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allocation used by team members, and how allocation techniques in small group chat 

differ from those commonly found in large chat rooms. In addition, I discuss how 

participants achieve intersubjective understanding in chat through an examination of 

repair phenomena. I found that, as with spoken conversation, self-repair is the dominant 

type of repair found in chat. However, I also found that repair in chat could serve social 

functions for the group, by serving as a resource for participants to determine norms for 

spelling and other typing conventions in their chat meetings. I also examine the chat 

transcripts as examples of meeting talk, with a particular focus on how conversational 

practices such as openings and closings work to structure meetings in chat. I found that 

the structural characteristics of chat made opening and closing meetings a complicated 

process subject to frequent interruptions, and that a two-stage process was adapted by the 

team for opening and closing their meetings. This project advances our understanding of 

how quasi-synchronous computer-mediated communication is structured, and how the 

use of this medium by a virtual team can affect collaboration. I show how an analysis of 

the structure of chat conversations offers an explanation for why computer chat is not 

widely used in organizational settings, why people sometimes describe feeling 

uncomfortable with these types of meetings. Based on my findings, I also offer a set of 

recommendations for practitioners for making virtual meetings more successful.  
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Chapter 1: Background and Purpose of the Study 

1.0 Introduction 

This dissertation represents an examination of the interactional strategies 

employed by participants in computer-mediated conversation. Specifically, I was 

interested in understanding how people communicating in quasi-synchronous computer 

chat settings adapt to the constraints and affordances of the technology and achieve 

intersubjective understanding. This research is important for several reasons. First and 

foremost, while the research on conversational structures in spoken interaction is both 

extensive and thorough, the research on the structure of interaction in computer-mediated 

settings is still in its infancy. We know a great deal about how people coordinate 

interaction in face-to-face and telephone conversations, but we know very little about 

how these processes unfold when the medium of communication is a computer. Second, 

this research is important because of the ubiquity of computers in our everyday lives. In a 

very short period of time we have seen computers, and more specifically the Internet, 

become a tool for a wide range of communicative ends. Computer-mediated 

communication is used to interact with friends and family, people at work, and complete 

strangers; it is used to talk to people down the hall and across the globe. A third and 

related point speaks specifically to the importance of computers in the workplace. 

Computer networks have enabled the development and growth of the global marketplace 

and are a necessary tool for successful competition in it. Thus, a better understanding of 

the conversational structures of computer-mediated communication benefits the study of 

communication in general and the study of organizational communication specifically. 
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My study addresses these concerns by subjecting conversation in one specific 

organizational communication setting—the virtual team meeting—to a fine-grained, 

moment-by-moment analysis. 

This dissertation is organized into seven chapters. In this first chapter I will define 

the common terms that will be used in this paper, elaborate on my motivations for this 

study, and outline the major lines of research that inform this project. Then in chapter two 

I will elaborate on this research in a more comprehensive literature review. Chapter 3 

presents a discussion of the research methods I employed, and presents the research 

questions that guided this project. In chapter four I examine the organization of 

conversation in chat-based virtual meetings with as specific focus on how turns are 

constructed and organized. Then, in chapter five, I discuss one resource virtual team 

members have for establishing intersubjective understanding in meetings—repair. I 

provide a comprehensive overview of the repair phenomena found in these meetings and 

show how repair works in chat conversations. Chapter six looks at these conversations as 

meeting talk, and discusses how virtual meetings are organized with respect to opening 

and closing the meetings and the challenges posed by the chat environment. Finally, in 

chapter seven I present a summary of my findings and give specific recommendations for 

applying these findings to real-world virtual teams. 

 

1.1 What Is Computer-Mediated Communication? 

 The term computer-mediated communication (CMC) is used widely by both 

scholars and laypersons, yet it is an imprecise phrase that can refer to several different 
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types and channels of communication. At its most basic level, CMC refers to any 

communication that takes place through computers. In general, this means 

communication sent through computer networks, which can be local or global in scope. 

However, the network that is most commonly associated with the term CMC is the 

Internet, and that will be the meaning used here. The Internet itself is a multi-layered 

network that facilitates communication through many different channels. These channels 

can be synchronous or asynchronous in nature. The most common example of 

asynchronous CMC is email, but other asynchronous forms include discussion lists, 

bulletin boards, and newsgroups. Instant messaging is another asynchronous form of 

Internet communication, albeit one that is more synchronous than email. On the 

synchronous end of the spectrum are chat rooms and Multi-User Domains (MUDs). 

Although these fora are primarily text-based, some now include graphical representations 

of the participants. What generally differentiates asynchronous from synchronous CMC 

channels is whether users have to be logged on at the same time in order to participate, 

and if they are required to be in the same online "space" in order to communicate. 

 The research presented in this paper examines interaction in the synchronous 

CMC channel of chat rooms, hereafter referred to as "computer chat" or simply "chat." 

Although these chat spaces are referred to as synchronous, this is actually a misnomer. 

True synchronicity in communication can only be achieved when participants are able to 

monitor each other's communication as it unfolds. This simultaneity can only be achieved 

in face-to-face and telephone interaction, and to a lesser extent in some types of video 

conferencing. Although participants in computer chat are logged in to a common 
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interactional space at the same time, they lack the simultaneity inherent in spoken 

interaction. Thus these types of CMC channels will be referred to here as quasi-

synchronous. It should be noted at this point that my goal is not to argue that 

simultaneous interaction is better than CMC; rather I argue that they are different and that 

their differences need to be explained and understood more fully. It is precisely the fact 

that computer chat gives the appearance of being synchronous while lacking true 

synchronicity that makes it a subject worthy of scholarly study.   

 

1.2 Motivations and Background 

 As noted previously, one reason why this research is important is because we 

know very little about how conversations in computer chat are organized at their most 

basic level. As a scholar of communication technology, I have been impressed with the 

breadth that CMC research has achieved in such a short space of time. This work has 

given us many valuable insights into what people do when they are using the Internet. For 

example, the general CMC research has shown us that communities can exist in 

cyberspace, and that they can be powerful resources for both information sharing and 

relationship building. CMC scholars have also put considerable effort into understanding 

what happens to identity when people are no longer communicating face-to-face. We 

have seen how the Internet can provide space to play with alternate and multiple 

personas, but also that people can interact online and still remain very tied to their offline 

selves. In addition to studying these macro-level social concepts, CMC scholars have 

examined the forms and functions of specific CMC channels such as email, web pages, 
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and chat rooms. In all of this work, however, very little attention has been paid to exactly 

how interaction unfolds in online communication and how participants are able to 

achieve the understanding that is assumed by macro-level studies of CMC. This lacuna in 

the scholarship is not particularly surprising; the idea that the mundane aspects of 

everyday life could provide insight into the organization of society and social life 

surfaced approximately 40 years ago, yet it remains on the fringes of a number of 

disciplines, including communication. From these fringes has grown one particular 

approach to social analysis—Conversation Analysis (CA)—whose main concern is to 

describe the routine methods that people use to achieve understanding.  

