rather that the intelligibility 
and recognisability of any interactional activity is a situated accomplishment. 
Thus, any attempt to isolate the sequential dimension from other circumstantial 
elements, and treat this feature as somehow analytically privileged, cannot but 
reify form. This is not to deny the relevance of sequential matters, but to argue 
that no analytical privilege should be accorded to any one element in the reflexive 
circumstantial mix’. 

 

This then entails a ‘respecification’46 of conversation analysis (Watson 1997, Hester and 

Eglin 1997,  Lynch 1993, Lynch and Bogen 1996), in a way that incorporates both 

sequence and categories within an embedded multi-layered and multi-sequential frame of 

analysis. In order to take account of this respecification requires the analysis to pay 

continual close attention to the site of interaction, as this is the site of doing. Thus, 

analysis must remain with and within the site of interaction keeping it at the centre of 

analysis.  

 

To remain ‘within’ the interactional site means that within any interactional event all that 

is required for the interaction to be carried out by the participants is already present. As 

such, the analysis must eschew reliance upon pre-formulated methodologies and instead 

use whatever methodological apparatus or combination that affords analytic access for 

this particular time/event. This does not deny the utility of established methodological 

approaches, as the following research makes use of various methods, but that the method 

and analysis should be grounded in the data, i.e., the data should lead the method, not the 

method leading the data.  

 

It is with a sensitivity to various data led method(s) that data can be repeatedly subjected 

to analysis yielding an appreciation of the interactional methods used, deployed, 

manipulated, worked upon, evident within, and embedded within interaction. It is with 

this appreciation of members’ orientations and the eschewing of any preformulated 

method, though not ruling out use of those methods, that a working methodology can be 

                                            
44It is misleading then to describe research which already does this as ethnographic conversation analysis 
as this suggests adding to CA to enrich its method. Rather, and this point is discussed further in Chapter 
Ten, the research is ethnographic ethnomethodology as the approach uses methods drawn from the rubric 
of ethnomethodology relevant for that particular interaction. 
45See also Watson 1997. 
46The ‘project’ of respecification is central to ethnomethodology as a method through which theorising is 
turned into a topic of enquiry, in this sense the resource is turned into a topic. The term is used here to 
indicate an examination of the foundations of Conversation Analysis, as to resepcify the foundational 
grounds from which such an analysis can take place.  
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explored which is both adaptable and sensitive to the interactional event in situ, whilst 

remaining true to the phenomena at hand. However, before moving onto a discussion of 

methodology, two methodological concepts will be introduced which emphasise the 

situated nature of the ethnomethodological approach.  

 

7. Haecceity and the documentary method of interpretation 

‘The documentary method of interpretation’ and ‘haecceity’ are analytic principles 

discussed by Garfinkel (1992a, 1992b) and developed by subsequent authors47 in order to 

explore the taken for granted gloss of interaction. These principles highlight that what is 

present in interaction is all that is needed in order to bring the event of as accomplished 

and that as ‘aids to a sluggish imagination’ these principles assist the analytic task of 

describing how this is done. 

 

7. 1. Documentary method 

The contextual embeddedness of interaction is evident in the documentary method of 

interpretation. The documentary method, as discussed by Garfinkel (1992) and recently 

Watson (1997) highlights the way what is said in any given conversation reflexively 

relies upon who is present in that situation. For, one of the obvious yet profoundly 

important features of conversation is that it is produced for a particular audience, i.e., it is 

‘recipient designed’. This means that what is said is sufficient for all practical purposes 

of task, relevance and context, embedded within the on-going interaction at every point 

with no time out. The recipient designed nature of interaction points to the fact that what 

is said is designed for those whom it is produced by and for. It is ‘documentary’ in that 

information is not, indeed cannot, be laboriously explained at every point in the 

conversation. Speaking glosses much of the underlying matter of what is being talked 

about, under the assumption that those present will know the meaning or import of what 

is said. There is, then, an orientation to gloss over the detail of what is said by:  

 
...treating an actual appearance as "the document of", as "pointing to", as 
"standing on behalf of" a pre supposed underlying pattern.'(Garfinkel 1992: 78).  

 

This is not to suggest that people cannot, or do not, ask for clarification or elaboration as 

clearly they do. However, even a clarification or elaboration is recipient designed. For 

example, reference to the 'documentary method' by an ethnomethodologist talking to a 

group of ethnomethodologists may stand as a document for a full explanation of the term. 

As Watson and Wienberg (ms: 36n) note: 

 

                                            
47cf. Bogen 1994, Watson 1997. 
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[P]ersons take pains to render visible and explicit various features of their world 
which can routinely be taken for granted and left implicit when addressing a 
recipient who is identified as a co-incumbent with the speaker of some 
category...and thus being an ‘insider’.  
 

For the co-category of ‘ethnomethodologists’, then, it may be assumed knowledge. 

However, even when questioning the specifics of the term any elaboration of the term 

may still attend to those members being ethnomethodologists. The further information 

would not be seen as explaining for someone who does not know the term, but as a 

particular understanding or interpretation of that term within a group of people who 

would be expected to know but are seeking further elaboration of some aspect of detail. 

Thus, any explanation may still display the documentary method, as the explanation 

produced is done so for this audience, at this time, and continues to rely upon their 

assumed known in common knowledge. It is the orientation to what the particulars of the 

conversation are - those present doing what job - that the embedded nature of interaction 

is continually highlighted.  

 

7. 2. Haecceity 

Sensitivity to the documentary method, in which conversation '...develop[s]...so as to be 

continually membershipping', (op cit. 94), draws our attention to the use of ‘haecceity’ as 

discussed by Garfinkel and Wieder (1992: 203n):  

 
[T]hat a situation is complete in itself needing only what is brought to and used 
within that situation in order to make sense of that situation for all practical 
purposes’. 

 

The term is used by Garfinkel to draw attention to the 'just thisness' of an interactional 

event, such that we need only look to what is present in an event for that event to be 

adequately accountable. This term serves to sensitise the analyst to what is going on 

within any situated action by locating the analysis within that interaction to see how any 

particular event is worked up. By this, it is meant, that within any interactional event 

what is done in that event relies upon only what is available and utilised, by those 

present, within the situation. Those involved in interaction at any particular instance are 

oriented to just this event, at just this time with just these persons present being necessary 

to make relevant the on-going interaction. The 'just thisness', then, makes any event 

routinely accountable for those present.  

 

What members do, the way they achieve interactional jobs within any interaction, relies 

upon the mutually elaborative understanding of contextual relevances. For members, 

however, there is 'no time out', no stepping out of a situation to examine the constitutive 
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parts of the interaction that they are in the process of producing, that is the analysts’ task. 

Thus, as Watson (1997: 11) suggests: 

 
...reference to the documentary method...guarantees that the analyst treat the 
categorised and structural aspects of talk as non-extractable and 
interdependent....Instead of treating the categorical as an unexplicated resource 
that tacitly informs the analysis of an explicit, though abstracted, 
topic....[R]eference to the documentary method ensures that we treat both 
'categorial' and 'structural' aspects as explicit, mutually inextricable topics to be 
explored in their own right...'  

 

The production of an analysis that appreciates the way both sequential and categorial 

aspects are embedded within everyday life, and that these are mutually elaborative, is in 

part a way of attending to the classic question posed by participants 'why that now?’48 

The question ‘why that now’ thus directs our attention to an analysis that takes as its 

grounds the activities that participants are engaged upon, in order to produce interaction 

as meaningful to others. It presupposes, then, an analysis that pays close attention to 

members’ orientations within situated activity.  

 

8. A working methodology 

Through a sensitivity to haecceity and the documentary method of interpretation, it can 

be argued that it is possible to move beyond the confines of either sequential or categorial 

aspects, to provide a description of interaction that pays attention to the mutually 

elaborative nature of (at least) sequential and categorial aspects omni-present within any 

interaction. This can be approached through an appreciation of sequential categories as 

forming but one layer of interaction within a multi-layered framework of category, 

sequential and task orientations. This layered, or vertical conception of category 

orientations, is complemented with an appreciation of the multi-sequential flow of 

interaction in which sequences and categories are multi-linear, flowing through time, 

changing and adapting according to the immediate and distal relevances if, as, and when 

they become salient to the participants orientations.  

 

8. 1. Multi-linear sequential flow 

The term ‘multi-linear sequential flow’ is used here to indicate that the sequence of 

conversation is continually changing as the conversation moves from speaker to speaker 

and action to action. The sequential flow of interaction is founded in the ‘on-going’ 

nature of interaction as the various levels of orientations ‘progresses’. For example, 

sequential actions, such as a question and answer pair, may be used by participants in 

order to achieve some sequential task, whatever that may be. It is upon the completion of 

                                            
48Watson 1986 
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the sequential action that a next action may begin. This is discussed by Sacks et al (1974) 

in relation to speaker transition, whereby, at a turn transition relevant point a speaker 

may select others, others may select themselves or the speaker may self select. Further, 

however, as is obvious when examining sequential actions within interaction, they are 

often embedded within and tied to previous conversational actions that may make 

relevant further sequential actions. That is, there is a ‘retrospective’ and ‘prospective’ 

flow of sequential actions (Heritage 1984). Furthermore, the sequential flow is multi-

sequential, in that it is possible to identify layers of sequencing, whereby individual 

sequential actions form part of larger sequential actions, for example, adjacency paired 

greetings can form part of an introduction sequence. The sequence that a particular action 

is within may be seen within a further layer of sequence, such as an introduction as the 

first part of a conversation. Similarly a topical discussion may be sequentially developed, 

where the sequential actions are geared to develop a particular action within a sequence 

of topic talk. Furthermore, topic talk may be sequentially embedded within other layers 

of topic talk which in turn may be embedded within a ‘conversation’. Thus, a kind of 

telescopic analysis, building up from the use of conversational actions, is apparent, where 

these are embedded within, and build upon, each other in a multi-layered framework.  

 

8. 2. Sequential categories 

As said above, sequential actions can be treated and analysed in a similar way to 

membership categories, in that they can be seen to involve and make relevant various 

attributes for members. The attributes attributed to a sequential category are turn 

generated and relate to the interactional action and the job that object is doing. For 

example, to ask a question requires the asker to construct an utterance that can be 

recognised as a question, and relatedly the obligation of the answerer is to produce a 

recognisable answer to this question in the next turn slot. The notion of ‘turn generated’ 

categories, however, does not stipulate in advance of their occurrence who should fill the 

category slot, indeed the category space is adequately characterised as caller/called and 

questioner/answerer. The occupation of these categories is a sequential matter as who 

occupies the turn generated category ‘questioner’ is simply the person who asks the 

question.  

 

Sequential turn generated categories are occupied only for the duration of their 

occurrence, upon satisfactory completion the turn category membership is ended. The 

questioner does not remain the questioner for ever more, rather, the questioner may then 

become the answerer in the next sequence. That is, they are categories occupied for the 

duration of the sequential action and from which they may then take on new turn 

generated categories.  
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Through the deployment and occupation of turn generated categories and the completion 

of such categories, sequential categories are seen to ‘continually flow’ through the 

interaction being occupied, used, completed, re-used, modified etc, as the interaction 

unfolds and continues. That is, sequential actions are not regarded only in category terms, 

but also as flowing through the interaction. The term ‘flow’ highlights the continually 

changing occupation of turn generated categories, whereby, as speaker change occurs the 

associated predicates change with them.  

 

At this level, sequential methods are in a sense conversational ‘tools’ by which to do 

various things within the interactional event. In that, as some conversation analysts have 

made clear, there are methods common to members that are used in different settings.49 

They are, at this abstract level of discussion and analysis, ‘context free’, in the same way 

as ‘policeman’ is a category used across many conversational situations. However, the 

assemblage of these actions in any setting (indeed in all settings) makes the use of these 

actions irredeemably context sensitive, sensitive to the relevance of task and, of course, 

member categories.  

 

9. Multi-layered category orientations 

Just as turn generated categories are used by participants in order to carry out various 

interactional jobs within the situation at hand, the same can be said of membership 

categories, as these are irredeemably context sensitive, present and used in order to 

produce the event for what it is. By this it is meant that the identities of the participants to 

the interaction are relevant to that interaction and are therefore embedded in that 

interaction. Furthermore, in a similar way to turn generated categories, and the multi-

layered and multi-sequential workings of sequential considerations, membership 

categories can also be seen as multi-sequential and multi-layered.  

 

At an abstract level a turn generated category is a category occupied for the duration of 

the turn action. However, it is a member who must action that category, and that member 

occupies a relevant membership category for the interaction. It is here, at this level, that 

membership categories enter the analysis, whereby who is saying what to whom, for what 

interactional purpose becomes salient. Moreover, that the relevant membership categories 

may change as the interaction progresses. 

 

In his work on ‘location formulations’ Schegloff (1972 :107) suggests that members may 

seek to categorise relevant other members for the questions they want answering. For 

                                            
49Cf. Wilson (1992) discussed in Chapter Two. 
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example, a ‘stranger’50 may approach someone to ask the number of the next bus to X. 

The person approached has been categorised by the stranger as someone who may know 

this information. And relatedly, 

 
...members who are asked for directions or information may see that the inquiry 
was directed to them because the inquirer identified them in a particular way and 
saw their membership in some category as grounds for seeking the information 
from them 

 

Exploring this category work further it could be said that the stranger is one enquiring 

after information about bus times, as opposed to asking where the shops are?, what time 

the banks open?, or whether they have a light for a cigarette?. The stranger, then, is a type 

of stranger, a category of stranger. Similarly, the person being asked is assumed to know 

what time the buses leave, and so is co-selected as ‘someone who may know this 

information’. The interaction may not remain at the ‘stranger/ stranger’ level of 

categorisation, for, as the interaction continues, the participants may orientate to each 

other as types, or categories, of strangers, relevant for the purpose of this interaction. As 

the interaction progresses the development of categories may continue, as it may turn out 

that both of the participants are ‘strangers’ to the bus timetable or the town in which they 

are both trying to get out of. Thus, the initial category identification of ‘stranger’ does not 

necessarily remain at this level, but is developed upon, or fleshed out to provide further 

category dimensions of ‘stranger’ as and if the interaction progresses. 

 

Conceptually then, category membership may be developed and transformed over the 

course of interaction as new categories become and are made relevant at any particular 

time. This then entails a category ‘flow’51 through the temporal development of the 

interaction. However, the new categories made relevant at any time do not necessarily 

                                            
50‘The reference to ‘stranger’ is used here to highlight the avoidance of categorial orientations 
embedded in so called ‘ordinary conversation’. Conversational analysts, as Watson (1997: 107n) 
points out,  attempt to minimise background knowledge of the interactants by analysing conversations 
between people who do not know each other in that they:  
 

...treat the issue of unacquainted persons as a kind of control group in sampling terms.... 
[However, m]y argument is that ‘unacquainted persons’/ ‘strangers’ are identities for-
conversation too and that as such may potentially form a basis for a range of recipient design 
features of the talk.  

 
 The point is a development from Sacks who, as Watson (1997: 74) points out,: 
 

...often indicated in his lectures, ‘stranger’, ‘friend’, and ‘acquaintance’ are categorisations too, 
and often inform both the organisation and the content of the talk just as pervasively as does, for 
instance, a ‘group therapist’ - ‘patient’ category-pair. 
 

  
51See Lee and Watson (1991). for an analysis of category flow of queuing in public spaces 
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make the previous categories redundant, or cease to operate, for they may now form part 

of the background relevances to the participants. Whilst the development of categories 

may continue apace, previous categories may be overlapped or re-invoked within the 

interaction and developed further or focused upon and fleshed out. These categories may 

remain omni-relevant as, for example, the stranger may remain someone to be wary of 

during the whole of the interactional event. The term ‘omni-relevant’ is discussed by 

Sacks (1992 vol. 1, p594-5) in his discussion of the ‘group therapy sessions’ where he 

says: 

 
...I want to introduce another notion called ‘omni-relevance of a collection’. What 
I intend by that...is this sort of thing. Suppose some course of action is taking 
place....Then, some collection of categories is ‘omni-relevant’ if on the one hand 
there are some activities whose effectiveness turns on categorial membership in 
that collection...and on the other hand, until the course of action is ended one 
can’t rule out the further use of that collection (i.e., even if it isn’t being used 
right now it may well be needed or invoked at any point until the end of that 
course of action...). Again, then: On the one hand there are some actions which, 
for their effectiveness, involve categorial membership in that collection, and on 
the other hand, until that course of action is ended, one can’t rule out further use 
of that collection. 
 What I want to be able to say is that ‘therapist’/‘patient’ is ‘omni-relevant’ for 
the ‘group therapy session’. I don’t want to say that it’s the only collection of 
category used or usable in this session; that would clearly be absurd. And I don’t 
want to say it’s the only collection that’s omni-relevant; there may be many that 
are omni-relevant. It is one omni-relevant collection.  

 

Thus, although the initial categories may be developed over the course of the interaction, 

there may remain omni-relevant categories that are, or may be, oriented to throughout the 

interaction. The relevance of member categories may be organised through transient, 

transitional, and omni-relevant category organisation. This, then, suggests a multi-layered 

development of categorisation being oriented to, and apparent, within a multi-sequential 

and multi-layered orientation to the sequence of the interaction, embedded within the 

event. The levels of sequential and categories oriented to may be many fold, only 

discoverable through repeated examination of the data.  

 

The idea of the multi-layered and multi-sequential analysis of talk in interaction provides 

for a very loose yet complex conception of the workings of interaction and the 

orientations of, and to, those present. This conception necessarily remains vague until 

any analysis is carried out, yet the aim is to be able to demonstrate that on-going 

interaction within an event can be shown to be reliant upon a number of local categorial 

and sequential orientations operative simultaneously. And further, that these categorial 
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and sequential categories are embedded within a multi-operative, and multi-layered 

category organisation.  

 

10. Summary; discovering many things 

The reflexive nature of interaction means that many interrelated activities and 

orientations are present in any situation, and that these contingencies and orientations are 

a matter for exploration. It is the task of this analysis, then, to explore and explicate the 

particular interactional event of a radio phone-in in order to develop a sense of the 

complex orientations and organisation that are apparent and can be drawn out. As Sacks 

(1995, Vol II, Spring 1972, lecture 5: 569). says: 

 
...one wants to establish the way in which a series of different types of 
organisations operate in a given fragment, ie., in a given, quotes place, on the 
surface.   

 

For Sacks’ then, analysis of data does not end with the finding, discovery, explication of 

a particular interactional method. Rather, the data can be subjected to repeated analysis in 

order to further explicate the interactional methods present. 

 

However, the complex nature of category and sequence indicated above does not 

necessarily entail a detailed and exhaustive account of all that is going on. All that is 

going on cannot be captured through analysis of any one kind (or indeed any kind as 

Garfinkel (1967) [1992] reminds us), so to claim to have found the essence or a definitive 

version is fallacious. The complex organisation of interaction reminds us when doing 

some analysis on some data that there is a lot more going on in the interaction then we 

can hope to uncover. It remains, then, humbling and a reminder to the analyst and reader 

that this analysis at this time is only able to deal with a limited amount of detail. To deal 

with one thing at a time, however, does not mean the analysis has to stop there, for as is 

apparent throughout this work, data is repeatedly examined in order to describe different 

aspects of the interaction. It is with this in mind that attention now turns to introducing 

and discussing the data site of the radio phone-in used for this analysis, and an initial 

exploration of what a working methodology may explicate in the examination of this 

event. 
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4 

 

The Data Site; 

An initial exploration of method 

 

 

1. Introduction 

Radio phone-in programmes, as distinct phenomena in their own right, have received 

relatively little attention from ethnomethodological researchers.52 Although there are 

studies that analyse transcripts taken from radio broadcasts, the focus is typically on 

objects other than radio talk per se.53 Sequential aspects such as ‘turn taking’, ‘openings’ 

or ‘evasive action’ are described in detail, though the instances are taken from far and 

wide using various media programmes drawn from radio and television. This approach, 

as indicated previously, may be embedded within a framework which seeks to compare 

these actions with those found in ordinary conversation. The main issue in this type of 

research is on the sequential objects as indicators of a type of event, not the unique 

properties of a particular piece of interaction. 54  

 

2. Radio as a site of interaction 

It is perhaps surprising that radio and in particular radio phone-in programmes have not 

drawn more attention from ethnographers. This situation provides the analyst with a 

research site that is readily available and provides an excellent source of interaction. 

Further, use of this site avoids some of the analytic and methodological pitfalls that can 

befall ethnomethodological research before any analysis takes place. On radio everything 

that is done has to be carried out verbally, thus, removing possible analytical problems of 

visual interaction between the participants. Furthermore, within a radio phone-in, the 

participants are not in the main acquainted with each other before the programme, so the 

possibility that previous conversations between the host and caller are alluded to is 

minimised. Also, as a member of the listening audience, the researcher is not in a 

position of interloper, rather he or she is a member of the participants for the event. As 

Harris (1986: 52) points out, talking about broadcast interviews:  

 
[Broadcast] interviews are easily accessible...in that they can be recorded and 
studied in a reasonably systematic way as a collection of natural language data. 

                                            
52With the exception of Hutchby, (1991, 1995, 1996) discussed below. 
53cf. Schegloff (1994) on `intersubjectivity in conversation', Greatbatch (1992), Heritage and Greatbatch 
(1993), Clayman (1991, 1992) and Harris (1991) on `political interviews'.    
54See the above discussion of institutional talk and especially the distinction between quiddity and 
haecceity in Chapter Ten. 
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There is no observer’s paradox involved in recording broadcast interviews [and 
one would presume broadcasting in general], even to the extent that this obtains in 
certain other institutional settings, since being observed and recorded is part of 
the broadcast context itself and, indeed, the primary function of the interview. 

 

Also Hutchby (1996: 2) talking about radio phone-ins in particular: 

 
I considered talk radio to be a data source with distinct advantages over others 
used by researchers...The reason for this is simple: Although the participants were 
undoubtedly conscious of the fact that their talk was being broadcast to an 
overhearing audience, I took it that they could not reasonably be said to be aware 
- or to suspect - that some particular member of the audience was taping the 
proceedings in order to engage in sociological analysis of talk. Essentially, what I 
captured on my tapes were  the interactional episodes that were as unaffected as 
they could possibly be by my presence as a researcher.55 

 

The researcher, then, needs no more than what he or she brings to the situation as he or 

she forms one of many who are being oriented to as an audience to be entertained,56 or 

drawn upon to participate. Thus, the participants taking part are mostly drawn from the 

listening audience. The Radio phone-in, then, is qualitatively different to a studio based 

political interview with a prominent politician representing a political party or 

organisation, as who will be selected to take part is not known in advance.57 

Furthermore, rather than a studio based event in which the interviewer and interviewee 

are both present in the same location, a radio phone-in draws its participants from an 

audience who are geographically remote from other listeners, callers and from the studio 

nd host. 

                                           

a

 

3. A conversation analytic approach to radio phone-ins 

Although, as indicated above, radio talk has not so far received the attention afforded to 

other sites as a distinct medium of interaction, there are indications that this is changing. 

The clearest evidence for this is in a collection of articles brought together by Scannell 

(1991),58 drawing from a wide diversity of approaches, including journalism, linguistics, 

cultural studies, media studies, and conversation analysis. The majority of chapters in this 

 
55Indeed as Hutchby goes on to say, ‘...while the interaction would have been the same had he not turned 
on his tape recorder he recalls listening to some broadcasts which he had not recorded and deeply regretted 
it as they contained excellent examples of the things he was talking about. (ibid. p2) A point I 
wholeheartedly recognise. 
56See also Bell (1993) who from a more traditional media studies approach suggests this type of audience, 
i.e., one who is not expected to listen in the normal course of events, is termed an ‘eavesdropper’. Though 
bell relates this to the production organisation of audience research as carried out by the programme 
producers not the participants as Hutchby’s discussion does. 
57Presumably if no one responded to the invitation to call the programme then talk would be restricted 
to a studio based monologue by the presenter. 
58See also a special edition of Text  vol 12 (1997) devoted to research on broadcast talk. 
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collection use data from actual broadcasts paying close attention to the linguistic content 

and construction of radio broadcasting, rather then the elaborate theorising found in much 

f Media Studies.59 

cture, together with the comparative element between ordinary 

onversation.62  

category membership. 

owever, the transcript is cut off in the transcription at that point: 

aller:  
 the point of 

.  

                                           

o

 

An interest in talk radio is further evident in Hutchby’s work (1996)60 where he applies a 

conversation analytic approach to the particular site of a radio phone-in focusing on some 

of the sequential structures found in the data.61. Using data taken from one show (though 

he compares this programme with other transcripts of radio broadcasts), he examines in 

detail some sequential organisational features of a radio phone-in, such as ‘openings’ 

‘topical structure’ ‘formulations’ and ‘closings’, within an overall topical heading of 

‘confrontational talk’. The approach he adopts is one that incorporates Drew and 

Heritage’s (1992) institutional talk approach of seeing sequential actions indicating 

institutional stru

c

 

4. From sequence to category 

Within Hutchby’s work there is little discussion of the participants use of, and orientation 

to, the category membership of callers. The discussion that is entered into on the topic of 

‘positioning’ (ibid. p42) and later ‘validity’ (ibid. p50) is carried out in terms of topic 

orientation where the caller first of all offers an opinion and then the host may challenge 

the validity of the callers’ argument. The discussion does not, however, explore the ways 

participants may establish a position through deployment of category membership. This 

may be a result of the data drawn from this particular programme as indeed in only one 

extract cited by Hutchby (ibid. :43) does a caller deploy a topical 

H

 
(2) 0.11.88:1 H:3 0:1 
1 Host:  Mill Hill::i:s where Belinda calls from. Good 
2   morning. 
3 C  Good morning Brian. .hh Erm, re the Sunday
4   o:pening I’m just phoning from
5   vie:w, .hh as a:n assistant. . 
                                                                                

Although for Hutchby his analysis is concerned with sequential organisation of radio 

talk, the analysis would seem to deny itself the opportunity to explore further the notion 

 
59cf. Andrew Crisell ‘Understanding Radio’ 1996 for a good example of the type of media studies 
approach which pays scant attention to the actual detail of radio broadcasts. 
60See also Hutchby 1991, 1995.  
61It is interesting to note that within Crisell (1996) at the end of each chapter there are exercises to carry 
out for the student or reader. At the end of the chapter on radio phone-ins within which no data was made 
available the exercise to carry out is based on Hutchby’s (1991) analysis. 
62Discussed in Chapter Two 
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of caller positioning through callers category work. In the above extract it is at the point 

that the caller seems to be embarking on claiming a category membership that the 

transcript is ended. By exploring radio talk through an appreciation of members’ category 

work, however, it may be possible to further shed light on the ways participants orientate 

to the programme in the ways that they do. Through such an approach, which combines 

the insights of the sequential organisation together with the categorial methods, analysis 

may build upon the sequential organisation through an appreciation of these further 

methods used by participants. In order to begin to suggest what an appreciation of these 

aspects may reveal, an initial examination of the data used for this research is introduced 

nd discussed, a more detailed analysis is carried out in the subsequent chapters. 

Nick Ross is ‘trailed’ on the morning of the programme when 

viting listeners to call. 

                                           

a

 

5. The data site 

The two shows used for the following analysis are the `Call Nick Ross'63 show, broadcast 

on BBC Radio Four at 9 am. on Tuesdays, and ‘Any Answers’, also broadcast on BBC 

Radio Four, going out at 1 PM on Saturday afternoons. The Call Nick Ross Show lasts 

fifty five minutes and consists of callers phoning the programme to air their views on a 

pre-chosen ‘newsworthy’ topic and possibly discuss their point with Nick or with the 

invited guest if present. The second programme, ‘Any Answers’, is hosted by Jonathan 

Dimbleby and broadcast, again by the BBC on Radio Four between 1 and 1. 30 PM on 

Saturday afternoons, following immediately after a repeat broadcast of the programme 

‘Any Questions’. Any Questions is a panel discussion with a studio audience who ask 

questions of the panel which usually consists of a selection of four politicians or 

luminaries. This programme is initially broadcast on Friday evening and then repeated on 

Saturday between 12 noon and 1 o’clock. Any Answers follows on from the repeat of the 

Any Questions where listeners are invited to phone in and comment on the preceding 

discussion. In both phone-in programmes there is no studio audience and callers do not 

speak to each other, only the host or guest. The topics for the show, and which are to be 

addressed, are both pre-allocated in the sense that the questions and answers of the 

preceding programme ‘Any Questions’ inform the topic of the calls in Any Answers, 

whilst the topic for Call 

in

 

6. Radio phone-in as entertainment. 

In beginning to discuss data from this site what is immediately obvious and salient is that 

a radio phone-in show is just that, it is produced as a show, and as such, as entertainment, 

designedly so, for its listening audience (as has been noted, there is no studio audience 

 
63It should be noted that the programme is no longer broadcast at this time or under this title. It has moved 
to a slot later in the day and later in the week. 
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for either of the shows). The observable `structure' or organisational shapes, of the show 

presumably constitute a solution to the problem of how  to turn telephone calls into 

entertainment on the radio.64 This involves a series of callers who are invited by the host, 

to call the programme and offer their views on a pre-specified selection of topics for the 

purposes of entertainment. Thus, the calls are not just telephone calls; they are calls to a 

programme which if successful, i.e., selected to take part, are broadcast over the 

airwaves. The central feature of the shows, then, is callers being invited by the host to 

ut their view forward’ and possibly discuss this opinion with the host on air.  

r to the forthcoming analysis, there follows a brief 

cap of some methodological points.  

                                           

‘p

  

In the following sections an initial examination will be undertaken of some of the ways 

categories are produced, offered and built upon in the flow of interaction. Firstly, 

however, in order to sensitise the reade

re

 

7. Categories and sequence  

The methodology outlined in Chapter Three uses the analytic methods of both 

membership category analysis and conversation analysis in combination. MCA examines 

the way members organise their interaction in categorial terms through the use of 

categories, devices and predicates, mapped onto a category or collection of categories. 

This common-sense reasoning, displayed by members when describing the world, was 

extended to incorporate sequential aspects of conversation. In conversation analysis 

references to such sequential actions as questions and answers (i.e., adjacency pairs) 

provide an example of members, and analysts, utilising categorial aspects within a 

sequential structure. These are sequential actions in that they are deployed to do a 

specific job within the conversation. They are categories-in-action in that, in the doing of 

the action, i.e., producing an utterance in the form of a question, the member is 

occupying the sequential slot or sequential category 'questioner' at that time. That is, the 

person producing such an utterance is not only occupying a sequential slot, but also a 

categorial one with associated predicates. The predicates including not only knowing 

how to form a question but also how to produce what is a recognisably relevant question 

for the person being addressed, that is to form just this question for just this audience. 

Thus, in producing a question the member is oriented not only to the sequence of 

conversation but also to the membership identities present. Relatedly, the production of 

an answer carries with it certain obligations when occupying the category 'answerer', i.e., 

for it to be heard as an answer to this question. The sequence of question-answer, then, 

has a categorial and sequential orientation, with the two categories, 'questioner' and 

'answerer', each having categorial obligations of sequence and task. The sequential 

 
64cf. Hester and Fitzgerald, 1999, in Jalbert. P. (ed). 
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actions once, if successfully, completed, change over the course of the conversation on a 

turn by turn basis (see Sacks et al 1974). There is, then, a sense of 'category flow' built 

to and inherent within all on-going conversation, radio phone-in's being no exception.  

ategories as organisational categories are evident in the host’s trailer for the 

ow.  

 at five past nine this morning Call Robin 
66 

 be 

ls  

 

e  

e  

em in your work I’d like to know what you 

e 

                                           

in

 

7. 1. Programme relevant categories:(PRC) 

Within a radio phone-in, categories such as ‘host’ and ‘caller’ are in a sense omni-

relevant, in that, these categories are the two categories that organise the programme. 

Although all categories are very much situated within, and formed within, the particular 

context of their production, these categories, as ‘omni-relevant’, may stand as 

background to be invoked at any time. Thus, they may be made relevant at a turn level, 

where the ‘host’ introduces the ‘caller’, but also inform the organisation of the event. 

These c

sh

 

NR[07:03:97(2)]65 

01P:    coming up

02 Lustig

03        (0.5) 

04R:     Good morning if you believe what the opinion polls have been 

05        suggesting you probably believe that Tony Blair is likely to

06        the next prime minister but if you believed them last time  

07        round you would have expected Neil Kinnock to have moved  

08        into Downing street which of course he didn’t so do the pol

09        tell us something useful or are they as the former minister  

10        Tristan Garald Jones has suggested a kind of twentieth century

11        witchcraft pseudo scientific horoscopes which pander to our  

12        desire to see into the future but which tell us nothing that w

13        know already() do you believe the polls do they influence  

14        what you think perhaps even how you vote are they a useful 

15        measurement of the political pulse or a dangerous techniqu

16        which can harm the election process()do we take to much 

17        notice of them()if you have been a pollster or if you’ve been  

18        polled if you use th

19        think()please call 

20P:     and the number to call is oh one seven one five eight doubl

21        four double four()oh one seven one five eight double four 

 
65For transcription notation and explanation of transcript headings see appendix . 
66 A guest presenter for this week. 
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23        double four the lines are open now and call Robin Lustig 

4        begins at five past nine. 

o will be doing what throughout the show. 

us, they are in that sense omni-relevant. 

derstood in terms of the omni-relevance of ‘host’ 

s actions predicated to that category.  

 the next 

aller, and the initial invitation to the caller to offer their opinion on the topic.  

2J:  (0.3) ur () well huh..huh () in a way yes but I've got my  

), allows the host to hear the caller’s opinion before 

mbarking upon topical discussion.  

2

 

The very title of the show, then, anticipates the relevant actions parties to this event can 

do and will be doing. That the person being called is not Nick Ross, the usual person 

listeners are invited to call, does not present an identity problem as the person to whom 

the listeners are being invited to call is occupying the omni-relevant category of ‘host’. It 

is, then, the occupying of programme relevant ‘categories’ that is displayed through the 

title of the programme. The programme relevant categories made apparent are ‘callers’ 

and ‘host’ and these categories inform wh

Th

  

To suggest that these categories are omni-relevant is to say that they operate at an 

organisational level and at an immediate level. This is not to say that these categories are 

always operationally relevant, but that they may be invoked by the participants at any 

time, and that within the programme the categories have actions attributable to them. For 

example, within this particular radio programme the category 'host' performs certain 

category specific actions such as introducing the programme/topic, introducing the 

callers and inviting the callers to speak, discussing issues raised with the callers, and 

managing caller transition. The ‘job’ of host, then, is to perform certain actions at various 

relevant times. These actions can be un

a

 

Furthermore, in accomplishing some of these tasks the host uses various sequential 

actions. The host, Ross (or replacement) asks questions at various times. This is not to 

say that the host is therefore the questioner on all occasions, but that the host asks 

questions at sequentially relevant occasions, and can be seen at this time to be doing so as 

a predicate of his category. The organisational contingencies of the host are further 

sequentially ordered through the host having first turn at talk in introducing

c

 

NR[JA:25:94(1)] 

01N: John Smith from Staffordshire do you agree with that  

0

 

The host occupies a first sequential position at the outset of the call, which as Hutchby 

(1996) indicates (and discussed below

e
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The host, then, can be seen to have membership and sequential predicates attributable to 

him as it is he who the listeners call, and who sets the agenda/topic for the programme. 

And, sequentially, it is he who introduces each caller and who invites the caller to offer 

their opinion on the topic. The invitation by the host to the caller to speak on the topic 

first is a strong sequential position as it allows the host to take a position of counter 

lignment with the caller’s opinion.  

ant, 

e particular member occupying that category does so only during their time on air.  

producing a specific 

entity for this particular caller for their time on air. For example: 

2J:  (0.3) ur () well huh..huh () in a way yes but I've got my  

 think  

2F: urhh..I..feel that the age of consent should stay at  

identity’ for the caller. For this programme the call relevant identity includes the name 

                                           

a

 

The related programme relevant category in a radio phone-in is 'caller'. This category, 

together with the category ‘host’ operates within a relational pair within the device 

‘parties to a radio phone-in’.67 However, whilst the person occupying the category ‘host’ 

is constant during the time on air, i.e., it is the same person for the duration of the 

programme, the category ‘caller’ is occupied by a succession of members. The 

programme, then, contains one member within the category ‘host’ but a succession of 

members within the category 'caller'. So, although the category ‘caller’ is omni-relev

th

 

7. 2. Call relevant identities (CRI) 

The member about to occupy the category 'caller' is introduced into that category by the 

host by way of a set of specific identification indicators. These identifications move the 

person occupying the category ‘next caller’ from anonymous caller waiting, to what can 

be termed a 'call relevant identity'. This further identity membership fleshes out the omni-

relevant category, or programme relevant category 'caller', by 

id

 

NR[JA:25:94(1)]68  

01N: John Smith from Staffordshire do you agree with that  

0

 

NR[FE:15:94(3)]69  

01N: Frances Smith from from Birmingham what do you

0

 

This identification of the caller offered by the host, then, produces a ‘call relevant 

 
67The other category within this device being ‘listeners’ (audience). 
68See also below p 63, Chapter 5, p 87, 90, Chapter 6, p 114, chapter 7, 124, and Chapter 9, p174. 
69See also Chapter 5, p 78, 86, Chapter 7, p 121, Chapter 8, p157 and Chapter 10, p 196. 
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and location of the caller.70 This term indicates that there is a layer of identity 

membership that is not topic oriented. That is, this type of identification is produced 

regardless of the particular topic of the show, as a way of introducing the caller onto the 

programme. Evident here is a further layer of identity work that is mapped onto the 

omni-relevant category of ‘any caller’ but does not contain topic oriented identities. The 

‘call relevant identity’, then, does not ‘replace’ the programme relevant category but 

begins to ‘flesh out’ the layering of ‘relevant identities’ for this interaction. The caller is 

not now only the ‘next caller’ but the particular caller on air. 

 

In the instances above, the 'call relevant identity' produced by the host provides 

information that is produced in order to proceed with the call to a point where the caller 

can begin to address the issue they wish to raise. The information given at this time can 

be seen as oriented to as a necessary amount of identity information, of the category 

caller, before the caller embarks upon topic talk. It is ‘necessary’ in that the notable 

absence of this information may become an accountable matter in those instances where 

the routine amount of such identity information is not/ cannot be given. 

 

NR[JA:10:95(3)]71  

01N:  Peter ur I've only got your first name I think it is Peter from  

02:  from Portland in Dorset  

03P:  yes good morning Nick  

04N:  hello have you been a inside prison  

 

In the opening sequence the host makes noticeable the lack of identity information 

available to complete the introduction (line 01, I’ve only got your first name). The 

caller’s second name is not available and so cannot be offered in the sequential position 

routinely containing such information. This suggests that not only is the sequence 

produced by the host in order to introduce the caller but that there is an amount of 

information that is routinely used when carrying out this action. That is, the introduction 

of callers onto the show is a reflexive combination of predicated task (introducing the 

next caller) predicated to a category (host), which is organised through the sequential 

                                            
70As Schegloff (1972 :112n) suggests the location given by the host of the caller indicates a ‘local 
organisation’ of ‘...’common sense geography’ which involves some knowledge about places [possibly ] 
never visited, but expectably known by competent members’. That is, for this programme the audience 
comprises a geographical area from which the callers are expectably drawn from and in which the listening 
audience is located. The geographical area being of a size where adequate reference to a caller’s location 
involves town, city  or county and not, for example, street name or house number. This differs to the 
phone-in examined by Hutchby which is London based and is reflected in the location of the callers being 
referenced using areas within London, ‘Mill Hill’, ‘Woodford Green’ etc. Whereas, callers from areas in 
London to Nick Ross are often referenced with the term ‘in London’.  Interestingly Liddicoate’s data from 
New Zealand often uses the first name of the caller and not any geographical indicators. 
71See below, p 57, and Chapter 5, p 82, 84. 
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ordering of a routine amount of identity information about the category next caller (full 

name and location). This reflexive relationship between category and task when 

introducing callers on to the air can be explored further through the mutually elaborative 

flow of category and sequence in the introduction sequence.  