 The fundamental insight of CA was that talk—ordinary everyday talk—could be 

studied as a phenomenon in its own right. Through the development of techniques for the 

fine-grained, moment-by-moment analysis of talk, CA scholars were able to show that 

social life was very finely organized at the most micro-level of interaction. They have 

demonstrated that intersubjective understanding is not achieved through the magical 

alignment of minds, but rather through the systematic work of participants in interaction. 

These insights into the organization of spoken interaction are equally important to 

research on CMC. In studying online interaction it is easy to focus on the text on the 

screen and to forget the real people and real bodies involved in creating that text. Because 

of the tendency to treat CMC as disembodied communication, I wish to call attention to 

the work that participants must do in order to achieve understanding in CMC. Given the 

affordances and constraints of the CMC environment, I believe it is important to 

systematically examine the moment-by-moment unfolding of interaction in computer 
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chat in order to understand how this new medium shapes our communicative practices. 

The understanding generated by this research will then further illuminate the concepts 

that are already of interest to CMC researchers. 

In addition to the study of CMC in general, I am also interested in the use of 

computers as a communication tool in the workplace. At least since the Industrial 

Revolution, technology has played a major role in shaping our work practices. 

Technologies have brought automation, they have brought standardization, and most of 

all, technology has brought change. In the 21st century, this change is seen most clearly 

when we look at the impact that computers have had in organizations. While computers 

are often employed to help workers, that help is not always wanted or needed. However, 

wanted or not, computers are inescapable in most modern organizations, and their use has 

become an important part of how many people communicate at work. 

One consequence of the proliferation of computers in the workplace has been a 

scholarly focus on the impact of this technology and the ways that computers shape 

communication in the workplace. For example, earlier work on CMC in the workplace 

tended to follow a technological deterministic approach, one that imbued specific 

technologies, such as email, with particular characteristics and made predictions about 

how well suited these channels were for different types of communication. More recently 

scholars have challenged these theories and assumptions and replaced them with models 

that incorporate more contextual information. These theories are still lacking, however, 

because they take for granted the idea that intersubjective understanding happens as a 

matter of course, rather than seeing it as an achieved outcome.  
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In a parallel to the general CMC research, other organizational communication 

researchers have studied specific computer applications, such as email and group 

decision-support systems, in order to explain how these tools change the shape of 

workplace interaction and can serve particular organizational goals. Once again, what is 

lacking in this work is the more fundamental description of how workplace interaction 

unfolds when it is computer-mediated. There is, in fact, a growing body of research that 

uses microanalytic techniques based on CA to study collaborative work with and through 

computers, but this work exists largely outside the domain of traditional organizational 

communication research, and is rarely cited in the organizational literature. Thus another 

of my motivations for this study was to bring together these two related but separated 

lines of inquiry, for the ultimate benefit of both. 

Tying my interest in online communication together with my interest in 

technology in the workplace, I was also motivated by recent calls for more in-depth 

examination of the uses of new communications technologies as they occur in mundane, 

social situations. Internet research has been characterized (especially early on) by the 

study of specialized recreational communication, notably in the fantasy worlds of MUDs. 

Reports often described participants and situations that are no longer representative of the 

bulk of Internet users. The prominence of computers in the workplace makes this setting 

an ideal one in which to study mundane CMC. At the same time, however, it is necessary 

to be specific in the choice of CMC channel to be studied, because each channel has 

specific characteristics and affordances that shape the communicative practices of users. 

My interest in the structure of interaction as it unfolds leads me to choose quasi-



 

 8 

synchronous chat as the medium to be studied. To ground this research in organizational 

communication, I have further focused this study on one particular setting for computer 

chat, the virtual team meeting. 

Along with the growth of computer use in organizations has come a changing of 

organizational structures; many organizations now have offices and employees spread 

across the globe, and they often require those employees to communicate and collaborate 

with each other. The availability and rapid development of computer technology and the 

Internet is both a spur to globalization and a potential solution to the challenges 

globalization presents. Thus we find that organizations have increasingly turned to the 

use of virtual teams to meet the challenges of the new global marketplace. 

Virtual teams are characterized by having some or all of the team's members 

located in different geographical locations. This might mean that some of the team 

members work from home instead of the office, or that members are located in offices in 

different cities, states, or even countries. Similarly to collocated teams, virtual teams are 

generally characterized by being project-focused, of fixed (and often short) duration, and 

having revolving membership. Employees may work on more than one team at a time, or 

may change teams a number of times over the course of one year. The challenge to 

virtual teams is to accomplish the given task with little or no face-to-face contact. And it 

is this particular characteristic that makes virtual teams an object of research in 

organizational communication: how can you collaborate effectively at a distance? 

  To answer this question, both social and technological aspects of virtual team 

interaction have been studied in experimental situations and in the field. For example, 
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scholars have looked at how concepts such as trust, relationship building, and conflict 

management are related to the effectiveness of virtual teamwork. Additional research has 

focused on the effects specific technologies have on interaction between virtual team 

members or compared virtual team members' interaction to that of face-to-face teams. 

While there are many points of intersection among these diverse studies of virtual teams, 

one constant thread observable in the literature is the focus on the end result of teamwork. 

Through various methods, scholarship on virtual teams attempts to describe or predict 

how team members can be successful at working collaboratively while being physically 

apart. And while this scholarship has done much to explain the factors that complicate 

distributed teamwork, these studies, taken apart or together, still do not provide a 

complete description of exactly how, at the most fundamental level, the business of 

collaboration is achieved within the virtual team. 

 The goal of this project, then, was to bring the insights from organizational 

communication scholarship on virtual teams and communication technology in the 

workplace together with the research on human-computer interaction and computer-

supported collaborative work to inform a study of the moment-by-moment unfolding of 

interaction in virtual team meetings. This study was further informed by the general 

research on CMC, and the smaller subsection of this scholarship that has applied the 

insights from CA to computer chat situations. In the next chapter, I will examine more 

closely the literature in each of these areas that has provided the foundation for my study. 
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Chapter 2: Computers, Communication and Work: A Literature 

Review 

2.0 Introduction 

 As the Internet has become increasingly embedded in multiple facets of our 

everyday lives, it can be difficult to determine where one usage stops and another one 

begins. For example, current Internet usage trends indicate that email, the most popular 

online communication channel (Madden, 2003), is used not only for communication with 

friends and family, but also for communicating at the workplace and for communicating 

with government officials and organizations. While these might seem to be clear 

distinctions, what happens to these boundaries when I send a personal email from work, 

or I work from home and email my state representative from my work account? What if I 

am searching the Web for research material, but I also run across a great birthday present 

for my mother? These are just a few of the possible ways that the Internet is both 

pervasive and embedded in everything that we do. And it is precisely this embeddedness 

that has motivated some researchers to call for much more nuanced studies that try to get 

at how people are using the Internet in particular, everyday situations (Woolgar, 2002). 

These studies are also needed to add to our knowledge of computer-mediated 

communication, as much of the early research has been focused on general, ethnographic 

studies of "what was going on" out there on the Internet. So to begin we must start by 

looking at where we have been. 
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2.1 Computer-Mediated Communication: Multiple Identities and Virtual Communities 

2.1.1 Virtual identities? 

While the research on CMC is fairly wide-ranging, there are two general trends 

that stand out: concerns over identity and community in online environments. I start by 

looking at some of the research that deals with identity. Perhaps the most widely cited 

and influential scholar on the Internet and identity is Sherry Turkle. Turkle's (1984) early 

work on personal computing and the self set the stage for her long-term ethnographic 

study of users of Multi-User Domains (MUDs) (Turkle, 1995, 1997). Writing from a 

psychoanalytic perspective, Turkle sees the Internet as promoting a move to a decentered 

self that is multiple, fluid, and fragmented. The ability to create multiple online identities 

gives some of her respondents a sense of escape from their “real” lives. Others use MUDs 

to re-shape their identities into idealized versions of themselves. Turkle notes that one 

drawback of this type of identity play is that while you may have a highly developed 

sense of who other players are in the game, you have a limited or possibly even 

nonexistent ability to connect players to actual, named individuals in the “real” world. 

Turkle's work set the stage for further studies of identity play, as well as the still 

widespread (though contested) notion that the Internet itself is a "disembodied" realm that 

makes this identity play possible. Although Turkle's methods included verifying all the 

individuals she studied by meeting with them face-to-face, she nevertheless disregards 

much of their embodied experience of computing and conceptualizes cyberspace as 

promoting the creation of fragmented, multiple identities, which have no fixed relation to 
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the "flesh." For Turkle,  cyberspace presents the epitome of postmodern life, where we 

can construct and reconstruct multiple selves. 

This idea that people can reinvent themselves and their identities on the Internet 

has been especially popular with scholars studying gender identity. Reid (1996) provided 

a loosely structured ethnographic account of gender identity in MUDs. She noted that “all 

MUDs allow—and some insist—that players set their ‘gender flag,’ a technical property 

of MUD characters that controls which set of pronouns are used by the MUD program” 

(p. 332). The number of choices in different MUDs ranged from three (female, male, 

neuter) to multiple genders borrowed from science fiction. Reid found that this ability to 

choose a gender was not unproblematic, and the acceptability of male-to-female gender 

swapping was often hotly debated by MUD players. In all, Reid’s work in MUDs 

presented the conundrum of gender identity in CMC—the freedom to manipulate such a 

central aspect of our cultural selves does not erase the cultural baggage that accompanies 

gender. 

By contrast, Danet (1998) saw the gender options presented by MUDs and 

Internet Relay Chat (IRC) as a way to be freed from the "tyranny" of gender that 

pervades the "real world." Although Danet did acknowledge some of the potential 

problems that arose from gender swapping, she nonetheless concluded that gender 

experimentation is largely about playful performance, and that it could even serve as a 

vehicle for larger social change. 

In addition to studying gender swapping as a form of identity performance, other 

researchers have looked at specific types gender identity performance, such as gay and 
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lesbian identities (Shaw, 1997; Woodland, 2000). These investigations do not always 

center around identity in discourse communities; recent work has also looked at gender 

identities as performed in personal web sites (Miller & Arnold, 2001; Stern, 1999). What 

is interesting about the studies of identity in personal web pages is how they contrast 

sharply with much of the work on gender play: while discussions of the ability to perform 

genders in online spaces often either explicitly or implicitly rely on the ability to be 

disembodied, the work on web sites demonstrates how much identity is still grounded in 

real, offline people with real bodies (c.f. Chan, 2000). It also serves to remind us that 

while recreational pursuits are one part of the Internet, they are not the sum total of 

people's online existence. 

One final challenge to the notion of the Internet as a space for freedom and 

identity play comes from Nakamura (2002) and her work on racial and ethnic identity in 

a variety of online contexts. Her analysis of textual and graphic computer chat fora 

revealed how problematic racial identity is for these Internet users. In some systems, for 

example, choosing a racial identity is not even an option, and in other cases where racial 

identity was expressed, the majority were of stereotypical Asian characters (Mr. Sulu, 

Little Dragon, Geisha Guest, Asian Doll), played largely by white men. In opposition to 

Turkle's (1995) notion of virtual identity play as liberating, Nakamura named this 

practice “identity tourism,” the adopting of cross-racial and cross-gender personae “as 

amusing prostheses to be donned and shed without ‘real life’ consequences” (p. 14). 

From her work in both MUDs and the graphical chat spaces, Nakamura concluded that 

identity choices in these environments are motivated by social concerns. In the case of 
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racial identity, rather than feeling free from "real world" constraints, the chat participants 

she studied chose identities that reflected not who they were, but what they wanted, and 

more tellingly what they thought others might want. 

  

2.1.2 Online communities: Spaces for recreation and for work 

In addition to the observations made about the possibilities of identity play on the 

Internet, the other major observation made fairly early on in Internet research was that 

people tended to congregate in groups that shared some interest or purpose. Rheingold's 

(1993/2000) foundational account of life in the WELL (Whole Earth 'Lectronic Link), a 

large system of online discussion "conferences," paved the way for many scholars to 

think about the groups they observed online as communities. Rheingold wrote about his 

experience with a very utopian vision of how people could come together online to share 

in their joys and sorrows, engage in lively debate or mundane conversation, and to 

establish ties without the need for physical proximity (although it should be noted that 

many of the early WELL participants were based in the same, San Francisco Bay-area 

geographic community). Rheingold described the WELL as a "virtual village," a 

metaphor that has become very common in both the popular and academic press. 