 

8. The category flow of  introductions 

Initiating the sequence of introduction is the job of the host. This occurs irrespective of 

who the immediate incumbent of the category 'caller' is and never happens the other way 

round, for example: 

 

NR[FE:15:94(9)]72  

01N:  Michael Mason from London what do you make of this  

02M:  um..well Sir Ian has touched on the point I wanted to  

 

The host, in producing his initial turn, can be seen to occupy a number of categories over 

the course of the utterance. The multi-layered texture of category relevances includes 

‘call recipient’, ‘host of a radio show’, ‘introducer’ and ‘questioner’, and which in their 

production include relevant co-memberships. That is, through the development of these 

categories by the host, the caller is oriented to as incumbent of the related categories,73 

‘call maker’, ‘caller to a radio show’, ‘introduced’ and finally ‘questioned’. Through this 

sequence the caller is moved from one category (PRC ‘caller’) to a sequential slot from 

which to begin topic talk. This is done without the use of greeting utterances or greeting 

turns being made relevant. This is not to say, however, that greetings do not occur, if they 

do the category flow of the introduction may take a different direction. 

 

8. 1. Caller initiated greetings 

In the first set of examples, above, the caller's first action, after the host has produced a 

question, is to answer the question by offering an opinion upon some aspect of the topic 

at hand. The sequential action of answerer is a predicate of ‘caller’ in the same way as 

introducer is a predicate of host, it is a predicated action of the caller at this point in the 

sequential order. The actions are sequentially and categorially tied as the caller, after 

being questioned, not only occupies the sequential position of ‘next speaker’ but also in 

this action displays a predicate of caller, i.e., opinion giver. Thus, not only is the 

sequential slot category tied, but what is done in this slot is also tied. That is, an expected 

predicate of ‘callers‘ to the programme is to talk about the topic, and so the turn is to be 

filled with ‘topic talk’ on the expected issue. In this way, the caller can be seen to occupy 
                                            

72See also Chapter 5, p 78, 86, Chapter 6, p 94, 101, and Chapter 8, p147. 
73Not forgetting that in this context there is a further relevant category membership to these actions, 
‘listener’.  
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not only a sequential category, the second part of the sequential pair occupied by the 

host, but also a category membership related to the organisational relevance of the 

programme, i.e., ‘caller’. The caller is, therefore, also occupying a ‘programme relevant 

category’. On occasion however, as in the next example, the host, during his initial turn, 

only occupies the sequential category 'introducer', and does not produce a topical 

invitation to speak. At this point the callers produce a greeting.  

 

NR[FE:15:94(2)]74  

01:N  Arthur Smith from..from Shrewsbury in in Shropshire  

02:A  hello  

03:N  hello what’s your perspective ((on this))  

 

 

NR[JA:10:95(3)]  

01N:  Peter ur I've only got your first name I think it is Peter from  

02:  from Portland in Dorset  

03P:  yes good morning Nick  

04N:  hello have you been a inside prison  

 

In producing a greeting the callers are not occupying the second part of an adjacency 

paired turn generated category, as was apparent in the previous examples taken from 

Hutchby and Liddicoate et al, but is initiating the first part of an adjacency paired turn 

generated category. Thus, if the host does not produce the first part of adjacency paired 

sequential action (an invitation to speak) the caller may not automatically embark upon 

topic talk. The caller may instead initiate a sequential pair (greeting). 

 

This sequential manoeuvre can be termed a greeting insertion sequence. The greeting 

sequence may occur when the initial utterance by the host does not contain a question for 

the caller to answer. The question occurs after the greeting is returned by the host. Thus, 

the greeting sequence evident above is inserted in what is routinely the host’s continuous 

category flow from introducer to questioner. However, even with a greeting inserted in 

the opening category flow of the call, the main point of the call, i.e., topic talk, is taken 

up by the caller at the next opportunity.  

 

To recap, up till this point in the development of the call a number of category 

developments are apparent. Firstly, ‘listener’ becomes a ‘caller’ by calling the show 

(being invited to call the host). If successful the ‘caller’ waits off air until the host 

                                            
74See also Chapter 7, p120. 
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initiates an introduction sequence, in the course of which he occupies various sequential 

categories. The caller during this sequence is moved from one of anonymous caller to 

known caller, i.e., from ‘programme’ relevant category to ‘call’ relevant identity. As 

mentioned previously, this does not entail a replacement identity but an elaborated and 

overlaid category membership, whereby the programme relevant category of ‘caller’ is 

made specific to this particular call. This demonstrates that there is a sequential 

development of relevant categories and identities, where one builds upon another during 

the course of the listener deciding to call the programme, and moving into a position 

from which to embark upon topic talk on-air. The development of further levels of 

categorisation can be shown to continue after the caller has been given the floor. 

However, before moving on to examining further levels of categorisation we can briefly 

examine an instance where the host uses a caller’s category information to initiate a 

sequential manoeuvre.  

 

 

9. A note on the sequential use of category information 

Within radio phone-ins and in particular from the data source for this research, the topic 

relevant categories of one set of participants, the 'callers', is not available to the listeners 

prior to the event, on air. For, although some identity and topical information is gathered 

about the caller by researchers before getting onto the air, and this may be available to 

the host, the caller enters the public arena as a typically empty category (caller). Thus, 

until the caller is introduced by the host the listeners have no knowledge of ‘who’ is 

coming next, except in so far as someone is coming next, i.e., the 'next caller'. It is at the 

time of the call on air that information about the caller is given, and that the caller, 

although possibly having already given their opinion to one of the researchers, must give 

any information they want to give to the listeners.  

 

At times, however, prior category knowledge of the caller, or given by the caller prior to 

getting on air, may be used during the further course of the call. The deployment of this 

prior knowledge can be seen as further elaboration of topical category within the event75 

but may be used to achieve other interactional jobs such as focusing the call or moving 

the caller on, as in this example:  

 

NR[FE:15:94(1)]76  

10R:  I was in I was in fact the person who said I believe in  

11    altering the age and as far as I was concerned it be  

                                            
75This is addressed in the following chapters. 
76See also Chapter 6, p106 and Chapter 7, p135 
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12    altered to ninety providing they got the permission of  

13    both parents uh[that’s how strongly I feel about it]  

14N:                 [are you the leader of the conservative]  

15    group on your council...I'm trying to place=  

16R:  yes Thurrock borough counc[il ] is down in Essex here  

17N:                                          [yup]  

18R:  and I'm the leader of the conservative group  

19N:  why does..why does homosexuality appall you soso much        

 

At line 14 the host uses category information that has not been made available in the 

discussion so far. The information has been made available to the host prior to the call, 

but has not been introduced into the discussion by the caller. The deployment of this 

information in this instance would seem to hinge primarily on the use of that identity 

within a sequential structure, in order to re-focus the particular tack the caller was taking. 

The host's overlapping question at line 14 serves to curtail the caller from continuing 

upon his present tack, into answering the question now put. The question set up as an 

'exam' question, as in the information already being known to the asker and presumably 

the caller, provides for a strong sequential next part that is restricted to agreeing or 

disagreeing with the statement. Once the caller has fulfilled the requirements of the 

question, which in this instance is to agree and confirm the host's characterisation, the 

adjacency pair is complete. With the question now answered, the conversational next turn 

may (Sacks et al 1974) revert to the asker who, here, uses the next turn to re-focus the 

caller onto the topic. Thus, the use of categorial information is deployed within a strong 

sequential manoeuvre, using sequential categories to re-orientate the caller to the topic at 

hand. This, then, serves to highlight the entwined use of category and sequence in order 

for the host to achieve a conversational action. 

 

10. Topic opinion categories: (TOC)  

With the caller in a position to offer topic talk, a whole new set of categories can be made 

relevant. As mentioned above, these categories do not necessarily replace other 

categories, though they may elaborate on them, but become relevant within the general 

topic of the programme or the particular aspect of the topic the caller wishes to address. 

That is, the topic of a particular call and the topic of the programme may not necessarily 

be the same. The programme topic is quite general, concerning say the state of prisons or 

homosexuality, through usually taking its point of reference from a recent event that 

makes relevant the debate at this time, i.e., in the news this week. The topic of any 

particular call consists of the caller's opinion upon an aspect of the programme topic. 

This may be tied closely to the reason for the programme, the event that makes the 
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programme relevant, or may be a particular opinion upon the general topic. Any topic 

raised by a caller, then, is not determined by the reason for the programme yet a predicate 

of ‘caller’, is that their talk will be relevant to an aspect of the general topic. For 

example, in a programme where the stated topic is whether the impending lowering of 

the age of consent for homosexual activity is a good thing or not, during the course of the 

programme many different aspects of the topic of homosexuality are introduced. Whilst 

some of the calls may address this topic directly - i.e. the lowering of the age of consent - 

others may address homosexuality in terms of why they are for or against homosexuality.  

 

Within any particular call, the opinion advanced within that call will indicate implicitly, 

or more often explicitly, the position of the caller on the topic at hand. Such positioning 

can be said to categorise callers in relation to the topic - as ‘for’ or ‘against’. In that sense 

the caller is ‘party to a debate about a topic’. This then places the caller into a ‘topic 

opinion category’. Once the caller has made their opinion clear, the host may take up the 

opposing argument to that of the caller. The host, in doing this, makes operative a 

'relational category pair' in either the for, or against category, depending upon the caller's 

topic opinion category. The opinion given by the caller, furthermore, is an opinion that is 

heard as a predicate of their personal identity. That is, not only is giving an opinion a 

predicated action of ‘caller’ but it is a predicate of the incumbent of ‘caller’ that it is their 

personal opinion. The host, however, shifts position according to the particular caller’s 

position, and in that sense is a predicated action of ‘host’ not of ‘Nick Ross’. The host, 

then, does not have a fixed position of either ‘for or against’, and in fact to be seen as 

having a personal opinion upon a topic may undermine their category as host.77 The 

host’s 'topical opinion category' within a particular call is often tied as opposite to the 

opinion offered by the caller. It is important, then, for the host to identify the topic 

opinion category of the caller on air in order for him to occupy ‘his’ (for this call) topic 

opinion category.  

 

NR[JA:12:96(4)*]78  

01N:  John Cooper from Cambridge ju think that (.)  

02    unfaithfulness generally backfires on one  

03J:  .hh well I-I can't really say ur the way I was  

04    brought up was that that one should aim for chastity  

05    before marriage and faithfulness afterwards that’s  

06    ur-ur a lifelong ur exclusive relationship wi with  

                                            
77This is not to say that impartiality is always a predicate of hosts on other radio programmes. As 
Hutchby’s work (1996) indicates, on some shows the host may give his or her opinion on the topic the 
caller has raised. 
78See also Chapter 5, p 78, 87, , Chapter 6, 105, and Chapter 10, p193. 



 68 

07    ones wife=  

08N:  =why should you have chastity before marriage  

09J:  well because I think um the physical sex really  

10    ought to be an expression of love and not-not that  

11    of which one aims primarily .hh um [and I umm]  

12N:                                                   [why if pe] if  

13    people enjoy it and both consenting adults and all that  

14J:  .hh(.) well I think I think the problem is that the  

 

Here, the caller, after being introduced, goes on to offer an opinion regarding the topic, 

placing him in a topic opinion category. The topic opinion category is one of not being in 

favour of sex before marriage, and in favour of monogamy during marriage. After this 

opinion has been offered the host at lines 8 and 12 produces questions that directly 

challenge the caller's opinion by offering an alternative opinion. The position or opinion 

of the caller, thus, informs the host’s response where he takes the opposite stance to that 

of the caller. 

 

The category pair of 'for/against' in terms of an opinion on a topic are recurrent 

categories oriented to within the programme, and evident in particular calls. In all the 

data available there is not one instance of someone being ambivalent about the topic of 

the show, i.e., not occupying a topic opinion category. All the callers display an opinion 

of either support or non support of the issues raised. That is, the category of caller has as 

a predicate an opinion upon the topic, and that opinion is going to be either for or against. 

This oriented to predicate of 'caller', of opinion ‘for’ or ‘against’, is a predicate that is not 

only expected but also utilised within this particular programme. The position of the 

caller’s opinion is in relation to host neutrality. The host, qua host, takes an equivocal 

attitude to the topic in general so as not to be heard as biased, but is equally expected to 

debate with the caller on the issues he or she raises. 

 

11. The situated and organisational importance of topic opinion categories  

As indicated above, the production of a topical opinion category by a caller provides for 

the host’s topic opinion category. In order to highlight the importance of this orientation 

to topic opinion categories by the host, it is interesting to examine an instance where the 

caller's TOC is not readily available. The lack of a TOC attributable to the caller by the 

host engenders what we might call a puzzle for the host. The puzzle becomes apparent 

through a search for the caller's TOC,  in order then for the host to occupy the counter 

TOC, and so be in a position to develop the call.  
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NR[JA:25:94(1)]  

01N:  John Smith from Staffordshire do you agree with that  

02J:  (0.3) ur () well huh..huh () in a way yes but I've got my  

03    own point to make if [you don't mind] I'll be very brief  

04N:                       [yeh go on fire away]  

05J:  ()um please hear me out (1.0) uh I've read the uh popular  

06    use of the word gay (0.3) this gives a completely erroneous  

07    picture of the life of the homosexual (1.0) gay according  

08    to the O E D means () attractive ()light-hearted () and  

09    flippant () which results in some people being attractive  

10    to a way of life which () in fact () is deadly serious ()  

11    full of problems () and extremely lonely as witness your  

12    recent caller from Orpington=  

13N:  well look I'm I'm always sceptical when people start  

14    quoting uhm dictionaries for a start there are many  

15    different versions even of the Oxford English  

16    Dictionary Concise Shorter and all the rest of it and  

17    there are many other dictionaries and many editions which  

18    change o-over the years I suspect you'll find that gay  

19    has () many definitions in in any decent ur  

20    dictionary and it will..will include ()ur..h homosexuality  

21    as..as slang but i::t will also () showy, brilliant,  

22    brightly dressed you know all..all sorts  of things gon..gona  

23    be in there () words change their meaning over time and ()  

24    many of the words that we now accept as..well in fact all  

25    the words we now accept as part of..of standard  

26    English () developed over over the years didn't  

27    they over the decades and centuries.  

28J:  yes but the word gay gives a wrong colour altogether for  

29    the life I'm talking about ()that's the unfortunate part  

30N:   you you..don't.you don't like homosexuality?  

31J:   (.) I didn't say that  

32N:   arh:: () well then why do you object to the use of this   

33    this=  

34J:   =because I know fro personal experience the life of the  

35    homosexual is anything but flippant=  

36M:   =how..how do you know from personal experience  

37J:   how do I know() uh uhr that's a difficult question to  
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38    answer  

39    (1.5)  

40N:  OK but uh you don't u:ur::ur dislike it then because its  

41    pejorative because its putting people down simply  

42    because you think uh it..it gives a wrong impression  

43J:  it gives a wrong impression and..attracts () young people  

44    who think it word gay oh come on lets have a go at this  

45    and they think it's a wonderful way of life believe me  

46    it is not  

47N:  (inwardly drawing of breath)  

48M: [    du      ]  

49N:  [s..s..s tha]..thank you s..Sarah Smith from Haringey()  

50    [what]do you think of that [word gay]  

51S:  [hello]                                  [I think ]  

  

The point the caller proceeds to make (lines 5-12), after being introduced, is directed 

towards the dictionary definition of the word 'gay' and the lifestyle the word describes. 

The utterance is delivered in a slow methodical way deploying short pauses between the 

descriptions that emphasise the terms used. The initial turn is then concluded with a 

reference to a previous caller as an example of the life he is describing (lines 11, 12). The 

caller, then, has offered an opinion which may indicate a hostility towards 

homosexuality, drawn from his opposition to the use of the word as description of the 

way of life. In respect to the content of the caller's turn, the host at lines 13-27 can be 

seen to occupy the other part of the relational pair for this particular topic, questioning 

the caller’s use of the term gay. By producing an alternative account of the dictionary 

definitions of 'gay' the host is occupying the second part of the relational pair by 

providing an equal oppositional stance to that of the caller. That is, the host adopts a TOC 

that matches to the same degree, but in opposition, to that of the caller's opinion. At this 

point, then, the TOC's operative are ones concerned with the alternative meanings of the 

word 'gay'. The call then moves on:  

 

NR[JA:25:94(1)]  

28J:  yes but the word gay gives a wrong colour altogether for  

29    the life I'm talking about ()that's the unfortunate part  

30N: you you..don't.you don't like homosexuality?  

31J: (.) I didn't say that  

32N: arh:: () well then why do you object to the use of this  

33    this=  
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Although now quite a way into the call, all that is apparent from the caller is his dislike of 

the word gay, to which the host has occupied the oppositional TOC. The question 

deployed at line 30 by the host can be seen as an attempt (the question is produced 

hesitantly) to sum up or formulate the caller's stance regarding homosexuality. In the 

construction of this question the host attempts not only to formulate the callers’ topic 

opinion category (you don’t like homosexuality) but through this establish conclusively 

the topic opinion for this caller. The question posed by the host is constructed in such a 

way as to elicit an affirmative or negative response, either he agrees with the host's 

characterisation or he does not. Thus, to move the call on, to develop the call beyond 

opposing definitions of meaning, the host attempts to establish a further TOC for the 

caller, from which he will be able to take up an oppositional TOC.  

 

However, the response given by the caller to the question at line 30 is constructed in such 

a way that it challenges the basis of the host's question by indicating that the inference is 

incorrect. Rather than the question being simply a statement to respond to in the 

affirmative or negative, the caller interprets the question as an incorrect topic opinion 

category assumed from his previous utterances. The caller’s response to the question, 

however, does provide information that is used by the host to re-orientate his TOC.   

 

NR[JA:25:94(1)]  

30N:   you you..don't.you don't like homosexuality?  

31J:   (.) I didn't say that  

32N: arh:: () well then why do you object to the use of this  

 

The host’s question at line 32 provides for a number of interesting features. The reply by 

the caller at line 31 is taken by the host to indicate an opinion/position of pro-

homosexuality. This is evident in the response by the host who seemingly associates the 

caller with the position of pro-homosexuality, on the basis of his not agreeing with the 

host's previous assessment of his position. The disagreement is taken as an indication that 

the caller’s position is not one of anti-homosexuality but, rather, one of pro-

homosexuality. That is, the original position attributed to the caller was incorrect and that 

the caller is therefore arguing from a position of pro-homosexuality. The host’s question 

at line 32 is then informed by the ‘new’ position attributed to the caller. The host now 

draws upon the caller’s dislike of the word ‘gay’ as not a predicate of being pro-

homosexual to challenge the caller (well then why do you object to the use of this term). 

Thus, the ‘new’ opinion attributable to the caller, allows the host to adopt the counter 
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position and question the caller from that position. This ‘new’ position, however, results 

in further confusion with the call being closed down shortly afterwards.79 

 

In the above example the caller evades the TOC manoeuvres offered by the host(s) and 

does not produce his own. Thus, the caller cannot be placed by the host within a topic 

opinion category, and because of this the host is not able to adopt a counter topic 

category. The example displays an interesting sequential orientation in that a string of 

sequential actions are used by the host in order to try and elicit from the caller a topical 

positioning statement. This sequence of question/answer structures becomes extended as 

the caller frustrates the resolution of the puzzle that would provide a TOC, resulting in 

more questioning by the host. The host’s further questioning, however, fails to establish a 

TOC for the caller and as such the host remains unable to occupy the oppositional TOC 

with respect to this caller. The host is left to summarise the callers’ argument and when 

this is done the call is moved on to the next one.  

 

The above example illustrates the importance of displaying or finding a topic opinion 

category, in this case a search for the opinion category is actively sought after by the 

host. However, this action by the host is not evident in many of the calls, as callers 

routinely volunteer, early on in their call, a topic opinion category that places them in 

either the ‘for or against’ positions of a relational pair. The relational pair is made 

operational through the host adopting the counter opinion category. The relational pair 

with which the host orientates to the caller is, in the above instance, unavailable or vague, 

and so the orientation and organisation of the on-going call becomes difficult. This, then, 

indicates that the establishment of the ‘parties to an opinion’ relational pair is an 

operational orientation for the development of the call.  

 

The type of categorisation, where a caller has an ‘opinion’ upon the topic, can be 

supplemented through the use of membership categories that claim a personal 

relationship between the caller and topic. Using this type of category the caller engages 

in further topic category work that builds upon their topic opinion category through the 

use of a ‘topic relevant’ category. 

 

12. Topic relevant categories:(TRC)80 

When discussing Hutchby’s work on radio phone-ins, it was pointed out how his analysis 

only goes as far as discussing the opinion of the caller, i.e., the caller’s topic opinion 

category. It was argued that his analysis failed to appreciate the use of categories by 
                                            

79This transcript is examined in more detail in Chapter Six 
80The workings and use of these categories is explored in further depth in subsequent chapters where 
further category work is also apparent. 
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participants in the elaboration of their position or opinion. Indeed, as was pointed out, his 

data was edited at the point such an interest was being displayed by a caller. However, 

rather than a caller’s topic opinion being the end of category development, a further layer 

of category work may be apparent where callers offer membership categories in the 

course of their talk. These categories are drawn from the caller’s experience of the topic 

in such a way as to be mapped onto the topic - it is a category that is offered as relevant 

to the topic. That is, whereas an opinion on a topic does not necessarily entail any 

categorial connection to the topic by the caller, ‘topic relevant categories’ can be heard to 

be used in order to claim a relationship between the caller and the topic on a personal 

level. It is through the use by callers of topic relevant categories, which claim a personal 

and valid experiential connection to the topic, that callers may reinforce their topic 

opinion category.  

 

NR[JA:12:96(2)*]81  

01N:  Pamela Westway from Teddington [sou]th of England what do  

02P:                                       [yes]  

03N:  you think  

04P:  oh good morning yes I think that um when the engagement  

05    ring is on the finger (.) I think a probationary living  

06    period of three months together (.) would be a good  

07    trial because you can act for one month you can act for  

08    two but you can't act for three and ur um my marriage  

09    came to a halt after seven years um I'm officially  

10    separated now and I think if I had lived with my husband  

11   which of course wasn't done my day (.) I would never have  

12    because I'm a career girl a workaholic and wh-when you  

13    marry someone whose lazy it just doesn't work (.) I  

14    think a three month probationary period of living  

15    together would um be a very good idea  

 

Here the caller gives her opinion of the topic suggesting that living together before 

marriage is a good thing. This opinion is then further elaborated through the use of a 

number of membership categories claimed for herself (divorcee, older person, career girl, 

workaholic who when married was married to someone incompatible - someone lazy) 

used in support of her opinion and which relates personal experience of the issues 

involved in the topic. Thus, the caller establishes a topic opinion category and then 

                                            
81See also Chapter 5, p 81. 
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fleshes this opinion through her membership of categories that are given as topic 

relevant. This is also evident in the next extract: 

 

 

NR[JA:12:96(3)*]  

01N:  Julia Harrop from Southport in Merseyside  

02J:  well I feel that um when you sort of give yourself  

03    to somebody in a sexual relationship at fir-especially  

04    the first time when you lose your virginity to somebody  

05    and you don't go on to marry them is ur well in-in my  

06    personal experience it sort of has formed a spiritual  

07    bond twenty five years later I still think about that  

08    person every single day a::nd it is upsetting and I  

09    really feel that it are some very wise things in the  

10    bible about marriage and that staying together and  

11    staying with one part[ner]  

 

The caller in this example claims a topic opinion category, which she then elaborates 

upon through her personal experience (still thinking about the person she lost her 

virginity to but did not marry), thereby claiming a topic relevant category. This new level 

of categorisation, again, does not replace the previous category but serves to further 

elaborate the topic opinion category and related categories the caller occupies in the 

course of the call so far. 

 

The ‘topic relevant category’ can be seen, then, as elaborating upon the ‘topic opinion 

category’ thus forming another level of categorisation made operative through the 

caller’s topic talk. Moreover, whereas the conversation analytic approach adopted by 

Hutchby tends to ignore this further level of categorisation, as will become evident 

through the analysis and discussion in the subsequent chapters, it is at these two levels of 

categorisation, of topic opinion and topic relevance, produced through membership 

categories, that much of the interactional and topical discussion is oriented to and 

developed within this event.  

 

13. Summary 

The above discussion demonstrates the way participants to a radio phone-in can be seen 

to develop their contributions through various category orientations. In doing this, issue 

has been taken with the conversation analytic approach to such a setting, in which 

sequences of talk were examined to uncover the sequential structure of radio phone-ins. 
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This approach, it was argued, ignores the embedded categorial aspects oriented to by 

participants when generating entertainment on radio. To appreciate the complex 

organisation of such an event, the analytic focus should seek to pay attention to 

sequences and categories so as to appreciate the multi-dimensional workings of 

interaction. This, it was suggested, incorporated not only a sequential flow of interaction 

but also a category flow, whereby various, but related, membership categories were used 

in order to develop the on-going call. Furthermore, by conceiving of sequential objects as 

sequential categories the sequential dimension of categorisation and sequential flow was 

further developed as categories-in-action. Through these, the in situ development of 

multi-layering of membership category and category sequence became apparent. 

 

Although for the purposes of explication the analysis has dealt with differing aspects of 

the organisation of a radio phone-in, the parts of the analysis should not be seen as 

separate. They interlace with each other through and within an on-going multi-layered 

sequential and categorial environment. The callers’ identity, when transformed from one 

who is not known into one is known, is overwhelmingly a matter of the interplay between 

the sequential organisation and the membership category development. That is, the 

succession of sequential turn generated categories, oriented to getting the caller into a 

position from which to do topic talk, demonstrates a complex relationship of category 

flow and layering. A similar organisation is evident in the discussion of topic opinion 

categories where the host orientates to a category relational pairing for the development 

of the call. Where that topic opinion category is not apparent, or is negated in some way, 

the sequential organisation of the talk can be oriented to establishing that membership 

category, in that, the category informs the sequential organisation. Thus, what is made 

apparent is the multi-layering of sequential and category relevance developed over the 

course of a call.  

 

The above discussion provides an initial examination of a number of aspects found in the 

event, whilst in the subsequent chapters a detailed examination that carries further the 

analysis of categories in layer and sequence is undertaken. In the next chapter a more 

detailed examination of the way callers are introduced onto the show by the host using 

varying amounts of categorisation is discussed. From the introduction sequence the focus 

then moves to the main body of the programme examining the ways in which topical talk 

is oriented to, built up and discussed by the caller and host using category work as a 

resource in claims making. And finally, how caller transition and ending the show is 

achieved is examined. Overall, then, the following analytic chapters reflect the general 

sequential organisation of the show, and of the calls contained within the show.  



 76 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Part two: 
 

Analysis of a radio phone-in 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 77 

 

5 

 

Introducing the caller 

 

 

1. Introduction 

In this chapter a detailed examination of the introduction sequence of a radio 

phone-in is undertaken. The structure of the introductions is organised according 

to a sequence of tasks, 1, introducing the caller to the listening audience, and, 2, 

giving the caller the floor, from which they are in a sequential position to begin 

topic talk. The analysis highlights the fact that the organisation of the different 

programmes is a matter of local organisation, and that this local organisation 

demonstrates an orientation to, and reflection of, categorial and sequential 

methods.   

 

2. Getting through 

When telephoning an organisation it is possible that the person a caller wishes to 

speak to, or the person who can deal with caller’s problem, is not the one who 

initially answers the phone. A secretary or switchboard operator may receive the 

call and then redirect it to the appropriate person or department. This process 

involves (at least) a two stage operation of identification. The first stage may 

simply involve asking for an extension number, or a more elaborate form may 

require information from the caller such as name or reason for call. This is then 

assessed by the 'gatekeeper' as to the relevance to the person/department that is 

asked for, before then directing the call to the appropriate place. The second stage 

involves, having been put through to the person who can most adequately deal 

with the problem as decided by the initial receiver, the caller possibly being 

required to explain the reason for call again.  

 

Similarly, interaction between the public and broadcast radio for the purpose of a 

phone-in programme has a number of contingent features before the introduction 

of the caller on air. Callers are not given immediate access to the airwaves. The 

caller has contact initially with an off air recipient who then, may, put the call 

through to the host on air.82 Callers are, then, ‘filtered’ onto the programme.83 

                                            
82This is indeed the case for the programme Call Nick Ross (which is the main programme used 
in this research) as I once phoned the programme to enquire about some information about the 
programme but was treated as a caller wishing to make a point on the programme. It took some 
time to convince the receiver of the call that this was not the reason I phoned. 
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The identification work carried out at this stage is then repeated ‘on-air’. It is this 

on-air introduction that is of interest here.  

 

3. On air. Call Nick Ross, Any Answers and other shows 

The introduction of the caller onto a programme is carried out by the host and 

standardly includes some aspects of the caller's personal identity. The 

permutations of the information given by the host can range from first name only 

(Liddicoate 1992) to first name and geographical location (Hutchby 1996), to 

first and second name together with town, county, and sometimes country from 

where the call is coming from (‘Call Nick Ross’, ‘Any Answers’). For example, 

these four openings taken from Liddicoate (ibid.: 543), Hutchby (1991: 120), and 

the programmes used for this research, use varying amounts of category 

information.   

1. First name only:  

 
H:  Ida's on the line. Hello Ida.  
C:  good morning.                
                                 (Liddicoate p543) 
 
2. First name and town: 
  
H. 23 January 1989  
1. H.   John is calling from Ilford good morning  
2. J.    .h good morning Brian  

                                             (Hutchby p120) 

 

3. First and second name and town. 

 

AA[JA:22:94(1)]  

01N: OK, Rosa Barrie from Old Trafford in Manchester  

02R:   oh hello  

            (‘Any Answers’) 

 

NR[FE:15:94(9)]  

01N:  Michael Mason from London what do you make of this  

02M:  um..well Sir Ian has touched on the point I wanted to  

                                               (‘Call Nick Ross’) 

 

                                                                                                                                       
83It is assumed that the caller does wish to contribute to the show, by them phoning at this time. 
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In each of the above examples, taken from different phone-in programmes 

(Liddicoate’s is New Zealand based, the others are UK based), the caller is 

introduced by varying types of identification. The information given in the 

introduction sequence can be seen as separate from the caller's intended reason 

for making the call, as no topical information is included.84 Thus, in a similar 

way to introductions carried out within other types of telephone85 conversations, 

the introductions on radio phone-ins’ contain an amount of information before 

then proceeding to the reason for the call. By this stage, then, the overhearing 

listener now knows who the caller is by name and in some instances where they 

are calling from. 

                                           

 

3.1. Correcting information 

When a caller is being introduced, the accuracy of that information may be 

attended to by the caller being introduced. That is, the caller is not only involved 

in the sequential flow of the introduction, as the ‘introduced’ and subsequent 

‘questioned’, but may also be attending to the accuracy of the information given 

in the introduction. This is evidenced in the examples below where the host 

hearably (for the caller) makes an identification mistake, in the first instance with 

the caller’s name, and in the second instance with where the caller is calling from.  

 

NR[FE:15:94(6)]86  

01N:   Brenda Davies from Manchester..wha do you think  

02B:   um Brenda Oakes from Manchester  

03N:   I beg your pardon  

 

NR[JA:12:96(4)]  

01N:  William Graham from-from Crieth in Banffshire isn't it  

02    ur do you feel that um it plays with fire tu premarital  

03    sex or its the best way of finding out whether a partner  

04    is going to work for you or not  

05W:  its actually from Perthshire Nick  [ but it doesn't]  

06N:                                I[beg your pardon]  

07W:  matter ur um what I was tr saying was that ur I-I had  

 

 
84Though topic is omni-present at this stage as the caller is expected to be about to talk about 
some aspect of the topic once introduced. 
85Cf. Schegloff (1986), Houtkoop-Steenstra (1993) who examine informal telephone openings 
and Zimmerman (1992) for calls to an emergency service. Not forgetting, of course, Sacks’ 
development of his Ph.D. work on calls to a suicide prevention line (1967) (1995). 
86See also Chapter 7, p121. 
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Here, after being introduced by the host, the caller corrects the mistake at the first 

available opportunity. Within the data corpus there are no examples of the caller 

correcting the information used in the introduction at any other slot than this one. 

It would seem, then, that if a repair of this information is going to be carried out it 

is done in the slot immediately after the mistake, at the first available opportunity. 

That this occurs here and not elsewhere may be seen in terms of two 

contingencies: firstly, it is the first available opportunity for the caller to speak, 

including the first available opportunity after the mistake has been made, and 

secondly, the mistake has been made in the ‘introduction’, and so the correction 

occurs before the ‘introduction’ is completed, and topic talk starts. However, 

although evidently of some importance to the caller, the audience would not know 

a mistake had been made. It is therefore explicitly relevant to the caller, though of 

course we could not know how many mistakes go uncorrected.  

 

From the examples above it can be seen that there is an amount of identity 

information used by the host, which is monitored by the caller as to the accuracy 

of the information given. However, although the caller may be checking the 

information given by the host, the information is produced for an overhearing 

audience. It is information about the caller produced for the third party, the 

audience. Thus, a triadic participant relationship can be seen to be oriented to by 

the host. This triadic relationship is evident not only in the information given, 

however, but also in the sequential organisation of that information. That is, the 

information can be seen to operate through a sequential organisation that is 

oriented to the third (silent) party to this interaction, the listening audience. 

 

4. An economy in radio introductions 1: shifting addressees 

The introduction is by definition not the main point of the call, it is an aspect of 

the call that is carried out in order to proceed to the reason for the call. An 

economy of the introduction sequence allows more time for callers addressing the 

topic, rather then with elaborate introduction/greeting sequences.  

 

The host's introduction sequence shown by Liddicoate uses a minimal amount of 

information about the caller before then moving to greet the caller. The content of 

the introduction is delivered in a structure containing a two part sequence. The 

‘introduction’ of the caller to the listeners is followed by a ‘greeting’ by the host 

for the caller.  

 
(1)  H: Ida's on the line. Hello Ida.  
        C: good morning.  
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(2)  H: Peter's on the line,  hi Peter  
       C: yes a couple of points if I may (continues)  
 (Liddicoate et al 1992: 543)  

 

The host’s initial utterance, then, can be seen as a two part sequence that 

accomplishes a number of tasks and orientations. Firstly, the host introduces the 

caller to the listeners, and secondly the host greets the caller. That is, there are 

different addressees addressed by the host in the two parts of the utterance. Whilst 

the first part, the ‘introduction’, addresses the listeners, the second part of the 

utterance, a greeting, addresses the caller. Furthermore, the host, by producing a 

first pair part of a greeting, makes the next turn (the caller’s first utterance) a 

relevant second part of the adjacency pair. The caller’s first utterance is not topic 

talk but a return greeting. Here, then, is an introduction of the caller for the 

listeners followed by a greeting pair, which, by using the caller’s name, is a 

greeting for the caller only, thus excluding the listeners from this part. 

 

In the data Hutchby examined, the host uses a similar two part sequence, i.e., 

introducing the caller to the audience, then addressing the caller. There are, 

however, at least two ways this introduction differs from those above. Firstly, the 

information includes the location of the caller, and secondly, the host does not 

repeat the caller’s name in the second part when addressing him or her directly.  

 
 H. 23 January 1989  
 1. H.   John is calling from Ilford good morning  
 2. J.   .h good morning Brian  
 
 H. 30 November 1988:10  
 1.  H. Mill Hill:: i:s where Gloria calls from: good morning  
 2.  G. good morning Brian .hh erm the Sunday opening I'm just...  
                                                                    (Hutchby 1991: 120-1)  

 

Although more information about the caller is given by the host, the introduction 

deploys a similar structure to Liddicoate’s data. The host first of all introduces the 

next caller to the listening audience, followed by the host directly addressing the 

caller. The second part is, again, the first part of an adjacency pair greeting, to 

which the caller responds to before moving on to the topic of their call. That the 

greeting is a cue to begin topic talk is highlighted by Hutchby (1993:123-124) in 

the following extract in which the host makes reference to the procedure that after 

John has been identified (you’re John) and has been greeted (I said hello) then he 

should continue with the point he called in for. 
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[  ] H. 2 February 1989:7  
1.  H.  Jo:ohn next  
   (.)  
2. J.   he-hello/  
3. H.   hello John in: Marylebone  
4. J.   er- hello er your- your people didn't give me any wa:rning  
   er (.) okay [ .h  
5. H.                      [well I said hello: you're John: now that was  
   the warning now what d'you have to say  
6. J.   right erm (.) i:t's about the dogs  
 

[The host] H interrupts him [the caller] at [line 5] with an utterance that 
we can see as a remarkably explicit verbalised illustration of the strength 
of hosts' orientation to the structural feature which I am emphasising, 
whereby callers are requested, indeed constrained to produce their first 
news directly upon completion of an optimal two-turn opening sequence, 
regardless of whether or not they receive any further prompt or 
'continuation marker'.' (emphasis in the original)  

 

There is, then, a sequential structure to the introductions (introduction, greeting, 

return greeting, topic talk) oriented to by the host and assumed likewise of the 

next caller. When this breaks down, as in the transcript above, it may become an 

accountable matter. What this indicates is the orientation by the host to the first 

part of the introduction sequence being directed towards the audience as an 

introduction of the next caller, and also to prepare that caller for entry on to the 

show.  

 

Whilst a two part sequence is identifiable in the above examples, in the next 

examples taken from the programme Any Answers, a one part sequence is 

apparent. Here, the introduction of the caller onto the show simultaneously greets 

the caller and introduces him or her to the audience.  

 

AA[JA:22:94(1)]  

01N:   OK, Rosa Barrie from Old Trafford in Manchester  

02R:   oh hello  

03N:   hello  

 

AA[JA:22:94(2)]  

01N:   Lets speak to Michael Smith from Streatham south London  

02M:   yeh good afternoon  

 



 83 

Here, the initial introduction by the host contains the name and geographical 

location of the caller but does not contain any greeting parts. Thus, although 

similar to the former examples in which the first part of an introduction sequence 

is evident, the sequence does not then go on to include a greeting by the host 

addressed to the caller. Nevertheless, although the host does not initiate greetings, 

they are produced by the callers above as their first utterance. This suggests that, 

although no greeting parts are offered by the host, a greeting may be oriented to 

by the caller. 

 

Thus far then, from the data used by Liddicoate and Hutchby it can be seen that 

the host’s introduction of the caller onto the show orientates to two different 

parties at different times. The first part of the sequence, introduces the caller to 

the listeners whilst the second part of the introduction is for the caller. Whereas 

the one-part utterance found in ‘Any Answers’ can be seen to combine both the 

introduction and invitation to participate. Here, though, although no greeting is 

initiated by the host, greetings may be produced in the turn slot provided for topic 

talk by the caller.   

 

5. An economy of radio introductions 2: maintaining the triadic relationship 

In the next introduction sequence to be examined, a combination of many of the 

features discussed above is displayed. The type of introduction evidenced below, 

however, maintains  a triadic orientation between host, caller and listener through 

the sequence.  

 

Within the programme ‘Call Nick Ross’ the introduction sequence routinely 

displays a differing structure from those described above. In this type of 

introduction the initial utterance combines an introduction of the caller to the 

listening audience whilst simultaneously directly addressing the waiting caller on-

air - as opposed to the caller hearing their introduction to the audience as an 

indirect  preparation to speak. The way this is carried out is through use of a 

question structure that brings the caller waiting, off-air, into a sequential turn slot 

to begin topic talk, on-air, without any greeting parts being used by the host or 

callers. 

 

NR[FE:15:94(9)]  

01N:  Michael Mason from London what do you make of this  

02M:  um..well Sir Ian has touched on the point I wanted to  
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NR[FE:15:94(3)]  

01N:  Frances Smith from from Birmingham what do you think  

02F:  urhh..I..feel that the age of consent should stay at  

 

 

 

NR[JA:10:95(2)]87  

01N:  Kathleen Strange from Tunbridge Wells in in Kent do you  

02    have any direct experience of this?  

03P: I was in the prison service for(.) over ten years .hhh and  

 

 

NR[JA:12:96(4)*]  

01N:  John Cooper from Cambridge ju think that (.)  

02    unfaithfulness generally backfires on one  

03J:  .hh well I-I can't really say ur the way I was  

 

As with the introductions discussed above, this one-part sequence also provides 

for a transition from caller waiting, to a position from which the callers’ begin to 

talk about the topic. Though this is done without any greetings being carried out 

by the caller before embarking upon such talk. For, although there is a two-part 

sequence where the host introduces the caller to the audience and then goes on to 

ask a question, the question occurs at the beginning of this sequence. That is, the 

host’s first reference to the next caller is not only a preparation utterance for the 

waiting caller, but the first part of a question directed at him or her. From the first 

part of the sequence, then, the host is constructing a question for the caller to 

answer in the next available turn slot, this turn slot being provided for topic talk. 