The idea that people can come together to form online communities was not 

accepted unproblematically, however. The term community has been a contested one, and 

one that has often been applied to online groups without any precise definition. 

McLaughlin, Osborne, and Smith (1995) point out that “the use of the community 

analogy...is ubiquitous and seemingly arbitrary” (p. 93). It has often simply been treated 
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as self-evident that online groups function as communities (for example, Bromberg, 

1996; Stone, 2000; Zickmund, 2000). This lack of attention to what makes online 

communities “communities” leads to criticisms from other scholars (see Bell, 2001, ch. 

5) who wish to draw a distinction between the kind of socializing that happens online and 

that which takes place in the offline world. 

This is not to say that all scholars writing about online communities fail to define 

what community means to them. In fact, several scholars have explicitly discussed online 

communities as being built around shared interests. Baym (1995, 1997, 1998, 2000) has 

written extensively about her research on a soap opera fan Usenet forum, citing the 

members' shared interests in this television genre as the glue that binds the group together 

and forms the basis for their discursive activities, out of which a sense of community 

arises.  

The use of fan groups as a locus for the study of online community is common in 

the literature. For example Wakefield (2001) studied an electronic discussion list 

dedicated to the character of Scully from the television series The X-Files. She concludes 

that for the participants, the experience of being on the list generates a sense of 

belonging, which is a necessary prerequisite to community. Similar observations were 

made by Bird (1999) in her study of a discussion list for fans of the television show Dr. 

Quinn, Medicine Woman. While Clerc (2000) claimed that electronic mailing lists are 

more likely to attain a sense of community because of the way they are organized (fewer 

people post, which leads to familiarity; messages are sent directly through email; list 

managers often keep public archives, contributing to a sense of history), Smith (1999) 
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described how online fan magazines (e-zines) can build community for fans. Scholars 

have also described how both quasi-synchronous (Kibby, 2000) and asynchronous 

(Watson, 1997) discussion fora can serve as online communities for fans of popular 

music artists. 

Although the most visible research in online communities tends to focus on 

recreational groups such as fan communities, other researchers have looked at how 

professionals can also reap the benefits of participation in online discussion groups. For 

example, information sharing has been shown to be a common benefit of participation in 

these fora (Berge & Collins, 1995), especially when the information shared is directly 

related to the topic of the group (Cervantez Thompson, 2002; Wiggins, 1995; Wildemuth, 

Crenshaw, Jenniches, & Harmes, 1997). Professional online discussion groups have been 

found not only to expand the number of informational resources for participants, but also 

to make the process faster and more efficient (Bar-Ilan & Assouline, 1997; Roselle, 

2001).  

Scholars studying professional online discussion groups have also examined how 

participation may provide added social benefits, given that most of these groups have 

their origins in a preexisting offline community. Roselle (2001) found that participation 

in a discussion list for government document librarians enhanced professional 

relationships by bridging barriers and connecting the offline community more 

completely, making it a more cohesive group. The online group was especially important 

for new librarians and those in geographically isolated locations, and it encouraged them 

to attend face-to-face conferences, thereby widening their professional networks. 
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Looking at a different group of librarians, Bar-Ilan and Assouline (1997) found that their 

online discussion list functioned as a virtual community where members were able to 

make professional contacts. The sense of community was reinforced by the messages 

themselves, which were permeated with a sense of solidarity, cooperation, and 

friendliness. 

Although the topics of identity and community are not the only areas of interest 

for online communication scholars, they represent two of the oldest and most common 

areas of inquiry, and continue to be popular areas of study. Overall, these studies 

illustrate the diversity of activities and topics that get discussed on the Internet. However, 

many of these studies are limited in that they tend to be biased towards very specific, 

usually recreational uses of the Internet. This is especially true of the identity studies. 

Because of their focus in MUDs and similar online spaces that are centered around role 

playing, they do not always reflect the more mundane uses of the Internet that occupy the 

general public. Additionally, the research into online identities that celebrates identity 

play fails to recognize the importance of the Internet as a tool for workplace 

communication, where recent research suggests that being highly identifiable and linked 

to a real, offline person is the desired condition (Markman & Scott, 2005, May). As 

previously noted, many of the online community studies also center around recreational 

groups, and by isolating specific groups to study, this research can lead to the impression 

that members of online communities spend all their time only in these groups to the 

exclusion of everything else. The work on professional online groups does begin to tie 

Internet communication back to offline pursuits, however, and has some crossover with 
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the research into technology use in organizations. Accordingly, I will next turn to 

organizational communication to examine how communication technology has been 

studied in that domain. 

 

2.2 Communication Technology in the Workplace 

2.2.1 Theorizing about technology use 

Zuboff (1988) demonstrated that the introduction of technology—any 

technology— in the workplace has profound impact on how employees do their jobs. Not 

surprisingly then, the use of technologies for communication at work has been a major 

concern for organizational communication scholars. The dominant focus of this research 

revolves around how technology use will affect organizational communication (Culnan & 

Markus, 1987), and how different technologies can be used effectively to meet 

organizational goals.  

One branch of this research agenda has been to theorize about models that can be 

used to predict or explain what technology choices people will make. Some models view 

technology choice as a rational procedure guided by inherent, objective characteristics of 

a medium. For example, social presence theory (Rice, 1993) says that effective 

communication is a result of matching the social presence requirements of the task to the 

medium that best meets those requirements, where social presence is “the degree to 

which a medium is perceived as conveying the presence of the communicating 

participants” (p. 452). A similar concept is that of information richness (Rice), which 

characterizes different media according to how well they resolve ambiguity and provide 
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for feedback, and the number of cues involved. Communication media are plotted on a 

scale of rich to lean (Trevino, Daft, & Lengel, 1990), and the most efficient 

communication takes place when rich media are used for highly equivocal messages, and 

vice versa. 

Other scholars have cited contradictory research findings from rational choice 

studies as a reason to look beyond these models, and instead have proposed theories that 

take a more social constructivist standpoint. The social influence model (Fulk, Schmitz, 

& Steinfield, 1990) understands technology use as influenced by a complex set of factors 

which include social influence, media perceptions, task evaluations, and specific 

situational factors. Similarly, channel expansion theory (Carlson & Zmud, 1999) 

emphasizes the individual’s experiences with regard to the channel, communication topic, 

co-participants, and organizational context as predictors of how rich or lean a given 

individual will perceive a channel to be. Although these and related models of technology 

choice do move beyond rational choice models to include contextual factors in the 

workplace, they are still limited in the way they view communication technology and its 

use. 

 

2.2.2 Technology in organizations: Empirical research 

The emphasis on technology use and effectiveness for communication is also a 

recurrent thread in empirical studies of technology use in organizations. The widespread 

use of the Internet has made email one object of study. For example, Lee (1994) 

challenged rational choice theories by employing a hermeneutic approach to the study of 
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email in organizations in order to demonstrate its ability to function as a "rich" 

communications medium. Hinds and Kiesler (1999) compared the use of email and voice 

mail by technical and administrative employees. Among their findings was the high use 

of extra departmental communication by both sets of employees, which they say shows 

how technology can be used to help employees locate resources outside their 

departments. Echoing the findings from general CMC research of online discussion 

groups, Constant, Sproull and Kiesler (1999) found that weak ties for information sharing 

and problem solving can be formed through the use of an organization’s public email 

discussion list. Zack and McKenney (1999) compared the patterns of interaction in email 

and face-to-face communication among two newspaper editorial groups. They found that 

the social context of the organization played a more important role than the specific 

technology in shaping the patterns of face-to-face and email communication in the two 

groups.  

 

2.2.3 Communication technology and teams: The importance of context 

While many studies of technology use in organizations focus on the organization 

as a whole, the importance of teams in many businesses has given rise to a subset of 

research that concentrates specifically on how communication technologies can be used 

to support teamwork. In an important early study, Orlikowski (1993) examined the 

implementation of the groupware product Lotus Notes® in a large services firm. From 

her interviews she found that for many employees, Notes was a rather mysterious product 

with a lot of useless features; only the upper-level managers and technologists made full 
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use of the collaborative and group support features built into the program. Orlikowski 

cited the corporate culture, which valued competitive individualism over teamwork and 

cooperation, as the main reason for this implementation failure. Based on the results of 

this research, Orlikowski argued that work practices, reward structures and organizational 

culture must be based on collaboration in order for any groupware technology 

implementation to succeed. In other words, technology that is designed to support group 

work cannot 'make' people work in groups if the organizational structure does not support 

teamwork. 

Creighton and Adams (1998) compared Orlikowski’s (1993) study with a second 

case study of collaborative technology implementation, and came to the same conclusion 

that corporate culture is the determining factor in the success of technology adoption. 

They argued that the presence of organizational rewards for individual performance (as 

opposed to group performance), and pre-existing conflicts within organizations will work 

against the use of collaborative technologies. 

 Group decision support systems (GDSS) are technologies specifically designed to 

facilitate group work, either in face-to-face or distributed settings (Poole & DeSanctis, 

1990), that have also received attention from organizational communication scholars. 

DeSanctis, Poole, Dickson, and Jackson (1993) studied GDSS use in face-to-face 

meetings of three work teams from different organizational levels of a major oil company 

to examine whether or not the GDSS would affect the decision processes and outcomes 

of the teams. They found that the amount of appropriation of the technology differed 

among the teams. The level of appropriation was affected by the team leader’s style and 
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the atmosphere (formal or informal) of the meetings. DeSanctis et al. found that 

successful teams used the process features of the GDSS, and that they reshaped the work 

tasks to fit the technology. Other scholars have studied how GDSS users may attempt to 

use the system in unintended ways, for example to try to determine the identity of senders 

when the system is set up for anonymous communication (Scott & Quinn, 1998). 

Taken as a whole, the work reviewed here on technology in the workplace shows 

the importance of organizational context for successful implementation of group-specific 

technology. Collaboration cannot occur simply because the technology incorporates 

collaborative features; the organizational climate and work practices must support 

cooperative work as a prerequisite to technology adoption. In cases where teams are free 

to experiment and adapt their work practices, it is likely that they will shape their work to 

fit new technological forms. What this research misses, however, is a more detailed 

understanding of how these technologies get incorporated into work routines. This 

understanding could be supplied by importing microanalytic research techniques used by 

scholars in another branch of workplace studies: computer-supported cooperative work 

(CSCW). 

 

2.2.4 CSCW and the micro-organization of work practices 

The use of moment-by-moment, ethnomethodological analysis to study human 

interaction with computers and machines was pioneered by Lucy Suchman (1987). 

Suchman, working in the field of human-computer interaction (HCI) used methods 

derived from CA to explain how and why breakdowns in human and machine 
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communication occurred. Her work, which demonstrated the value of CA methods to the 

study of interaction with technology, laid the foundation for two separate strands of 

workplace studies. The first, CSCW, generally investigates how technology affects 

interaction in face-to-face workplace settings. 

Heath and Hindmarsh (2000) looked at the use of objects in both face-to face and 

mediated work environments. By studying interaction in the technologically-rich 

workplace of the London Underground, Heath and Hindmarsh highlight how the 

meanings of talk, objects (in this case text and pictures on computer screens), and the 

surrounding environment are emergent and accomplished through the unfolding 

interaction. They argue that meanings are not stable across time but are embedded in the 

activity. In a related study, Hindmarsh and Heath (1998) focused specifically on deixis, 

or mutual reference, in workplace interaction. Their fine-grained analysis demonstrated 

how workers established mutual orientation to objects during collaborative work, and 

most importantly, highlighted the importance of the body and gesture as a resource for 

establishing and organizing reference. They found that participants routinely coordinated 

their talk, body movements, and pointing gestures with the body movements of their co-

participants, so as to successfully establish a common frame and integrate objects 

(computer screens, paper, etc.) into the interaction. 

In addition to being used to support face-to-face work activities between 

employees, Bowers and Martin (2000) point out that technology is also used to support 

interaction between employees and customers. They studied interactions between 

operators at a bank call center, customers, and a computer database. Their microanalysis 
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of interactions before and after the implementation of a new "expert system" database 

showed that the introduction of the new system made managing customer interactions 

more difficult for the operators, because they had to be more attentive to the computer 

system in order to implement its recommendations than they had previously. They also 

noted that features of the old system that made interaction between the operator and the 

computer system available to the customer (such as audible typing) were oriented to by 

both parties and helped the interaction flow more smoothly. The new system removed 

many of those features, and made it harder, rather than easier, for operators to manage the 

customer interaction. Based on this study, Bowers and Martin recommend that 

technology designers not only consider the operator and the system, but also the third 

party perspective of the customer when designing systems. 

While at first glance these studies may seem to be removed from the concerns of 

organizational communication scholars, this work does deserve to receive their attention. 