Thus, the caller is in the space of one continuous sequence introduced to the 

audience, and provided with a question that directly places him or her in a 

position to embark upon topic talk. This sequence does not, then, move between 

addressees as the caller’s identity information in the introduction is formed as the 

first part of a question for the caller.  

 

With the sequence being formed as a question, there is no slot given by the host 

for a greeting. Furthermore, the sequence invites a response to the question asked 

by the host which is about some aspect of the topic. Topic talk can be seen as the 

next section of the debate, coming after the introduction sequence. The question, 

                                            
87See also Chapter 6, p 97, Chapter 8, p 148, Chapter 9, p 178, and Chapter 10, p 193. 
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then, does not make a greeting sequentially relevant. Not sequentially relevant in 

terms of: 1, the relevant action in response to the question (an answer to the 

question), and 2, in terms of the sequential development of the programme 

(introduction followed by topic talk). The examples above are described as one-

part and two-part sequences, the next example displays a three part sequence also 

taken from the Nick Ross programme. 

 

5. 1. Topic category introductions 

Although the sequence described above is predominant in the Call Nick Ross 

programme, there are instances where this sequence is prefaced by the host. In 

these instances a preface about the caller is offered to the listening audience 

before the caller is introduced. 

 

NR[FE:15:94(11)]88  

01N:  I presume another Christian on the line but perhaps not  

02    so evangelical, Cannon Douglas Rymes from Fontlow in west  

03    Sussex (0.3) [what du] what do you make of of our  

04D:                       [I think]  

05N:  last caller  

 

NR[FE:15:94(8)]89  

01N:  There's a doctor on the line..I don't know of it's a  

02   medical doctor..Doctor Elizabeth Duncan from Peebles..are  

03   you a medical doctor  

04E:  yes  

 

These introductions can be seen to be organised in relation to the category 

identity of the caller. In both the above examples the first part of the utterance 

produced by the host contains a reference to the profession of the next caller. It is, 

then, the professional identity that is offered first of all, before any personal 

information about the caller. Further, these categories are heard in relation to the 

topic of the programme, in that they are heard as ‘topic relevant categories’. It is 

after these category identities have been offered to the audience that the host then 

introduces the caller with the personal identify of the caller. Here, then, the 

                                            
88See also below p, 83, 88, and Chapter 8, p164. 
89See also below, p 83, Chapter 6, p102, Chapter 8, p159, and Chapter 9, p175. 
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caller’s topic category can be seen to influence the sequential structure of the 

introduction.90 

 

6. Absence and non-absence of greetings in Call Nick Ross 

As has been shown, routinely there is no slot given for greeting utterances by the 

host in the introduction sequence in the Call Nick Ross programme. Indeed the 

introduction formed as a question about the topic does not make greetings 

sequentially relevant. This is not to say, however, that greetings do not occur with 

Nick Ross, as the examples below make evident, host or caller may at times offer 

greetings.  

 

6.1. Embedded greetings  

Although the host’s introduction sequence may not contain a greeting part this 

does not mean that a greeting is not oriented to by the caller. The caller may, at 

the end of the host’s introduction, produce a greeting. If this occurs, it can form 

part of the pre-beginning of the caller's initial turn that leads onto topic talk, as in 

the following examples. 

 

NR[FE:15:94(4)]91  

01N:  Dave Clark form Normanton in Yorkshire[what do you think]  

02D:                                                          [      hello            ]  

03    hello()yes I've got a couple of points I'd like to pick  

04    upon actually() I think Ian Mckellan just a couple of  

 

NR[JA:10:95(5)]92  

01N:  Sarah Forsythe from Edinburgh what do you think  

02S:  yes good morning I'm I'm just an ordinary member of the  

 

NR[JA:12:96(2)*]  

01N:  Pamela Westway from Teddington [sou]th of England what do  

02P:                                                           [yes]  

03N:  you think  

04P:  oh good morning yes I think that um when the engagement  

 

                                            
90Here the focus of interest is the sequential introduction characteristics. The import of these 
categories is discussed below and in Chapter Seven. 
91See also below p 86. 
92See also Chapter 6, p109. 
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Here, the first turn by the caller, after being introduced by the host, includes a 

greeting token before then going on to begin to address the topic. These greeting 

tokens are hearably ‘return greeting’ as no space is given for a return greeting. 

That these can be seen as return greetings indicates that the introduction by the 

host is treated by the caller as a greeting first pair part, though none has been 

explicitly produced within the introduction. The greeting utterance by the caller is 

produced as a return greeting (second pair part of an adjacency pair), the structure 

of which does not then require, or allow space for the host to respond with a 

return greeting. In these instances the caller, having responded to the introduction 

with a return greeting, then continues into topic talk. However, the caller may in 

some instances produce a greeting utterance as a first pair part of a greeting 

sequence.  

 

6.2. Caller initiated greetings 

One of the possible places for a caller initiated greeting is in the type of 

introduction sequences that do not contain a greeting by the host or a question for 

the caller by which to begin addressing the topic.  

 

AA[JA:22:94(1)]  

01N:  OK, Rosa Barrie from Old Trafford in Manchester  

02R:  oh hello  

03N:  hello  

 

The type of introduction sequence, consisting of name and location, without any 

greeting parts or questions is routinely used in the programme Any Answers. In 

this programme callers often, after being introduced, produce a greeting token as 

their first utterance. This, as described above, may be given as a return greeting 

after which the caller then moves to address the topic. However, if the greeting 

token is not followed by the caller going on to make their point, the host may 

respond to the greeting. This then makes caller’s greeting a first pair greeting with 

the floor returned to the host to respond with a return greeting. If the host does 

respond to the caller’s greeting, producing a second pair part upon completion of 

this action, the floor returns to the caller who begins topic talk.   

 

Further, it is possible that the production of a greeting is a response to the 

organisation of an introduction sequence that does not contain an invited response 

for the caller. The structure of the introduction may be seen to introduce the caller 

to the listening audience, but does not provide for the type of response the caller 
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should give. It does not, then, provide for the content of the sequential next 

action.  

 

Although this type of introduction is most commonly found in the programme 

Any Answers it also happens on the Nick Ross programme. Nick Ross, as was 

shown above, uses an introduction sequence that contained a question sequence, 

thereby placing the caller in a position from which to address the topic. However 

this is not always the case as this example demonstrates:  

 

 

 

NR[JA:10:95(3)]  

01N:  Peter ur I've only got your first name I think it is Peter  

02    from from Portland in Dorset  

03P:  yes good morning Nick  

04N:  hello have you been a inside prison  

05P:  well I'm a prison officer and I've been a prison officer  

 

The introduction to this call contains the caller’s name and location, though this is 

not followed with a question. After the introduction by the host, the caller offers 

an acknowledgement and a greeting. This, as an adjacency paired action, would 

provide for the host in the next turn to respond appropriately with a return 

greeting. This the host does, then immediately moves to a question that contains a 

possible identity for the caller. The introduction by the host, then, differs from 

other introductions taken from this show in two ways. First of all it is not offered 

as a question and secondly does not contain the second name for the caller. 

Instead the missing second name is marked by the host as absent, as routine 

information he usually has but does not have available for this particular caller. 

There is, then, a routine amount of personal information the host uses when 

introducing the caller and where this information is not available it may influence 

the structure of the introduction sequence. Alternatively, if other information 

about the caller is available this too may influence the sequential structure of the 

introduction. 

 

7. Topic relevant introductions: category information as warrant for inference. 

The category information given by the host in the introduction is on the whole 

unrelated to the topic - it is not ‘topic relevant’. There are, however, occasions 

when the category information given by the host in the introduction can be heard 
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as related to the topic of discussion. This was hinted at above in the previous 

examples where the host referenced the next caller using a professional category 

before then moving to the question.  

 

NR[FE:15:94(11)]  

01N:  I presume another Christian on the line but perhaps not  

02    so evangelical, Cannon Douglas Rymes from Fontlow in west  

03    Sussex (0.3) [what du] what do you make of of our  

04D:                          [I think]  

05N:  last caller  

 

 

NR[FE:15:94(8)]  

01:  There's a doctor on the line..I don't know of it's a  

02   medical doctor..Doctor Elizabeth Duncan from Peebles..are  

03   you a medical doctor  

04E:  yes  

 

In both these cases the host describes the callers in terms of their professional 

category before giving their name. The topic under discussion from which these 

two extracts were taken was the impending lowering of the age of consent for 

homosexuals from twenty-one to eighteen. The professional/organisational 

categories used by the host, then, can be seen as having some projectable 

relevance to the topic. That this is hearably so relates to Sacks’(1974) ‘hearers 

maxim’, in that, if a topic connection can be heard between two categories, or in 

this instance category and topic, then hear them that way. What is being 

suggested is that the host, in using the professional categories made available by 

the caller, is making a connection between topic and category, and that this 

topical relevance is available for the listener to make also. That is, the question, 

for regular listeners, as to why the use of professional category terms are used 

here, where other introductions in the same programme do not contain such 

category terms, makes relevant a connection between this category and the topic 

of the programme. 

 

7.1. Absent category information as warrant for topical inference 

It is not only from information given by the host that inferences can be made by 

the host of the caller and his/her relationship to the topic. If the host routinely 

introduces the callers using full name and geographical location then this amount 
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of information is oriented to by the host and listeners. If this amount of 

information is not available then this lack may be topically accountable for its 

absence. The host’s reference to absent information is evident in the example 

below.   

 

NR[JA:10:95(3)]  

01N:  Peter ur I've only got your first name I think it is Peter  

02    from from Portland in Dorset  

03P:  yes good morning Nick  

04N:  hello have you been a inside prison  

05P:  well I'm a prison officer and I've been a prison officer  

 

When examining this transcript earlier it was noted that the host indicated the 

unavailability of the full name of the caller, and that this initial sequence did not 

include a question for the caller. Instead a greeting was produced before the host’s 

question. This is interesting because it directly asks the caller if they have been in 

prison. Although the topic of this show is concerned with a spate of recent prison 

breakouts there is no indication from the caller's introductory information of any 

personal involvement with the topic.93 The host, however, can be heard to 

suggest a possible link between the caller's absent identity and a possible topic 

relevant category. Thus, from the basis of only being in possession of the caller's 

first name (01...I’ve only got your first name), the host suggests a possible reason 

for not having the full name. For, if a caller can be heard to ‘withhold’, identity 

information within a programme whose topic is 'prisons', and by category 

extension 'prisoners', then membership of the category ‘ex prisoner’ may be 

imputed, 04N: hello have you been  inside prison. The caller turns out, however, 

to be a ‘prison officer’, a further relevant category for the topic, and one which 

may also have, as a category attribute, a wish not to be fully identified. Thus, by 

omission, a categorial relationship between the caller and the topic can be heard 

as oriented to by the host.  

 

7.2. Caller’s location as warrant for topical inference 

Other information presented within the introduction sequence may also be used 

by the host to locate the caller and the topic. The geographical location of the 

caller is often presented in the introduction. Typically it is not relevant to the 

topic of the day, but on occasions it can be heard as so. For example:  

                                            
93The possibility that the host is using identity information made available before the caller gets 
on air is unlikely in this example as the host selects the wrong category for the caller. 
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NR[NO:28:95(5)]94  

01N:  Mike Ruby from from Gloucester () calling from Gloucester  

02    have you been involved in this in any way  

03    (1.0)  

 

In this example the host introduces the caller using his name and where he is 

calling from. This is followed by a pause before the host produces a question for 

the caller.  The host’s question makes reference to the geographical location of 

the caller and asks if the caller, being from this location, has any connection with 

the topic. The topic of this show is a discussion of the trial of Rosemary West, 

who, together with her husband Fred West, committed multiple sexual abuse and 

murder over a long period in Gloucester. It can be seen that the host uses the 

caller's location in connecting the caller to the topic of the show, by way of the 

routine information contained in the introduction. It is not, however, that the 

caller happens to be from Gloucester, the location of the murders, but that the 

location of the caller and the topic of the show makes relevant a possible 

connection between the caller and topic. This is not offered in terms of 

‘knowledge about’ the events in Gloucester, where more ‘local’ knowledge may 

be sought after, but as someone with possible ‘involvement’ in the case. Thus, the 

question makes the caller’s location ‘topic relevant’ seeking a possible topic 

relevant category because of the location. 

 

In the above discussion it is possible to see how the host may make use of callers’ 

identity information in order to make a topic connection. For, although the 

identity information contained in the introduction is not routinely topic oriented, 

if such information can be seen to have a possible connection, the host may flag 

this as topic relevant within the introduction. And, as the examples above 

indicate, if such information is available, the routine sequence of the introduction 

may be carried out differently. In the first examples, the host initially provides a 

category for the ‘next’ caller before the caller is addressed themselves. In the 

second extract, the host makes reference to the unavailability of the second name 

of the caller and does not then ask a question. Here, greetings are exchanged 

before a question is asked by the host. And finally, in the last extract above the 

host can be heard to re-initiate his question in light of the caller’s location. This 

then separates the introduction of the caller from the initial question for the caller. 

Thus, these introductions are sequentially different from other introduction 

                                            
94See also Chapter 6, p 103, Chapter 8, p152, and Chapter 10, p193. 
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sequences in the way they are organised and the way this difference in 

organisation can be seen in relation to a possible topic relevant category available 

from the callers’ identity information.  

 

8. Negotiating  the first question 

The type of introduction used in the Nick Ross programme provides a way of 

progressing the caller from the category 'caller waiting’ to the point where it is 

sequentially relevant for the caller to begin their reason for call. The way this is 

carried out is by forming a question for the caller, whilst simultaneously 

introducing the caller. This was divided for the purpose of analysis into two 

sections. The first part, described above, was the direct naming of the caller and 

the location of their call whilst the second part, discussed below, is the actual 

question. The first part, then, contains information about the caller whilst the 

second part provides the point at which to begin topic talk. There are numerous 

configurations for achieving this task, but for our purposes two common 

approaches can be highlighted, these being the use of ‘open’ and ‘closed’ 

questions. Open questions involve asking the caller for their opinion on the topic 

in general. Whilst closed questions request the caller to give their opinion upon 

the issue the previous caller has raised.  

Examples of open questions are: 

 

NR[FE:15:94(9)]  

01N:  Michael Mason from London what do you make of this  

02M:  um..well Sir Ian has touched on the point I wanted to  

03    make..I..I've been a gay journalist for twenty one years  

 

NR[FE:15:94(3)]  

01N:  Frances Smith from from Birmingham what do you think  

02F:  urhh..I..feel that the age of consent should stay at  

 

NR[FE:15:94(4)]  

01N:  Dave Clark form Normanton in Yorkshire[what do you think]  

02D:                                   [    hello            ]  

03    hello()yes I've got a couple of points I'd like to pick  

04    upon actually() I think Ian Mckellan just a couple of  

 

The questions ‘what do you make of this?’ or ‘what do you think? ‘ places the 

caller in a position to begin speaking about what they phoned it to say. This type 
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of question is ‘open’ as it does not request any specified topic agenda for the 

caller, and as such the caller is at liberty to speak about any aspect of the topic 

they wish. That is, the point they wish to raise is legitimately used as an answer to 

this type of question.  

 

The second type of question used by the host involves the caller being asked to 

give an opinion upon a particular topical issue, usually one raised by the previous 

caller. This ‘closed’ type of question, then, invites comment about a particular 

issue not necessarily the issue the caller had phoned in to talk about. That is, it 

does not invite the caller’s thoughts on the topic, but this caller’s response to the 

previous caller’s thoughts. Thus, although the caller has telephoned the 

programme with their own point they wish to make, they must first attend to the 

host's question with the possibility that this is on an area of the topic they were 

not prepared for. For example: 

 

 

 

NR[JA:25:94(1)]  

01N:  John Smith from Staffordshire do you agree with that.  

 

A question asked in this way establishes a topic link from one call to the next, and 

provides a sequential slot from which the caller gains entry onto the programme. 

However, the interactional consequence of this type of question is that the caller 

is presented with a question on an area they may not wish to, or be prepared to, 

address. When confronted with this type of question callers may deploy varying 

strategies in order to deal with the question posed by the host. The caller below 

addresses the question fully and in so doing is drawn to address further aspects 

touched of from the original question.  

 

NR[JA:12:96(4)*]  

01N:  John Cooper from Cambridge ju think that (.)  

02    unfaithfulness generally backfires on one  

03J:  .hh well I-I can't really say ur the way I was  

04    brought up was that that one should aim for chastity  

05    before marriage and faithfulness afterwards that's  

06    ur-ur a lifelong ur exclusive relationship wi with  

07    ones wife=  

08N:  =why should you have chastity before marriage  
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The caller in this instance, although disclaiming authoritative knowledge, 

addresses the host’s question. He is then drawn to address further aspects of the 

issue raised by the previous caller and now the host. Unless this was the issue the 

caller wished to raise, which would seem unlikely since he disclaims knowledge 

of the subject, the point he wished to talk about is delayed and cannot be put 

forward. The caller, then, is drawn into a position of talking about someone else’s 

contribution and may not then get a chance to put the point they phoned in for.  

 

However, a way of dealing with this is for the caller to include the point he or she 

wishes to make in the answers given in response to the host's tangent questioning. 

This is carried out by building the answer to the question as part of the beginning 

of the point they wish to address. Below, the caller addresses the question in 

broad terms but builds the answer into the beginning of the point he goes on to 

make. The answer is placed as a preface to the particular topic area the caller 

wishes to talk about.  

 

NR[FE:15:94(11)]  

01N:  I presume another Christian on the line but perhaps not  

02    so evangelical, Cannon Douglas Rymes from Fontlow in West  

03    Sussex (0.3) [what du] what do you make of of urm our  

04D:                   [I think]  

05N:  last caller  

06    ()  

07D:  I seem to be hearing an awful lot of rubbish()sadly the  

08    whole questio..surly the whole question of an age of  

 

In this instance the caller downgrades the question concerning the previous caller 

by including it within a collection of previous calls. After this summary of the 

programme the caller then goes on to account for why this is so, and what the 

main issue should be about. Through this manoeuvre the question is answered by 

the caller by way of a response that disagrees with the content of the question. 

Alternatively, as in next example, the caller may construct an answer to the 

question that upgrades the previous caller’s opinion.  

 

NR[FE:15:94(1)]  

01N:  Ray Andrews from Thurrock in Essex do you think gays  

02    should uhh pushed of from their sexuality until they're  
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03    twenty one  

(1.0)  

04R:  well no..I would go further than that I mean I'm  

05    virtually sixty years of age and I can remember uhh over  

 

In this instance the current caller uses the reported previous caller's point to begin 

to construct his own argument. The caller initially disagrees with the statement 

then qualifies his disagreement with an upgrade. The point made by the host is 

used by the caller to fix a point of reference in order for the caller to go further, to 

move from, i.e., that this does not go far enough for him. This, then, deals with 

the question posed by the host as the point of reference is incorporated in the 

caller's initial topical utterance, enabling the caller to move on to why he 

disagrees with the previous caller by bringing the issue he wishes to raise to bear 

upon the previous caller’s point.   

 

The caller may, however, simply dismiss the question, negotiating through the 

question in the shortest possible route in order then to  proceed to their point.  

 

NR[JA:25:94(1)]  

01N:  John Smith from Staffordshire do you agree with that  

02J:  (0.3) ur()well huh..huh()in a way yes but I've got my own  

03    point to make if[ you don't  mind   ] I'll be very brief()um  

04N       [yeh go on fire away]  

05J:  please hear me out (1.0) uh I've read the uh popular use  

 

Here the caller, once given the floor, produces a recognisable answer to the 

question posed. However, this is carried out in a way that dispenses with the 

question asked in order to make the point he has called in for. The caller then can 

be seen in the utterance he does produce as not expecting to answer a question on 

the area proposed by the host and is in fact unwilling to do so. Although the 

question is answered it is done in an economical way and closed at that point. The 

caller then requests to be allowed to make his point.  

 

A caller, then, can expect to raise at least (and possibly only) one issue during 

their time on-air and that issue would be the issue they wish to raise and not some 

other issue. Thus, when confronted with a question that does not allow the caller 

to embark upon their own point, they may deploy various ways of negotiating the 

question out of the way, or use the question to form the base from which they go 
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on to offer their point. The callers, once having negotiated through the initial 

question, are now in a position from which to raise their own issue, to embark 

upon topic talk.  

 

9. Summary 

The analysis above highlights the complexity of introductions carried out on some 

public access radio programmes. In doing this there is an attempt to avoid direct 

statements formulated for all introductions carried out on radio, instead, making it 

clear that different programmes use different introduction structures. However, it 

is also clear that all the programmes referenced above do use some form of 

introduction sequence and that there are similarities in the structure and content of 

the introductions used.95 The content usually consists of one or more aspects of 

the caller’s personal identity whilst the sequential structure uses combinations of 

turn ordering to achieve a point from which topic talk is begun.  

 

In examining the sequential organisation it was shown that, although all of the 

sequential configurations described achieve their aim in bringing the caller onto 

air, an economical way to do this is to combine the introduction of the caller to 

the audience within a question that invites the caller’s opinion on some aspect of 

the topic. However, it is also clear that this type of introduction may leave the 

caller with the task of negotiating the host's question before offering the point 

they wished to make. This sequential organisation also makes evident various 

sequential categories. These include ‘questioner/answerer’ introducer/introduced, 

but also involve membership categories, such as ‘host’ and ‘caller’ that overlay 

the sequential actions as predicated actions of the categories - that is, the 

introduction sequence can be seen as a reflexive combination of category and 

task. 

 

In exploring the participants’ categorial work further, it was shown that within 

introduction sequences different radio programmes use different amounts of 

identity information for that show. There is, then, an amount of information that 

is produced for any particular show and that amount of information is oriented to 

by the host and made recognisable if incomplete. For, whereas in routine 

introductions the information is used to introduce the next caller and place them 

in a position to talk about the topic, i.e., it is not topic relevant, if some routine 

information is absent, then this absence may be see as topic relevant. Further 

                                            
95This is not to suggest that the similarities identified indicate some kind of generic feature of 
radio phone-in programmes as these similar features may be found elsewhere. The point is simply 
that in the programmes examined some features are similar. 
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topic relevant category work is also evident in those introductions where the host 

introduces the caller by way of a category membership, offered as topic relevant. 

Thus, if a caller can be seen to have a possible relationship to the topic, the host 

may flag this part of the caller's identity over the personal non topic category. If 

this is made available to the audience by the host then even before the caller gets 

a chance to air their opinions the caller occupies a topic relation. It is this 

relationship between caller and topic that the discussion now turns. 
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6 

 

Category and topic; 

Establishing topic claims through category work 

 

 

1. Introduction 

In this chapter the categorisation work carried out by the caller and host when 

establishing a relevant category for a topic is explored. This is carried out by 

suggesting that a ‘topic’ can be approached analytically in a similar way to a 

‘membership categorisation device’. That is, a particular topic may have topic 

relevant categories commonsensically associated with it. Furthermore, what is 

also made apparent is that categories offered as topic relevant may be positioned 

by members according to degrees of relevance to a topic. In exploring this an 

appreciation of the categorial methods used by callers in achieving a common-

sense connection between themselves and the topic affords an analysis of the 

mutually reflexive relationship between a category, opinion, and topic.  

 

2. Topic and category 

Within the programme ‘Call Nick Ross’ a number of recognisable features are 

apparent that have a bearing on the organisation of the event. Firstly, the topic has 

been decided by the programme makers in advance of any call, and ‘trailed’ 

before the show. Secondly, it is assumed the caller has some angle of interest in 

the topic. Thirdly, the caller has phoned the show in order to speak upon the topic, 

and lastly, the host and audience expect those who have phoned in to offer an 

opinion related to the topic. A predicate of callers for this show, then, is 

addressing the topic during their call. In turn callers may assume that what will be 

asked of them will be ‘on topic’. Thus, the parameters of the event can be seen as 

quite restricted in terms of what is expected from a caller and what callers can 

expect from the guest and host. 

 

2. 1. Topic relevant identities 

A caller on being invited to speak, is afforded the opportunity to put their point of 

view forward. The host’s first question, then, serves as a ‘topic opener’ (Sacks 

1995: Vol II: 565-566) in that it provides for more than an answer long turn, 
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where the caller can embark upon extended topic talk.96 In the Nick Ross 

programme, as discussed in Chapter Five, talk about the topic is organised, at 

least in the trailer and host’s opening question, in terms of the caller being invited 

to give their opinion upon some aspect of the topic of the show. Furthermore, 

whilst giving their opinion upon the topic, callers may also offer identities for 

themselves. The use of identities within conversation, as Sacks (1995: 753)97 

suggests: 

 
...is a specific way of doing topical business. That is, identifications may 
be...’topic carriers’...places in an utterance where a person puts in their 
attention to the topicalised character of the conversation.  

 

Thus, the selection of an identity by a caller may be heard as accomplishing an 

attention to topic talk through claiming an identity that is heard as relevant for the 

topic. In that, not only is the caller demonstrating an attention to topic through 

giving their opinion, but they may also do this through the use of identities. For, 

as Sacks (ibid. :753) goes on:  

 
[O]ne can see that if you take...pieces of talk, you can put in perfectly 
good identifications of a person which are nonetheless strange by virtue of 
not fitting the topic. So identifications of persons specifically bear this 
use, and are one locus in an utterance where, that you are doing topical 
talk is shown. And one may see more or less ingenious, elaborate 
techniques used to identify someone which involve, specifically, attention 
to the topic at hand. So it’s at least a research clue. 

 

The ‘research clue’ indicated by Sacks can be developed upon through 

examination of the ways callers’ use identities within their talk. In that, attention 

can be paid to the ‘elaborate’ and ‘ingenious’ use of identities as topic carriers.  

 

3. Topic relevant categories in callers’ first turn 

The identities claimed by callers in their first turn at talk are often interlaced with 

the point they are making, in such a way as to be heard as relevant to the point 

they are making. One way this relevance is achieved is through a common-sense 

relationship between who they are in relation to the topic via the experience such 

identity affords them. That is, an identity may be offered is such a way as to be 

heard as claiming a category membership, a category that is ‘topic relevant’. 

There are two sequential positions for the production of topic relevant categories 

                                            
96Here, the analysis is concerned with the category work that callers engage in upon being invited to 
speak. That this may also involve ‘story telling’ is discussed in Chapter Ten. 
97Sacks 1995, vol 1, Spring 1968, April 17, Topic :752-763. 
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in the callers initial topic turn, firstly, as preface to an opinion, and secondly, after 

an opinion has been given. 

  

3.1. Topic relevant category as preface to a topic opinion 

In the extracts below the callers, upon being given the floor and before offering 

any opinion on the topic, offer a topic relevant category.  

 

NR[FE:15:94(4)*]  

01N:   Naomi Lonfordwood from Wincham in Surrey  

02Na:  um I've got a number of gay friends..I’ve I’ve()in  

03     theatre in the literary world. I’ve got a number of gay  

04     friends and as far as I can see  

 

NR[FE:15:94(9)]  

01N:  Michael Mason from London what do you make of this  

02M:  um..well Sir Ian has touched on the point that I wanted  

03    to make..I ve..been a gay journalist for twenty one years  

04    or more on gay news and now more recently on capital  

05   gay..um so I’ve seen the act in operation  

 

In each of the examples above,98 the caller, after being introduced by the host, 

offers a topic relevant category before then going onto address the issue they 

called in for. The category information offered is made relevant to the topic both 

sequentially and categorially. The sequential position, before the caller goes onto 

make their point, places the category as a premise to the subsequent topic talk. 

The category is then tied to the opinion through use of the term ‘and’ in the first 

instance and ‘so’ in the second. Thus, a reflexively constituted relationship 

between the callers, their topic category, the topic of discussion and the opinion 

they go on to make is evident in which the category premises the opinion and 

their opinion is derived from their topic category. 

 

3.2. Category after opinion 

In some instances the same combination of category and topic opinion is 

produced though the sequence may be reversed, in that a caller may offer their 

opinion before then going on to offer a topic relevant category.  

 

                                            
98The focus at this point is with the sequential placement of identity. The types of identity information 
given is discussed below. 
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AA[JA:22:94(2)]  

01N:  lets speak to Michael Smith from Streatham south London  

02M:  yeh good afternoon (.) my advice to any mother who finds  

03    her son (0.3) urhmm who suddenly finds out her son is gay  

04    is to stand by him and help him. Because when I was young  

05    () long before the ((new abbsy) bill in the late err in  

06    the sixties () I fell in love with a guy and his parents  

07    found out and had him certified into hospital  

 

Here, the sequential order is reversed in that the caller initially offers an opinion 

on the topic, before then offering a category. This type of sequential placing 

retrospectively claims for the caller a topic relevant category. The opinion offered 

by the caller becomes an opinion drawn from that category membership. 

Reflexively, that membership, as topic relevant, places the caller in a category 

relation to the topic in terms of whether such a category would be in a position to 

have such knowledge as a predicate.  

 

The examples above illustrate that when callers give topic relevant category 

information during their first turn it can be heard to reinforce, or make claims, in 

terms of how they can speak with knowledge and authority on the topic. Thus, in 

response to the canvass of an opinion it is not simply a matter of saying 

something of topical relevance but often involves a topic category recognisably 

tied to that opinion. Therefore, it is not simply that the caller has an opinion, but 

their opinion is reflexively tied to their membership category.  

 

4. Using MCA to explore the reflexive relationship between topic and category 

When using a category in order to be heard as being in some way connected to the 

topic, the caller is claiming membership of a category group in relation to that 

topic. Using the framework of MCA it is possible develop the analysis further 

through the way a 'topic' of discussion can be seen to organise relevant categories 

in a similar way to a membership 'device'. For, in the way that the membership 

category device 'family' may have, as categories collected within that device, 

'mother', 'father', 'brother', 'sister' etc99, so a 'topic' may also have associated 

categories. Thus, membership categories may also be seen as 'parties to a topic', 

                                            
99Sacks (1964, 1995) 
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i.e., a topic occasioned collection. By this is meant, certain categories of people 

who would be relevant to a topic, who could be associated with that topic, may be 

oriented to by participants. This is not to stipulate which categories go with which 

topic or even that some categories are excluded a priori from particular topics. 

The relevance or non-relevance of categories to a topic is a local matter to be 

decided by the participants in situ. What this does suggest is that for a discussion 

concerning the topic of, say, planting rose bushes, if a member claims 

membership of a category such as ‘gardener’ then the relevance of that category 

to the topic may be made. Furthermore, as a member of the category gardener it 

may then give import to what that person has to say about the topic of ‘rose bush 

planting’ over those without such a category available to them. In that, those who 

do not have such a category available to them may treat the comments on rose 

bushes given by the category gardener as more knowledgeable about the topic 

than themselves.  

 

This, however, is not simply a matter of some categories being included and 

others not, but includes a working knowledge of degrees of association between 

category and topic. For members, some categories may be seen as more closely 

associated with the topic then others, and that members may claim for themselves 

membership of a category that is associated with the categories closely associated 

with the topic. That is, although they themselves are not a member of a closely 

related topic category, they claim topic relevance through knowing someone who 

is. Thus, topics may have central category members but may also have peripheral 

categories that are adjacent to categories that are close topic relevant category(s), 

e.g., ‘my friend, who is homosexual’.  

 

It is possible, then, to conceptualise with any particular topic the idea of a centre 

to that topic that contains at least one category closely associated to that topic. 

Other categories can be seen as, or made, relevant to the topic in varying degrees. 

For example, within the topic of homosexuality a category relevant to that topic 

would be ‘homosexual’, the category ‘gardener’ however does not immediately 

‘fit’ with the topic, though this is not say that it could not be made to in some way 

or circumstance. The point being that, although a topic has relevant categories 

that may be common-sense, members may work to position their particular 

category as a member of the categories associated with the topic. That is, 

members can be seen to display common-sense knowledge of the workings of 

categorisation through claiming membership of a category, offered in such a way 

as to be topic relevant, but not a category intimately related to the topic. 
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Categories, then, can be seen as, or offered as, ‘intimately relevant’ and ‘non-

intimately relevant’ to any particular topic. Furthermore, ‘intimate and non-

intimate’ topic category claims have implications for the type of topic knowledge 

that is produced. In that, types of knowledge can be predicated to categories in 

relation to a topic and may exhibit this relationship in terms of knowledge about, 

or experience of, a topic.100  

 

5. Experience of the topic 

By claiming membership of a relevant category for a topic a person may be heard 

as claiming for themselves informed knowledge of that topic based on experience 

of the topic from that category. If the categorisation is accepted101 by the 

participants then the participants may not only treat the opinion as informed but 

also that the information is accurate and correct. For example, in the transcript 

below the caller locates herself as a category relevant to the topic through her 

experience of the topic. 

 

NR[JA:10:95(2)]  

01N:  Kathleen Strange from Tunbridge Wells in in Kent do you  

02    have any direct experience of this?  

03P:  I was in the prison service for(.) over ten years .hhh and  

04    I had a great respect for the staff and .hhh the way the  

 

The topic of this particular programme is concerned with the state of prison 

security in the UK, prompted by a number of escapes from various prisons but 

especially an escape from Parkhurst Maximum Security Prison on the Isle of 

Wight. The caller, upon being asked whether she has direct experience of the 

topic, offers a category membership ‘prison officer’. Her category membership 

can be heard to imply experience, indeed being offered as an answer to the 

question about her experience.  By offering this category she is claiming for 

herself a position of central importance to the topic discussion, and that from this 

category incumbency her contribution is informed by her experience of the topic. 

The opinion she then gives can be assumed to be based on her experience as a 

prison officer, as such, can be treated as directly relevant information. Similarly 

                                            
100Although a similar distinction is made by Schutz (1976) this is not to suggest a 
decontextualised notion of knowledge in terms of ‘knowledge that’ and ‘knowledge how’ found 
in anthropology (Watson and Wienberg (1982). Here, the distinction between knowledge about 
and experience of is a demonstrable members orientation predicated to relevant categories for a 
topic.   
101As discussed below it is not always the case that a category offered as in some way topic 
relevant is accepted as such by participants 



 104 

in the next instance the caller, when invited to speak, claims direct involvement 

with the topic  

 

NR[NO:28:95(3)]  

01N:  I've got a caller from the West Country doesn't want to give  

02    her real name calling herself ur Mary Smith (.) Mary what  

03    aspect are you concerned with  

04M:  .hh well actually just listening to the last gentleman I I  

05    originally rang to say that I (.) well sorry um: I gave  

06    evidence in the West trial I was called as a defence witness  

07    and actually I was ur attacked by Fred West over twenty  

08    years ago () yeh  

 

Here, the host remarks on the anomaly of the caller’s name not being her real 

name before then giving her the floor102. The caller begins her turn by referencing 

the previous caller and then moves to locate herself as directly involved in the 

topic of the programme. This is done by saying that not only did she give 

evidence at the trial of Rosie West, but also in what capacity she gave evidence. 

The caller’s category claim is reinforced by not wanting to give her name. In 

producing this category the caller claims for herself the category of 'official 

victim' as her evidence was deemed important enough to be given in a court of 

law, but which also gives credence to her opinions because she has direct 

experience of the topic. Thus, the caller categorises herself into a direct 

relationship with the topic and in so doing can be heard as having experience of 

the topic. Not being able to claim a category with direct experience of the topic 

does not, however, prohibit topic knowledge claims through category work. 

 

6. Knowledge about  the topic 

A way of claiming a relevant category for a topic without claiming experience of 

the topic can be done through category work that claims 'knowledge about' the 

topic, for example:  

 

NR[FE:15:94(4)*]  

01N:   Naomi Lonfordwood from Wincham in Surrey  

                                            
102That the caller does not want to give her name, instead using a pseudonym, is noted by the 
presenter, though if the listeners were not informed of this it would make little difference. The 
point being that the host has made this anomaly available and by doing so makes her reluctance to 
give her ‘real name’ a topically tied introduction. The reason she does not want to give her name 
is somehow relevant to the topic, though the exact nature of topic relationship is yet to be 
revealed. 
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02Na:  um I’ve got a number of gay friends..I’ve I’ve()in  

03     theatre in the literary world. I’ve got a number of gay  

04     friends and as far as I can see they  

 

Here, the category the caller offers is selected from her personal friendship 

network in that she has friends who are gay. She does not claim that she herself is 

gay, but that the connection with the topic is through her social network, she 

knows people who are gay. This is contexted within the theatre world thereby 

reinforcing her claim through common-sense knowledge of this 'world' as 

containing many people who are gay. Thus, a reasonable inference is available, 

that if she knows lots of people in the literary and theatre world then she would 

also know people who are gay. The category 'gay friends' and the context 'theatre 

and literary world', when selected together, go to position herself as someone 

aware of this issue and someone who would have knowledge about it. That she 

has 'gay' friends but does not include herself in the category ‘gay’ leads her claim 

to a position of ‘knowledge about' the experiences of being gay but does not claim 

'experience of'‘ being gay for herself. The opinion is offered from knowledge 

drawn from her gay friends’, not as a gay person. The category, then, is one that is 

close to the topic but not a member of the more closely relevant topic category 

that she identifies as 'gay'.  

 

Her category claim to topical relevance, however, rests not only upon her friends’ 

experience and the 'world' of being gay, but also, by not including herself within 

the category ‘gay’ her experience is from a 'straight' perspective. In the device of 

gay/straight she is one category, straight, but in a position to offer informed 

comment on the other category, her gay friends - that is, she is in a position to see 

both sides of the topic. Thus, in offering this category she is claiming a position 

close to the direct topic category - homosexuals - from which she able to claim 

relevant knowledge about the topic and experiences of topic relevant category, 

but of which she is not a member.  

 

The selection of a ‘personal’ category is one way of claiming 'knowledge about' a 

topic. In the next example the caller draws upon a professional category in order 

to claim such a position.103  

 

NR[NO:28:95(1)]104  
                                            

103Here the focus is on the way callers locate themselves in respect to the topic. The issue of 
callers occupying a professional category is explored further in Chapter Seven. 
104See also Chapter 10, p194. 
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01N:  Graham Beld from from London  

02    (.)  

03G:  .hhh  

04N:  do you have thoughts on cheque book journalism  

05G:  yes I I actually spent most of the last few weeks covering  

06    the ur Rosemary West trial at Winchester [uh]  

07N:                                                                      [as] a reporter  

08G:  as a reporter indeed a television reporter .hhh um and  

 

Here, the issue under discussion is ‘cheque book journalism’, paying large sums 

of money for sensational stories, touched of by the West trial. This practice has 

been roundly condemned by callers during the programme and included in this 

has been a general attack on journalism per se. Journalists, then, are not flavour of 

the day. The next caller, however, turns out to be a journalist. A category he uses, 

however, to claim both a relevance to and a distance from the topic of 

controversy.  

 

In his first turn the caller claims to have ‘covered’ the trial. Using the ‘hearers 

maxim’ the host then offers a possible category membership for the caller, 

drawing from the predicate of ‘covered’. The category ‘journalist’ is then 

confirmed by the caller. In terms of such category membership and his recent 

action of covering the trial the caller is in a relevant position to know about 

aspects of journalism, cheque book journalism included. However, he then, at line 

8, goes on to qualify his membership by referring to himself as a ‘television 

journalist’, thereby treating the category of journalists offered by the host as a 

device with types of journalist as categories. This highlights a branching texture 

of category work, whereby the category offered by the host is treated as a device 

within which types of the category ‘journalist’ are included. In terms of the 

device, the caller is one type of journalist who is not involved in cheque book 

journalism. Hearably, then, there is ‘ranking’ being done through the clarification 

of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ journalists. Thus, he is able to use his membership of one 

category, ‘good’ journalist, to affiliate with the attack on ‘cheque book 

journalism’, this being predicated to newspaper (bad) journalism.  

 

In this extract, then, the caller professes knowledge about the topic of journalism 

without experience of the specific topic of 'cheque book journalism'. He was in 

the right place to observe with the right category membership but was not himself 

involved in this activity. Whereas in the first extract the caller attempts to claim 
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as close as possible a category relation to the topic - homosexuality - though she 

is not ‘gay’, the caller in this second extract distances himself from the central 

category under discussion. Thus, both these callers, through the deployment of 

topic relevant categories, claim knowledge about the topic without claiming 

experience of the topic. They do so by selecting categories that position them 

close to, but not as members of categories that are the topic of discussion. This, 

however, is not to say that having ‘experience of’ and ‘knowledge about’ are 

mutually exclusive knowledge positions as, can be seen in the next section, it is 

possible to claim to occupy both these positions. 

 

7. Claiming experience of and knowledge about the topic 

In the next example a combination of both personal and professional identities is 

used. The caller claims to have both knowledge and experience with respect to the 

topic. He positions himself in terms of having direct experience of the topic and 

also in terms of having knowledge about the topic at hand.  

 

NR[FE:15:94(9)]  

01N:  Michael Mason from London what do you make of this  

02M:  um..well Sir Ian has touched on the point I wanted to  

03    make..I..I've been a gay journalist for twenty one years  

04    or more on Gay News and now more recently on Capital  

05    Gay..um..so I've seen the act in operation  

 

The use of the membership category ‘gay journalist’ allows the caller to claim a 

position of knowledge about and experience of the topic of homosexuality - that 

is, both his professional occupation and his personal life are related to the topic. 

His  ‘seeing the act in operation’ is then located in experience of the 

(Parliamentary) Act through being homosexual, and also knowledge about the Act 

through his membership of the category ‘journalist’. Predicated to professional 

journalist working in the ‘gay’ media are observation and commentary upon these 

issues. Thus, through this professional category membership he can be seen to 

position his claims to topical relevance through his dual category membership, in 

that, it is not merely personal it’s also professional. Furthermore, his category 

membership of journalist is placed within a time frame in that he works for the 

'gay' media now and has done so for quite a while. Thus, not only does he have 

personal experience of and knowledge about the topic, a further predicate is 

having long term experience. 
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Accordingly, then, in the analysis above there is evidence of members’ awareness 

of, and orientation to, degrees of association with the topic of discussion. Callers 

can be seen to align or position their own category membership around, and in 

relation to, the topic. Some claim, if not a direct relationship, a relationship that is 

heard as in proximity to the categories under discussion. That is, callers display 

an awareness of the differing degrees of association categories may hold to the 

central topic categories - where such degrees of association range from close to 

distant. In turn these categorial relations afford and/or exhibit certain kinds of talk 

about the topic.   

 

8. Relating categories to topic 

Being identified or identifying oneself as a member of the categories close to the 

centre of the topic/device may afford certain claims to be made in relation to the 

topic. In particular, ‘authoritative’ callers - those ‘close’ to the category under 

discussion - may not be challenged on the accuracy of the point they are making 

by someone who cannot claim such topic relevant category membership. 

Claiming central membership, however, may involve being held as representative 

of that opinion, as an opinion predicated to a member of the category that is 

being discussed. If this is claimed, the caller may be questioned about aspects of 

their experience that may then be taken as representative of such category 

knowledge, and used as such in subsequent calls. It may be important, then, for 

the caller to establish just what sort of relationship their category is to a topic in 

respect to the treatment that that category may be afforded by the host. 

 

8.1. Positioning a category as topic relevant 

Callers may display an awareness of the possible rights of claiming membership 

of category closely related to the topic - such as being seen as authoritative - by 

attempting to establish their category into a relationship with categories close to 

the topic. In the next extract the caller attempts to manoeuvre her category into a 

position of topical relevance, in respect to such a topic relevant category offered 

by the host.  

 

NR[FE:15:94(8)]  

01N:  there's a doctor on the line..I don't know if it's a  

02    medical doctor..Doctor Elizabeth Duncan from Peebles..are  

03    you a medical doctor  

04E:  yes  

05N:  are you you..er I take it your not a specialist in Aids..  
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06    [by any] chance are you  

07E:  [ no   ]                            no I'm not a specialist in Aids  

08    but I've been researching sexually transmitted diseases  

09    which..is a very much wider aspect then just Aids..which  

10    is a specific S T D  

11N:  uh um  

 

Here, the caller begins to position herself in relation to the topic by 

acknowledging her membership of the category ‘medical doctor’. The host then 

asks whether she is a specialist in Aids, which can be heard as a topic relevant 

category in respect to the programme topic of homosexuality. In response to the 

host’s question the caller offers that she is not a member of such a category, but 

that her category membership is one of ‘specialist in sexually transmitted 

diseases’, which includes knowledge of Aids, which is a category of the device 

‘sexually transmitted diseases’. The caller, then, after admitting to not being a 

‘specialist’ in Aids offers an alternative that is hearably relevant to the topic, 

namely, she is an expert on sexually transmitted diseases. Thus, although not in a 

position to accept the category offered by the host - a category close to the topic - 

she nonetheless argues that her category membership entitles her to be heard to as 

an authority on the topic.  

 

8.2. Disclaiming membership of a directly relevant category 

In the next example the caller attempts to disassociate the knowledge he has from 

the category knowledge the host predicates to the category he is a member of. A 

category he has claimed membership of and one with actual involvement in the 

topic. 

 

NR[NO:28:95(5)]  

01N:  Mike Ruby from from Gloucester () calling from Gloucester  

02    have you been involved in this in any way  

03    (1.0)  

04M:  I beg your pardon=  

05N:  =have you been involved in this [((affair))]  

06M:                               [  oh  I   ] did have  

07    a slight involvement I'm (.) when I was ur a police  

08    officer but way back in the seventies with a case where um  

09    () a young lady was abducted and then escaped which did  

10    figure in the case and ur I had a little bit of evidence (.)  
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11    as the scenes of crime officer at the time  

 

(2)  

25N:  I mean it really is palpably better in your view now=  

26M:  =well I'm I'm () I would say that I've been out of the job  

27    for four years so um over four years so () ur I'm not quite  

28    ur up to date but my impression is that um () with some 

 

(3)  

38M:  =but I must ur must emphasise that I had a fairly humble  

39    role and um I'm a bit out of touch but this is my general  

40    impression [   ((inaudible))     ]  

41N:                     [sure but ur the ur] the the the im impression  

42    of a of a () police officer ur soco scenes of crimes officer  

43    actually quite significant ur and ur your saying that if one  

 

(4)  

63    this probably the influence of this would extend would have  

64    extended over several years but this is just an opinion a  

65    humble [opinion]  

66N:               [ sure ] Bob Peterson  

 

The caller on being asked if he is involved105 with the topic (line 02), is he a 

member of a category that is related to the topic, produces a category that does 

indeed place him in a possibly close relationship to the topic, ‘Scenes of Crimes 

Officer in Gloucester’. This possibility of close association is, however, 

immediately downgraded by the caller who indicates his association is a minor, 

almost insignificant, one.  

 

In the next section of transcript (extract 2, line 26) the caller again avoids being 

held as a representative for category knowledge by explicitly denying his 

relevance to the practices the host is questioning him about - he is not up to date 

as he is no longer a member of the Gloucester police force. This is emphasised 

again by the caller in extract 3 (line 38) when stating that his role was a 'humble 

one' and that he is 'out of touch’; he is prepared only to offer his impressions of 

the practices and procedures as impressions, and not to be taken for how it 

                                            
105We do not know whether such category information has been made available to the host before 
the caller comes on air, though this is of little importance as it is what happens on air that the 
listener hears. 
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actually is. That is, he draws a distinction between one who has impressions and 

one who really knows. For, although he was a member of the category ‘police 

officer’ at the time of the offences, moreover one directly involved in an aspect of 

the case, the opinions he is offering should not be taken as coming from someone 

with current experience of the topic. Such modesty is questioned by the host who 

states that as a scenes of crimes officer the caller does indeed occupy a 

'significant' category in relation to the topic. Thus, denials of this relevance can 

be challenged because, by dint of his occupation, the caller must have knowledge 

of, or indeed experience of, the practices and procedures operative at crime 

scenes.106 At the end of the call (extract 4), caller again reiterates that what he is 

talking about is just his ‘humble opinion’.  

 

In examining this call it is clear that the relation of caller to the topic is being 

continuously negotiated. The caller initially selects a category for himself that is 

hearably relevant to the topic at hand. The caller, then, attempts to claim not to be 

a member of the categories that are closely related to the topic, which he could 

have given his involvement in the case. This stance by the caller is sustained 

throughout the call, even when the host attempts to reformulate the caller’s 

topical relationship from one of peripherality to centrality. Such reformulation is 

attempted by referring to the caller's 'specialist' occupation. Had this been 

successful, the host would not only be able to ask the caller for his view of the 

practices and procedures, he may also have treated his opinions as accurate. The 

caller could have been treated as an authority on the topic rather than someone 

with a ‘mere’ opinion, albeit one derived from experience. Here, then,  the caller 

displays an awareness of the import of the category offered by the host by 

continually claiming his contribution is but an opinion and not to be taken as an 

accurate account of ‘how it is’.  

 

The callers in the last two sections can be seen to display an awareness of varying 

degrees of relationship with a topic of discussion. In the first transcript the caller 

displays this awareness by claiming that although not a specialist in this particular 

topic her category membership, nonetheless, is relevant to the topic. The caller in 

the second example, who is in a position to claim a relevant category 

membership, explicitly disavows such membership even when such membership 

is imputed by the host. In both cases the callers display an awareness of the 

peripheral and central dimensions of topic relevant category membership by 

positioning themselves in terms of a category that is closely related to the topic. 

                                            
106See Drew (1978), Watson (1978), Lynch and Bogen (1997). 
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The callers’ are, then, attempting to claim a position that is close to a member of a 

category closely related to the topic. However, callers may, in the course of the 

call offer a category that excludes them from membership in relation to a topic. 

 

8.3. Categorising oneself out of a topic relationship 

Here, the caller offers a category that he himself indicates excludes him from a 

close association from the topic.  

 

 

NR[JA:12:96(4)*]  

35N:  is it driven by hypocritical men or is it driven by  

36    emancipated women or both  

37J:  well I think that's a very difficult one because uh ur  

38    .hhh I-I think perhaps before the introduction of the  

39    pill it was certainly driven by by promiscuous men  

40   (.) hh. I hh. I no I feel perhaps I'm rather old  

41    fashioned hhh. .hhh um but I think that was the  

42    the the view th that men actually wanted t-to to  

43    marry virgins and I think th ur uh if this changed  

44   now you know I think perhaps I'm not qualified t- 

45    to speak but I think that that-that actually  

46    drives the debate a great deal  

 

The caller, on being asked to offer an opinion about the debate, moves to deny 

himself membership of a category in a position to do so. He does this by 

producing two category disclaimers that act to deny incumbency of a closely 

related category. For this caller this is ‘young person’ and, relatedly, ‘modern 

thinking’. The first disclaimer (line 40) indicates that the caller regards himself as 

not a relevant category in that he may think a certain way that may be at odds 

with 'modern thinking'. This is followed by an explicit disclaimer (line 44) 

whereby the caller states that he is ‘perhaps not qualified to speak' on this topic. 

This suggests the caller is aware of degrees of topic relevance which various 

categories hold, and that his category is very much on the ‘outside edges’ of such 

relevance. The opinions he offers are linked with the category 'older’ person, 

someone talking about how it was when he was young', not ‘old person 

suggesting he knows how it is now’. He has, then, 'opted out' of possibly being 

categorised as one with 'recent experience'. Instead, he claims membership of a 

category that can only claim past and possibly irrelevant experience. He therefore 
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indicates awareness of his category in relation to the topic, and of the possible 

import such a category claim may involve. The possible import of a category 

associated with the topic is further evidenced in the next example where the caller 

places himself in a topic relevant category only to realise a predicate of such 

membership. 

 

9. The predicates of place 

Here, the caller claims membership of one category in order to 'head off' potential 

inclusion into another category. In that, the topical knowledge the caller alludes to 

is from a type of place, he suggests he has been, in order to have witnessed the 

actions he describes. In suggesting this, he places himself in a position of close 

physical proximity (through witnessed actions in gay bars) to the category 

(homosexuals).  

 

NR[FE:15:94(1)] 

01N:  Ray Andrews from Thurrock in Essex do you think gays  

02    should uhh pushed of from their sexuality until they’re  

03    twenty one  

(1.0)  

04R:  well no..I would go further than that I mean I'm  

05    virtually sixty years of age and I can remember Uhh over  

06    those years I was appalled in fact when when they made  

07   it..when removed it from being illegal urhhhm you know  

08    its what’s hhehhehehehe[heheheh  ]  

09N:                  [why does it] worry you  

10R:  I was in I was in fact the person who said I believe in  

11    altering the age and as far as I was concerned it be  

12    altered to ninety providing they got the permission of  

13    both parents uh[that’s how strongly I feel about it]  

14N:                          [are you the leader of the conservative]  

15    group on your council...I'm trying to place=  

16R:  yes Thurrock borough counc[il ] is down in Essex here  

17N:                           [yup]  

18R:  and I'm the leader of the conservative group  

19N:  why does..why does homosexuality appal you soso much  

20R:  well think of it()use one's imagination you know you  

21    perhaps unwittingly go into a pub or bar and you find out  

22    err to your err that that it is habited by these people  
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23    and they’re appalling to watch...I'm I'm not a great..you  

24    know I'm I'm not a member of the Roman Catholic erh  

25    following but I I do admire the Pope's description of  

26    homosexuality in that it is an abomination its absolutely  

27    dreadful()it corrupts the young there's no doubt about  

28    it when I was a young man you didn't see these hoards of  

29    people like you see today()its really quite dreadful  

30    [and when you start talking]  

31N: [but I'm I'm not quite sure what] what you see when you  

32    go into these pubs or clubs what it is you see that  

33    appals you  

34R:  their general act it way[you see  ]                       

35N:                             [showing af]fection for one  

36    another  

37R:  uhhr yes the way they carry on [I mean   ]  

38N:                                    [but what what]do they  

39    carry on Ray...[what’s what’s so upsetting]  

40R:                           [well I don't mix with them,] I mean I  

41    would actually steer clear of them and this is perhaps  

42    one of the main reasons why I feel like I do that..you  

43    know..you never used to see this sort of thing when I was  

44    a [young man]  

 

The caller’s opinion rests upon his claim to have witnessed the actions he 

describes (homosexual activity) in a place107 where these actions are routinely 

engaged in (gay bars). To have ‘witnessed’ these activities, then, can be heard to 

suggest being in a ‘gay bar’. During the ensuing discussion, in which the host has 

been continually questioning the caller about his experience of the topic he is 

speaking upon, the caller eventually produces a disclaimer (line 40/41), that he 

has not been to one of the bars he is talking about. Until till this point the caller 

has claimed knowledge of the actions of homosexuals within gay clubs by 

suggesting he has seen the activities. To answer the question put by the host at 

line 31 would involve the caller confirming that he had been in a gay bar in order 

to be able to see or witness the actions he describes. The caller (line 39), however, 

offers a disclaimer - that he has not actually been to one of the clubs - thereby 

evading the implication of this line of questioning. The implication being a 

physical proximity to homosexuals. The import of not offering this disclaimer 

                                            
107‘Place’, as Sacks (1995 :751) suggests is a ‘great topic carrier’. 
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would leave intact the caller having been into a gay club and that he is talking 

from experience of these bars. Something this caller would sooner explicitly 

deny.  

 

10. Using non-membership as a resource to make topic claims 

In the above examples callers can be seen to variously claim membership of a 

category as having some form of topical relevance. Topical claims can, however, 

be made from a category membership that has no topic relevance, where the caller 

explicitly disavows membership of any category related to the topic. 

 

In this extract, the topic under discussion is prison escapes. A succession of 

callers have been positioning themselves in terms of category memberships 

closely related to the topic. The callers have categorised themselves as, 

'prisoners', 'prison officers' 'probation officers', 'ex prisoners', and a 'prison 

governor'. This collection of topically relevant categories has produced a fairly 

technical discussion drawing unsurprisingly on their close connection to, and 

expertise on, the topic at hand. The next caller, however, indicates explicitly that 

she is not a member of any category with involvement in the topic, or indeed, a 

category even remotely related to that topic. 

 

NR[JA:10:95(5)]  

01N:  Sarah Forsythe from Edinburgh what do you think  

02S:  yes good morning I'm I'm just an ordinary member of the  

03    public (.) and I've been listening to your programme and um  

04    I agree especially with i it was Mr Teasedale from um  

05    Newcastle who was on earlier um my point is that these  

 

By offering the category 'ordinary member of the public' the caller displays an 

assessment of the previous callers' relationship to the topic - that these are in a 

close topic relationship. She also can be heard to offer an assessment of the 

programme as having been dominated by such callers. The use of the category 

‘ordinary member’ implies that these categories may be too involved, too close, 

and that the opinions of 'ordinary people', i.e., those not directly related to the 

topic, are not being heard. This is a contrastive move that stands out in a 

programme that has developed into closer and closer specialist contributions, as 

the programme’s remit, which is often stated in the opening part of the 

programme, is the canvassing of the opinions of ‘anyone’ especially the 'ordinary 
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public'.108 Thus, by categorising herself as just an 'ordinary member of the public' 

she places herself outside  membership of any topically connected categories, but 

is able to be heard as claiming a position from which to be heard, and heard as a 

representative of ‘ordinary people’. As an 'ordinary member' she lays claim to 

'common-sense' knowledge and understanding available to anyone, and so is able 

to speak as 'any ordinary member' would. It is not then, that only certain people or 

categories can speak on a topic rather its that callers provide for how they do so. 

Thus, there are not devices for a topic in isolation from the local work of 

connecting membership categories to the topic 

 

The foregoing discussion, then, shows how callers can claim for themselves, or 

are positioned into, membership categories in such a way as to relate them to the 

topic of discussion. Callers may attempt to claim that they are in a position of 

proximity to the topic although not actually a member of a category closely 

related to the topic. Thus, they are close enough to observe and, through this topic 

category, are able to offer their opinion from this position as one informed from 

some connection to the topic. A further dimension of degrees of topic relevance is 

where a caller claims to be unconnected with the topic but offers a contribution 

from this position, not by being a member of any ‘topic categories’ but speaking 

as a common-sense member. These examples indicate that the callers are aware of 

and make use of degrees of relationship between categories and topic. They 

display this awareness through various category claims. Some indicate a close 

relevance to the topic, others peripheral relevance, and others that are completely 

outside the topic. The selection and deployment of categories used by members is, 

then, an articulation of a reflexive relationship between any topic and any 

category in terms of the relevance a category has to that particular topic, in situ. 

Thus, any category can be relevantly connected to any topic, as it is in the local 

production of such work where such relevance is oriented to by the participants. 

This is further evidenced through the category work by the callers in order to 

disclaim membership, demonstrating an awareness of the attributes membership 

of a topic relevant category may entail. A working knowledge between category, 

topic and opinion is, thus, apparent and used in order to claim as well as disclaim 

membership of categories associated with the particular topic, including those 

categories that have no topic relevance but which are seen to have import to the 

discussion. 

 

                                            
108See discussion in Chapter Four. 
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In the next section the analysis turns to examine some instances where the topic 

category of the caller becomes an issue to the host. The analysis explores some 

instances where categories are not produced voluntarily by the caller early on in 

their call and where the relationship between caller and topic becomes a matter to 

be resolved or sought out by the host.  

 

11. Inferring category membership 

In the analysis so far, topical categories have been for the most part supplied by 

callers voluntarily within their contribution, through self initiation or when asked 

to do so by the host. However, the working knowledge of categories forms a 

reflexive relationship in that it not only possible to offer a category that backs up 

some assertion, but that an assertion can be treated as standing in relation to a 

topic related category. By this it is meant that the opinion a caller gives may be 

treated as a category attribute of an, as yet, un-stated category. Thus, the opinion 

provides for an inference as to the category to which the caller belongs, and may 

provide the host with an opportunity to initiate a category search in order to place 

that caller in a relation to the topic. In examining instances where this category 

search occurs, we are afforded further exploration into the relationship between 

topic and category and the importance that this relationship holds for those 

involved. In that, the relationship between a category and topic hearably sought 

after by the host can make explicit the orientation by the host to find such a 

connection, and developing the call from this category/topic connection.  

 

As mentioned above, the category that is sought by the host from the caller is the 

type of category that the caller in previous instances volunteered, and in this sense 

not just any category will do. The category information sought out by the host 

must be heard as a 'relevant' category for the topic and point being made. The 

orientation by the host to elicit such a category from the caller is evident in a 

number of ways, for example, the host may explicitly ask the caller his or her 

experience of the topic. 

 

NR[JA:10:95(6)]109  

01N:  Anthony from Cheltenham what's your experience in this  

02A:  well um listening to the gentleman uh talking I don't have  

03    the advantage of his name actually because ur=  

04N:  =Peter Timms=  

05A:  =Peter Timms [right] a very interesting point a few moments  

                                            
109See also Chapter 7, p131. 
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06N:                     [ yes ]  

07A:  ago he said there were three classifications of society  

08    urh (.) those ur three categories ur mentioned inmates (.)  

09    the general public and the staff they're actually four (.) um  

10    the staff (.) have a clear divide between uniformed officers  

11    and governor grades and upwards .hhh and I think that these  

12    um a strong left wing element in the uniformed service  

13N:  left wing element?  

14A:  yes  

15N:  d' from what experience do you speak?  

16A:  u:m I've actually spoken to officers during my time  

17N:  oh you were a prisoner[or a prison officer] you were  

18A:                            [  yes prisoner     ]  

19N:  a prisoner=  

20A:  =yes indeed  

 

The opinion the caller offers (lines 07-12) is treated by the host as an opinion that 

a category in a close relation to the topic may be predicated with. In response to 

the caller’s distinctions of sections of the prison population, and the political 

leanings of the uniformed service, the host seeks to clarify this ascribed political 

attribute of prison officers. The clarification (line 13) takes the form of a repeat of 

the callers’ assertion with a question intonation, and is treated by the caller as 

questioning the accuracy of the hearing. After the caller has confirmed what he 

said previously (line 14) the host produces a question that directly asks for the 

callers possible experience of the topic (line 15). The answer to this question (line 

16) does not, however, contain a category, but it does contain a turn of phrase, a 

claim to have served his time. The use of this phrase is taken by the host as being 

an associated attribute of topic relevant categories, and thus places the caller as a 

possible member of one of these categories. The host then offers two topic 

relevant categories (line 17) which the caller may belong to, with the caller 

confirming membership, or former membership of one of the categories 

(prisoner). Thus, the host can be seen to embark upon a category search for the 

caller which first clarifies what the caller said, suggesting this opinion of prison 

officers as left wing is one he, the host, does not hold of prison officers, i.e., a 

category predicate disjuncture. This is then followed by an invitation for the caller 

to produce a topic category by which the assertion could be treated as an opinion, 

or an opinion derived from relevant category knowledge. 
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Here, then, the caller when making knowledge claims about the topic did not 

make explicit a category associated with such knowledge. This engendered a 

search by the host for a possible topic relevant category for the caller. The host, in 

embarking upon this search, can be seen to be eliciting category information from 

the caller as to whether the caller is a member of a category that is associated with 

the topic - and, furthermore, a category warranted in making the claim he does. 

Thus, the caller’s opinion is used to infer a possible category membership. 

 

An opinion offered by the caller and used as warrant for a category inference by 

the host is further evidenced in the next example. Here the caller seeks to place 

his category in relation to the topic in response to the category search by the host. 

 

NR[JA:10:95(4)]110  

26A:                           [I think the general op]inion is that  

27    things have got worse because there's no central direction from  

28    the government and policies change ur I was reminded a little  

29    bit to what I heard about prison governors having a lot of  

30    paperwork to do this seems to be a general problem with school  

31    teachers and uh doctors we're very money oriented and um the  

32    administrative load on a prison governor is such that he cannot  

33    maintain the intimate contact he needs with his prison staff=  

34N:  =yh you speak as though you've some authority on this have  

35    you served in the prison serv[ice]  

36A:                        [wel]l no but I taught ten years  

37    at Hendon police cadet school and I found it a very interesting  

38    institution I didn't just go and teach I tried to find out  

39    more about the institution I was working with=  

40N:  =yeh=  

41A:  so I do know a a bit about it what I think we would have to say  

42    would be this  

 

Here, it is some way into the call, during which the caller has offered numerous 

topical opinions, before the clarification manoeuvre by the host at line 34, ‘you 

speak as though you’ve some authority on this...’. In producing this question, the 

host can be heard to be taking his cue from the information the caller has so far 

offered in the call. The host’s talk, then, can be seen to be ‘touched off’ by the 

preceding discussion. The host posits that the opinions the caller has been 

                                            
110See also Chapter 8, p151, 168, and Chapter 10, p197. 
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offering may be informed from a category related to the topic. The construction 

of this question is similar to Sacks' (1967, 1995) discussion concerning the use of 

‘correction solicitors’, where, in order to find out some piece of information a 

‘guess’ can be made. If this guess is incorrect then the correct information may be 

offered in response. Thus, by the host offering membership of one category 

(prison service) makes relevant the production of the correct category by the 

caller (teacher at Hendon). Moreover, the category offered by the host, ‘prison 

service’, is not just any category but is one offered by the host as closely related 

to the topic. In response to the question, then, the caller produces a response in 

which, although not involved in the prison service or in fact anything to do with 

prisons, his experience of 'Hendon police cadet school' is claimed to be as 

relevant as any of these categories to the point he is making.111  

 

Here then, if in offering an opinion the caller does not in the process offer a topic 

related category, then the host may attempt to elicit from the caller such a 

category. The host's move to seek clarification may be prompted by the caller’s 

display of what is regarded as knowledge derived from experience of the topic. If 

the opinions offered by a caller suggest experience of the topic, then the host may 

seek to clarify the basis of the opinion by identifying ‘who’ the caller is in 

relation to the topic. Thus, the host may infer a relationship between caller and 

topic through a caller’s opinion. There is, then, a reflexive relationship between 

category and topic oriented to, not only by callers who self categorise, but also by 

the host who may attempt to topically categorise the caller if this has not been 

sufficiently addressed. This is not to say the host attempts at finding such a 

category are always successful, as the next example illustrates. 

 

12. When category information is not forthcoming 

For the most part, as the above discussion indicates, category information is 

offered by the caller if sought out by the host. The category information the caller 

gives is hearably relevant to the relevant topical category, i.e., not just any 

category. This deployment of categories that are hearably topic relevant is in most 

cases routinely negotiated, with slight if any disruption to the on-going business 

of the call. The host, as described earlier, may request of the caller category 

information pertinent to their opinion, when the content of their opinion suggests 

they are a category that has so far not been offered. With the participants 

establishing a relevant category, this may then inform and underpin the rest of the 

                                            
111This is a further instance, see above, of a caller attempting to negotiate their category into a 
position of relevance to the topic. 
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call. However, this routine ‘negotiation’ of category incumbency belies a complex 

relationship between caller and topic such that if this information is not made 

available, then the host may not then be able to develop the call further. The 

orientation to produce or offer a category by which to place the caller into is made 

explicit in the next example in which the caller evades attempts by the host to 

relate the opinion he has offered with a topic opinion category.  

 

NR[JA:25:94(1)] 

28J:  yes but the word gay gives a wrong colour altogether for  

29    the life I'm talking about ()that's the unfortunate part  

30N: you you..don't.you don't like homosexuality?  

31J:  (.) I didn't say that  

32N:  arh:: () well then why do you object to the use of this  

33    this=  

34J: =because I know fro personal experience the life of the  

35    homosexual is anything but flippant=  

36M: how..how do you know from personal experience  

37J:  how do I know() uh uhr that's a difficult question to  

38    answer  

39    (1.5)  

40N:  OK but uh you don't u:ur::ur dislike it then because its  

41    pejorative because its putting people down simply  

42    because  

43    you think uh it..it gives a wrong impression  

44J:  it gives a wrong impression and..attracts () young people  

45    who think it word gay oh come on lets have a go at this  

46    and they think it's a wonderful way of life believe me  

47    it is not  

48N:  (inwardly drawing of breath)  

49M:     [     du     ]  

50N:  [s..s..s tha]..thank you s..Sarah Smith from Haringey()  

51   [what]do you think of that [word gay]  

52S: [hello]                                   [I think ]  

 

The discussion of this example in Chapter Four, indicated that the first part of the 

call contains a lengthy discussion and description of various dictionary definitions 

of the word 'gay'. After this dictionary sequence the host attempts to move the call 

on by establishing a topic opinion category for the caller. The question by the host 
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(line 30) contains a clarification move seeking the caller’s opinion. This is carried 

out using a candidate offer of membership of a topic position, to which the caller 

may agree or disagree. 

 

The somewhat tentative question produced by the host (line 30) is responded to 

by the caller with an answer that denies the topic position offered by the host of 

‘anti-homosexual’. Rejecting this opinion by denying he ‘said such a thing’ the 

caller denies the attributed opinion but does not indicate alignment with any other 

opinion. The host, however, takes this answer by the caller to indicate a category 

of pro-homosexuality. This is evident from the next turn by the host (line 32) 

which is based upon an established topical position drawn from the caller's 

response in line 31. The caller, however, does then offer a topic category for 

himself (line 34) by suggesting he has personal experience of the topic and that is 

how he is able to offer such knowledge.   

 

In response to the suggestion of personal experience of the topic the guest asks 

the caller for an explicit category for the topic that would sufficiently place him 

as someone with the knowledge he has offered. The caller does not, however, take 

the opportunity to elaborate upon his relationship with the topic, in that he does 

not produce a topical category for his stated experience when asked to do so. 

Thus, where the caller has offered predicates of topic relevant category, ‘personal 

experience’, the response by the guest is to enquire about the category that would 

be predicated with such experience, ‘how do you know from personal experience’. 

However, the caller’s reluctance to explicitly state (line 37-38) a topic relevant 

category leaves the topic category of the caller still not established. The 

unsuccessful elicitation of a topic relevant category is, then, compounded as the 

host has devoted some time attempting to obtain this information. With this 

information still not established, the host then sums up the caller's argument and 

moves to close the call. Thus, in failing to establish a topic relevant category the 

call seems to get bogged down with no development available. 

 

This example highlights the orientation to, at least, a topic opinion category 

(either for or against) and further indicates the implications this routine action 

glosses if such a category cannot be established; if this sought after category 

information is not forthcoming, then the host may not be able to engage further 

with the caller's argument. In this instance the caller’s evasion of the host’s 

attempt to place him into a topical position becomes an extended turn sequence 

whereby finding the topical position of the caller becomes the topic of the call. 
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Thus, what is routinely carried out in other calls within a short turn sequence 

becomes extended and indeed remains inconclusive, as the category search that 

the host initiated is not resolved. The basic premise for generating debate, an 

available relationship between caller and topic is not available.  

 

13. Summary 

Evident in the above discussion is the way callers’ in situ interactional work 

involves a reflexive orientation to aspects of one's personal biography in relation 

to a given topic - and how this relationship mutually elaborates any topic claims 

made. Using membership categorisation analysis, it has been possible to explore 

this relationship between category and topic in a similar way to the organisation 

of category and device. For, just as a membership category device may have 

common-sense categories that are associated with that device, then topics also 

may have categories associated with that topic. The selection of categories by 

callers in situ reveals this orientation to the topic/device through the categories 

they claim membership of. Thus, by offering categories as related to the topic, 

callers are revealing a common-sense working practice of association between a 

topic and those categories related to it. The various ways this may be carried out, 

by claiming a direct relationship, close relationship, or distant relationship, 

exhibits not only an orientation to categories more or less associated with the 

topic, but also the rights and obligations attributable to various categories.  

 

The claims by callers to membership of various categories associated with 

categories close to the topic reveals the way the indexical nature of categories and 

devices work in any local situation. Callers display an orientation to categories 

regarded as close to the topic, from which they work to position their category in 

relation to, in order to claim membership of the topical device. This metamorphic 

quality of topics, and categories related to those topics, can of course never be 

stipulated in advance yet members are able to negotiate this complexity without 

difficulty. Furthermore, the common-sense working of members’ orientation to 

and between topic and categories evidences knowledge of the predicates of 

categories in relation to the topic. This is evident through topic claims being 

regarded as indicators of possible topic relevant category incumbency.  

 

For the most part, the topical claims made by the caller and the category they 

claim membership of is unproblematic, in that the opinions are seen as derived 

from their category membership, and fit with what someone of that category may 

think about that topic. They are, then, unremarkable. This relationship between 
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topic, category, and opinion is explored further in the next chapter where the 

focus moves to the predicates attributable to a category, once the category is 

offered. This moves the analysis from the deployment of topic categories to the 

use that those categories may be put to during the call.  
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7 

 

The reflexive organisation of predicate, opinion and topic 

 

 

1. Introduction 

This chapter seeks to examine further the relationship between predicate, topic 

and opinion as a mutually elaborative and multi-faceted relationship relied upon 

and used by members in situ. To do this a further dimension of category 

predicates (Sacks 1974, 1995) is explored. This being the relations between topic 

relevant categories and attributable assumptions mapped onto those categories. It 

is argued that this relationship, where apparent, can be seen to exhibit a ‘reflexive 

relevance’ between category and topic. This becomes evident in and through the 

ways in which members display an orientation to, and assumption about, what the 

incumbent of a category may be expected to think about a given topic. It is 

suggested also that this assumption can be seen to exhibit members use of the 

‘documentary method of interpretation’, in so far as topic relevant categories may 

be treated as documenting topic opinion predicates and, reflexively, where topic 

opinions document topic categories. The concern, then, is with some of the ways 

in which predicates are used by the participants in order to achieve various 

conversational actions.  

 

2. The reflexive relevance of category and opinion 

The documentary method of interpretation (Garfinkel 1967 [1992]) involves 

everyday assumptions relied upon but not explicitly articulated by members in 

their everyday business. The complexity and detail are glossed over ‘for all 

practical purposes’ in that there is no need, or no time, to produce overly detailed 

descriptions of events or scenes. Furthermore, the action of glossing relies upon 

an assumption that the person being addressed may be expected to know what is 

being described/referred to without a detailed description of everything that 

occurred. For example, the question 'how did you get here' answered with 'I came 

on the bus' assumes a vast amount of information not provided in the answer. This 

answer may, however, be a sufficient one for the question, for all practical 

purposes. Of course, if the answerer was to take the question literally then an 

extremely detailed description could be produced including such things as getting 

out of bed, leaving the front door, turning right, walking thirteen paces then 

turning left into ‘Brook Street’, etc. Not only is this possibly tedious but also 
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unnecessary, for the answer 'I came on the bus' glosses all other information and 

presents the action as uneventful and not unusual. It is ‘documentary’ as the 

information provided documents, or points to, other known-in-common aspects 

that are assumed to be known to the parties and unless questioned may be taken 

for granted by them.112 

 

The idea of a documentary method can also be seen to relate to the notion of 

category predicates (Sacks 1974 1995) and the way these may be mapped on to 

categories in situ. Incumbents of categories, once available, may be assumed to 

possess certain characteristics or predicates that are associated with that category. 

For example, the predicates of a police officer could be to wear a uniform, uphold 

the law, direct traffic, etc. Furthermore, as Drew (1978), Lynch (1996) Lynch and 

Bogen (1989, 1991), and Watson (1978) have suggested, a category may also 

imply certain responsibilities and/or knowledge. This suggests that assumptions 

may be imputed to a category, in that, because a person belong to 'this category' 

then they should know 'this information'. That is, a predicate of the category is 

knowledge of certain information, and indeed to attempt to claim not to know this 

information may be heard to be incongruous with their category membership. If 

such an incongruity occurs then the question may be asked, ‘why  are they not in 

possession of this particular knowledge.’ In this sense certain knowledge may be 

‘category bound’, tied to a category, and assumed to be possessed by a member of 

that category.  

 

Category ‘bound’ knowledge and other predicates can be seen as forming a 

reflexive relationship with categories, whereby one may be inferred from the 

other. A display of knowledge may make relevant a category that knowledge may 

be associated with, whilst, conversely, a category may have certain knowledge 

assumed of it without that knowledge necessarily being articulated. Thus, certain 

                                            
112Members’ use of the documentary method is further explored by Bogen (1994) in his 
discussion of the documenting of objects. Seeing someone driving an expensive car may indicate 
that they have a well paid job and are comfortably well off. The same car driven by a young man 
may document that his parents are rich or that he has stolen the car. Further, seeing a car which is 
familiar being driven or parked may be used to document the occupant of the car, the one who 
normally drives it is associated with the car whereby a wave at the car is a wave at the person. An 
object or action may then document other aspects which may be acted upon by members on the 
assumed relationship between an object and the parties to that object. Furthermore, the absence of 
an object can also be 'documentary' when for example a person’s car is not in their drive this may 
indicate that the person has gone out. An empty mug on someone’s desk documents a drink being 
consumed previously. This then builds upon Garfinkel's work by exploring the use of objects as 
documents of action and type of person involved in that action. Through this then not only do 
people interact through the documentary method but the physical world may also be encountered 
through this method.  
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knowledge may be seen as a common-sense taken for granted predicate of that 

category. It is not only then that speakers may claim a membership category to be 

seen as knowledgeable about a topic but that also the available category may be 

used as a resource from which to assume knowledge. This reflexive relationship 

can be explored through examples whereby a ‘category fit’ is made apparent 

between a claimed category and a topical opinion or position.  

 

2.1. Category fit: categories documenting attitudes, attitudes documenting 

categories 

After being introduced by the host a caller may volunteer a membership category, 

as relevant to the topic and their forthcoming point. For example: 

 

AA[JA:22:94(2)]  

01:N:  Lets speak to Michael Hardy from Camden South London  

02:M:  yeh good afternoon (.) my advice to any mother who finds  

03:   her son (0.3) urhmm who suddenly finds out her son is gay  

04: is to stand by him and help him. Because when I was young  

05: () long before the ((new abbsy)) bill in the late err in  

06: the sixties () I fell in love with a guy and his parents  

07: found out and had him certified into hospital  

 

NR[FE:15:94(2)]  

01:N:  Arthur Smith from..from Shrewsbury in in Shropshire  

02:A:  hello  

03:N:  hello what's your perspective ((on this))  

04:A:  well I'm a parent..and a parent of both a boy and a girl..  

05:   urh they're both now well past the age of consent..in fact  

06:   ur..you know..they're well on but the ..I have had ()  

07: tremendous worries and concerns when and () knowing I  

08: have a gay son..that he could be criminalised and put in  

09: jail() at that time..for something which the girl could  

10:   not...  

 

In each of the above transcripts the caller, in their first turn at topic talk, indicates 

membership of a topic category before then giving their opinion upon the topic. 

This topic and category work displays a reflexive relationship with respect to 

'who' they are in relation to the topic. That is, the topic relevant category and topic 

opinion category form a fit, in that it is not surprising that a caller who is ‘gay’ 
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would be worried about adverse treatment of gays, or that a ‘parent of a gay 

sibling’ would be concerned about them. In this sense the relationship between 

topic category and topic opinion is unremarkable as the stances they take towards 

the topic are common-sense predicates associated with those categories, i.e., the 

opinions ‘appear on cue’.113 The categories claimed by the callers’ above are 

personal categories, in that they are speaking from their own world view. 

Nevertheless, an alignment may be apparent between a topic opinion and an 

‘organisation’114 as in this instance.  

 

NR[FE:15:94(6)]  

01N:  Brenda Davies from Manchester..wha do you think  

02B:  ..um..Brenda Noakes from Manchester  

03N:  I beg your pardon  

04B:  I'm speaking on behalf of members of flag..we're family  

05   and friends of lesbian and gays ((yapping dog)) ..um..  

06   parents of lesbians and gays and we want justice and  

07   equality  

 

Here the caller aligns her topic opinion with reference to an organisation 

(F.L.A.G.) which she belongs to, and is speaking, at this time, on behalf of. It is 

membership of a category that references other members who share similar 

feelings on the topic, i.e., the device ‘FLAG’, containing categories, members of 

the organisation, with similar, opinions and experiences.115 This type of 

alignment is, again, unremarkable as it is not surprising that a member of the 

organisation F.L.A.G. would be in favour of the lowering the age of consent for 

homosexuals. Indeed it is a membership predicate for that organisation. A 

predicated relationship between category and topic opinion is, however, not 

always made early on in the call but may become apparent as the call progresses, 

as in the next example. 