By studying naturally occurring workplace interaction as it unfolds moment-by-moment, 

CSCW researchers have been able to show that work practices are emergent and 

situational, not rational and planned. This is especially true for the incorporation of 

technology into the workplace. While CSCW research may be generally focused on 

studying interaction so as to improve design, the findings of this work suggest that 

organizational communication scholars can learn a lot about how technologies are used in 

specific organizational settings. A better understanding of the unfolding practices of 

using email in an office, for example, could help inform those theories of technology 

choice that attempt to incorporate "contextual factors," since these contextual factors are 
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often left undefined in these models. Microanalytic studies of workplace interaction 

reveal exactly how details of the specific, local situation are brought to bear on the 

coordination of understanding in interaction, and thus should provide a great deal of 

insight for organizational communication scholars who might move in this direction. 

The workplace research reviewed thus far has concentrated predominantly on 

face-to-face work or at least collocated team interaction, both from the perspective of 

organizational communication and CSCW. However, the changing landscape of 

organizations has meant that there is a greater reliance on a dispersed workforce, and 

often on geographically dispersed, or virtual, teams. And just as collocated teams and 

collaboration have been studied from different perspectives, so has virtual collaboration. 

In the next section I will look at some of the research from organizational communication 

on virtual teams, and then look to microanalytic studies from HCI that also complement 

that work. 

 

2.2.5 Collaborating at a distance: Studying virtual teams 

Scholarship on virtual teams is generally centered around effectiveness, 

specifically, what social factors contribute to team effectiveness and how specific 

technologies or ways of using technology can help or hinder these teams. One area that 

virtual teams scholars have looked is trust, for example, how team members' disposition 

to trust affects their willingness to collaborate (Brown, Poole, & Rodgers, 2004), or how 

interactional patterns in virtual teams, such as amount and types of messages, affect 

levels of trust (Jarvenpaa & Leidner, 1999). Virtual team interaction has also been 
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studied in order to understand leadership (Kayworth & Leidner, 2001; Zigurs, 2003) or 

conflict management (Montoya-Weiss, Massey, & Song, 2001) in these groups.  

Virtual team scholars have also been interested in comparing virtual team 

interaction with that of face-to-face teams. For example, Potter and Balthazard (2002) 

were interested in the relationship between interaction style and group performance in 

virtual teams. They noted that in the research on face-to-face teams, three distinct 

interaction styles (constructive, passive, and aggressive) have been identified and linked 

to different performance patterns. Potter and Balthazard hypothesized that the same 

patterns would emerge in virtual teams, noting that there is no a priori reason to assume 

that virtual teams would be different in this respect from conventional teams. They found 

full or partial support for all of their hypotheses, leading to the overall claim that a) 

virtual teams exhibit the same range of interaction styles as found in face-to-face groups 

(constructive, passive, aggressive, or mixed) and b) that these interaction styles affect 

group processes in ways that are very similar to those found in conventional groups. 

Potter and Balthazard concluded that their work is in line with other studies that suggest 

that computer-mediated communication does not present a de facto obstacle to successful 

group problem solving, and that groups can and do compensate for any limitations 

imposed by the medium. Similarly, in a study comparing individual, face-to-face, and 

virtual team decision making, Schmidt, Montoya-Weiss, and Massey (2001) found that, 

while teams made better decisions than individuals, the virtual teams (using 

asynchronous communication technology) made the most effective decisions in this 

study. 
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In another comparison study, Alge, Wiethoff, and Klein (2003) investigated the 

effects that temporal scope would have on face-to-face and virtual teams’ communicative 

and decision-making effectiveness. In this study, temporal scope referred to “the extent to 

which teams have pasts together and expect to have futures” (p. 26). To study this, Alge 

et al. assigned 198 undergraduate students in an organizational behavior class to one of 

three temporal conditions: past, future, or ad hoc. The ad hoc groups completed only the 

experimental tasks and did not meet again. The future groups completed the tasks at the 

beginning of the course and continued to work with each other for the duration of the 

class. The groups assigned to the past condition worked together during the entire course 

and completed the experimental tasks at the end. The groups were randomly assigned to 

either a face-to-face or a computer-mediated communication condition for completion of 

the decision-making tasks. Among their findings were results that indicated that teams 

with no history (ad hoc and future) shared more information and reported higher 

openness/trust in face-to-face communication than in the computer-mediated setting. 

However, for the past teams, their previous knowledge-building experiences erased any 

differences arising from communications media. Alge et al. concluded that the important 

question for research raised by this study is not “does the medium matter?” but rather 

“how does the medium matter?”. In this case, teams without a past history were more 

effective when communicating face-to-face, while teams with a past history experienced 

equally effective communication in both conditions. 

Virtual teams research has shown that communication and related factors play an 

important role in effective virtual team functioning. The style of interaction that the group 
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as a whole exhibits, as opposed to the personalities of the individual team members, can 

predict contextual outcomes in virtual teams (Balthazard, Potter, & Warren, 2004). 

Positive outcomes in virtual teamwork have also been linked to the presence or 

development of shared understanding among team members (Majchrzak, Rice, King, 

Malhotra, & Ba, 2000), as have listening and paying attention (Furst, Blackburn, & 

Rosen, 1999). Additional research has shown that effective virtual teams are able to fit 

their communication patterns to the task (Maznevski & Chudoba, 2000). 

Communication and learning in virtual teams has also been linked to team 

performance. Robey, Khoo, and Powers (2000) examined how members of three cross-

functional teams learned and adjusted to the requirements of team. They found that the 

demands of adjusting to virtual work led to communication as the primary vehicle for 

learning. They also described how team members used both face-to-face communication 

(individual travel and meetings) and a variety of remote technologies for all three areas of 

communication, and noted that face-to-face was especially important for socio-emotional 

communication. The authors concluded that learning as a situated practice was able to 

occur because team members were empowered to act and adapt on their own, as opposed 

to having practices or knowledge imposed on them from outside the team. Finally, they 

also cautioned against the imposition of specific groupware technologies for virtual 

teams, because this would potentially limit members’ abilities to adapt and shape 

communication technologies to their specific situated purposes. 

In some virtual team research, interest in social aspects of teamwork is combined 

with an interest in technology. Pauleen and Yoong (2001) focused specifically on virtual 



 

29 

team facilitators and their use of electronic communication channels to build 

relationships. They found that among the facilitators in their study, there was a concern 

that relationship building was essential to good working relationships, and that face-to-

face meetings in the early stages of the team’s development were the best way to go 

about this process. However, not all of the facilitators in this study were able to meet 

face-to-face, and for these participants, the telephone was the most important 

communication channel. Among Internet-based communication channels, email was the 

most frequently used, although with mixed success. And one facilitator reported using 

ICQ, a form of instant messaging, as a way of facilitating relationship-building talk. 

Overall, Pauleen and Yoong concluded that when face-to-face meetings are not an option, 

electronic communication channels, especially familiar channels such as the telephone, 

can be used for relationship building. They also concluded that the key seems to be 

channels that allow for “backstage” communication, and that synchronous Internet 

messaging systems such as ICQ hold promise for those teams without access to face-to-

face or telephone interaction. 

Rasters, Vissers, and Dankbaar (2002) conducted a case study of Delta, a virtual 

team of international researchers, in order to interrogate the usefulness of the media 

richness approach to examining electronic communication media. The primary means for 

communication and formation of the Delta team was email—both individual emails 

between team members and an email discussion list circulated to all members, although 

the team also gathered for two face-to-face meetings. Rasters et al.’s analysis of both the 

email (they had access to both the mailing list and some private correspondence) and 
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face-to-face discussions led them to conclude that the use of different communication 

media did not result in any significant differences in team members’ communication. For 

example, they noted that flaming, a negative communication behavior generally 

associated with electronic channels, occurred both on the mailing list and in the face-to-

face meetings, and that the “face-to-face flames were definitely as intense as their 

electronic counterparts” (p. 748). Rasters et al. also linked the process of group formation 

to the communication medium used, and argued that email lowered the threshold for both 

entry to and exit from the project. Finally, Rasters et al. returned to their original critique 

of media richness theory; they argued that it is not the medium itself that is rich or lean, 

but rather that it is communication that may be rich or poor (when partners are unable to 

exchange the desired messages). For confirmation, they cite two threads of the Delta 

team’s communication: the creation of a research proposal and a budget disagreement. 

The Delta team was able successfully to create a research proposal through email 

communication, despite the potential for uncertainty and equivocality in this task. 

However, Rasters et al. noted that the budget disagreement, an issue that should have 

proceeded smoothly, began as an email discussion but was postponed to, and only 

resolved in, the face-to-face meeting. 

In another investigation of virtual team technology use, K. Aoki (1995) found that 

the use of quasi-synchronous chat (through Internet Relay Chat or IRC) by international 

virtual teams can be problematic. Teams in this experiment tended to prefer the 

asynchronous channels available to them over the chat forum, and it was only when team 

members had better typing skills and fewer problems with scheduling the time of 
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meetings that they were able to communicate more frequently through IRC and also gain 

a better score on the final project. K. Aoki concluded that for international teams where 

time coordination, lack of nonverbal cues, and lack of a shared native language are all 

factors, quasi-synchronous chat may not be effective at enhancing group performance. 

Carletta, Anderson, and McEwan (2000) conducted a study of the use of a multi-

function group communication system by two automotive supply chain teams. The 

system included audio and video links, a shared whiteboard, and shared computer–aided 

design capabilities. The goal of the research was to see how communication technology 

can serve free and open discussion within given organizational constraints. Among their 

results, Carletta et al. found that the communication features of the system were preferred 

over the collaborative work tools. The teams in this study named cost, security, and 

training as obstacles to successful implementation, and also stressed the need for senior 

management commitment. Overall, Carletta et al. concluded that organizational status 

differences still affect virtual teams, and thus will have ramifications for technology 

implementation. They also noted that the technology may decrease sociability and 

therefore solidarity within the groups, and that in cases where equipment is shared, 

“keyboard squeeze” may disadvantage members who do not control access. The authors 

recommended that “teams can best be supported by technology which favors 

opportunistic interactions that all team members find easy to initiate” (p. 1249). They 

also echoed findings from other studies that organizational and group factors must be 

taken into account if technologies are to improve group functioning. 
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 These examinations into the functioning of virtual teams clearly show how many 

different factors influence the performance of these work groups. Team members' 

personalities, communication styles, organizational rank, and geographic location are 

important, as are the specific technologies that teams use to collaborate. We also learn 

that teams may demonstrate or state a preference for face-to-face or oral interaction over 

CMC, however the research does not clearly explain why this should be so, and it may be 

that the team members themselves do not know. Given that communication has been 

linked to successful team performance, it follows then that further investigation into how 

communication unfolds in virtual collaboration would shed light on why it may be 

dispreferred by team members. 

 

2.2.6 HCI research: The designer's perspective on distant work 

 Similarly to the researchers in CSCW, there is a branch of HCI work that employs 

microanalytic research techniques to study interaction between humans and technologies 

for design purposes. Some of this research is aimed at understanding how computer 

systems can be designed to take better advantage of natural human communication 

competencies, while other scholars look at specific technologies designed to support 

collaborative work. 

Frohlich and Luff (1990) were interested in how CA insights could specifically 

aid technology designers. They demonstrated this by designing and testing a computer 

system that employed a turn-taking system in the user interface that was based on the 

turn-taking system from CA. They pointed to greater user satisfaction as one benefit of 
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this type of implementation. However, Gilbert, Wooffitt and Fraser (1990) cautioned that 

this type of modeling is not straightforward and CA findings will not always be a good fit 

with design needs. Another area where CA has helped aid design was in a study of repair 

in HCI by Frohlich, Drew and Monk (1994). They observed and recorded users 

interacting with a database program. Using CA findings on repair as a guide, Frohlich et 

al. found repair strategies by their users that had gone unnoticed in previous quantitative 

studies. They stressed the importance for designers to understand interaction and how 

HCI will unfold when they are designing systems. 

 There are several different types of collaborative systems that HCI researchers 

have examined using microanalysis. P.M. Aoki et al. (2003) used CA to analyze the 

results from a test of a mobile audio system that allows for dispersed participants to talk 

to each other while at the same time monitoring other ongoing conversations in the 

system. The job of the computer is to monitor turn-taking by participants and correctly 

identify conversational pairs, and group them into "floors." When a pair has been 

correctly grouped, they hear their own conversations louder in their headsets and the 

other conversational floors in the background (what the authors term the "cocktail party 

effect"). P.M. Aoki et al. monitored the turn-taking in each of the pairs, and identified 

strategies that participants used when the system was not functioning correctly (not 

correctly assigning floors). For example, they found repeated instances where recipients 

of one pair would wait until a speaker of another pair was finished before taking a turn. 