 

2. 2. Retrospective alignment of opinion, category  and predicate 

In the next example the relationship between the caller’s opinion and her 

membership category is initially unclear. However, as the call progresses the 

caller claims membership of a category that can, in retrospect, be mapped onto 

                                            
113See Hester and Fitzgerald (1999: 106) 
114The use of institutional categories and opinions is explored in detail in Chapter Eight. The 
point here is that an opinion is not necessarily individual. 
115The way an opinion may be used as the organisation for a membership device, with the 
categories in the device having the same opinion on a topic is explored below. 
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her opinion. This retrospective alignment between opinion and category can then 

be heard to account for the opinions she has already given.  

 

 

NR[FE:15:94(3)]  

01N:  Frances Smith from from Birmingham what do you think  

02F:  urrr..I.feel that the age of consent should stay at  

03    twenty one()I believe that society is going to send a  

04    message to young people..that..um..gay sex is OK  

05    and..uh..I just don't agree..I think it's unnatural..I  

06    think with the fear of Aids..it's very frightening..  

07    that..our young men can go out and and..and..and..will  

08    not be so much worrying whether the girls can become  

09    pregnant as to whether our (.)sons are going to catch  

10    Aids  

11N: can I disassociate..try and disassociate the two issues  

12    here and lets talk about them separately. One is the  

13    public health ()one [and one] is the one of excluding  

14F:                          [  yes  ]    

15N:  that..of of ethics and whether..ur..[um((inaudible))]  

16F:                                                     [I’ m..well..I’ m a]  

17    Christian and I do believe it is against the Christian  

18    ethics I believe St Paul spoke quite strongly against  

19    homosexuality  

 

In discussing this extract previously it was shown how the caller, after being 

introduced, begins to offer her opinion upon the topic of homosexuality. The 

caller suggests that there is a concern for the well being of young people who may 

get involved in this type of activity. In the course of this utterance the caller 

makes no category claim in relation to the topic except that she has a fear of Aids 

infecting young people. Although no category has been offered directly by the 

caller, there is an audible anxiety about children's vulnerability. This can be 

inferred from the use of the terms 'our young men' and 'our sons', category 

memberships which suggest in turn116 that the caller could be speaking as a 

concerned ‘parent’. This initial and tentative category assumption becomes 

clarified as the call continues. When the host attempts to narrow the debate the 

                                            
116Suggested through a standardised relational pair organisation (Sacks 1974) 
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caller claims membership of the category ‘religious person’, 16F: ‘I’m...I’m a 

Christian and I do believe [it] is against Christian ethics...’. 

 

The category membership now claimed by the caller locates her contribution in 

terms of the device of ‘religion’. As a Christian her particular opinion is now 

understandable. This renders her initial contribution retrospectively clarified in 

terms of the new category information. That is, the claim to membership of the 

category Christian retrospectively ‘documents’ her foregoing contribution in 

relation to that category. Her contribution can now be seen in the light of this 

newly available category and associated predicates of the category. This 

retrospective documenting of category is discussed by Watson (1995a: 122) when 

he points out that:  

 
[O]n occasion a subsequent documentary evidence may be particularly 
gestalt-implicative where, for instance, that evidence may retrospectively 
clarify or reinforce what was so far indefiniteness or equivocality in a 
given pattern imputation. Indeed, imputed patterns may be left equivocal 
so that an evidence appearing at some subsequent instant may give it some 
definiteness of sense: part of the lay society-members' employment of the 
documentary method involves their maintenance of such a prospective 
orientation. There is, then, what Aaron V. Cicourel has perspicuously 
termed a 'retrospective-prospective sense of occurrence' in the use of the 
documentary method. 

 

In this sense, then, 'religion' can now be heard to account for her views. Once 

identified as a member of the category 'religious person' the views she expresses 

upon the topic can be heard as ones that that category would be expected to offer. 

With this apparent common sense connection, there is no need to look further for 

an explanation of why the caller offers such an opinion as this is a taken for 

granted predicate of her membership category. This relationship can be seen to 

work in a similar way to Sacks’ notion of the ‘hearers maxim’, that if you hear 

two categories which ‘go together’ then hear them that way. For, if an opinion can 

be heard as coming from a category that could be assumed to hold such an 

opinion, then assume that is the likely explanation for their opinion - that is, the 

caller’s opinion can be heard as related to her membership category ‘religious 

person’. The caller's category as 'religious person' and her opinion against 

homosexuality is then congruous, they are views or predicates associated with 

'that type of person' and therefore she can be the heard as 'speaking on behalf of', 

or offering a view born from her adherence to her religious teaching. Her personal 

identity, in terms of 'Frances Smith' talking about homosexuality, is extended to 
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one of her positioned category, of 'Frances Smith religious person', talking about 

homosexuality. 

 

Although in the examples above the connection between category and opinion is 

made available, this is not always the case. The routinely available and taken for 

granted work of documenting categories and their predicates belies the 

importance of this connection in this programme, where the host orients to callers 

on the basis of their category membership and the opinion they offer. This 

orientation is often used to develop the discussion during the call. The importance 

of this relationship can be explored further through instances where the host 

attempts to establish such a relationship when one is not clear. 

 

3. Using predicates in a category search 

In the last example the caller does in the course of the call give a topic category 

that can be heard to account for her opinions. However, as indicated earlier, a 

congruous connection between category and opinion is not always as apparent. In 

re-examining the next example the host can be heard to make assumptions about 

the caller’s membership category from the opinion the caller gives on the topic.  

 

NR[JA:25:94(1)]  

01N:  John Smith from Staffordshire do you agree with that  

02J:  (0.3) ur () well huh..huh () in a way yes but I've got my  

03    own point to make if [you don't mind] I'll be very brief  

04N:                         [yeh go on fire away]  

05J:  ()um please hear me out (1.0) uh I've read the uh popular  

06    use of the word gay (0.3) this gives a completely erroneous  

07    picture of the life of the homosexual (1.0) gay according  

08    to the O E D means () attractive ()light-hearted () and  

09    flippant () which results in some people being attractive  

10    to a way of life which () in fact () is deadly serious ()  

11    full of problems () and extremely lonely as witness your  

12    recent caller from Orpington=  

13N:  well look I'm I'm always sceptical when people start  

14    quoting uhm dictionaries for a start there are many  

15    different versions even of the oxford English  

16    dictionary, concise, shorter and all the rest of it and  

17    there are many other dictionaries and many editions which  

18    change o-over the years I suspect you'll find that gay  
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19    has () many definitions in in any decent ur  

20    dictionary and it will..will include ()ur..h homosexuality  

21    as..as slang but i::t will also () showy, brilliant,  

22    brightly dressed you know all..all sorts  of things gon..gona  

23    be in there () words change their meaning over time and ()  

24    many of the words that we now accept as..well in fact all  

25    the words we now accept as part of..of standard  

26    English () developed over over the years didn't  

27    they over the decades and centuries  

28J:  yes but the word gay gives a wrong colour altogether for  

29    the life I'm talking about ()that's the unfortunate part  

30N: you you..don't.you don't like homosexuality?  

31J: (.) I didn't say that  

32N: arh:: () well then why do you object to the use of this  

33    this=  

34J: =because I know fro personal experience the life of the  

35    homosexual is anything but flippant=  

36M: =how..how do you know from personal experience  

37J: how do I know() uh uhr that's a difficult question to  

38   answer  

39    (1.5)  

40N:  OK but uh you don't u:ur::ur dislike it then because its  

41    pejorative because its putting people down simply  

42    because you think uh it..it gives a wrong impression  

43J: it gives a wrong impression and..attracts () young people  

44    who think it word gay oh come on lets have a go at this  

45  and they think it's a wonderful way of life believe me  

46    it is not  

47N:  (inwardly drawing of breath)  

48M:     [    du      ]  

49N:  [s..s..s tha]..thank you s..Sarah Smith from Haringey()  

50     [what]do you think of that [word gay]  

51S:  [hello]                            [I think ]  

 

After the introduction sequence, the point the caller goes on to make (lines 5-12) 

involves the dictionary definition of the word 'gay' and the lifestyle the word 

describes. The utterance is delivered in a slow methodical articulation deploying 
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short pauses between the descriptions, that effectively emphasise the terms used 

and suggest that the caller is quoting from the dictionary he refers to.  

 

The caller, then, in using a dictionary as a source of information references a set 

of predicates which others may also read and become attracted to, because of 

these predicates. That the caller draws category predicates from a dictionary 

definition of ‘gay’ is interesting, for it is the definitions of the term ‘gay’ that are 

attributed to the category and being used by the caller to suggest the predicates of 

the category. For the caller, however, these predicates are inaccurate. The caller 

argues instead that the ‘real’ predicates of being gay are not ‘light-hearted and 

flippant’ but ‘deadly serious’ - that is, the lifestyle of the homosexual is anything 

but  ‘gay’ in the dictionary sense. He then references a recent caller as an example 

of the problem he is talking about.  

 

The host at this point (line 13) interjects by elaborating upon the use of the word 

'gay' in dictionaries and the many definitions and dictionaries available. By 

building his challenge through competing definitions and the evolving nature of 

language the host counters the source the callers is drawing upon for his opinions. 

The host suggests that definitions of the word ‘gay’ may include many possible 

interpretations from different but equally valid sources. It is not, then, a challenge 

to the serious nature of homosexual life but the definitions or predicates available 

in dictionaries which the caller is using to back his claim. This sequence of claim 

and counter claim is then followed by the host attempting to establish a topic 

opinion category and develop upon the caller’s topic opinion.  

 

NR[JA:25:94(1)]  

28J:  yes but the word gay gives a wrong colour altogether for  

29    the life I'm talking about ()that's the unfortunate part  

30N you you..don't.you don't like homosexuality?  

31J (.) I didn't say that  

32N arh:: () well then why do you object to the use of this  

33    this=  

 

The host's question (line 30) attempts to elicit from the caller an opinion 

concerning homosexuality. The evident hesitancy in asking this question may 

suggest that the host has not sufficiently been able to attribute a topic opinion 

category to the caller and produces this question tentatively drawn from the 

ambiguous basis of the callers previous references to homosexuality. For, 
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although the caller has stated that the dictionary definition of the word gay gives a 

wrong picture of the life of the homosexual, he has not claimed any topic relevant 

category. Indeed, his initial contribution is situated not in his experience but in a 

previous caller’s experience ‘...as witness your caller from Orpington’.  

 

The host, then, initiates a topic opinion search formulating for the caller one 

position that could be taken on the topic (line 30). In this he orientates to an 

'either-or', 'for or against' dichotomy with respect to the possible topic opinion 

categories. However, rather than the question being treated as simply a statement 

to respond to in the affirmative or negative, the caller rejects the question by 

denying he said such a thing. The caller, then, avoids the topic opinion category 

of anti-homosexuality, imputed to him by the host, yet does not offer an 

alternative opinion by which to replace the imputed topic opinion. The host, 

however, treats the caller's denial of what he is supposed to have said as 

indicating membership of the alternative category.  

 

NR[JA:25:94(1)]  

30N:   you you..don't.you don't like homosexuality?  

31J:   (.) I didn't say that  

32N: arh:: () well then why do you object to the use of this  

 

The utterance in line 32 is constructed by the host in such a way as to display a 

number of interesting features that deserve attention. Firstly, as has been noted, 

the reply by the caller in line 31 is taken by the host to indicate a position of pro-

homosexuality. This is evident in the response by the host, who seemingly 

associates the caller with the position of pro-homosexuality on the basis of 

disagreement with the host's previous assessment and imputation of his argument. 

The host can be seen, then, to first offer a tentative assessment of the caller’s 

position on the topic, (line 30) which the caller disagrees with (line 31). This 

disagreement is then taken to be an indication of membership of the TOC 

associated with the other 'side' of the argument (line 32) even when, in fact, no 

topic position has been given by the caller. A position on the 'other side' of the 

argument identifies the caller as being a member of the category 'pro-

homosexual'. There are, then, only two sides of this argument available, and that, 

as the caller has rejected the first topic opinion category, he must be a member of 

the other topic opinion category.  
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A second feature of this utterance is its display of the common-sense assumptions 

about the relationship between categories, opinions and topics. There is a multi-

reflexive relationship between ‘who’ a person ‘relevantly is’, what their stance 

towards a particular topic is, and what that particular topic is - and relatedly what 

a topic is, a particular stance toward that topic and the categories that can be 

associated with such a stance. In order to explore this complex relationship 

further it is useful to recap on some of the methodological points raised above.  

 

4. Opinions as category predicates 

Once a membership category has been identified, it may have predicates imputed 

to it. These predicates can be assumed aspects such as ways of dressing (smart, 

scruffy, fashionable, unfashionable etc) or actions, (soldiers marching, police 

officers directing traffic) but can also include attitudes and beliefs towards certain 

topics, i.e., ‘for, against’, ‘ambivalent, passionate’. For example, the category of 

‘Fascist’ may not be assumed to have an opinion concerning the best time to plant 

bulbs, yet the category of ‘gardener’ may have. Yet, it is also possible that the 

gardener and the Fascist are one and the same person, and it is the topic of 

planting bulbs that suggests which category may be offered as more relevant. 

 

For our purposes, here, a more narrow focus could be the topic of homosexuality. 

Within a debate on homosexuality it would be possible to identify some relevant 

identities in relation to the debate, indeed some categories are made relevant in 

the programme on that topic used in this research. These include 'homosexuals', 

'friends of homosexuals', 'clergy', 'religious people', 'families of homosexual 

children', 'medical practitioners' in the area of physical and mental health, 

'academics' in the fields of psychology, biology, history, sociology and people 

with experience of homosexuality or homosexuals. This list is in no way 

exhaustive, but for the purposes of this analysis can suggest a ‘collection’ in 

terms of a membership category device 'possible categories relevant to a debate 

on homosexuality'. The use of the term 'device', as suggested previously, for a 

‘topic’ of discussion suggests that a 'topic' has the similar properties of 

membership category devices. For, whilst including some categories, such as 

those mentioned above, it may exclude others such as gardener, lorry driver, 

striker, walker, etc. These categories are not excluded simply because of their 

category membership but because these categories may not be assumed to have 

knowledge about, or an informed opinion on, the topic of homosexuality.117 It is 

                                            
117This is not to suggest that these categories can not be made to fit with the topic as no 
categories are, a priori, excluded. Though it may be that more work is needed on the part of the 
member claiming such a category topic relevance than other ‘commonly’ associated categories. 
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the association between the relevance of a category to a topic in situ that acts to 

include or exclude the category from membership of the topic/device.  

 

Taking this example one stage further, the application of predicates to the 

particular categories included within the topic/device can be examined. Thus, if 

the membership device is 'those who can be heard as offering an informed 

opinion on the topic of homosexuality' an 'attribute' of categories included within 

that device may be a stance or opinion on the topic of homosexuality. If the topic 

is the lowering of the age of homosexual consent, it may be assumed that a 

member of the category 'homosexual' would be in favour of lowering the age of 

consent, yet a member of the category 'evangelical religious person' would be 

against lowering the age of consent. Whilst not all the categories within the 

device can have assumptions attributed to them in this sweeping manner,118 they 

may all be assumed to have an opinion, regardless of what that opinion is, simply 

on the basis of their category as relevant to the topic. 

  

That this is oriented to by members is evident in the discussion so far, where 

callers who produce a category within a call, display a relationship to the opinion 

they then go on to offer. As suggested above, the point a caller goes on to make is 

often congruous with their category positioning. However, when a topic category 

is in-congruous with their topic opinion, then this may become the topic of 

debate.  

 

Returning to our transcript, this can be seen where the host, after assuming the 

caller is pro-homosexual, questions him about why 'as a member of this category' 

he dislikes a certain term of description.  

 

NR[JA:25:94(1)]  

30N:   you you..don't.you don't like homosexuality?  

31J:   (.) I didn't say that  

32N:   arh:: () well then why do you object to the use of this=  

 

To recap, the construction of this utterance displays an assumed positioning of the 

caller by the host. Although non-committal in structure, the previous utterance by 

the caller (in line 31) is taken to indicate the topic opinion category ‘pro-

                                                                                                                                       
See for example transcript NR[JA:10:95(4)] discussed in Chapter Six and further in Chapter Eight 
where a caller works to claim relevance for his category of ‘teacher at Hendon police training 
centre’ in relation to a discussion about prisons.  
118Which of course may turn out to be false anyway. 
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homosexuality’. What is also apparent is that the host displays a predicate he 

assumes of the category 'homosexual'. Not only does the host take it that the caller 

is pro-homosexual, he also assumes that an attribute of being pro-homosexual is a 

lack of objection to the use of the word 'gay'. Thus, he is suggesting that, 

‘homosexuals do not normally mind this word so if you are pro-homosexual then 

why do you object?’.119 This demonstrates how the opinion being offered by the 

caller and the topic category declared or assumed of the caller by the host, is 

expected to align. Further, if they are seen as un-aligned, that is are heard as 

incongruous, then this may touch off questions of the form, 'if you are this 

category why do you think this?'. Thus, not only does the host attempt to establish 

the caller’s topic opinion, but that opinion is entwined with assumptions 

predicated to category membership.   

 

Finally, within this transcript, the importance of establishing a topic opinion for a 

caller for the further development of the call can be seen. Within the final section 

of call the host's difficulty in positioning the caller continues with the eventual 

result of the call being closed down and moved on to the next caller.    

 

NR[JA:25:94(1)]  

32N: arh:: () well then why do you object to the use of this  

33    this=  

34J: =because I know fro personal experience the life of the  

35    homosexual is anything but flippant=  

36M: =how..how do you know from personal experience  

37J: how do I know() uh uhr that's a difficult question to  

38    answer  

39    (1.5)  

40N:  OK but uh you don't u:ur::ur dislike it then because its  

41    pejorative because its putting people down simply  

42    because you think uh it..it gives a wrong impression  

43J:  it gives a wrong impression and..attracts () young people  

44    who think it word gay oh come on lets have a go at this  

45  and they think it's a wonderful way of life believe me  

46    it is not  

47N:  (inwardly drawing of breath)  

                                            
119Note how it is the attitude imputed to the category homosexual that is being used by the host to 
challenge the caller. That is, the host is not saying the caller is homosexual, rather if he is pro 
homosexual then why does he not agree with this predicate imputed to the category homosexual. 
This is further explored below. 
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48M: [    du      ]  

49N:  [s..s..s tha]..thank you s..Sarah Smith from Haringey()  

50   [what]do you think of that [word gay]  

51S:  [hello]                                [I think ]  

 

Until the beginning of this section of transcript the caller has not made available a 

topic category. However, in response to the host’s question (line 32), the caller in 

the next turn (line 34) does produce what would seem to be a possible category in 

relation to the topic. The caller’s response positions him as having 'personal 

experience of’ the life he is talking about. This topic category claim by the caller 

is, however, questioned by the guest.  

 

36M:  how::how do you know from personal experience.  

 

The question by the studio guest 'M' asks the caller how he knows - what does 

your personal experience consist of? What is of interest here is that what may 

suffice in other situations as an adequate claim for how one knows something, 

i.e., from experience of it, is not treated as such by the guest.   

 

The question posed, however, seems to take the caller by surprise. This is evident 

in his response (line 37). The caller repeats the question then pauses before 

beginning to answer. This suggests that the caller was not expecting to be 

questioned on the experience he claims to have. A pause is then followed by the 

caller suggesting that the question is a difficult one to answer. He does not, then, 

produce examples of how he knows, possibly by claiming membership of the 

category homosexual or describing some experience that is evidence of such 

category membership. Instead he produces an answer that questions the import of 

the question. The caller’s answer appears to leave the host at a loss for words 

since it is followed by a pause of one and half seconds. This pause, especially 

noticeable on radio, leaves the discussion hanging in a kind of limbo. The pause is 

terminated by the host who moves to sum up the caller's argument. This summary 

in turn is confirmed by the caller who restates his objection to the word and 

elaborates his point by again suggesting that people will read the definition 

(predicates) of ‘gay’ in the dictionary and then be attracted to that way of life. At 

the end of the caller’s turn (lines 46/47) the host is heard to draw breath after 

which he interrupts the guest’s attempt to re-initiate topic talk, in effect closing 

the call down.120 

                                            
120Caller transition and show endings are discussed further in Chapter Eight. 
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It can be seen, then, that the host’s failure to elicit confirmation of the caller’s 

opinion results in an impasse from which the interaction does not recover. When 

not present, this oriented to relationship between caller, category and topic 

prevents the host from developing the call. That is, within a call, the host may ask 

the caller further information in respect to themselves and the opinion they are 

offering. This sought after category information, when given, may then be used 

by the host to move the discussion on. For example, 

 

NR[JA:10:95(6)] 

01N:  Anthony from Cheltenham what's your experience in this  

02A:  well um listening to the gentleman uh talking I don't have  

03    the advantage of his name actually because ur=  

04N:  =Peter Timms=  

05A:  =Peter Timms [right] a very interesting point a few moments  

06N:                     [ yes ]  

07A:  ago he said there were three classifications of society  

08    urh (.) those ur three categories ur mentioned inmates (.)  

09    the general public and the staff they're actually four (.) um  

10    the staff (.) have a clear divide between uniformed officers  

11    and governor grades and upwards .hhh and I think that these  

12    um a strong left wing element in the uniformed service  

13N:  left wing element?  

14A:  yes  

15N:  d' from what experience do you speak?  

16A:  u:m I've actually spoken to officers during my time  

17N:  oh you were a prisoner[or a prison officer] you were  

18A:                            [  yes prisoner     ]  

19N:  a prisoner=  

20A:  =yes indeed  

21    (0.2)  

22A:  um they actually encouraged dissent amoungst the inmates  

23    um during the Gloucester lock out  

24N:  they encouraged dissent  

25A:  absolutly  

26N:  in what way  

27A:  just one second please  

28    (3.0)  
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29A:  yes when the um home office locked out the uniformed staff  

30    in I think it is eighty six...  

 

After the caller has offered an opinion (lines 7-12) the host can be heard to ask the 

caller for his experience of the topic and, following this, a category is established 

for the caller121. Once this category is established the host then goes on to 

develop the topic using the caller’s experience (line 26). Thus, here the category 

made available influences the sequential development of the call. The host uses 

the available category to elaborate upon the topic. In the previous transcript, 

however, the unavailability of the information can be seen to influence the 

sequential flow in a different way. Here, because of the absence of category 

information the call is not developed further - in fact it is summed up and then 

closed down.  

 

5. Category predicate disjunctures 

Having a topic opinion, or topic relevant, category as a resource is not usually as 

elusive, as in the example previous to the last one. More often they are offered by 

the caller in the first turn after the introduction sequence. These categories, 

moreover, display a reflexive connection between the knowledge claims of a 

caller and the category they claim from which that knowledge comes. That is, the 

claims to knowledge of a topic and the opinion a caller gives are, for the most 

part, unremarkable and mundane. This reflexive imputation of predicates to 

categories is evident above where the host uses assumed predicates mapped onto 

categories in order to try and debate with the caller. However, by looking at the 

last example in more detail, it is possible to see how this routinely taken for 

granted relationship between knowledge, opinion and category can become 

problematic. Here, the predicates claimed in relation to a category do not fit with 

the category predicates assumed of such a category.  

 

NR[JA:10:95(6)]  

11A:  and governor grades and upwards .hhh and I think that these  

12    um a strong left wing element in the uniformed service  

13N:  left wing element?  

14A:  yes  

15N:  d' from what experience do you speak?  

16A:  u:m I've actually spoken to officers during my time  

                                            
121This particular transcript is explored in more detail below. Here it is being used by way of 
illustration. 
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17N:  oh you were a prisoner[or a prison officer] you were  

18A:                                [  yes prisoner     ]  

19N:  a prisoner=  

20A:  =yes indeed  

 

The caller (in line 12) states that there is strong left wing element in the 

‘uniformed service’, namely that they are politically ‘left wing’. The host seeks a 

clarification of this. He repeats the caller’s description, emphasising the word 

‘left’. The caller then confirms that that is what he said. This is then followed by 

the host undertaking a search for the caller’s category. The caller then admits 

membership of the category ‘ex prisoner’.  

 

The host’s search for clarification in line 13 suggests that the opinion that the 

caller has offered does not align with his own assumptions of what prison 

officers’ political views are. By questioning the caller's description of prison 

officers as 'left' wing, the host displays his own view that Prison Officers are not 

usually 'left wing' and that indeed via a contrast pairing that they are usually ‘right 

wing’. This highlights two important aspects of assumed category predicates. 

Firstly, the caller is able to impute an attitude to a category, prison officers, which 

he is not a member of.  

 

The search undertaken by the host highlights the second point. That, being able to 

make counter intuitive topic claims may involve being identified as a relevant 

category to do so. Up to this point the caller has not offered a topic relevant 

category, and as such the caller's assertion that prison officers are 'left wing' 

indicates a category incongruity for the host who then seeks to identify the caller's 

relationship to the topic. The question, then, asks not only 'who you are' but also 

'are you such a category to have category knowledge in order to make such an 

assertion’. The caller’s reply gives such a category through the use of the word 

'time'. From this the host infers membership of two possible categories hearably 

relevant  to the topic - caller is either a 'prisoner' or 'prison officer'. Incumbents of 

these categories commonly use the term 'doing time' to refer to their involvement 

in prisons and both of these categories are centrally related to this topic of prison 

breakouts.  

 

This sequence, then, evidences the orientation to a 'documentary method' in that a  

category may be assumed to hold certain predicated views. When a category is 

identified these predicates may be assumed of them. Thus, the clarification 
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entered into by the host is carried out when the predicate given by the caller is 

different from what is assumed by the host. This category predicate disjuncture of 

prison offices is further evident in the sequence immediately following the 

clarification and category search.  

 

NR[JA:10:95(6)]  

21    (0.2)  

22A:  um they actually encouraged dissent amongst the inmates  

23    um during the Gloucester lock out  

24N:  they encouraged dissent  

25A:  absolutely  

26N:  in what way  

27A:  just one second please  

 

The caller, now located as a category directly related to the topic, makes a further 

assertion with regard to the prison officers’ role in prison disturbances as 

‘encouraging’ the prisoners action. The host again displays his common 

assumption that prison officers do not encourage dissent by repeating the callers’ 

assertion in order for him to confirm what he has offered. This being confirmed 

by the caller, the host does not then question the accuracy of the caller description 

but asks the caller to describe the prison officers’ actions to which he refers. 

Thus, having established the caller as a member of a relevant category, the host 

uses the caller’s knowledge of prisons to question the caller further, but not to 

challenge the opinions the caller offers. Although the host's own assumptions 

about the predicates of the topic category differ from what the caller has said, the 

information given by the caller is not challenged.  

 

In this example, then, a disjuncture of category attributes is evident, from which, 

the host seeks a topic category from the caller by which to legitimate these 

claims. The claims made by the caller relating to knowledge of the topic and the 

predicates claimed of the category ‘prison officers’ are accepted by the host 

because of the topic category claimed by the caller. Thus, the caller is a member 

of a category that can be assumed to know such information concerning a further 

topic relevant category. However, a caller’s claim to knowledge about a topic 

may be questioned where a caller has claimed membership of a category that is 

not assumed to have such knowledge. In the next example the category the caller 

is a member of, and the topic knowledge he claims do not ‘fit’. 
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6. Challenging category predicates; an instance of the local construction of a 

membership device 

One of the ways in which callers claim to be knowledgeable about a topic is by 

claiming membership of a category that places them in a close relationship to the 

topic. Alternatively an opinion offered by a caller may be used to infer a topic 

relevant category. However, the relationship between topic, category, and topic 

knowledge can be called into question, where the relationship between category 

and knowledge is seen as incongruous. 

 

In re-examining the example below,122 the host can be seen to undertake a series 

of clarification’s. These clarification’s can be heard to call into question the 

experience the caller alludes to. Through this, the host highlights an incongruity 

between the category the caller is a member of and the topical knowledge he talks 

about.  

 

NR[FE:15:94(1)]  

01N:  Ray Andrews from Thurrock in Essex do you think gays  

02    should uhh pushed of from their sexuality until they're  

03    twenty one  

  (1.0)  

04R:  well no..I would go further than that I mean I'm  

05    virtually sixty years of age and I can remember Uhh over  

06    those years I was appalled in fact when when they made  

07    it..when removed it from being illegal urhhhm you know  

08    its what's hhehhehehehe[heheheh  ]  

09N:                                  [why does it] worry you  

10R:  I was in I was in fact the person who said I believe in  

11   altering the age and as far as I was concerned it be  

12   altered to ninety providing they got the permission of  

13   both parents uh[that's how strongly I feel about it]  

14N:                         [are you the leader of the conservative]  

15    group on your council...I'm trying to place=  

16R:  yes Thurrock borough counc[il ] is down in Essex here  

17N:                     [yup]  

18R:  and I'm the leader of the conservative group  

19N: why does-why does homosexuality appall you so.so much  

20R:  well think of it. use one’s imagination you know you  

                                            
122See Chapter Six 



 144 

21    perhaps unwittingly go into a pub or bar and you find out  

22    err to your err that that it is habited by these people  

23    and they’re appalling to watch ..I’m I’m not a great..you  

24    know I'm not a member of the Roman Catholic erh  

25    following but I I do admire the Pope's description of  

26    homosexuality in that it is an abomination its absolutely  

27   dreadful, it corrupts the young there's no doubt about it  

28   when I was a young man you didn't see these hoards of  

29   people like you see today(.) its really quite dreadful  

30R:  [and when  you  start  talking  ]  

31N:  [but I'm I'm not quite sure what] what you see when you  

32   go into these pubs or clubs what it is you see that  

33    appalls you  

34R:  their general act it way [you  see  ]  

35N:                                     [showing affection] for one  

36   another  

37R:  urrh yes the way they carry on [I mean ]  

38N:                                                   [but what] what do they  

39    carry on Ray.. [what's what’s so upsetting]  

40R:                           [well I don't mix with them], I mean I  

41    would actually steer clear of them and this is perhaps  

42    one of the main reasons why I feel like I do that..you  

43    know..you never used to see this sort of thing when I was  

44    a [young man]  

45N:      [ but   ] what is the sort of thing you see Ray  

46R:  well they act towards one [another, I mean it] absolutely  

47N:                                    [how how do they act]  

48R:  appalls me. You see them perhaps perhaps putting an arm  

49    around one another and kissing and things like that it it  

50    is really quite dreadful=  

51N:  =Ray Ray forgive me, why is somebody kissing somebody else  

52    dreadful isn't that is[n't that an expression of]  

53R:                                 [there is nothing dreadful] about  

54    it in its true sense of the word ..there is uh um and uhh  

55   um you know when one thinks of comradeship as I remember  

56   it I mean I served in the British Forces twice.there was  

57   tremendous comradeship now even because of the influx  

58    of the gay movement that comes under suspicion, it really  
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59   is undermining morality there is no doubt about it and it  

60   should be outlawed and like I said in my prelude to your  

61   programme this morning I'm a member of the conservative  

62   party and I'm appalled to think that anyone in high  

63    office in the conservative movement is a gay..and when  

64   ma::John John Major talks about getting back to basics  

65    perhaps he ought to start rooting out some of those  

66    people who corrupt the young as far as I'm concerned  

  

In the early stages of this call the 'category' of the caller is achieved 

collaboratively by the host and caller (lines 01-18). The caller makes clear his 

topic opinion category - he is against the lowering of the age of consent for 

homosexual activity. He also confirms his membership category of ‘over sixty 

year old Conservative Counsellor from Essex’.123 The discussion is then 

developed by the caller’s various claims regarding the actions of homosexuals he 

finds distasteful. The actions that the caller alludes to and offers are then subject 

to repeated questioning by the host (lines 31-32, 38-39, 45, 47, 51). The host’s 

questioning attempting to get the caller to give examples of the actions he alludes 

to. When eventually the caller does offer examples (lines, 48-49, 51-52) he is then 

questioned on the description of the actions being ‘distasteful’. In doing so, the 

host can be seen to make problematic the caller’s relationship to the topic by the 

way the predicated actions the caller suggests he has witnessed, and the place he 

has witnessed them in, do not fit with the caller’s category of aged Conservative 

Councillor. Being sixty and a conservative counsellor does not commonsensically 

give access to the subsequent claims of knowledge the caller offers. That is, the 

knowledge claims made by the caller do not correspond with the predicates 

associated with the category sixty year old conservative councillor. It is this 

incongruity between the category membership of the caller and the predicates of 

such membership that is pursued by the host who repeatedly questions the caller 

by inviting him to say what the predicates of homosexuals he is talking about are, 

‘if you have been to these places then tell me what you saw’. 

  

In response to this questioning by the host, the caller eventually admits to not 

actually having been to one of the clubs or bars he has been talking about (lines 

41-42). This renders his claim to knowledge of the predicated actions he alludes 

to as not being based on actual experience. The caller, however, although 

                                            
123Whether this category is ‘topic relevant’ can be seen as an issue to the parties later on in the 
discussion. 
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admitting his non experience of the contemporary topic, uses a previously 

claimed category, sixty year old, to re-formulate his line of argument to his 

experience of times past (lines 42-43). The caller, then, is again in a position to 

reiterate his main opinion (the acts they do are bad) yet now locates his opinion in 

his historical ‘knowledge’. And, when challenged again by the host, shifts the 

categorial basis of his knowledge claim to a category he has already claimed 

membership of - ‘conservative councillor’. Thus, although conceding his 

ignorance of the activities he envisages homosexuals do in the places he speaks 

of, he is able to maintain his approach and to keep the floor by shifting the 

location of his argument to areas that he has categorised himself as a member of. 

 

In this example, the caller’s attempt to include the host’s agreement with the 

opinions he is offering , so as to draw support for those opinions can also be seen. 

The caller can be heard to attempt to build a collection of categories with 

associated predicates into a device of his creation. This local construction of a 

device for a topic is entwined with the on-going topic discussion within the call, 

as such it draws consideration for further examination in light of the above 

discussion.  

 

6.1 The local construction of a ‘personal’ device for a topic 

After the host asks of the caller why homosexuality appalls him (line 19), the 

caller invites the host to join him in imagining the activities of homosexuals. This 

is done through the use of the term 'you’124 which invites accordance with what 

the caller is saying. The use of 'you' in this particular instance invites the listener 

and the host to identify with, and be in support of, 'what 'we' all know'. What ‘we 

all know’ references a category ‘anyone’ within a device ‘everyone’, which has, 

as a predicate, seeing the behaviour or predicates he his talking about in the same 

way as he does. As Sacks (1995: 166) suggests: 

 
[I]f you use ‘you’, it at least includes the one you’re speaking to, and on 
the option or on your intention, insofar as those coincide, it can refer to 
anybody else, or to some category which includes everybody else. 
[This is] ...carefully focused on by speakers...for example, a woman is 
asked “Why do you want to kill yourself?” and she says “Well you just 
want to see if anybody cares.”125 Now that use of ‘you’ in this case surely 
refers to her, but refers to her as a member of ‘anybody,’ and thereby 
provides that it is only incidentally her reason, but it’s anybody’s reason, 

                                            
124See Sacks’ (1995 particularly lecture 6 and 7 Fall 1965 p163-174) discussion of ‘you’ which 
he describes as having weak or strong usage.  
125See also Sacks’ The search for help: no one to turn to (1967) 
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and thereby is not attackable as peculiar. It is offered as proverbially 
correct.  
(emphasis added) 

 

Here the use of the term ‘you’ includes the host (and probably listeners), but it 

does not include ‘anyone’, i.e., does not include homosexuals. However, as Sacks 

suggests above, by using the term ‘you’ the caller claims for his opinion a wider 

agreement that includes the host. This inclusion of the host relies upon the host’s 

assumed knowledge of the predicates of homosexual activity, 'it is not just me, 

you and I know what goes on'.  

 

20R:  well think of it. use one’s imagination you know you  

21    perhaps unwittingly go into a pub or bar and you find out  

22    err to your err that that it is habited by these people  

 

In this way the caller can be seen to use ‘us’ as a device that includes (at least) 

himself and the host as category members. This device is invoked through the 

predicated knowledge about, and similar opinions of homosexual activity as 

‘abhorrent’. This is done, however, without those predicates actually being stated, 

i.e., they are assumed without need of explication. As Sacks (1995: 163) suggests 

earlier on in his discussion of this: 

 
[T]he routine use of these things may operate to provide a great deal of 
information for the one who uses them; for example, that on some 
occasion the other does in fact understand what one is talking about, by 
virtue of the fact that he can continue to put in terms where, quote, nothing 
explicit has been said - or not much explicit has been said. 

 

Thus, through deployment of the term ‘you’ a strong category inclusion is offered 

and if accepted, or what is more important, if not challenged, the participants 

become members of the device ‘us’ with assumed, yet un-stated, agreement 

regarding the predicates tied to the categories comprising the device ‘us’. A 

device then can be formed around a member who defines what predicates 

membership of the device entail. With this device, the predicates of the category 

members of that device can be further topicalised and expanded. In the present 

case, this occurs as follows.  

 

23    and they’re appalling to watch ..I’m I’m not a great..you  

24    know I'm not a member of the Roman Catholic erh  

25    following but I I do admire the Pope's description of  
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26    homosexuality in that it is an abomination its absolutely  

27   dreadful  

 

The caller, then, in stating his non-membership of the Roman Catholic Church 

(although nonetheless admiring the teachings of the Pope on this topic) is able to 

invoke the predicate of another category as similar to his. That is, his opinion of 

the activities of homosexuals is also an opinion shared by Catholics. In making 

this connection between his and another category, he is also able to include 

‘Catholics’ in his device - they also share my views. It is not, that he is a member 

of the category Roman Catholic, but that he includes a predicate of that category 

in his topicalised device. The caller, by drawing upon predicates of the Pope and 

Catholicism, but denying actually being a member of the category from which the 

predicates are drawn, is not then in a position to be questioned as a member of, or 

included in, the category of Catholicism.126 The host at this point questions the 

caller about what it is he sees in the places he has referred to.  

 

30R:  [and when  you  start  talking  ]  

31N:  [but I'm I'm not quite sure what] what you see when you  

32    go into these pubs or clubs what it is you see that  

33    appalls you  

34R:  their general act it way [you  see  ]  

35N:                            [showing affection] for one  

36    another  

37R:  urrh yes the way they carry on [I mean ]  

 

The host does not take up the opportunity to talk about religion, but invites the 

caller to spell out what he is talking about. He does this by claiming ignorance not 

only of the activities to which the caller alludes to but also of the interpretation of 

these activities - that is, the host can be seen to ‘play dumb’ (Sacks 1995 :163) as 

way of avoiding category inclusion. The host, then, not only attempts to draw the 

caller in terms of the category predicates of homosexuals but also distances 

himself from inclusion in the device the caller has constructed with and for him. 

The caller responds to this invitation by offering the description 'the general act', 

and in doing so is still oriented to, though in a weaker form, the inclusion of the 

host (and listeners) to ‘know’ what these predicates are. At this point (line 36) the 

host himself offers a possible category predicate, 'showing affection for one 

another', with which the caller agrees, before again producing a general 

                                            
126See transcript NR[FE:15:94(3)] above where this was apparent. 
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description ‘the way they carry on’. Here, the description of predicates by the host 

is taken by the caller as acceptance by the host of the description being correct, 

and as membership of his device. That is, the description of ‘showing affection’ is 

regarded negatively by the caller, and the host, in using it, is demonstrating his 

agreement with the caller - they both see these activities in the same way. The 

caller’s subsequent agreement with the host (line 38) about 'the way they carry on' 

now assumes that because the caller and host agreed upon the first activity then 

they are now talking of the same thing, i.e., they both know how they carry on. 

This description and inclusion are, however, challenged by the host when he 

again attempts to get the caller to state what he finds as objectionable predicates.  

 

NR[FE:15:94(1)]  

38N:                                                             [but what] what do they  

39    carry on Ray.. [what's what’s so upsetting]  

40R:                           [well I don't mix with them], I mean I  

41    would actually steer clear of them and this is perhaps  

42    one of the main reasons why I feel like I do that..you  

43    know..you never used to see this sort of thing when I was  

44    a [young man]  

 

It is at this point that the caller shifts his argument by conceding that he doesn't 

actually go to these places. This then undermines his claim to know (have 

experience of) these places and the behaviour he is talking about. His opinion as 

being based on having experience of these places and so in a position to claim 

knowledge of these predicates has now been denied by himself. The caller, thus, 

positions himself away from the experience he has hitherto claimed knowledge 

of.  

 

Although the caller (line 40) has now admitted to not mixing with 'them' he then 

uses this ‘non-knowledge’ to account for his views. It is because he doesn't mix 

with 'them' that he may hold that opinion, however, he continues to include the 

host in ‘his’ device through the utterance 'you know...you never used to see this 

sort of thing' (line 43/44). By this he moves himself back into a position from 

which to claim experience through 'observation’. For, although self-distancing 

from the witnessed activities he had alluded to earlier, the caller makes a similar 

description, albeit from a slightly different perspective - that he is someone 

commenting upon the past but still as an incumbent of the device of ‘anyone’. 

The host, however, still does not accept the caller’s position. He again focuses 
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upon the caller's description by asking the caller to state or name just what are 

these practices that he finds so appalling. In line 45 the caller again begins to 

produce a general description to which the host overlaps restating the question.  

 

NR[FE:15:94(1)]  

45N:      [ but   ] what is the sort of thing you see Ray  

46R:  well they act towards one [another, I mean it] absolutely  

47N:                                   [how how do they act]  

48R:  appalls me. You see them perhaps perhaps putting an arm  

49    around one another and kissing and things like that it it  

50    is really quite dreadful=  

51N:  =Ray Ray forgive me, why is somebody kissing somebody else  

52    dreadful isn't that is[n't that an expression of]  

53R:                                 [there is nothing dreadful] about  

54    it in its true sense of the word ..there is uh um and uhh  

55   um you know when one thinks of comradeship as I remember 

56    it I mean I served in the british forces  

57       twice..there was tremendous comradeship now even because  

58       of the influx of the gay movement that comes under  

59       suspicion()it really is undermining morality there is no  

60       doubt about it and it should be outlawed and like I said  

61       in my prelude to your programe this morning I'm a member  

62       of the conservative party and I'm appalled to think that  

63       anyone in high office in the conservative movement is a  

64       gay..and when ma::John/John Major talks about getting  

65       back to basics perhaps he ought to start with rooting out  

66       some of those people who corrupt the young as far as I'm  

67       concerned  

  

In line 48 the caller begins to offer examples of behaviour he finds abhorrent. The 

host, however, (line 51) reformulates the description of these actions as 

‘appalling’ by suggesting that these predicates can be seen as expressions of love. 

Again, the host attempts to challenge his inclusion in the device by not seeing the 

activities in the same way as the caller. However, the caller continues to include 

the host within the device in two ways. First, agreeing with the host about the 

activities he has described and secondly, suggesting that these activities are 

expressions of love only 'in their true sense', i.e., when done by heterosexuals. A 

predicate of the device is not that kissing is seen as abhorrent but that 
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homosexuals kissing is seen as abhorrent - that is, it is the category doing the 

action, not the action, which is at issue. After this point, he does not return the 

floor to the host, instead shifting the basis of his opinion to the armed forces, 

morality and the Conservative Government.  

 

This shift to talking upon the Armed forces and then the Conservative 

Government can be heard to relate to previously mentioned category 

memberships. These  categories the caller has or can be assumed to have had 

membership of. The opinions the caller goes on to make, then, can be seen to be 

related to the categories of older age, military service and the government. 

Furthermore, the opinions the caller offers are now offered not as ‘anyone’ would 

see it, but as someone from those particular category memberships. As such, the 

categories do not require corroboration as they are category bound predicates for 

his categories, which the host does not presumably share membership of. 

 

6.2. A note on ‘attitude’ as a device 

The in situ construction of the above device ‘us here’ tacitly assumes a common 

knowledge of the activities and a similar view of those activities as ‘dreadful’. 

The device ‘us’ includes those who think ‘like him’, from his point of view 

‘normal people’, and excludes anyone who does not agree with his opinion. This 

device once invoked, without being refuted, then stands and can then draw in 

other categories, here ‘Catholics’. This new category is included because of an 

assumed predicate of this category. However, other predicates of the category 

‘Catholic’ may not be so admired by the caller. Thus, it may only be this aspect of 

the membership category Catholics that the caller admires, and hence includes.  

 

This collection is, then, organised around an attitude, and includes those with a 

similar attitude. The construction of a device around ‘attitude to a topic’ is, again, 

a local matter between the member(s) in situ. An ‘attitude device’ works through 

the assumed predicates of categories, collecting categories through attributing a 

similar opinion on a topic. This acts through a ‘building up’ of the local device 

membership, ‘me and you’ and by extension ‘people who think like us’. Thus, the 

organisation of the categories for this device are drawn from predicates of those 

categories. It is the attributed opinions that are being included, drawing in the 

categories which those opinions are predicated to.127 In using predicates for its 

                                            
127A good example of this type of organisation is found in the Women’s World Conference held 
in Beijing in 1996. Over the issue of free and legal abortion on demand an opposing alliance was 
organised by Muslim and Catholic delegates. Thus, from two opposing doctrines the device of 
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organisation, membership of the device is organised and collected around one 

aspect, a similar predicated opinion on this topic. In this way it is possible for 

members to invite (tacit) support and corroborate opinions, or whatever, by 

organising a device around them and an opinion they hold.128 

 

Furthermore, this kind of device would seem to have a preference organisation 

whereby inclusion in the device can be treated as accepted if it is not challenged. 

In setting up such a device the orientation is to inclusion by default. Not to be 

included means actively challenging inclusion by questioning the predicates of 

the device. Thus, the host, in the example above attempts to avoid inclusion in the 

device by making problematic the assumed predicates of the categories within the 

device. By continually questioning the caller on the predicates assumed of the 

invoked device ‘us’, the host resists inclusion in this device. For, to be a member 

of the device would assume common knowledge of, and similar outlook on, the 

predicates the caller is alluding to.  

 

7. Summary 

The above discussion has sought to highlight the way a common-sense attribution 

of 'what a type of person' would be expected to think about a particular topic, may 

rely upon the common-sense use of category predicates (Sacks 1974, 1995). In 

exploring this relationship between categories and associated predicates, a 

'documentary method of interpretation' (Garfinkel 1967) was made apparent, 

where a caller’s topic category was used to make an inference about the topic 

opinion he or she held. In this way membership categories were used to 

‘document’ assumed topic opinion categories. Thus, the reflexive relevance of the 

documentary method makes available how a member, once identified with a 

particular category, may be  assumed to hold certain attitudes and beliefs in 

relation to a topic, simply by dint of their being identified as a category. What this 

means is that when speaking on a particular topic, if a relevant category can be 

identified in relation to that topic, then predicates of that category can be inferred 

concerning that person/category and their perceived stance towards aspects of the 

topic. 

 

                                                                                                                                       
‘opposition’ to abortion was formed. The two categories for this device are otherwise regarded as 
often violently opposed to each other.  
128This is not to suggest that category devices are not locally produced (see Chapter Three for an 
argument against this), but that this evidences a further type of locally produced device formed 
around a predicate (similar attitude to a topic). 
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Through this use of the documentary method an appreciation of the way a 

category incumbent, and an opinion given by the incumbent, may form a 

common-sense fit in which the opinion can be seen as a predicate of that 

category. Thus, a reflexive relevance is apparent that may be unremarkable, in 

that the opinion is one that goes with that category and that category is assumed 

to hold that opinion. This taken for granted and unremarkable organisation of 

category and predicate fit was, however, made problematic, by members, where 

there was some disjuncture perceived between category and topic opinion. It was 

shown, through a number of instances where such a disjuncture was apparent, that 

members demonstrate an awareness and orientation to common-sense opinions 

predicated to particular categories, by locally problematising the relationship 

between topic category and topic opinion. This problematising of category and 

predicated opinion made available an appreciation of the complex documenting 

practices used by members, whereby a disjuncture between the category and 

predicated opinion may become the topic of the interaction. Furthermore, it was 

shown how the host may use assumed predicates of categories in order to 

challenge a caller, where the caller’s opinion is regarded as one not routinely 

associated with the caller’s claimed category membership. Finally in the last 

section the local construction of topic device by a caller was demonstrated. The 

device constructed by the caller was organised around similar opinions on a topic. 

The opinions were held by the caller and predicated to others who were then 

included in the device he had created. 

 

Predicated knowledge or opinions, then, form part of the relationship between a 

category and topic whereby a category may be assumed to hold an opinion upon a 

topic and by which an opinion is, in turn, attributable to certain categories. In the 

next chapter the use of predicates is investigated further, where not only is a 

relationship discernible between category, predicate and topic but the category is 

located within an ‘institutional organisation’ that may also be endowed with 

predicate like attributes, and which also has topic orientation.  
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8  

 

Institutional categories in action  

 

 

1. Introduction 

In the preceding chapters, the examination of categories-in-action has related 

category membership to common-sense predicates of attitude and opinion. 

Categories have been largely personal categories, organised in terms of what 

people ‘like that’ would be assumed to think regarding a particular topic. In this 

chapter category membership is extended to include membership of institutional 

organisations. Here, an institution may have a topical opinion predicated to it as 

an organisation. Furthermore, this may be extended to members of the 

organisation whereby a category that is a member of the organisation is seen in 

terms of the organisation’s opinion. This extends the relationship between 

category, predicate and topic by examining a further dimension in which the 

opinion a caller gives is not only related to their category membership, but also 

the topical opinion of the professional institution that a category belongs to.  

 

2. The layering of institutional categories 

The category flow that callers negotiate has been shown to unfold through a 

relationship between the opinions a caller offers and the categories they claim 

membership of. This demonstrates an orientation, by the participants, to a local 

building up of categories in the course of the discussion on-air. From this basis, 

further investigation of the relationship between a persons’ stated category and 

any opinion they may offer is made available through callers’ institutional 

category membership and the import this has for the topic of discussion. The 

aspect under consideration here, then, is the relationship between a caller’s 

category and the professional or institutional body the caller is located in by dint 

of their professional category membership. Furthermore, the way in which the 

institutional opinion may be mapped onto that category is also apparent. In this 

way membership of a professional occupation, if used to establish topical 

knowledge claims by a caller, may in turn be used by the host to further develop 

the discussion, by predicating such membership to an institutional organisation. 

Here, then, the organisation of this class of categories can be seen to provide a 

further example of a reflexive topic/category organisation and which also further 

highlights the multi-layering category work oriented to by the participants.  
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Instead of regarding institutional organisation as somehow emanating from 

participants’ sequential organisation, derived through an institutional context,129 

the aim is to situate such institutional work within a category oriented frame. 

Here, institutional work is seen as grounded within participants’ category and 

predicate work through which such membership is made available, and made use 

of, in the on-going interaction. Institutional talk is not seen as located in the a 

priori contextual features of the setting and the related participants present, rather 

it is seen as being located in the ways in which institutional categories are used in 

the on-going interaction. The focus will be on the ways participants claim 

membership of, and speak as members of, an institution, and the way an 

institution may be treated as something with features predicated to it. It is through 

this situated category and knowledge claims that an orientation to features of 

institutional membership is made apparent, and through which institutional 

categorisation work is carried out.  

 

3. Claiming institutional category membership 

Previously it was shown how callers may claim for themselves a category 

relevant to the topic. When discussing this, less attention was paid to the 

relationship between institutional and personal categories. For the most part 

attention was focused on categories that were offered and treated as relevant to 

the topic per se. It is, however, possible to make a distinction between types of 

categories used by participants, and the way different types of categories may be 

treated. One of these types of categories involves claiming a relevance to the 

topic through institutional category membership. In this example the caller claims 

membership of two types of categories, an institutional category and a personal 

category - with both these categories being offered as relevant to the topic.  

 

NR[FE:15:94(9)]  

01N:  Michael Mason from London what do you make of this  

02M:  um..well Sir Ian has touched on the point I wanted to  

03    make..I..I've been a gay journalist for twenty one years  

04    or more on Gay News and now more recently on Capital  

05    Gay..um..so I've seen the act in operation  

 

Here, the caller claims membership of the institutional category ‘journalist’, as 

well as a personal category membership of being ‘gay’ - that is, he has personal 

                                            
129The critique of this approach is explored in Chapter One. 



 156 

experience of the topic through being ‘gay’, and professional knowledge of the 

topic through his work. By claiming membership of an institutional category he 

also claims predicates of such membership. These may include ‘writing and 

researching’ about issues of homosexuality and also ‘professional observation’ 

and ‘commentating’. Thus, the opinions he offers can be seen as drawing not only 

upon his personal category membership but also his institutional category 

membership. Furthermore, these category memberships commonsensically align, 

as it is reasonable to assume that membership of these categories would provide 

the caller with the knowledge his opinions are based on. However, the alignment 

between an institutional category and the caller’s knowledge of the topic is not 

always straight forward, as the next examples indicate.  

 

3. 1. The wrong institutional category 

In this example the caller’s claims to topical knowledge, premised upon her 

institutional category membership, becomes problematic through the membership 

of the actual institutional category she belongs to. 

 

NR[JA:10:95(2)]  

01N:  Kathleen Strange from Tunbridge Wells in in Kent do you  

02    have any direct experience of this?  

03P:  I was in the prison service for(.) over ten years .hhh and  

04    I had a great respect for the staff and .hhh the way the..  

05    way they treated the urh urh the prisoners urh they did think of  

06    them as individuals and I think of them as individuals now  

07    and I've been in touch with several since I retired  

08N:  Its often said that women in the service have uh uh  

09    produced a very sort-of civilising effect in recent years  

10    many people will be surprised t to see quite a number  

11    of women officers serving in men’s prisons eh what do  

 

The caller claims a topic relevant category through her institutional category 

membership (line 03). Because of this membership she is then treated by the host 

as having direct experience of the topic, and thus having ‘insider’ knowledge over 

and above those who are only indirectly related with the topic. The host then 

questions her further as a member of the institutional category she has given.  

 

NR[JA:10:95(2)]  

11N:   of women officers serving in men's prisons eh what do  
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12    you think (.) generally was your experience of who in  

13    command was it always the prison service or frankly  

14    sometimes did the prisoners have the upper hand  

15K:  it was always the prison staff (.) from the governor  

16    downwards the governor circulated round the prison that  

17    I was in ev-everyday and met people met them particularly  

18    in association time [it is sort of free time in the evening]  

19N:            [was this very sor uh uh a ma a ma::]were  

 

The host's questioning of the caller (line 11) is not produced as a challenge to 

what the caller has said up till this point, but seeks to elaborate upon the 

information the caller has so far given. The question asks for further information 

regarding the caller's 'experience' of prison life. Thus, the caller’s institutional 

category membership, 'prison officer', is used by the host as a basis for further 

questioning. This further questioning is as a representative of a category such 

information would be available to. That is, the caller is at this time being asked to 

provide specialist information available only to those categories with experience 

of the topic. However, as the call continues, the caller produces further category 

information that produces a shift from her previously oriented to status as a 

member of a category with experience of this issue.  

 

NR[JA:10:95(2)]  

19N:            [was this very sor uh uh a ma a ma::]were  

20    these male or female prisons=  

21K:  =these were these were male it was a borstal in fact it was  

22    what was called a borstal then [.hhh ] now called a youth  

23N:                                        [right]  

24K:  offenders ins-institute=  

25N:  =in in adult prisons perhaps one of the measures of the  

26    fact that control is very  very difficult (.)ur is the fact  

 

The host (at line 20) asks the caller which type of prisons she has experience of. 

The selection by the host is of either male or female. This selection points to the 

host being oriented to adult prisons and the caller as being involved, as having 

experience of, these type of prisons. In answering the host's question, however, 

the caller (line 21) offers that her experience was with male offenders and also 

offers that these were 'borstals'. That is, in response to the host’s selection of 

relevant categories and the caller not being able to claim membership of either 
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one of them she offers her correct category membership. This then reformulates 

‘prison officers’ as only being in charge of either male or female adult prisoners 

to a further category within the device of prison officers - those in borstals. This 

new category information, however, serves to render her 'experience', which until 

now the host had courted from her as a representative of a topically relevant 

category ‘prison officer of adult institution’, into a new category membership of 

‘warden of a young offenders institution’. The ‘new’ category is now regarded by 

the host as not as closely related to the topic. This is evident though the host’s 

response to this 'new' category information where he re-formulates the discussion 

onto 'adult prisons' (line 25). By introducing the term 'adult prisons' the host 

displays that the caller has moved her category membership from one with direct 

experience of the topic, to a category close to but not of the categories he is 

talking about. For, whilst her experience of borstals and the opinions she offers 

may be informative, they are no longer taken as the direct experience of the topic 

from the institutional category 'prison officer of adult prisons'. This is further 

highlighted in the final part of the call, in the response by the caller to the host 

asking her about the policy of segregating certain prisoners from others on the 

grounds of the offence committed.  

 

NR[JA:10:95(2)]  

27N:   that nonces have to be segregated that is people who've  

28    committed offences which are regarded as ur beyond the pale  

29    for other prisoners ur child abuse this sort of thing have  

30    to be separated to stop them being (.) murdered or-or-or  

31    beaten up in other words there isn't complete control by  

32    prison staff without that sort of segregation  

33K:  well I dare say I wasn't aware of that but I do know  

34    that ur uh borstal boys if they were difficult we sent  

35    them down the block which meant solitary confinement  

36    [.hhh] and that must have been difficult for them to  

37N:  [ummm]  

38K:  endure .hhh but (.) gave them probably the time to think  

39    things out  

40N:  Peter Timms (.) do you accept  

 

The caller, after now being located in a category position which does not give her 

direct experience of the adult prisons, is now questioned as to her opinion of 

segregation (line 25). In response to the question, the caller (line 33) offers a 



 159 

weak agreement with the host followed by a denial of any experience of this 

aspect of the topic. She does not accept the responsibility of offering an opinion 

upon a topic she herself says she has no experience of. The caller, then, moves 

herself further out of a category with direct involvement and therefore the 

responsibilities that institutional category membership can be predicated with. 

She is now not prepared to offer an opinion upon the particular aspect of the topic 

asked of by the host, as her experience, although informed, is based upon her 

experience of borstals. In that, she is not prepared to confirm the host’s assertions, 

instead moving to describe her direct experience of borstals and segregation of 

'difficult' residents. Her initial claim, then, to membership of a topic relevant 

category is made problematic through the actual institutional category she 

belongs to. This does not mean, however, that a category that is not directly 

involved in the topic cannot be made so. 

 

3. 2. Making an institutional category topic relevant 

In the next example, the caller claims that his membership of one institutional 

category puts him in a position to be informed by other, more closely topically 

relevant, institutional categories. 

 

NR[JA:10:95(4)]  

26A:                          [I think the general op]pinion is that  

27    things have got worse because there's no central direction from  

28    the government and policies change ur I was reminded a little  

29    bit to what I heard about prison governors having a lot of  

30    paperwork to do this seen to be a general problem with school  

31    teachers and uh doctors we're very money oriented and um the  

32    administrative load on a prison governor is such that he cannot  

33    maintain the intimate contact he needs with his prison staff=  

34N:  =yh you speak as though you've some authority on this have  

35    you served in the prison serv[ice]  

36A:                        [wel]l no but I taught ten years  

37    at Hendon police cadet school and I found it a very interesting  

38    institution I didn't just go and teach I tried to find out  

39    more about the institution I was working with=  

40N:  =yeh=  

41A:  so I do know a a bit about it what I think we would have to say  

42    would be this  
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Here the caller claims membership of a category as a way to claim informed 

knowledge about the categories associated with prisons. In response to the host’s 

category search (line 34) the caller produces an institutional category, ‘teacher at 

Hendon Police Cadet School’, which he argues is related to the topic categories, 

at least one of which being offered by the host. That this is not a commonly 

assumed category/topic relationship is evident from the caller’s elaboration of the 

category predicates associated with his teaching police cadets (line 36-41). He 

didn’t just teach cadets, but was also actively finding out more about the work 

they did and the institutions they were involved in. Furthermore, it is noticeable 

that at line 41 the caller changes his terms of reference from ‘I’ to ‘we’ thereby 

suggesting he is now speaking on behalf of the ‘cadets’. Here then, the caller 

attempts to claim an informed topic position from a category that he assumes does 

not ordinarily provide for such topic knowledge.  

 

In the above examples the callers can be seen to attempt to locate their 

institutional membership into a topic relationship. In the first example the caller 

claims membership of the category, journalist’, which can be heard to align, 

together with his personal category membership, with personal and professional 

experience of the topic. In the second example the relationship of the caller’s 

category to knowledge of the topic is subsequently made problematic by actual 

membership of a different, though related, topical category. Whilst the third 

example displays an attempt to place a related institutional topic category into a 

position of informed knowledge about a closely related institutional topic 

category. All, however, can be heard to claim that their contribution is more than 

just a personal opinion. They can be heard to claim an informed opinion derived 

from their institutional category membership. Thus, they can be seen to use their 

available institutional category membership to position themselves close to the 

topic, and therefore in a position to be held (initially in the second example) as 

representative of an institutional category directly related to the topic. Being seen 

as a member of a directly relevant category, and thus in a position of 

representative of that category, is not however, a position always sought by a 

caller, as the next example demonstrates.  

 

4. It's just my opinion  

As suggested in Chapter Five, the claim to 'knowledge about' a topic can be used 

by callers to position their category membership in relation to a topic. For 

example, not being homosexual but having friends who are can be used as a way 

of claiming knowledge about homosexuals. However, claiming to have opinions 



 161 

based on knowledge, as opposed to experience, of a topic becomes difficult when 

the category a caller claims membership of is treated as one with experience. In 

the next example the caller claims membership of an institutional category from 

which to offer his opinions but is treated by the host as a representative of that 

institution.  

 

NR[NO:28:95(5)]  

01N:   Mike Ruby from from Gloucester () calling from Gloucester  

02      have you been involved in this in any way  

03      (1.0)  

04M:   I beg your pardon=  

05N:   =have you been involved in this [((affair))]  

06M:                                            [  oh  I   ] did have  

07      a slight involvement I'm (.) when I was ur a police  

08      officer but way back in the seventies with a case where um  

09     () a young lady was abducted and then escaped which did  

10      figure in the case and ur I had a little bit of evidence (.)  

11      as the scenes of crime officer at the time  

12N:  ju I mean just ur if you've heard these last two calls what  

13      do you as a police officer or former police officer think  

14      about the evidence those two women have been giving us  

15M:  um I didn't hear the details of the last call but um (.) all  

16      I would say is that um during the late latter part of the  

17      eighties and into this decade my impression is that um ()  

18      the whole um () business of um collating and um () better  

19      () consolidation of strands of evidence from all sorts of  

20      sources and ur interdepartmental interagency co-operation has  

21      has improved () so that I think this is looking back in  

22      hindsight really and lessons have been learnt  

23N:   ju think sufficient lessons have been learnt  

24M:  well I hope so yes  

25N:   I mean it really is palpably better in your view now=  

26M:  =well I'm I'm () I would say that I've been out of the job  

27      for four years so um over four years so () ur I'm not quite  

28      ur up to date but my impression is that um () with some  

29      notorious cases in recent years it it must of improved and  

30      it has improved () particularly urm between the various  

31      agencies so we would hope that these things wouldn't recur  
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32N:   what what happens between ur b-b-between agencies now that  

33      was missing in the past  

34      (.2)  

35M:  better co-cooperation more conferences more contact () of  

36      many kinds I would think  

37N:   I mean we=  

38M:  =but I must ur must emphasise that I had a fairly humble  

39      role and um I'm a bit out of touch but this is my general  

40      impression [   ((inaudible))     ]  

41N:                    [sure but ur the ur] the the the im impression  

42      of a of a () police officer ur socco scenes of crimes officer  

43      actually quite significant ur and ur your saying that if one  

44      thinks of what happened there we had for example the West's  

45      children I think thirt over thirty times they were treated  

46      in accident and emergency um h-h-h hospital clinics for um  

47      groin and other injuries um you had as for as the police  

48      were concerned Fred and Rosemary West () convicted of a sexual  

49      ur assault um and it said no steps were taken to check what  

50      happened to their children their children were taken into care  

51      no one checked on their return from home these sort of things  

52      would be addressed at some sort of inter-agency conference  

53      would they  

54M:  I'm sure they would yes () I would say that um one factor was  

55      back in the seventies the early seventies was that there was  

56      a massive change over (.) um (0.1) I think in seventy four  

57      seventy five when um local government was reorganised in a  

58      big way and counties county departments took over from the  

59      city borough or city council department ur and maybe under  

60     the old system () where there was a local officer who knew  

61      his quite small patch maybe there might have been different  

62      a different result but there was a massive change over so ()  

63      this probably the influence of this would extend would have  

64      extended over several years but this is just an opinion a  

65      humble [opinion]  

66N:                [ sure ] Bob Peterson  
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In examining this example in detail it is possible to see how the caller 

demonstrates his awareness of the import of host’s attempt to allocate category, 

and therefore status, through his attempt to distance himself from this category.  

 

Within the introduction sequence the caller is drawn to produce a topic relevant 

institutional category 'police officer'. This done, he subsequently attempts to play 

down membership of this category as ‘only a slight involvement’. The host, 

however, invokes this category membership, ‘as a police officer or former police 

officer’, (line 13) in order to question the caller about two previous callers who 

had been intimately involved in the topic as 'victims'. The caller, however, evades 

the question asked of him as a 'former police officer', being prepared only to offer 

his 'impressions' (line 17) of the improvements made since his involvement. Thus, 

the caller attempts to play down his involvement in the case but continues to use 

his topic category as relevant to his description of the improvements in police 

procedures made since ‘his’130 time. This can be seen as an attempt by the caller 

to claim a position of being able to offer his opinions from an informed basis, but 

to avoid being drawn into a topic relevant category with experience of this case 

and up to date knowledge about police procedures. 

 

NR[NO:28:95(5)]  

25N: I mean it really is palpably better in your view now=  

26M: =well I'm I'm () I would say that I've been out of the job  

27    for four years so um over four years so () ur I'm not quite  

28    ur up to date but my impression is that um ()... 

 

In response to the question asked by the host (line 25) the caller produces a direct 

account of why he believes the impressions he gives should not be seen as saying 

how it is now - he is no longer a member of this category he has retired. Because 

of this, his opinion may not be accurate and should not be used as such. The host, 

however, continues to question the caller on aspects of the topic such a category 

would be informed about. In response to this questioning the caller again 

produces disclaimers as to why his opinions should not be seen as accurate 

descriptions.  

 

NR[NO:28:95(5)]  

38M: =but I must ur must emphasise that I had a fairly humble  

                                            
130See Sacks’ (1967) discussion of ‘personal time’ whereby a persons life is divided up into 
periods of time which are significant to them such as a Widower remembering the time he was 
married.  
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39    role and um I'm a bit out of touch but this is my general  

40    impression [   ((inaudible))     ]  

41N:                     [sure but ur the ur] the the the im impression  

42    of a of a () police officer ur soco scenes of crimes officer  

43    actually quite significant ur and ur your saying that if one  

 

At line 38 the caller produces two category predicate disclaimers. Firstly, his role 

in the actual case under discussion was a humble one and secondly, that he is out 

of touch with how it is now. Thus, he attempts to claim for himself a ‘safe’ 

position in-between involvement in the actual case and accurate knowledge of the 

present system. However, even though the caller actively attempts to avoid being 

treated as one able to give accurate information, the host continues by producing a 

further reference to the institutional category given by the caller at the beginning 

of the call (Scenes of Crimes Officer). This institutional category is taken by the 

host to be directly and intimately related to the topic, and even the caller's 

impressions are of value simply because membership of this category must entail 

relevant experience of the topic.  

 

Here, it is possible to see that the caller is being treated as a member of two 

categories relevant for this topic, both are institutional. Firstly, a category within 

the device ‘police’, ‘scenes of crimes officer’ predicated with general information 

about police procedures, whilst secondly, the caller’s membership of this category 

is one with direct experience of this case - a ‘scenes of crimes officer with 

involvement in this particular case’. Thus, the predicates of the caller’s 

institutional category membership involve not only general knowledge of police 

procedures but also branch into a particular member of this category with direct 

involvement in the case being talked about.131 The caller can be seen to attempt 

to maintain his distance from the category with direct involvement of the case, yet 

continues to offer his ‘impressions’ from the category ‘former scenes of crimes 

officer’. He, thus, predicates his opinion to membership of one institutional 

category (former SOCO) whilst disclaiming the predicates of another possible 

category (direct involvement in this particular case) right up till the point, indeed 

his last utterance, where the host introduces the next caller. 

 

NR[NO:28:95(5)]  

62 M: a different result but there was a massive change over so ()  

                                            
131Also evident is a further example of the way categories may become devices. Here the 
category of scenes of crimes officer becomes a device scenes of crimes officer with the category 
memberships being (at least) those involved and those not involved in this particular case. 
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63    this probably the influence of this would extend would have  

64    extended over several years but this is just an opinion a  

65    humble [opinion]  

66N:                 [ sure ] Bob Peterson  

 

Here then, the continuing effort by the host to position the caller into the category 

of Scenes of Crimes Officer can be seen as an attempt to position the caller into a 

category that has 'experience of' the topic.132 The caller, however, attempts to 

maintain a position as one of 'knowledge about' the topic. Thus his opinions are to 

be seen as impressions of how it was and not to be treated as accurately 

describing how it is now. 

 

 

5. Institutional category and hierarchy 

If a caller claims membership of or is positioned into a category that is closely 

related with a topic, the host may then treat the caller's 'opinion' as one informed 

by direct 'experience of the topic'. Claiming this type of relationship to the topic 

may allow the caller certain rights. For example, the information the caller offers 

may not be questioned as to its accuracy by members who are not directly related 

to the topic, for example, the host. As such, the information given by the caller 'as 

a representative of this category' is not readily called into question by others who 

cannot claim membership of such topic relevant categories. However, a person 

who cannot claim such a close topic relevant category position may use 

knowledge made available from a third party who is a member of a close topic 

relevant category, in order to call in to question a close category incumbent. In 

the next example the host uses a previous caller’s category and opinion in order to 

question the caller.  

 

NR[FE:15:94(3)]  

16F:                                      [ I'm..well..I'm ]  

17    a Christian and I do believe is against the Christian  

18    ethics I believe St Paul spoke quite strongly against  

19    homosexuality.  

20N:  even though()we've just heard from Canon Rymes saying he  

21    thinks that's a load of tosh  

 

                                            
132The possible issue of subjudicy, whereby the caller cannot speak about the case in question, is 
avoided as the case has been completed and the defendant found guilty and sentenced to many life 
terms. 
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In this example the caller positions herself into a category that she then uses to 

explain why she holds the opinions she does concerning homosexuality. The 

caller, after claiming the category ‘Christian’ is then challenged (line 20) by the 

host in respect to this category and her topic opinion. To challenge the caller’s 

opinion the host does not use his own knowledge or opinion of the Bible to 

question her beliefs on this topic but references a previous caller.133 The previous 

caller referenced by the host is a member of the same device as the caller, i.e., 

'Christian' and 'Canon' located as members of the Church. The host, then, uses a 

category relationship, between the present caller and a previous caller, in order to 

challenge the present caller’s opinion.134 

 

The fact that the previous caller was identified as a 'Canon' is also of importance 

here. He is a member of the 'professional clergy' whilst the caller, although a 

member of the device ‘Christian’, is a member of the category ‘lay religious 

person’. The use by the host of an opinion expressed previously by a Canon to 

challenge this caller indicates a hierarchical relationship between category 

members within a similar device. In this instance the caller is a Lay member of 

the Church whilst the previous caller occupied a professional category 

membership, Canon. Thus, the caller’s opinion is challenged by invoking a 

category that may be regarded as having professional knowledge of Christian 

religious teachings, as opposed to the lay knowledge of the caller. The caller’s 

response to the host’s challenge, however, calls into question the relationship 

between a professional category and the knowledge that category is predicated 

with.   

 

NR[FE:15:94(3)]  

20N:  even though()we've just heard from Canon Rymes saying he  

21    thinks that's a load of tosh  

22F:  well I was amazed to hear a Canon say that quite frankly  

23    a::nd  

 

The caller’s response to the host’s question (line 22) does not challenge the 

knowledge base from which the opinions are drawn, i.e., the Bible, but questions 

how this category could have this opinion. In this, a hierarchical configuration 

                                            
133Also baring in mind the issue of host neutrality discussed earlier. 
134What is also of interest, and discussed previously in Chapter Seven, is the way the host’s 
reference to the Canon’s remarks creates an ‘attitude device’. An attitude device of religious 
people who think this way about homosexuality with the two categories being (at least) a past 
caller (previous to the Canon) and this caller.   
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within this device is made apparent. The caller’s response to the host's question is 

that she was 'amazed to hear a Canon say that'. By stating her amazement at what 

a Canon said she can be seen as displaying a working knowledge of hierarchy 

within her device. It is not that she is surprised to hear Douglas Rymes say that 

her interpretation of the Bible on this issue is a 'load of tosh', but that a Canon 

could say such a thing. The opinions the Canon is reported to have offered, and 

the category attributes of 'Canon' do not for the caller align. Moreover, that she is 

being contradicted by someone higher up in the device of 'religious people', who 

she assumes would hold the same attitudes to this topic, is to her 'amazing'.  

 

Thus, categorising oneself as a member of a category closely related to the topic 

may offset the possibility of being questioned on the knowledge offered by others 

not of the same device. Yet, as is apparent above, this position may enable a 

challenge to be initiated through use of other categories from the same device. 

The topical opinion of one category is challenged from a category presumed to 

have greater topic knowledge. In the instance above both the categories are 

collected 'within' the device of the Church though one, a Canon, is regarded by 

the host and the caller to have professional knowledge of the topic, i.e., the Bible 

and its teaching on homosexuality. Here then, is evident a hierarchy of knowledge 

about the Bible in which the caller, a Lay reader of the Bible, is challenged by 

invoking the opinions of a ‘professional’ reader and interpreter of the Bible.135  

 

The caller, however, dismisses the ‘Canon's’ opinion as an aberration, not a 

legitimate opinion grounded in the church teachings which she believes supports 

her opinion. For the caller it is not the Bible, but the Canon's interpretation of the 

teachings that is at fault, and the fact that a Canon could have such an 

interpretation is in itself amazing. The dismissal of an opinion through a 

disagreement of ‘interpretation’ can be seen as one way to counter challenges by 

other members of the same device or category. In that, both parties are assumed 

to have access to, and be in possession of, certain information as members of that 

category, and so each can argue from an assumed position of knowledge. The 

argument becomes internal to the device, as a matter between the two categories 

within the device, with those not able to claim membership of the device as 

outsiders.  

 

                                            
135Also, evident here is the use to which information given by a previous caller identified as a 
member of a topic relevant category may be used by the host at a later time in order to 
question/challenge others of the same category or device. Thus, contributions to the debate so far 
may be used by the host to develop a later call. 



 168 

6. Breaching institutional predicates  

Challenging a caller’s opinion, however, may not only be done through use of an 

available member or previous caller, i.e., personal membership categories, but 

may at times be done through reference to an organisation. When questioning a 

caller the 'organisation' the caller belongs to, by definition of their being 

identified as a certain category, may also be used in order to pursue the call 

further. This is evident in the following example, where the caller positions 

herself into, and offers her opinion from, the institutional category membership of 

‘doctor’. The opinion the caller offers and the category membership she has 

invoked is then used by the host to challenge the caller through the institutional 

organisation she belongs to.  

 

Initially, the caller is introduced into a topical category by the host at the outset of 

the call from which she goes onto make her contribution to the debate. 

 

NR[FE:15:94(8)]  

01N: there's a doctor on the line..I don't know if it's a  

02 medical doctor..Doctor Elizabeth Duncan from Peebles..are  

03 you a medical doctor  

04E: yes  

05N: are you you..er I take it your not a specialist in Aids..  

06 [by any] chance are you  

07E: [ no   ]    no I'm not a specialist in Aids  

08 but I've been researching sexually transmitted diseases  

09 which..is a very much wider aspect then just Aids..which  

10 is a specific S T D  

11N: uh um  

12E: and I would like to start first of all with a quotation  

13 that I picked up on the B B C News at Ten back in January  

14 from David Whitehouse the scientific correspondent..and  

15 then I'll go on to explain..uh..and I quote..it would be  

16 a wrong philosophy to undertake a lifestyle with known  

17 consequences and then to expect science to come along and  

18 bail us out..he was speaking on the prevention of cancer  

19 and cancer causants and..so I'd come to the field of S T  

20 D..now my own research has been in Africa and it's  

21 investigating the transmission of S T D and cervical  

22 canc[er]  
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23N:        [S T]D is sexually transmitted disease [of any sort]  

24E:                                                                     [sorry thats right s]orry  

25 I shouldn't have used the abbreviation first  

26 but sexually transmitted disease S T D for short..and  

27 cervical cancer..which is the number one killer for  

28 eith..when I say either sex I mean obviously men don't  

29 get it but it's the number one killing cancer..um..in  

30 developing countries..and the most important factor that  

31 we picked up was the early age of sexual debu or sexual  

32 ..um..comming of age for these women..and we then looked  

33 at why..this I might say has been published we then  

34 looked at why early age of sexual debu was so important  

35 and it came down to really four factors..it was an  

36 anatomical factor that the younger girl was immature  

37 physically..then it was psychologically her..body didn't  

38 respond..able to protect her in particular the lining of  

39 the vagina was a single cell layered thickness which  

40 could easily be torn..thirdly it was due to defence  

41 factors which weren't properly developed..and fourthly  

42 due to what we call euphemistically a male factor..that  

43 her partner was almost always older..and hence already  

44 experienced and potentially infected..now..[we]  

45N:                                                                     [what] what  

46 age were these young women or girls that you're talking  

47 about  

48E: ..um..these were girls married at puberty but some of  

49 them hadn’t yet achieved their first menstruation=  

50N: =no..but we're talking about in this country [homosexual  

51E:                                                                         [arrh but  

52N: con]sent sho[uld ]be reduced to sixteen [which is the age  

53E: yes]             [just]                                   [sure but but  

54N: for heterosexual consent]  

55E: just just just wait a mome]nt  

56N: .uh..um  

57E: that is the background now when we're talking of  

58 alternative sex and it's already been mentioned on the  

59 programme that women..have anal sex as well as men so I'm  

60 not discriminating against either..first off all we know  
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61 that anatomically it is wrong..it is they've got to  

62 overcome the anal sphincter the muscle which keeps the  

63 lower bowel shut..then the actual..um direction and of  

64 the lower bowel is..and the length of it is two short to  

65 allow penetration without some degree of tearing on  

66 almost every occaision..then the lining of the bowel is  

67 only a single cell layer thickness which gets easily  

68 torn..added to that we're thinking of how the bowel works  

69 and we know from recent experimental work that when semen  

70 is put onto the lining of the bowel that it causes a  

71 partial..um..digestion..thats the easiest [way to  

72N:                                                               [lets ((  

73E: describe it]  

74N: inaudible))]  

75I: do you suppose you suppose a change in the law is going  

76 to aff..ur..[stop people having sex]  

77E:                  [wait a moment...just]  

78N:                                 [no Elizabeth]..ur..it is very  

79 interesting what what you've been telling us..I..Don't  

80 want to devote the whole programme[though to a lesson in  

81E:                                                           [no no its not a whole  

82N:     biology]  

83E: programme]..but let me just finish  

84N: very quickly [please]  

85E:                      [please]..that semen in fact causes this  

86 partial digestion so that infections go in much more  

87 easily..now with those factors..um..to me and we know  

88    that anal sex carries a much higher transmission of  

89    infections=  

90N: =so you think any change in the law which does anything  

91    other then further discourage anal sex is is retrograde  

92    ..is a bad thing  

93E:  I do indeed[and the]  

94N:        [why why] is your organisation..why is the  

95   British Medical Association then in favour of reducing  

96 the age of homosexual consent  

97E:  um..I believe a lot of it is political..and also a lot of  

98    doctors are not fully aware of why anal sex is such a  
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99    high risk factor  

 

The caller, after first being introduced as a 'doctor', produces a further 

institutional category membership that posits her expertise within general sexual 

health rather then simply or only AIDS. From this initial categorisation the caller 

goes on to talk about some of the research she herself has carried out into the area 

of anal sex in African Tribes. The delivery of her opinion can be heard as in a 

'lecture' or 'research paper' style with academic references, listing of points, 

correcting her use of abbreviations etc, and the host’s reference to her 

contribution resembling a ‘biology lesson’ (line 80-82). This style and the 

extended length of time she is afforded in comparison to other callers all go to 

reinforce her category as expert. It is some time before the host begins to curtail 

the callers’ contribution (line 75-85) by giving her a next turn summary position 

and from which he then summarises her argument (line 90).  

 

The host's summary of the caller's argument is designed to provide for the 

agreement or disagreement of this summary by the caller.136 The caller's 

response, agreeing with the host’s question, is then followed by the host 

challenging the caller's argument. This is done by making reference to her 

organisation (line 94), the organisation she is assumed to be a member of, by 

definition of her category membership. The British Medical Association, as the 

host points out, has come out in favour of lowering the age of consent for 

homosexual men, whereas her argument is against this move. It is not, then, the 

caller’s knowledge about the topic that is the subject of this challenge but her 

disagreement with the institution she belongs to. That is, the host’s challenge 

stems not from why she thinks this about homosexuality but, rather, why her 

opinions differ from the opinions of the official organisation she belongs to. Thus, 

an opinion given previously by a medical body and the assumed membership of 

that body by the caller is invoked by the host in order to challenge the caller’s 

opinion.  

  

Furthermore, the caller is not only being asked why her opinions differ from the 

BMA's, but is also being asked to provide an account of why the BMA is of the 

opinion it is. Taking the caller's opinion as correct, the host questions the caller as 

to why, if what she says is correct, 'her' organisation thinks differently. From a 

discussion concerning the topic of homosexuality within which the caller had 

                                            
136This sequential manoeuvre by the host is similar to a previous example in which the host used 
category information to get the caller to address the topic. See Chapter Six, transcript 
NR[FE:15:94(1)]  
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positioned herself as having expert knowledge, the questioning now moves to 

enquire from a 'doctor' why this organisation thinks the way it does. She is, then, 

being questioned about the workings of an organisation, for, as a member of this 

organisation she may be assumed to have knowledge of it. That is, the host’s 

challenge is by way of the assumed membership of the caller to the organisation 

and the organisation’s opinion being in contrast to hers.  

 

On answering the question (line 97) the caller produces two arguments as to why 

the BMA offered their support for the lowering of the age of consent. The first is 

‘political’ whilst the second suggests a lack of knowledge by other members. This 

explanation leaves her own research intact and, for the caller, the reason for the 

differences of opinion between the two. The two reasons the caller gives for the 

difference of opinion between her and her 'organisation' do not then call into 

question the validity of her research. Rather, the caller's response to the question 

of why the organisation does not agree with her opinion, is dealt with by a 

dismissal of the organisation’s opinion. This is done by appealing to behind the 

scenes manoeuvrings and a lack of knowledge on their part. As was indicated 

above in an earlier example, where a caller is challenged by the opinions of a 

Canon, the response by the caller here is to appeal to internal factors within the 

device. The appeal to factions within the device of medical practitioners provides 

a sweeping characterisation of anyone who disagrees with the caller. As, without 

further members of the device to challenge the caller on her own medical research 

or a member of the BMA council to explain why they made such a decision, the 

caller's characterisation of other members is unassailable. It is an internal debate 

over the evidence and research from which the host is excluded, he is not a 

member of a category in that device, and unless other evidence is available to him 

he is not in a position to challenge the caller on this point. That is, he is not a 

doctor and so is excluded from the level of knowledge the caller can claim about 

this organisation. 

 

7. Category representing knowledge 

At the beginning of the previous transcript is was pointed out how, after being 

introduced as a 'doctor', the caller then goes on to further categorise herself within 

this device (doctors) as to 'what kind of doctor she is'. This categorisation was 

then reinforced through her contribution being delivered 'as a doctor' using 

research to support her argument. The caller can be heard as speaking 'as a doctor' 

with her opinions and assertions offered from the perspective of academic debate 

drawn from evidence and research. The caller, then, in positioning herself as a 
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member of the category 'doctor', is heard to speak as a doctor throughout her time 

‘on air’. The subsequent questioning by the host directed to her as a member of 

this category  

 

However, being held as representative of an organisation by definition of category 

incumbency does not only depend upon the person identifying themselves as a 

particular category and offering an opinion as a member of that category group. If 

a caller is located within a category at any time, then the opinions they offer may 

be regarded as coming from that category - the category may become omni-

relevant. That is, if a category is offered, then it may be assumed that the caller is 

speaking as a member of that category. The use of category membership as a 

resource for the host to engage the caller can be explored further in the next 

example. Here, the caller is introduced by the host as a member of an institutional 

category. However the opinions the caller initially offers are not tied to this 

category position. 

 

NR[FE:15:94(11)]  

01N:  I presume another Christian on the line but perhaps not  

02    so evangelical, Canon Douglas Rymes from Fontlow in West  

03    Sussex (0.3) [what du] what do you make of of urm our  

04D:                         [I think]  

05N: last caller  

06    ()  

07D:  I seem to be hearing an awful lot of rubbish()sadly the  

08    whole questio..surly the whole question of an age of  

09    consent is bases upon what is an age when mature  

10   decisions about responsible living in its fullness  

11 including sexual behaviour can be made()if it is possible  

12  for a person to be considered mature enough to undertake  

13   all responsibilities of marriage and the bringing up  

14  family at the age of sixteen()why is it that the person  

15  if he or she happens to homosexual no to be able to  

16   undertake far less responsibility which does not involve  

17   a family at the same age. Many countries in Europe have  

18   found no disastrous consequences from a much lower age  

19   of consent then are we to take it that human beings in  

20  Britain are far less mature then others in Europe  

21   ()  
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22N:  [du]  

23D:  [I] think there should be a common age of consent for  

24    both heterosexual and homosexual if one is eighteen so  

24    should be the other if one is sixteen so should be the  

25    other=  

26N:  =Edwina Currie's bill offers options either..ur..eighteen  

27    or of sixteen for the age of consent as I understand it  

28    Ian McKellan your setting one right=  

29I:  =ur no no her amendment i.is..is for equality at sixteen  

30N:  =sixteen=  

31I:  =there is another [amendment]which[will also(inaudible)]  

32N:                              [amendment]           [to the bill      ]  

33    which would eighteen you believe it should be sixteen  

34    because that's the age of consent for heterosexuality  

35D:  yes I believe there should be a common age there's no  

36    sense in having two different ages. I mean there's n..no  

37    sense in the understanding of maturity or the  

38    understanding of anything else. I mean()how how can you  

39    eh equate two different kinds of people in their own  

40    maturity I don't understand it at all logically  

 

Here, the caller, introduced as a Canon, goes on to speak about the topic. 

However, although introduced as a 'Canon', the caller's contribution does not 

make reference to the church teachings and does not invoke religion in order to 

back any of the points he raises. The caller’s argument for the lowering of the age 

of consent is based upon the equality of individuals and the responsibilities they 

are entitled to bear upon attaining maturity. This is reinforced at line 23-25 when 

the caller sums up his argument by stating clearly the argument of equality. It is at 

this point that the host uses the caller's category, given in the introduction, to 

question him about the biblical teachings upon the topic.  

 

41N: wha what about the biblical teaching we..we've just heard  

42    about  

43D:  oh that's a lot of nonsense I.um the bible teaching on  

44   many other things is far greater then on homosexuality  

45 the references to homosexuality are in the book of  

46 Lividitgus and a few in St Paul there are many references  

47 more to adultery, of pride, of covetousness, of offences  
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48 against the poor of all sorts of things in the bible  

49 which no one takes up legisl[ation about]  

50N:                                               [adultery is] not a criminal  

51 offence might be a resigning issue[but its not a criminal  

52D:                                                       [ no its not a criminal  

53N: offence]  

54D:    one   ] but its a religious one so if your going to  

55 argue religion you might as well argue against adultery  

56N: well perhaps many evangelical people would Arthur Hardy  

57 from  

 

Thus, although not offering his opinions through a reference to Church teachings 

the host makes reference to this category at line 41. The caller is asked, as 

representative of the church, for category bound information about the topic.137 

His membership of a category given at the beginning of the call is then omni-

relevant. It is available for the host or caller to use at any time. Here, the host 

invokes the category in order to further question the caller upon the topic and its 

relation to church teachings.  

 

In response to the host’s question, the caller dismisses the content of the question 

as ‘nonsense’ (line 43). The caller then provides an account of why the opinions 

offered by a previous caller are nonsense (line 44-55). He does this by referencing 

various parts of the bible and some contradictions found within it. Thus, when 

challenged with the opinions of a previous caller, the caller produces professional 

category knowledge in order to refute those opinions. In doing this, he not only 

provides an account of why such opinions are not valid, but does this from a 

professional category position, a position he had not used previously when 

making his original contribution to the debate, but invoked by the host’s question 

concerning another member of the device he belongs to.  

 

After this the caller produces a rejoinder to his previous argument (lines 52-55) 

through reference to the issue of homosexuality seen in terms of the devices of 

religion and legislation. He does this by first of all making a distinction between 

the devices of ‘legislation’ and ‘religion’ given by the host. In one the actions are 

                                            
137The host does not question the caller directly but uses a 'third party', referencing a previous 
caller in order to question this caller. Thus, again the interplay of who can challenge who in 
respect to membership of certain categories is evident. The host is not in a position to challenge 
the caller who has been located into a topical relevant category and thus in order to challenge such 
a positioned topical relevant category, someone of the same device is used. 



 176 

condemned but in the other they are not. He then suggests that if homosexuality 

was to be made illegal because the Bible condemns it then so to should adultery, 

and by implication all the religious teachings. The point being that, although the 

bible does condemn homosexuality, along with many other things, it is now not 

an adequate basis for legislation. 

 

In summary, being asked to account for why a caller’s opinion is different to an 

opinion predicated to an organisation highlights the host’s assumption of category 

tied opinions. That is, the caller has offered an opinion that is treated as at odds 

with what the host perceives that category is associated with. The caller's 

response to this type of challenge is, often, to neutralise the question by 

challenging its basis. One way this is done is to draw any difference of opinion 

into the device, within which only members of that device are privy to the 

knowledge of the device. Thus, the difference of opinion between caller and other 

members of the device was accounted for by ‘misunderstanding’, ‘miss-reading’, 

‘politics’, ‘amazement’ or a ‘load of rubbish’. This response, then, attempts to 

undermine the basis of the question. Furthermore, by appealing to internal device 

matters the caller is not in a position to be further questioned by the host on this 

issue. The host cannot claim membership of the device and therefore is not in a 

position to further challenge the caller. This is not to say that the host is never in a 

position to claim, or be questioned as, a representative of an organisation/device 

as the next example highlights.  

 

8. The host as institutional representative; defending the programme 

In the analysis above, the focus has been on how the host has made use of the 

various institutional categories made available within any particular call to 

develop the call. It is the host, and not the callers’, who, in the process of 

generating debate or discussion within the various calls uses these categories and 

assumed relationships between them, within the on going development of the 

topic of discussion. However, what is made apparent in the following analysis is 

that, far from the host being in control of what information and category work 

gets done in this situation, callers may also infer and use a category relationship 

involving the host. In this case the caller treats the host as a representative of the 

media. 

 

In discussing the introduction of the programme in Chapter Four it was indicated 

that the reason for any particular topic of a programme was given within the 

trailer and opening section of the programme. The reason for the topic for any 
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particular programme was bound up with topical issues of the day, and so the 

connection was made between the topic of a particular programme and the reason 

the topic was chosen. This relationship between topic and reason for the 

programme is for the most part unproblematic, in that the callers’ contributions 

serve to reinforce and confirm that the topic of discussion is indeed a ‘live’ issue 

and worthy of discussion on this type of programme. That is that there is a viable 

reason to have this discussion. However in the following example this 

relationship between topic and reason for the programme is called in to question 

by the caller. 

 

NR[JA:10:95(4)]  

01N:  Aubry Ross from uh Hendon in North West London  

02A:  morning morning (coughing) we're not related Mr Ross  

03N:  no [(I-don't-think-we-are)]  

04A:           [   Aubry Ross         ] um yeh uh what I found confusing  

05    about this programme was the fact that on the one hand you say  

06    ur Nick that uh so (.) things are aren’t they getting better I  

07    mean if things are getting better as you perhaps suggested  

08    then why are we having a programme clearly clearly things are  

09    getting better or they're getting worse and if there's a  

10    programme on radio things are getting worse so uh we're not  

11    even establishing basic principles=  

12N:  =well hang on-hang-on-hang-on=  

13A:  =yes=  

14N:  things we're having a wr a-a radio programme about it because  

15    its very much in the headlines [people genera]ally talking about  

16A:                                             [ of course   ]  

17N:  it=  

18A:  =mm=  

19N:  and that means that certainly in the last few days=  

20A:  =uh um=  

21N:  things are perceived to have got worse=  

22A:  =yes=  

23N:  we must then explore whether in fact they have or whether its  

24   just a freak that so many unfortunately things have all  

25    happened in-in-the-the s[pace  of  a  few day]s  

26A:                   [I think the general op]pinion is that  

27    things have got worse because there's no central direction from  
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28    the government and policies change 

 

On being introduced, the caller begins to offer his opinion on the topic. The 

opinion offered by the caller takes issue with the ‘debatable’ nature of the topic, 

as for the caller the very fact of the programme suggests an answer to the 

question. That is, the issue of whether prisons have got worse or not is not very 

debatable as they must have got worse otherwise there would not be a programme 

on it. At this point (line 12) the host interrupts the caller quite forcefully, the 

caller then gives the floor to the host. The host then claims a neutral position on 

the topic suggesting that it is during this programme that the question of whether 

things have got worse will be explored.  

 

The fact of the programme occurring does not for the host pre-suppose the answer 

to the question. Instead the reason for the programme is the current debate over 

the topic, generated from public concern and indicated in newspaper headlines 

(line 14), over the state of prisons and public perception that things have got 

worse (line 21). Following the agreement with this by the caller (line 22), the 

issue for the programme is spelt out, ‘either they have got worse or they haven’t’ 

(line 23). The host, then, uses the perceived increase of interest amongst the 

public at large to claim the reason for the programme and the issue for the 

programme. In doing this he distances himself personally from the why’s and 

wherefore’s of the debate, claiming for himself and the programme a neutral 

position. That is, in order to explore this issue and perception, we need to open 

the discussion to the public in order to ascertain whether what the public think is 

happening, is in fact happening. This then refutes the assertion made by the caller 

that the host, programme and by category extension the media is biased by 

situating itself as testing a hypothesis and exploring the issues without being 

partisan or making assumptions about the debate. That is, the host, when treated 

as a representative of the media can be seen to defend the organisation he is a 

category member of. 

 

9. Summary 

In the above discussion the focus has been on the use of 

institutional/organisational representation by the parties to the phone-in, during 

such times as this category work becomes apparent. Apparent here are some of 

the ways institutional categories are used by callers to make topic claims, and 

used by the host in various challenges and further questioning of the callers. This 

was made available through an orientation to such category identities made 
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apparent in the talk by the participants. By not appealing to extrinsic features, 

such as physical context or relying upon sequentially derived structural identities, 

the analysis explored the working use of institutional identity where such identity 

has been made relevant by the participants. That is, the analysis has proceeded 

through an examination of the use of institutional categories and the way in which 

these categories, once available, may be developed upon by the participants.  

 

Furthermore, also highlighted were further levels of the multi-layering between 

category and topic. Evident here was a hierarchical organisation between 

categories as members of the same organisational device, this being particularly 

apparent through those examples in which a caller attempted to dismiss topic 

opinions that differed from other members of a device. This suggests that a 

further layering of category organisation may be built around topic relevant 

categories that appeal to, or are positioned within, organisational bodies.  

 

In analysing talk about institutions in this way it apparent that it is not simply the 

case that a person who is member of an institutional category is therefore 

occupying that category. Rather, the occupation of any particular institutional 

category, may have to be invoked in relation to a topic. And, once invoked can be 

treated as, or questioned as to what extent, the category and organisation are topic 

relevant. Evident also is an awareness of the responsibilities of claiming an 

institutional category membership and the predicates associated with such 

memberships. That is, predicates which may be assumed, invoked, or avoided by 

the caller and host in relation to a caller being treated as a representative of the 

organisation to which such a category belongs. 
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9 

 

Caller transition and ending the show: demonstrating structure 

 

 

1. Introduction 

In this chapter the focus is on the ways in which participants within a radio 

phone-in organise, negotiate, and execute the transition between callers, and the 

ending of the show. Previously, when examining the introduction sequence of the 

programme, it was shown how greeting sequences were not routinely entered into 

by the host and caller.138 This, it was suggested, serves a number of functions; 

firstly, a triadic orientation to all the participants was maintained, and secondly, 

continual and elaborate greeting sequences would reduce the amount of time 

spent talking about the topic. These features, it was suggested, were 

organisational contingencies for the event, the event being topic talk. In the 

examination of ‘caller transition’ below, a number of features can be seen in 

terms of similar organisational contingencies. These include again, an orientation 

to all the participants, and economic turnover of callers. Furthermore, it is argued 

that the absence of closings (and greetings) can be seen as evidencing an 

orientation to a debate structure. By this it is meant that the greeting offered by 

the host during the introduction of the programme and the closing tokens offered 

by the host at the end of the programme display an orientation to the participation 

in, and construction of, this event as a debate. The participants, both callers and 

listeners are, then, oriented to as members of the omni-relevant device ‘parties to 

a debate’. Furthermore, callers can be seen to occupy membership of the ‘debate’ 

not only through their contribution on-air but also through category membership 

of the ‘listening audience’ when not on-air. This variation of membership 

categories during the course of the programme is, it is argued, reflected in the 

organisation of caller transition through the use, and non use, of closing and 

greeting tokens by the host.   

 

2. Closing categories 

One way to approach closings is to the examine them in reference to the 

conversation analytic work on closings in ‘mundane conversation’, especially the 

work of Schegloff and Sacks (1973) and Button (1987). These authors variously 

document the ways in which participants to a conversation shape their turns in 

                                            
138See Chapter Five 
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order to indicate and accept closings, and the ways conversational closings are 

then negotiated through to the final token, usually ‘bye, bye’ or some similar 

token. In this type of analysis, however, scant attention is paid to the participants 

categorial memberships except in relation to sequential positions such as ‘initiator 

and acceptor’.139 Thus, a purely sequential approach tends to ignore possible 

participants’ orientations to who they relevantly are, within any particular 

interaction. It is this type of approach that is applied to radio phone-ins by 

Hutchby (1991: 131)140 whereby the sequential organisation of closings are 

discussed in comparison to ordinary conversation.  

 
[T]he technical problematics of the accomplishment of a call’s ‘closing’ 
exhibit a radical dissimilarity from those observable in mundane talk: a 
dissimilarity emanating, once again, from the talk’s ‘institutional’ 
colouring’  

 

Hutchby, then, places his conversation analytic analysis of closings in radio 

phone-ins within a comparative framework between his research, ordinary 

conversation, and institutional talk. Here, however, in keeping with the broad 

methodological argument of this research, the aim is not to highlight the 

differences and similarities found between so called ordinary and institutional 

talk, but to examine the specifics of this particular site with attention being paid to 

the categorial and sequential organisation of closings. The focus, then, is the 

organisational contingencies oriented to and used by the participants in this 

situation, in order to, and in the action of, ending sections of interaction with 

particular others. Thus, whilst closings in any situation are clearly sequential in 

organisation, the participants to closings may also orientate to categorial 

memberships in carrying out such tasks. In this way sequential and categorial 

organisation may be seen as mutually elaborative. Here, then, analysis proceeds 

by examining the organisation of sequential and categorial orientations by the 

participants in order to carry out various actions related to closings.  

 

3. Caller transition 

The practicalities of a radio phone-in, dedicated, as in this instance, to a series of 

callers, mean that callers will be given an amount of time on air, upon completion 

of which, the caller is replaced with the next caller. The on-going development of 

the programme requires the transition from caller to caller to be managed on a 

local basis. The managing of caller transition is a predicate of the host who must 
                                            

139Though, as argued, CA  does not explicitly imbue such terms with categorial organisation.  
140Though this is not the tack taken by Hutchby in his later work (cf. Hutchby 1996) which 
eschews any mention of closings found in ‘ordinary conversation’. 
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decide on a call by call basis how long any particular caller has on air. Thus, there 

is no set time limit141 by which a caller has to put their view forward and discuss 

the issue, as the length of any particular call is a local issue between the host and 

the way the call is going. Two other contingencies that have a baring on this are 

that other callers are waiting to put their points of view forward and the aim of the 

programme is to provide entertainment through canvassing various opinions. 

 

3.1. Introduction as closing 

The host, in order to move from caller to caller, must organise a disengagement 

from the call he is involved in and move to the next caller. What is apparent in the 

organisation and action of this section of a call is that, in a similar way to the 

‘introduction sequence’ examined previously, the participants can be heard to 

move through various turn generated categories in the process of closing a call. 

When examining the introductions carried out by the host at the beginning of each 

call a turn generated category ‘introducer’ was occupied by the host - that is, the 

host introduced the next caller. What is evident in the data below, however, is 

that, although the call is finished and caller transition occurs, there is often no 

sequential closing category evident before the transition has been made. That is, 

whereas in the introduction sequence the host introduces the caller on-air and then 

invites the caller to speak, in the closing of any particular call the host does not 

occupy a sequential closing category before closing the call. As such, closing 

tokens are often absent though the call is closed and caller transition occurs. For 

example: 

 

NR[AP:22:97(2)] 

01C I really really think I-I envy people who’ve only had one 

02 sexual partner and who have gone into marriage and-and you 

03 know stayed there and can-can you know look back and just 

04 say well there was only him [some]times I look at him and  

05N                                                [.hhh] 

06C wish there had only just been him 

07N William Graham from Crief 

 

NR[AP:22:97(3)] 

01C but of course you can’t turn the clock back .hhh ur I don’t  

02 feel sorry for myself I-I-I just think it was ur my ur it was all  

                                            
141Baring in mind of course that the programme is of a certain length of time and therefore calls 
only take place within the time allotted for the programme. This is addressed below. 



 183 

03 my fault and ur it ca it just misfired on me 

04N John Cooper from Cambridge 

 

An observable feature of the examples above is that the call is ended. It is ended, 

however, not with a closing but with an introduction. The host indicates his 

withdrawal from the current discussion by introducing the next caller. Thus, from 

occupying the category of co-conversationalist with the particular caller on air, 

the host moves to the category of introducer, introducing the next caller and thus, 

no longer party to the previous interaction. Furthermore, the host can be seen to 

occupy a further layer of categorisation to that already discussed previously in 

regard to the predicated actions of introducer. This new (for the analysis) category 

is ‘call closer’. For, when discussing the introduction sequence, it was suggested 

that the host moved through various sequential categories within the introduction 

sequence, these being ‘introducer’, ‘questioner’, etc. However, at the same time 

as the host is introducing the next caller, he may also be occupying the category 

of ‘call closer’ for the previous caller. Here, then, the category of call closer is 

occupied and completed by embarking upon an introduction. This is not to say 

that closing indicators are not used by the host. In the next extract the host can be 

seen to begin to introduce the next caller, before then moving back to offer a 

closing token ‘thank you’, before again moving to introduce the next caller.  

 

NR[JA:25:94(1)]  

42J:  it gives a wrong impression and..attracts ()young some  

43    young people who think it word gay oh come on lets have a  

44    go at this and they think its a ()wonderful way of life  

45    believe me it is not  

46N:  ((inward drawing of breath))  

47M     [ du    ]  

48N    [s..s..s tha]..thank you s..Sarah urm Smith from Haringey  

49    [what do] you think of the that[word gay]  

 

Although the host does offer a closing token (line 48) just whom this utterance is 

designed for is ambiguous, as it is the guest who is attempting to ask the caller a 

new question (line 47), though ‘thank you’ would seem to be directed at the caller 

for his contribution. A possible way to describe this manoeuvre is that the 

production of ‘thank you’ by the host is for both parties, the caller and the guest. 

It is produced in such a way as to indicate that the call has gone as far as the host 
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wishes it, and that ‘thank you’ is not directed at one member, but is for both 

members.  

 

3. 2. Summarising  

A further manoeuvre the host may enter into when about to close a call is to 

produce a summary of the point the caller is making before then introducing the 

next caller, as in this example. 

 

NR[AP:22:97(1)] 

01C I think a three month probationary period of living  

02 together () would um be a very good idea 

03N so far from living in sin its sort of living in virtue of  

04 discovery [whet]her or not marriage will survive 

05C        [yes]                                                    yes that’s it  

06N Julia Harrop from Southport in Merseyside 

 

Here, the host summaries the main point of the caller’s contribution, with the 

caller then acknowledging this summary as accurate. It is after this summary that 

the host then begins to introduce the next caller. However, although it can be seen 

here that the host is summarising the caller’s point in order to move out of the 

call, the claim cannot be made that a summary by the host is always a pre-cursor 

to a closing. The host may use a summary in order to sum up the caller’s point so 

far, and from which further discussion is carried out, as in this case. 

 

NR[FE:15:94(8)]  

85E:                                     ...semen in fact causes this  

86 partial digestion so that infections go in much more  

87 easily..now with those factors..um..to me and we know  

88    that anal sex carries a much higher transmission of  

89    infections=  

90N: =so you think any change in the law which does anything  

91    other then further discourage anal sex is is retrograde  

92    ..is a bad thing  

93E:  I do indeed[and the]  

94N:         [why why] is your organisation..why is the  

95   British Medical Association then in favour of reducing  

96    the age of homosexual consent  
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 It is not claimed, then, that the host in summarising the caller’s contribution is 

therefore moving to close the discussion. For the caller it may not be until the 

host embarks upon introducing the next caller that they are aware the discussion 

is closed. It is only at the point of the host introducing the next caller that it is 

made explicit that the call has ended.  

 

The above examples indicate that by the host moving to the next caller, the call 

has ended and the caller has no more involvement with the debate. However, as 

the next extract indicates, it is not always the case that the host necessarily closes 

one call to move to the next. 

  

NR[10:1:95(1)] 

41N:  and trying to punish them as well in many people's [eyes]  

42P:                                             [whe ] uh 

43   the punishment is surely the incarceration keeping them out  

44    of everyday life st ur-ur enjoying what you-but th th to 

45     deprive them of their basic human rights um.hh to make  

46   them feel less than human as your first caller said to make  

47  them sub human is not part and parcel of it.  

48N:  wonder if other callers will agree with you stay with us lets- 

49    see-if-they-do Richard Trease from Newcastle Upon Tyne  

 

In this example the caller summarises his own argument concerning the role of 

prisons in society. After this summary the host moves to widen the participants to 

this particular issue through reference to other callers (future callers) yet also 

requests the caller remains on-air. The host, then, moves the discussion from just 

‘us’ (caller and host) to include the next caller, yet does not end the discussion 

with the present caller. The caller remains on air but now the on-air participants 

are increased by one, the next caller. Thus, the host has moved to a new caller and 

embarked upon an introduction of that caller, whilst the previous caller remains 

part of the discussion. The use of summaries does not, then, necessarily indicate 

an impending caller transition, though it may be heard as a pre-sequence142 to a 

possible caller transition. Caller transition is certain only at the point of 

introducing the next caller. 

 

3. 3. An extraordinary instance of caller transition 

                                            
142Pre-sequences are utterances designed in order to establish a criteria of understanding or 
factual agreement before the actual sequence of request, question, etc is produced. For a 
discussion of this see Levinson (1983) 
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In the next example, however, the host does inform the listener that the call is 

about to end, and apologises for doing so. The caller is informed by the host that 

he is going to terminate the call at that point because another caller is waiting to 

join the programme.  

 

NR[NO:13:95(2)]  

01N:  OK look I'm going to cut you off if: I'm sorry to cut you  

02    hang on I we've got ur: a call coming in from Professor  

03    Akineomi who's a former foreign minister of Nigeria who I  

04    think is on his way now to see Boutros Boutros Gali of  

05    of the United Nations () Professor Akineomi  

06A:  yes good morning=  

07N:  =hello where are you calling from  

08A:  I'm calling from Heathrow Airport  

 

This extract is the only one of its kind in the data collected, or indeed overheard 

without the tape being switched on, and in that sense is characterisable as 

extraordinary. That this is an extraordinary occurrence is made apparent by the 

host informing the caller what is about to happen. For, whereas previously it was 

seen that the host may simply introduce the next caller to change callers, here the 

host produces an intention (I going to cut you off), and an apology for doing so. 

This extraordinary closing can be seen to be related to category incumbency of 

the future caller and in relation to the urgency of the purpose of the future caller. 

That is, it is not simply that the caller is a former Nigerian Foreign minister,143 in 

a programme whose topic is the aftermath of the execution of Ken Sara Wiwa by 

the Nigerian Government, but that also he is on his way to see the Secretary of the 

United Nations about the issue. Furthermore, he is not going on his way, he is on 

his way, in fact at the airport, presumably waiting for the flight to the United 

Nations Headquarters that could be at any time. Thus, the action of the host at just 

this time relies upon both those features of category and action sequence. For it is 

not ‘Joe Bloggs ringing from the airport’ and it is not the ‘former Nigerian 

Foreign Minister ringing from his office’, it is the category of person in respect to 

the action he is doing which actions the interruption of the present caller for this 

caller. Thus, the reference to this closing as ‘extraordinary’ does not rely upon the 

category of the caller in isolation of the fact that he is, at that time, waiting for a 

                                            
143Also this is good publicity for the programme, as to have a former Nigerian Foreign Minister 
with urgent business to attend to listen to the programme and wish to contribute to the programme 
whilst in the process of travelling in relation to the topic means the programme is not just a local 
talking shop but one which is listened to by people involved in the topic. 
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plane. Moreover, that the action by the host is unusual is made apparent as such 

by his apology to the present caller for ‘cutting him of’. 

 

Apparent in the way caller transition is accomplished in the examples above is the 

absence of final closing tokens. That the host does not use final closing tokens, 

such as ‘bye bye’, is of interest, as thanking someone for their contribution is not 

necessarily ending their participation in the debate. For, although their 

contribution on-air is at an end, the caller does not cease to be a member of the 

‘audience’ for this debate. Thus, the former caller does not cease to be a member 

of the device ‘parties to the debate’, though their membership category has 

changed from one of ‘caller’ to one of ‘audience’. This orientation to a ‘debate’ 

can be further highlighted through the way the guest may be used to close a call. 

 

3. 4. ‘Turning’ to the guest 

A category predicate of the ‘guest’ is to offer specialist or informed opinion upon 

the week’s chosen topic - being introduced into that position by the host at the 

outset of the programme.144 The guest, then, occupies a category incumbency as 

specialist in the field under discussion, being invited by the host to comment on 

the issues raised by callers at any time. However, the guest may also be used 

within the sequential development of the programme, including closing a call. In 

the next examples the host uses the guest to close a call by ‘turning’ to him. 

 

NR[JA:10:95(2)]  

32    prison staff without that sort of segregation  

33K:  well I dare say I wasn't aware of that but I do know  

34    that ur uh borstal boys if they were difficult we sent  

35    them down the block which meant solitary confinement  

36    [.hhh] and that must have been difficult for them to  

37N:  [ummm]  

38K:  endure .hhh but (.) gave them probably the time to think  

39    things out  

40N:  Peter Timms (.) do you accept  

 

NR[JA:10:95(5)]  

15S:  now um (.) I'm I've maybe been hhh. on a different planet  

16    from the last forty years but in the old days all prisoners wore  

17    uniform which was unmistakable .hh going further back  

                                            
144See Chapter Four. 
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18    then they had the tread mill they were made to work for 

19    privilege and I think that there should be an up to date  

20    versions of these things why can't we have a electronic  

21    tagging device in the prison so that we know where the  

22    prisoners are (.) why can't we have a electronic fence or um  

23    touch sensitive fence so they cannot escape surely these  

24    people like the murderers who escaped the rapist who is on   

25    the run now .hhh I've no sympathy for them and they should  

26    be kept in prison for the good of the community and they  

27    should not be able to escape.  

28N:  Peter Timms it may be impractical  

 

In these two examples the host can be heard to use the guest in closing the call in 

a similar way to the above examples where the next caller is introduced. By re-

introducing the guest at this point the host closes the current call but does so in 

such a way as to create a topical link. The link is between the previous issue 

raised by a caller and specialist knowledge or comment from the guest on that 

issue. For, whereas previously145 it was shown how callers often worked to avoid 

answering questions raised by a previous caller, the guest is expected to develop 

from that touched off topic. That is, it is a predicate of the category ‘guest’ to be 

prepared to discuss an issue raised by a previous caller, if asked to do so by the 

host. This is done by the host ‘turning’ to them to speak on the issue raised by the 

last caller (line 40 and line 28), i.e., the host ‘as chair’ invites the guest to 

comment. This again demonstrates a categorial incumbency bound up with a 

sequential organisation. For not only is it a predicate of the guest to discuss the 

topic, but that predicate may be used in the sequential development of the 

programme - here, to close a call. 

 

The above discussion highlights some of the ways that closings are carried out 

within this radio phone-in. That participants do not go through elaborate closing 

sequences at the end of each call, and that calls may be ended abruptly, is not seen 

as an impolite action. For, just as greetings would reduce the time spent talking 

about the topic, closing sequences can be similarly regarded. The point of the 

programme is to debate the topic, thus elaborate greeting or closing manoeuvres 

would lessen the time spent talking about the topic.  

 

                                            
145See Chapter Five 
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Furthermore, it is possible to regard the non use of closing utterances as part of 

the organisation of the programme as a whole. A closing is not entered into 

during caller transition as this part of the programme is organised as a ‘flow of 

opinions’. By this is meant that the callers are contributing to the debate, i.e., the 

whole of the debate, which has yet to run its course. Furthermore, their 

participation in the programme is not at an end, even though they have had their 

time on air, as they are still party to the debate. This suggests an oriented to 

structure to the programme of three parts. Firstly, the debate is introduced and 

opened (trailer and introduction). This is then followed by the debate part of the 

programme (calls and opinions) and, finally, the summary of the programme by 

the host at the end of the time allocated. The first two parts of this structure have 

been examined above whilst the final part is examined below. 

 

4. Ending the show; last comment 

The organisation of closings examined above serves to highlight the way the host 

manages transition between callers in a variety of ways moving the debate on 

from caller to caller. What is made apparent in this examination was that the host, 

in doing this manoeuvre, did not routinely employ closing tokens but moved from 

caller to caller by way of introducing the next caller. The next person introduced 

then occupying the omni-relevant category of ‘caller’ - thus, producing a ‘flow’ 

of opinions. After a certain time, however, this programme must end to make way 

for the next programme. Just as the introduction to the programme can be 

expected to occur just after 9 am, so to the ending of the programme is expected 

near 10 am. There is, then, a time constraint on the length of the programme, and 

upon that time being spent the show will end.  

 

There are two main ways the programme is concluded: the first is where the host 

summarises and reflects on the previous discussion, the second, is where the guest 

is asked for a final comment. Examples of the first are: 

 

NR[AP:22:97(4)] 

01C: I know I probably wouldn’t have stayed with my husband it  

02 Would have tore us apart um() 

03N: .hhh well thank you very much for calling Chris I must say  

04 during this programme I feel we’ve been treading on egg  

05 shells at times dabbling as someone once put it in the stuff of  

06 other peoples souls ()but it has shown that this is a()an extr- 

07 not just an extremely emotional()subject .hh but a very 
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08 compels one as well which perhaps um doesn’t lend itself to  

09 some of the () simplicities that are too often aimed at it at any  

10 rate thank you very much everyone who called and listened  

11 and next week may well be the last in the current series of ur  

12 Call Nick Ross () do listen in then till then bye bye. 

 

NR[AP:22:97(5)] 

01C: that the Gloucester police perhaps they’ve been in starved 

02 of resources over the years but they just seem to have ur to be  

03 known  (.)       [as(0.3) ur        inefficient             police    ]         

04N:                   and[-those-days-didn’t-seem-to-be-up-to-m]uch 

05C: [force] 

06N: [ the ] there we I’m afraid were gona have to leave it thank  

07 you everyone ur who called as I observed at the beginning it  

08 looked as if the dust is settling on the West affair perhaps not  

09 on its implications incidentally if you need help or if someone  

10 in your family is missing and you want help you can call  

11 Radio Four helpline on 0 eight hundred 0 double four 0 double  

12 four ()good morning. 

 

The organisation of each of the above closings are similar. The host produces a 

short summary, reflecting upon aspects of the show, before then closing the show 

with a parting token. However, there are differences in the content of the host’s 

talk that can be highlighted. In the first example the host gives a personal view of 

the preceding, “I feel we’ve been treading on eggshells”, as an accomplished 

activity with others (‘we’ve’) also included in his summary. He then goes on to 

further comment upon the predicates of the debate being emotional and complex. 

This observation is then brought together through criticism of the wider debate on 

abortion (line 8-10). This, then, situates this show as highlighting the complex 

and emotional environment of this issue and distancing the preceding debate from 

other ‘simplistic’ debates about abortion. The host then thanks the callers and 

gives an indication of future programmes before closing with a routine closing 

token, ‘bye bye’. 

 

The content of the second transcript is a little different. Here, the host sums up the 

proceedings through the observation that the debate is not concluded but will 

continue. He does this through reflecting upon his own observations made in the 

introduction to the show about the West case, moving from that to the 
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implications of the case continuing. This particular show is then closed with the 

host giving a helpline number before then closing with ‘good morning’.  

 

In the examples above it is the host who produces the summary for the 

programme. However, it is not the case that by category definition the host will 

carry out this action. The host may on occasion invite the guest to have the last 

say on the topic and preceding discussion.  

 

NR[AP:22:97(6)] 

01C: they took him into custody held him for weeks()er he-he-he 

02 confessed to something he hadn’t done and sixteen years later 

03 after languishing in prison it was proved that he could not  

04 possibly have done it 

05N: Professor Michael Sander we’ve literally ten seconds left()do 

06 you think that public confidence()if its been shaken by this() 

07 should nonetheless be restored quite swiftly that these events 

08 should not be perceived as an earthquake 

09S: well they certainly shouldn’t be perceived as an earthquake 

10 ur one should always keep a reserve of scepticism about the 

11 system and on the other hand I think the system is  

12 fundamentally sound and in many respects need to be  

13 improved and incidentally ur the last lady was quite right 

14 .hh()all the people who work in the system need to do their  

15 [work  ] in the system need to do their work even better 

16N: [allright] 

17 professor Michael Sander to everyone who called and listened 

18 thank you very much bye bye. 

 

Here the summary part of the conclusion is given to the guest when the host asks 

him his thoughts on the topic (line 5-8). Here, then, it is the guest who does the 

summing up of the programme, with the host only thanking the participants and 

closing the show (line 17-18).  

 

If looked at in category terms there are a number of parts to the conclusion of the 

programme that can be examined in terms of a category flow. The parts are 

‘summary of the proceedings’, ‘reflecting upon the topic and debate’, ‘any other 

business’, helplines etc, ‘thanking’ the participants and finally ‘closing’ the show. 

There is a flow of categorisation through these activities each requiring differing 
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predicated contents, yet they are not all membership category specific. For, whilst 

it is the host who invariable carries out the part of ‘any other business’, ‘thanking’ 

the participants and ‘closing’ the show, the ‘summary’ part may be done by the 

guest - although it is the host who invites the guest to do this. That is, it is a 

predicate of host to manage the sequential flow of the closing, and indeed 

programme, though a part of that sequence may be offered to another category 

(guest). It is not, then, tied to the category host as something he will do but tied to 

host as something he has responsibility for managing. 

 

Finally, it is at this point in the programme that the host routinely uses various 

types of final closing tokens. The use of closing tokens here serves to reinforce 

the points made in the discussion above concerning the absence of closing tokens 

found during caller transition, and the relative absence of greetings between caller 

and host. It is during the introduction part of the programme that the host offers 

greetings. These greeting at the beginning of the show can be heard to address all 

the participants, both future callers and listeners. The greeting, then, is for 

‘everyone here’. This makes further greetings between callers and host un-

necessary. Similarly, at the end of a call, closings are not routinely entered into, 

the host may close the call by introducing the next caller. The closing tokens that 

are offered by the host are routinely done so at the end of the show after all the 

calls have been taken. The host, then, in offering closing tokens here can be heard 

as offering those tokens to all the participants, both past callers and listening 

audience. The routine use of greetings and closings at these times, then, suggests 

that for the host the parties to the debate (host, listeners, callers and guest) are 

present at the beginning of the programme and remain so until the end of the 

programme.   

 

5. Summary 

Although the physical context of a radio phone-in is different from studio debates 

such as Any Questions (BBC Radio) or Question Time (BBC TV, or indeed 

academic debates) the organisation of these debates share similar features. 

Members of the audience selected by the host address their questions to the panel, 

and upon being answered the next questioner is selected. Thus, the flow of 

participants and questions in this event suggest an oriented to ‘open forum’ 

whereby members of the audience are selected to offer opinions. When selected 

to give their opinion they occupy membership of the category ‘caller’. Upon 

completion of their call their membership category reverts to membership of the 

category ‘audience’.  
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One of the ways this orientation to a ‘debate’ has been demonstrated is through 

the absence of closing tokens during the call section of the show and the 

production of closings at the end of the show - and relatedly, the way a greeting is 

routinely offered by the host only at the beginning of the event when welcoming 

all the participants. Thus, during the main debate section of the show further 

greetings are unnecessary as the welcoming greeting carried out at the beginning 

was for everyone here. Similarly, closing tokens are not routinely produced 

during the debate, indicating that the caller, although finishing their immediate 

contribution, does not cease to be a member of the audience, i.e., does not cease 

to be a participant to the debate. Thus, the closing tokens that are produced are 

produced at the end of the debate, and produced for everyone. This, then, 

indicates a structure to the programme in which a beginning, middle and end are 

discernible parts to the programme. These parts are discernible through the 

activities that are done in situ by the participants during the course of the 

programme.  
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10 

 

Concluding remarks: 

Analysing routine work in a unique event 

 

 

1. Introduction 

The aim of this research has been to explore the ways in which participants to a 

radio phone-in manage their interaction in the production and organisation of 

such an event. Within this there has also been an attempt to capture some of the 

complex ways in which members use various resources to position themselves or 

be positioned into a relationship to a topic of discussion. That this was a media 

programme, designed for the airing of pre-specified topic opinions, should not 

suggest, however, that the methodical resources used by the parties in this site are 

necessarily produced only in this event. The callers to the programme are drawn 

from members of the listening audience, i.e., ordinary members of the public. 

Therefore, many of the resources relied upon and utilised are common-sense 

taken for granted methods. They are methods used by members here, but may be 

found in any particular situation for which they are relevant.  

 

To sustain this assertion, and reflect upon the underlying aim of this research, one 

such routine activity, story telling, is discussed below. It is argued that story 

telling is a routine methodological resource available to members which, although 

used in this event, is not unique to it. This is then discussed in relation to the 

methodology used to explicate such methods for this research. It is argued that the 

overall aim of this research is not to seek a comparison with other events, but 

instead concern itself with examining the assemblage of methods used to do this 

event. However, many of the methods described are not to be seen as unique to 

this event, found in, and tied only to, this event. Rather, many of the methods 

described in this event can be seen as routine methods used in many situations 

and also found here. It is the particular assemblage of methods, both routine and 

situation specific, used in this event that make it unique. In carrying out such an 

analysis the methodology has sought to remain sensitive to the interactional 

methods in situ , together with routine methods of interaction - attempting, also, 

to avoid adopting a formalised comparative approach. The problem identified 

with this approach is in regarding interaction as modified from other types of 

interaction rather than as interaction that is different from other instances of 
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interaction. To this end, the methodological approach used for this analysis can be 

seen in relation to the ‘postanalytic’ ethnomethodology outlined by Lynch (1993) 

and Lynch and Bogen (1996). However, before discussing these issues further, a 

brief summary of the research the above points build upon may be helpful.  

 

2. Method and analysis 

As pointed out above, the focus for this work has been the way members’ develop 

their interaction through category and sequential resources. An attempt was made 

to explore the ways categories are displayed, oriented to, developed and used 

within a sequential environment. In exploring this it was argued that members’ 

category work is not static, but flows through interaction, developing from, and 

building upon, categories made available by participants. Further, it was argued 

that categories are not necessarily singularly oriented to, but multi-layered where 

more than one category may be oriented to simultaneously. 

 

2. 1. Method 

The methodology developed draws upon the field of conversation analysis and 

membership categorisation analysis in combination. In chapters Two and Three 

these methods were subject to critical examination and evaluation in order to 

develop from these the idea of a ‘working methodology’. In Chapter Four this 

methodology was then applied to an initial analysis of some data. 

 

In discussing conversation analysis issue was taken with a development of this 

research into the area of ‘institutional settings’ and its comparison to ‘ordinary 

conversation’. It was noted that this approach seeks to identify types of 

interaction according to their pre-allocation of speaker rights. This is done by 

placing ordinary conversation at one end of a continuum, being free flowing, 

without topical or sequential constraints, and at the other end the most formal 

conversation displaying a high degree of pre-allocation of rights. From this 

conception of a formalised ‘speech exchange system,’ it is proposed by some 

conversation analysts that types of interaction could be placed upon the 

continuum according to the amount of constraint or pre-allocation. It was argued 

that institutional talk displays a restricted allocation of types of turns, and that 

these are allocated to structurally relevant identities. This is most clearly indicated 

through the pre-allocated use of some adjacency pairs, especially ‘who asks’ and 

‘who answers’ questions.  
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It was argued, however, that not only may it be unwarranted to attempt to specify 

what ordinary conversation consists of but any sequential actions done within a 

particular site of interaction are produced as contingencies within that interaction. 

That is, whatever methods are used are used as a way of doing, not structurally 

determining, that interaction. The methods used in any particular site are in 

respect to that site, being locally produced in situ.. As such, interaction is 

irredeemably situated, not necessarily adapted from any other situation. The uses 

of various forms of sequencing of turns identifiable in a situation are, then, part of 

achieving a particular task in that situation where they are used at that time. Thus, 

sequential actions do not define a situation as a particular type of interaction 

simply by dint of a restricted allocation of speaker rights. 

 

Furthermore, a tendency to rely on pre-formulated identities may lead to an over 

determination of context, imposed prior to any analysis taking place. Whilst 

institutional identities and sequences are irredeemably part of the situated activity, 

and thus cannot be ignored, they cannot in turn be extracted from situated activity 

and held up as somehow defining a particular type of interaction, i.e., 

doctor/patient interaction. To do this, it was argued, is simply to reify the use of a 

turn sequence as standing for, or generalising, a type of interaction and 

membership category. This, in turn, becomes an essential aspect of any particular 

institutional interaction as it is posited that this type of turn restriction is a 

‘fingerprint’ of a type of interaction, e.g., of doctor/patient interaction. It can be 

argued, however, that far from highlighting the haecceity, 'just thisness', of 

situated activity this approach would seem to take its task to be one of 

highlighting the quiddity  of situated activity.  

 

The term 'quiddity' refers to the essence of something, its essential detail, and was 

used by Garfinkel until recently to refer to what studies in ethnomethodology 

were engaged upon. However, this term, he later discovered gives the wrong 

accent to EM studies, as Wieder says of Garfinkel in a footnote in Garfinkel and 

Wieder (1992:203): 

 
He didn't know that quiddity gave the emphasis to exactly the wrong 
meaning....EM studies did not mean essential detail. EM is not interested 
in essential in any sense of generic provision for a properly formulated 
propertied class of things....EM studies were not looking for quiddities. 
They were looking for haecceities.  

 

However, in highlighting a set of situations that show similar turn taking 

procedures within a comparative framework, the research on institutional talk 
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would seem to be engaged in the search for the ‘just whatness’ of the situation. 

That is, something essential to the setting that makes it just what it is. Just what is 

it that makes a setting a particular type of setting, it is argued, is the sequential 

structure of institutional talk. The search for the essential features of interaction is 

made apparent in a programmatic statement of the institutional talk programme 

made by Heritage (1992, quoted in Psathas 1995: 147) where he says: 

 
[T]he focus of the ‘studies of work’ [institutional talk] program is what 
Garfinkel has termed the quiddities (now referred to as the haecceities, G. 
P [G. Psathas]) or just whatness of occupational activities. 

 

In what would seem a telling update of Heritage, Psathas changes the term 

quiddities to haecceities but in doing so neglects the implications that such a shift 

entails. The terms are not compatible, as the quote from Garfinkel and Wieder 

makes clear, quiddities  gives completely the wrong emphasis to studies. Yet the 

‘just whatness’ of interaction seems to be what the conversation analysis 

approach to institutional talk (the ‘studies of work’ programme) is attempting to 

do. An analytic approach sensitive to the haecceity or ‘just thisness’ would not 

provide a ridged comparative analysis. It would not look for the ‘fingerprint’ 

(Heritage and Drew 1993) of a particular setting that makes that setting what it is. 

The correction included by Psathas is, then, misleading as the quote still 

maintains the original meaning of quiddity ‘just whatness’ without the related 

reformulation of the programme to ‘just thisness’. The uniqueness of any 

situation does not derive from the comparative differences from other situations 

but through the assemblage of methods used here and now. 

 

In Chapter Three it was argued that, rather than seeing conversational sequencing 

as somehow separate from categorial considerations, a combination of such 

methods could be developed. As a way of approaching this, conversational 

sequences were placed within a categorial environment where sequencing was 

informed by categorial orientations. Furthermore, it was suggested that sequential 

actions or objects are produced and reflexively informed through the category 

orientation present at that time. That is, a ‘question’ is never ‘just a question’ it is 

a question asked by and of someone categorially, within a category and sequential 

oriented environment. In that sense the sequential organisation is category 

informed as members’ category work is reflexively embedded in sequence. With 

this in mind it was argued that it is unwarranted to start from the sequential 

organisation and derive the context only from that, as Heritage and Drew (1993) 

are seen to argue. This creates a false conundrum, i.e., an analysts not a members 
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one. Members do not rely only upon sequential organisation of talk to identify 

and produce what activities are going on. Rather, they use categorial and 

sequential methods in combination and inseparable from each other.  

 

In attempting to explore the way category and sequence work together, the 

analysis approached sequential objects as categorial activities. Furthermore, 

placing those activities within a multi-operative framework. In this framework 

sequential ‘objects’ form one layer of category informed interaction. Further 

layers are made apparent through the way membership categories inform the 

sequential categories. In that, during the course of interaction, members may 

occupy various categories, both turn generated and membership, and that far from 

one category replacing another, it may be that categories inform or are layered 

upon other categories with the sequential layering of categorisation achieved over 

time. Thus, there is a sequential environment to conversation that is multi-

layered. This methodological development then served to inform the subsequent 

analysis of a radio phone-in. 

 

2. 2. Analysis 

Chapter Four gave an overview of the organisation of a phone-in. Various 

practices used in the production of the event were described, including 

introducing the programme, introducing callers, the way callers adopt various 

topic positions and topic categories in order to claim a position in relation to the 

topic of the day. The analysis built upon these practices by examining the flow of 

interaction and identifying various levels of category work produced by the 

participants as a call progressed. The categories identified included both turn 

generated categories, such as questioner and answerer, as well as membership 

categories relevant to the event such as ‘programme relevant’, ‘topic opinion’, 

and ‘topic relevant’, categories. These categories were reflexively organised 

through a category predicated relationship, embedded within a turn and category 

orientation. This overall organisation was then subject to more detailed analysis 

in the subsequent chapters.  

 

Chapter Five examined further the interplay between category and sequence in 

the detailed examination of way callers were introduced onto the programme. The 

introduction of callers onto the programme was demonstrably organised through 

relevant turn generated and membership category incumbency. These were shown 

to be reflexively organised where one is contingent and relevant to the other. 

Furthermore, it was shown how callers, in their first turn, routinely offer 
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categories that are offered as topic relevant for themselves. These topic relevant 

categories are then heard as related to the opinion the caller gives, in that they can 

be heard as being commonly associated with the category membership of the 

caller.  

 

In Chapter Six it was shown how the opinion and category a caller may offer may 

then be used as a resource by the host to develop the call. If an opinion has been 

given, then the host may take the opposite stance to that of the caller. Indeed the 

importance of establishing an opinion or topic category was highlighted where 

this information was not made available to the host. Furthermore, the way the 

host adopted his opinions according to the particular caller on air at any one time, 

highlighted the fact that the opinions produced by the host were only for that call. 

That is, the host adopted an ‘occasioned opposition’ as opposed to the caller’s 

opinion that were attributed to that caller. It was their opinion, an opinion that 

was theirs irrespective of whether they had given it on air or not. This 

permanence of a caller’s opinion was made apparent in those instances where the 

host used a previous caller’s opinion within a current call. This also maintained a 

sense of neutrality by the host, as a predicate of the host.146 Thus, demonstrating 

the importance for the host to establish such a topic opinion for the caller, in order 

to be able to adopt a counter position.  

 

Chapter Seven made evident how callers and host (and presumably listeners) 

displayed an orientation to a predicated relationship between a topic category and 

a topic opinion. That is, there was a working assumption evident between ‘who’ a 

person was ‘topically’ and ‘what’ their opinion would be on the topic. This 

inferred assumption worked reflexively in such a way that, from a topic opinion a 

topic category may be inferred, and from a topic category a topic opinion may be 

inferred. This was particularly evident in those instances where the topic opinion 

and topic category were not in alignment. Where this assumed topic/category 

relationship was not apparent this non-alignment often became the topic of 

discussion. Through this discussion, the multi-layering of categories was shown 

as pervasive to the development of a call, through a kind of branching texture 

where categories, opinions and topic built upon each other. This was further 

evident when examining the way institutional categories were used by callers and 

host.  

 

                                            
146cf. Greatbatch (1998) 
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The analysis in Chapter Eight described the way institutional categories may be 

offered by a caller to claim a category position for their opinion. A category from 

which they are able to be heard to claim relevant topic knowledge. Evident also 

was some of the ways an institutional category may then be used by the host to 

further develop the call. By accepting the caller as a category with specialist 

knowledge of the topic, the host was in a position to treat such knowledge as 

accurate. The caller may then be treated as a representative category, representing 

the knowledge such a category would be predicated with. The way this was done 

here was by treating the caller as a representative of the organisation such a 

category belongs to. However, if such a category position is established then the 

caller may be placed into a position of accountability to ‘their’ organisation’s 

opinion - especially if a callers’ opinion given from such an institutional category 

differs from the perceived opinion of the institution they belong to. Thus, not only 

may callers be treated as having an opinion predicated to them by dint of their 

membership category, institutional organisations were also predicated with topic 

opinions. In discussing this it was shown how when a disjuncture occurs between 

category and institution opinion, this disjuncture was often accounted for by 

appealing to internal factions within the institution. That is, a hierarchy of 

categories with knowledge predicates within the institution was used to account 

for differences between opinions. This highlighted the fact that an institution may 

be made topically relevant not only through ‘its’ opinion on a topic but also 

through the hierarchical order of membership categories within such an 

institution, being ordered in respect to knowledge about a topic.  

 

Finally, in Chapter Nine, it was suggested that the overall organisation of the 

phone-in resembled in some ways a debate. This was evident in the way the 

programme was ‘set up’ by the host and the way callers were managed, 

particularly when introducing callers and transition between callers. It was 

suggested that the parties to the event, callers, host, listeners and guest comprised 

a membership device for the duration of the event. The device for this event 

comprising of categories with predicated sequential and categorial responsibilities 

relevant to a debate. Thus, the emergent features of the event as a debate was seen 

to be locally organised not only through the sequential organisation but also 

through oriented to categories as ‘parties to a debate’. Furthermore, it was argued 

that the absence of greetings and closings suggested further an orientation to 

membership of a debate. It was suggested that ‘callers’ were also oriented to as 

‘listeners’ (audience) and that when a caller had finished their time on air, they 

did not cease to be a member of the device, but became members of the category 
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‘audience’ - that is, they remained categories within the device. This was evident 

also in the way that greeting and closing tokens were not routinely offered or 

entered into at caller transition. The introduction by the host at the beginning of 

the programme and the closing tokens produced at the end of the programme 

were oriented to all the parties of the device and, in that sense, they were 

produced for ‘everyone’.  

 

In summary, this research explores some of the ways in which members routinely 

use category oriented talk, the ways in which members display what their 

category is at the time, and how categories develop over time. In carrying out 

such a task the proposed methodology attempted to capture a sense of the holistic 

environment of this site, the thick detail of the methods used which go to make up 

that site. To summarise the methodological implications of this approach, a 

feature of the interaction, story telling, noted in Chapter Six, can be used in 

conjunction with the discussion of this by Sacks and the ‘postanalytic’ 

methodology described by Lynch (1993).  

 

3. Story telling. 

Taking one of the most pervasive activities found in interaction, also found in this 

site, it is possible to highlight the way routine interactional resources are available 

and used in, but not necessarily unique to, an event. One of the activities that can 

be seen to be carried out by callers in the programme is story telling. Stories, and 

story telling have been subject to numerous ethnomethodological analysis and are 

extensively discussed by Sacks in his published lectures.147 Sacks identifies some 

features of story telling, such as bidding for an extended turn to tell the story, and 

continuation tokens by participants to indicate that the teller should continue. He 

also describes the work and organisation of second stories. Within the data for 

this research, it can be seen that opinions callers may offer are routinely drawn 

from the caller’s personal contact with an aspect of the topic. Indeed it could be 

suggested that, although the programme invites caller’s to air their topic opinions, 

these opinions are often supported by topic stories. A caller’s story, then, plays a 

key part in the production of the show. What is done with the story is discussed 

below, initially, however, the routine production of stories can be shown to be 

analytically interesting from the point of view of what it contains and how it is 

organised.  

                                            
147This topic is pervasive in Sacks published lectures. See, for example, Spring 1966, lectures 1, 
2, Spring 1968 April 24, lecture 1, 2, Spring 1970 IV., Fall 1971 lecture 6, 7, 15, Spring 1972 
lecture 5. These lectures are about stories, though this in no way exhausts the discussion of stories 
by Sacks found as part of other, related discussions.  
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The stories produced by participants to the programme display similar features to 

‘stories’ as discussed by Sacks. One of the features of stories that Sacks identifies 

is that the teller bids for, and, if successful, receives, an extended turn at talk in 

order to tell the story (Fall 1968. 2, Spring 1970. 2). That a caller is expecting to 

have an extended turn is evident at the end of the introduction sequence, 

examined in chapters Five and Six, where the host gives the caller the floor to 

answer the question with more than an answer long turn. That is, the host’s first 

question is a topic opener and allows the caller to respond with more than an 

answer long turn (Sacks 1995 p565-566).148 This offer by the host of an extended 

turn takes two main forms, that of inviting149 the caller to tell of their topic 

involvement, or asking for a topic opinion,150 examples of the former are: 

 

NR[JA:10:95(2)]  

01N:  Kathleen Strange from Tunbridge Wells in in Kent do you  

02    have any direct experience of this?  

03P:  I was in the prison service for(.) over ten years .hhh and  

04    I had a great respect for the staff and .hhh the way the  

05    way they treated the urh urh the prisoners uhr they did think of  

06    them as individuals and I think of them as individuals now  

07    and I've been in touch with several since I retired  

 

NR[NO:28:95(5)]  

01N:   Mike Ruby from from Gloucester () calling from Gloucester  

02      have you been involved in this in any way  

03      (1.0)  

04M:  I beg your pardon=  

05N:   =have you been involved in this [((affair))]  

06M:                                                         [  oh  I   ] did have  

07      a slight involvement I'm (.) when I was ur a police  

08      officer but way back in the seventies with a case where um  

09     () a young lady was abducted and then escaped which did  

10      figure in the case and ur I had a little bit of evidence (.)  

11      as the scenes of crime officer at the time  

 

                                            
148See also Hester and Fitzgerald (1999) 
149Cf. Watson 1990, and Cuff and Francis 1978 
150The host, then, in giving an extended turn at talk to the caller is also setting the relevance of any 
story as the caller has to tell a story about the topic of the show (Watson and Wienberg. ms: 13). 
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And examples of the latter: 

 

NR[JA:12:96(4)*]  

01N:  John Cooper from Cambridge ju think that (.)  

02    unfaithfulness generally backfires on one  

03J:  .hh well I-I can't really say ur the way I was  

04    brought up was that that one should aim for chastity  

05    before marriage and faithfulness afterwards that’s  

06    ur-ur a lifelong ur exclusive relationship wi with  

07    ones wife=  

 

NR[NO:28:95(1)]  

01N:  Graham Beld from from London  

02    (.)  

03G:  .hhh  

04N:  do you have thoughts on cheque book journalism  

05G:  yes I I actually spent most of the last few weeks covering  

06    the ur Rosemary West trial at Winchester [uh]  

07N:                                                          [as] a reporter  

 

In the first two examples the host asks for the callers’ experience of the topic, and 

the callers’ embark upon stories of their involvement. In the second examples, 

containing an ‘opinion’ question, the callers address the question before then 

embarking upon topic related stories. Thus, although the host’s invitation to speak 

can be seen to invite two separate types of response, the callers nonetheless 

produce biographical stories to premise, in the first example, or to back up, their 

opinions, as in the second two examples.  

 

The stories the callers produce are organised in such a way as to position the teller 

with the story and within the topic of discussion. This, as Sacks (1995: 563) 

suggests in his discussion of ‘disaster talk’, is also a routine feature of 

conversation. 

 
How do you make something topical? One way is to turn it into a 
“something for us.” You can treat it as the most general content rule for 
conversation that people will talk overwhelmingly, not so much about 
things that happened to them, but things insofar as they happened to them. 
Talking about whatever, it comes home to us. 
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Sacks suggests, then, that people, when telling a story, will place themselves in 

the frame of the story. That is, a topic of conversation is grounds for a story about 

the topic, with the teller as part of the story. However, whereas Sacks suggests 

when people tell stories they do so with an orientation to place themselves in the 

frame, a further dimension is discernible here, whereby callers place themselves 

in relation to a broad pre-specified topic. The stories are told with the teller in the 

story and they are stories that are topically related. Not, however, necessarily 

related to previous stories151 told by other callers, though this does occur in some 

instances where the caller references a previous caller, but a series of stories 

around the same pre-specified topic. The person telling the story, then, relates 

themselves to the scene and also relates themselves in the story to the topic. This 

is achieved through category work, as, a caller who wishes to claim knowledge of 

the topic can be seen to do so by claiming a category associated with the topic 

within their story. A category that would allow access to the type of information 

they offer, and the topic claims they are making. It is not simply that they 

were/are in a particular geographical location to observe, but that they are a 

member of a particular category that would allow them to observe with 

knowledge and understanding of the scene they describe, as Lynch (1996: 281) 

suggests: 

 
The unfolding story thus establishes how a speaker came to be in a 
position to know what she is talking about, and moreover, how the teller 
happened to care about or otherwise concern herself with the event. In 
other words, a story’s order of details simultaneously displays the teller’s 
local identity...and it establishes how it is that the teller is entitled to tell 
just that story. Moreover, by virtue of telling the story, the narrator claims 
a right to have seen and talked about the events in it: a right to say 
something interesting, relevant, and appropriate to the immediate 
recipient(s): and a right to have been so positioned in the social [topical] 
world as to talk about the events reported.  

 

Just as in the general interaction that Lynch refers to above, within the data for 

this research, the caller is not simply relating a story, it is a story they are part of 

and part of because of their category, which places them in a knowledgeable 

position from which to give knowledgeable topic information.  

 

That the story is told on a radio phone-in does not make it unique. This is not to 

say that the event as a radio phone-in is not unique, but that the use of stories by 

callers relates to common practices of story telling pervasive in interaction. That 

                                            
151That is they are not ‘second stories’ (See Sacks Spring 1968 April 24, Fall 1968 lecture 1) 
touched off and related to a first story, as no first story is evident. 
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is, the form the stories take is not constructed in any pre-specified unique way for 

this event, although the theme of the story is expected to be on the topic of the 

programme.152 The routine practice of story telling involves routine resources of 

conversational interaction used in this event to do, and in doing, the event. This 

does not, then, suggest a base from which these actions are selected and modified 

for this type of interaction, but that these actions are methods drawn from a 

corpus of methods used in many different situations and also used here. For, to 

repeat the point, if the suggestion is that members modify ordinary conversational 

methods to carry out other types of talk, then an assumption is necessary for this. 

That is, members must forget all other types of interaction once carried out, 

otherwise they would draw on more than ordinary conversation to construct a 

next institutional situation, rather than an assemblage of relevant methods from 

all other types of interaction known and experienced. 

 

Telling Stories is only one aspect of the conversational action. The stories that get 

produced are used as background to the opinions a caller may have on the topic. 

They do not stand alone as it were, they are sequentially placed and categorially 

developed by the participants to further the interaction within a call. Thus, what is 

of equal importance to the production of a story is what is done with the story 

once it is available as a resource.  

 

3.1. Doing things with stories 

As is made apparent, particularly in chapters Four, Six, and Seven, one of the 

actions callers engaged in involved claiming a categorial position in relation to 

the topic, by which to situate their claim to knowledge about the topic. This claim 

to knowledge, and the opinion the caller may offer is often derived from their 

topic category incumbency. So here we get to the stated aim of the programme - 

callers offering their opinions upon a pre-specified topic area. However, as has 

been discussed previously, the opinion a caller may offer does not necessarily 

stand as an unassailable fact of how it is, but may form the basis of a counter 

position by the host. As these examples demonstrate: 

 

NR[FE:15:94(3)]  

16F:                          [ I'm..well..I'm ]  

17    a Christian and I do believe is against the Christian  

18    ethics I believe St Paul spoke quite strongly against  

19    homosexuality.  

                                            
152Similar, then, to a ‘round of stories’ (Sacks 1995) 
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20N:  even though()we've just heard from Canon Rymes saying he  

21    thinks that's a load of tosh  

 

NR[JA:12:96(5)*]  

01N:  John Cooper from Cambridge ju think that (.)  

02    unfaithfulness generally backfires on one  

03J:  .hh well I-I can't really say ur the way I was  

04    brought up was that that one should aim for chastity  

05    before marriage and faithfulness afterwards that’s  

06    ur-ur a lifelong ur exclusive relationship wi with  

07    ones wife=  

08N:  =why should you have chastity before marriage  

09J:  well because I think us the physical sex really  

10    ought to be an expression of love and not-not that  

11    of which one aims primarily .hh um [and I umm]  

12N:                                                             [why if pe] if  

23    people enjoy it and both consenting adults and all that  

 

Here, the host uses a caller’s opinion to take up a contrast position, and through 

this he may go on to explore further a caller’s opinion or indeed reject a caller’s 

opinion. The contrasting stance taken by the host can be seen as a categorial 

configuration drawing from the caller’s categorial membership, and one that is 

grounded in storyable experience. In the examples below the categorial work 

done by the host goes further then simple questioning through oppositional topic 

opinion categories. In the first example the host infers a predicated relationship of 

anti-homosexuality from the caller’s topic story, and in the second example, 

infers a topic category relationship from the caller’s story. 

  

NR[JA:25:94(1)] 

28J:  yes but the word gay gives a wrong colour altogether for  

29    the life I'm talking about ()that's the unfortunate part  

30N you you..don't.you don't like homosexuality?  

31J (.) I didn't say that  

32N arh:: () well then why do you object to the use of this  

33    this=  

34J =because I know fro personal experience the life of the  

35    homosexual is anything but flippant=  
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NR[JA:10:95(4)] 

31    ...teachers and uh doctors we're very money oriented and um the  

32    administrative load on a prison governor is such that he cannot  

33    maintain the intimate contact he needs with his prison staff=  

34N:  =yh you speak as though you've some authority on this have  

35    you served in the prison serv[ice]  

 

A story, then, may not only be used by a caller to topically position their opinion 

and claims to knowledge, but that story may also be used by the host in building a 

challenge to the caller’s opinion. This, as evident above, may be organised 

through an inferred category predicated relationship between a topic category and 

the expected topic opinion, or indeed vice versa. Thus, making apparent that 

various methods are deployed in the doing of this event and that the features of 

the event are reflexive, not only in sequential flow, but also in categorial flow. 

Furthermore, as the methods are reflexive in a sequential way then they are also 

reflexively multi-layered. The story does not stand on its own in isolation of what 

it is done for and what it used for, just as the configuration of categories made 

apparent in the story do not stand as immutable one dimensional facts. The 

categories are negotiated through multi-layering, as they are negotiated through 

sequence. 

 

Thus, just as story telling is not unique to this event, so too are the things that 

stories are used to do. That is, whilst it may be a predicate of the host to introduce 

the programme, introduce the callers, manage caller transition, and close the 

programme, these are things which organise and shape the event. They are not the 

main feature of the event, as this, as is apparent in the introduction to the 

programme, is to canvas topic opinions. Many of the interactional resources used 

in the doing of an actual call may then consist of routine non-category specific 

resources of interactional competence. That is, within a call various things such as 

telling stories, giving opinions, challenging opinions, agreeing, disagreeing, 

giving accounts etc, are used. These actions are not specific to this programme 

they are routine methods of interaction.  

 

Surrounding each call are actions carried out by the host that can be seen as 

situation specific and category bound. That these sequential actions may be 

category tied does not, however, give warrant for the claim that all sequential 

actions in the event are so tied. There are levels and layers of sequential and 

categorial connections where sequential actions at one point may be tied to one 



 208 

category, but at other times the category relationship may be ‘next speaker’ as 

opposed to ‘host’. That is, it is only the host who introduces the programme and 

caller etc, yet these actions can be seen as the container of the programme. As 

mentioned above they are categories for the organisation of the programme and 

maintain continuity of the programme. However, the interactional resources used 

within any particular call are not necessarily used and found only in this event. 

The host may be the one to invite the caller to give their opinion, but after this 

predicated sequential turn the environment of the call is permeated with routine 

actions of everyday interaction used in many different contexts, from formal 

(courtrooms) to informal (talking in the pub).153 That is, the meat of the sandwich 

consists of an assemblage of routine everyday practices used by the participants 

to achieve the event, and it is with an explication of these methods, in situ , that 

the analysis has been concerned. 

 

4. Ethnographic method 

The issues of method, discussed in relation to the data presented above, can be 

seen to draw wider from this distinct site of interaction through the use of 

methods available to members and not just participants to this event. That is, the 

callers to the show are not in the main154 trained or coached in this type of 

activity. They can be seen as ordinary members155 who self select to participate in 

the programme, who, once on-air, use interactional resources available to them. 

The interactional resources are commonly available to members, both those who 

elect to take part and those who do not. Furthermore, the conversational resources 

used by callers are recognisable and understandable to those who listen to the 

programme. A methodology, then, which seeks to appreciate the specific with the 

common through an appreciation of an intimately entwined relationship where 

context specific actions are melded with commonly available interactional 

resources does not seek to construct an ideal typical type of conversation unique 

to a particular setting. Rather, it appreciates that interaction is in the form of 

bricolage. By this it is meant that technical or task specific actions are interwoven 

with common interactional resources. As Lynch (1993: 225-6) suggests, when 

discussing the example of gothic cathedral building:  

 

                                            
153This is not a particularly ground breaking point as Garfinkel makes this point in his discussion 
of Jury practices (1967). However, the point reaffirms the force of his original finding in relation 
to the discussion of institutional talk and the supposed unique sequencing of talk in institutional 
settings. 
154With the exception of politicians, spokespersons, doctors, clergy, etc who phone the 
programme and may be familiar with public speaking. 
155‘Ordinary in the sense that they are drawn from whoever decides to ring in. 
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The...relevant analogy from Wittgenstein is that of a toolbox156 including 
a hammer, pliers, saw, screwdriver, rule, glue pot and glue, nails and 
screws. Wittgenstein157 invites his readers to consider the “functions of 
words” to be like the heterogeneous functions of tools in constructive 
activity. In the concrete case that Turnbull158 discusses, he emphasises 
that the cathedral builders’ bricolage practices made flexible use of 
compasses, straightedness, rulers, and a string in an open-ended practice. 
These tools were not “dedicated” to particular tasks: rather they were 
adapted to an unforeseen range of tasks and contingencies. The simple 
design of templates and the tools in the toolbox did not “represent” a 
practical objective in the way of an elaborate plan or theory is said to 
govern, explain, define, or represent the goal of a relevant activity, but 
their competent use required no plan and no explanation in order to 
produce and reproduce effectively an elaborate and emergent architecture. 

 

Here, Lynch is suggesting that interaction is built, in whatever setting, through 

available tools or methods that members employ in the construction of the scene. 

That is, people will use available methods in a variety of configurations in order 

to do, and in the doing of, a particular interactional task, and which, in its 

production, is discernible an ‘emergent architecture’. The methods used in any 

particular interactional task are not, then, designed for a particular use only in this 

setting, they are drawn from available interactional resources and configured as to 

bring the interactional thing being done off. They are context free and context 

sensitive. That technical language or, in the case of a radio phone-in, technical 

sequential operations are present should not detract from the point that all such 

technical practices are embedded within a recognisable framework. Recognisable 

not only to the co-members but also to the analyst, in the case of a scientific 

discovery, and listening audience in the case of a radio phone-in. The methods 

used are not, then, specialised in any essential way and are available for 

examination and description by other members. Relatedly, if the task is to explore 

the methods found in interaction, then all sites of interaction must be analytically 

available. This, then, requires a methodology that is sensitive and adaptable to 

situations without being rigidly pre-formulated and directive. As Lynch (1993: 

257) suggests:  

  
What is needed is not a return to a purer or more orthodox implementation 
of the programme announced in Studies in Ethnomethodology. As 
Garfinkel himself acknowledges, that programme is radically incomplete, 
and as I understand it, the task of “completing” it will require something 

                                            
156Also, of course, referred to by Sacks (1995) 
157 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations (1994) 
158David Turnbull “ The ad hoc collective work of building gothic cathedrals with templates, 
string and geometry” Science, Technology, and Human Values 18 (1993) 315-40. Cited in Lynch 
(1993) 
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more than an accumulation of empirical studies to fill out the 
specifications of a theory of social structure. An ethnomethodological 
research programme that is not bound by principled interpretations of a 
canon requires a continual deepening and critical respecification of the 
“epistemic” themes that make up the heart of the programme: method, 
analysis, accountability, and the such like. Such a programme requires that 
we call a moratorium on treating “science” as a source of grounded 
investigation. Instead, a more appropriate (and indeed inescapable) 
starting point for investigations would be the transparently intelligible and 
intuitively obvious - and yet defeasable - workings of language and 
practical action that compose an uninvestigated and unjustified “situation 
of enquiry”. 

 

A methodology, then, which as Lynch points out through his term ‘postanalytic’ 

ethnomethodology’,159 is not to be mistaken with previous incarnations of 

EM/CA methods but draws upon these methods in doing situated exploration of 

members methods. A similar approach to method to that proposed by Lynch is 

discussed in this work, though the term used here is a ‘working methodology’. As 

discussed in Chapter Three, the term ‘working’ is used to indicate a fluid use of 

available methods adapted for the particular situation under examination. In this 

way different strands within the ethnomethodological corpus can be used as and 

when relevant. Thus, the thick description of ethnomethodology, the 

conversational sequencing of conversation analysis, and the organisation of 

knowledge through categories, in combination, can provide for a participant 

sensitive analytic approach to any particular setting. That is, just as members 

build any particular event with what is to hand in situ, an approach that seeks to 

describe what it is members are doing may also use such a methodology.  

 

The analysis derives from a recognition that if ethnomethodologists are 

suggesting that the methods they describe are the methods’ people use, then, it is 

also the case that those methods are part of any analysis.160 Furthermore, they are 

not simply part of, but are irredeemably inherent features of the event, and the 

analysis. Rather than attempting to demarcate various sub-streams of 

ethnomethodology, where a particular strand ‘claims’ the phenomena for its own, 

all methods should be available and utilised as and when useful to do so. This is 

not to suggest that this is not the goal of some ethnomethodologists, as it clearly 

is, but simply to add voice to Lynch, Bogen, Watson, Hester and Eglin’s 
                                            

159See Lynch 1993 p204 
160See for example Watson’s critique of CA  (1997, and discussed in Chapter Three) in which he 
points out that the reports conversation analysts produce routinely, yet implicitly, rely upon the 
readers category methods to make sense of the analysis. By relying upon, but not acknowledging, 
other methods within a situation the analyst is then ignoring these methods, but which are 
reflexively used by the participants to make the event what it is.  
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suggestions concerning the development of the field that appreciates a variety of 

members methods through a variety of analytic methods. In that sense, what is 

presented here is just one configuration of methods, and an analysis using that 

configuration.  

 

It is not, however, being suggested that each of the methods must necessarily be 

equally useful in a particular analysis, but that from the situation under 

examination will derive the relative usefulness of the analytic methods. In the 

event under consideration here, that of a radio phone-in, there are no visual 

actions, as far as callers and listeners are concerned, as all the actions are verbal. 

To analyse this event a configuration of methods with the prominence of 

conversation analysis and membership category analysis provides a fruitful 

approach. Even so, the analysis does not only use these methods, or necessarily in 

the way they have been used previously, to describe the organisation and features 

of the event. Rather, the research uses various methods in combination to produce 

what may be termed ‘ethnographic’ ethnomethodology.  

 

The ‘working’ methodology discussed above can be described as ‘ethnographic’ 

in the sense that it seeks to provide more than a description of technical objects. 

The goal is a thick description of situated action, one approached without a pre-

constituted methodological apparatus. For, to approach a site with pre-constituted 

analytic methods is to impose those methods on the site, and find those methods 

in the site. However, just as the cathedral builders used what was to hand, and, as 

argued, do members, then the methodology for such an examination of such 

situated methods must start with the methods used by those present, in situ. It is 

this kind of methodology that is explored here, as one that enriches 

methodological explorations without becoming susceptible to rigidity and 

canonisation. The argument is, then, for open-mindedness, an open-mindedness 

of enquiry within the overall ethnomethodological constraints.161 

 

5. Concluding remarks 

In developing the type of methodology discussed above for this research, and 

applying it to the site of a radio phone-in, care has been taken not to reify the 

constituent methods as somehow unique to this event. To that end the 

                                            
161There are two related points here. One is that not everything can be said about any particular 
piece of interaction as any situation will not exhaust the descriptions that can be given (Garfinkel 
1992). Secondly this does not necessarily suggest that other approaches, such as some areas of 
linguistics, should be rejected out of hand. Other methods may prove useful in the examination of 
members methods baring in mind that the usefulness of any method is found in the explication of 
members methods. 
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comparative element used has been limited to other radio phone-in programmes. 

No attempt has been made to set this site up as somehow separate from ordinary 

conversation, indeed the opposite has been argued, that the methods used here are 

available for use elsewhere. Furthermore, the idea that somehow one method can 

be used as defining a context has been argued against, instead suggesting that 

methods such as ‘category’ and ‘sequence’ reflexively constitute each other 

within a mutually elaborative and embedded frame of relevance. Thus, it is 

argued that members interaction relies upon and utilises an assemblage of 

methods available to hand and that it is in appreciating as many as possible of the 

methods used in a particular site, that a rich description of members methods of 

interaction can be developed. One that does not attempt to construct a priori 

impositions of context but allows the oriented to task reveal itself through the in 

situ practices of the participants. This is developed with an appreciation that 

interactional methods are not unique to a particular site, but are available as 

common resources drawn upon to make any interactional situation what it is. It is, 

then, the particular assemblage of routine work used to create an event that is 

unique. 
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Appendix. 

 

 

Transcript headings: 

Examples   AA[JA:22:94(1)],  

    NR[FE:15:94(9)], 

    NR[JA:12:96(4)*]  

Name of Programme  ‘AA’ - Any Answers 

               ‘NR’ - Call Nick Ross 

Date of Broadcast  ‘JA:22:94’ -  January the 22nd, 1994. 

Sequence of Transcription ‘(1)’ - not nessasarily the order of the calls on the  

    programme 

Later Transcription  ‘*’ -  the date of trancription, not the date of   

    broadcast. 

 

Transcription Notation.  

Drawing upon and developed from the standard CA transcript notation developed 

by Gail Jefferson as detailed in Atkinson and Heritage (1984). 

 

it way[you see] 

         [showing] affection  overlapping talk 

(1.0)     timed pause 

()     untimed pause 

(.)     slightly longer untimed pause 

council...I’m trying   serries of dots indicate words running  

     together 

= =     no gap between speaker transition 

hehehe     laughter 

arh::()well    colons indicate prolonged sound 

(yapping dog)    single brackets indicate authors comment 

((abbsy))    double brackets indicate transcription doubts 

perceived    underscore indicates emphasis of this part of 

the      word 

.hhh     full stop before sequence of ‘h’s indicates  

     hearable outward breath. The more h’s the  

     longer the breath 

hhh.     indicates hearable inward breath 