P.M. Aoki et al. also noted that their CA analysis helped inform the results of interview 
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data with the participants, by explaining why their informants found certain aspects of the 

system problematic.  

 The media space system studied by Heath and Hindmarsh (2000) allowed 

participants in different physical locations to communicate via two-way audio and video 

connections. To gain insight into how this system affected collaboration, Heath and 

Hindmarsh had participants collaborate on a task that involved rearranging furniture in a 

model that was located in one of the participant's physical spaces. They found that the 

participants had problems coordinating reference, because although they could see each 

other and were aware of how they were being seen, they still acted as if there was a 

shared frame of reference. Thus pointing to objects was problematic, especially for 

participants who did not have the model at their physical locations. 

Other experiments with collaborative environments involve systems where users 

are immersed in a virtual space. In the system studied by Bowers, Pycock, and O'Brien 

(1996), the collaborative virtual environments textual, audio, and graphical interfaces. 

Specifically, the graphical interface, called an "embodiment," was a 3-D animated 

character with a limited range of movement, such as head turning (to indicate gaze) and 

ear wiggling (to indicate listening or interest). Each participant had an embodiment, and 

the embodiments were gathered around a virtual conference desk for the meeting 

interaction. Bowers et al.'s microanalysis of the meeting transcripts uncovered that even 

with three available channels for communication, turn-taking was often problematic, 

especially when no next speaker had been selected and when there were technical 

difficulties with the audio channel. The were also able to see how the graphical 
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embodiments were very rarely used by the participants to aid in designing or eliciting 

turns, adding insight into the potential uses and benefits of this type of virtual 

collaborative environment, while at the same time giving the authors the opportunity to 

recommend improvements for the design. Their analysis highlighted the importance of 

understanding the interactional significance of the body when designing virtual systems, 

and they recommend that design should always be considered in terms of affording social 

interaction. 

Hindmarsh, Fraser, Heath, Benford, and Greenhalgh (1998, 2000) looked at a 

collaborative virtual environment more sophisticated than the one in Bowers et al. 

(1996); their system was designed to allow users to manipulate shared objects in the 

virtual space with their graphical embodiments. The 1998 study revealed that the major 

limitation of the system, a fragmented view of the virtual world for participants, had 

interactional consequences. Participants had to explicitly describe action that would 

otherwise go unstated face-to-face interaction, and there was a limited opportunity for the 

co-design of actions. For the 2000 study they improved the interface slightly, and added 

another view for the users. They recorded the screen activities for all participants as well 

as their audio, which was generally close to real time except in a few instances of 

network lag. The animated embodiments could point and grasp virtual objects in the 

shared space. Hindmarsh et al. found that the participants did use pointing, but because 

they still had a limited view of the virtual environment, they could not always resolve the 

pointing gestures. Participants generally resorted to talk to resolve these problems, once 

again having to make explicit actions that are normally available unproblematically. 
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These studies reveal interesting details about how collaborative activity may be 

accomplished online, and they illustrate causes of interactional problems that would 

normally remain hidden in accounts of interaction. Therefore, not only do they give 

designers the information they need to improve these technologies, but they can also give 

organizational scholars insight into how to understand problems in virtual collaboration, 

and how to make recommendations for smoother interaction. Most of these systems, 

however, still rely on talk for the interaction, and cannot account for the problems 

associated with purely textual communication. In the final section of this literature review 

I will look at those studies that draw from microanalysis to study the conversation 

mechanisms in computer-mediated chat. 

 

2.3 Moving Forward: Microanalytic Studies of Computer Chat 

Scholars who have undertaken to use CA to understand online communication 

have approached the topic from several different areas. Herring (1999) took up the issue 

of interactional coherence in CMC. She used evidence from both CA- and CSCW- based 

studies of a number of different forum types, including chat, MUDs, and discussion lists, 

to explain why CMC is so popular. Herring argued that the persistent textual record 

afforded by CMC and user adaptations such as turn-change signals, the use of 

backchannels, and cross-turn reference all help to make CMC coherent for the 

participants. Herring then presents models that explain how interactional coherence can 

be reconstructed from logs of both quasi-synchronous and asynchronous CMC 

interactions. Herring’s argument is presented for those who question how CMC, which 
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lacks many of the cues we take for granted in face-to-face interaction, can serve as an 

effective medium for the creation of shared understandings in interaction. 

Looking specifically at quasi-synchronous chat interaction, Rintel and Pittam 

(1997) proposed a framework for understanding interaction management in these chat 

rooms. They describe a four stage process whereby chat participants attempt to secure 

partners to chat with. Rintel and Pittam's framework begins with the server's 

announcement of the presence of a new chat participant. This is followed by the newly 

joined chat participant sending either a blind/mass greeting (i.e. "hi everyone") or a 

generic statement or question. The third stage involves the exchange of nonverbal 

gestures such as emoticons, although Rintel and Pittam noted that this stage may not 

always occur and was not necessary to move on. Finally, if participants are successful at 

gaining attention, they follow with transition signals that move into the next phase if 

interaction. Rintel, Mulholland, and Pittam (2001) used their earlier framework to further 

investigate openings on IRC. Here they found that the automated message that the 

computer sends when a new user has joined the chat functioned on two dimensions for 

newly joined users. The found that these automated messages, like a telephone ring, 

allowed new users to initiate interactions. However, unlike the telephone, automated 

messages did not guarantee that an initiation move would be ratified. Participants in IRC 

chat did not orient to these joining messages as requiring attention. Thus Rintel et al. 

found that IRC users must still negotiate a complex series of steps in order to successfully 

secure a chat partner, and many attempts at openings were unsuccessful. Using Sacks' 

Membership Categorization Analysis, ten Have (2000) also described how chat 



 

38 

participants find partners to chat with. Through his study he concluded that by and large 

chat participants used pre-existing communicative practices with only minimal changes 

to converse through these new technologies.  

One of the prominent features of computer chat is that participants do not have 

access to each other's turns while they are being constructed, thus creating silences or 

gaps in between posts. Rintel, Pittam, and Mulholland (2003) explored cases of 

ambiguous non-responses on IRC. They found that IRC participants do have resources to 

help them differentiate between types of non-responses. One of the most common 

strategies IRC users pursued was to clarify that a non-response is due to user action and 

not a technical system problem. To do so they engaged in activities such as re-greeting, 

reconnecting, or checking connections with the system. Rintel et al. also noted that many 

of the problems associated with ambiguous non-responses could be eliminated if IRC or 

other chat systems adopted monitoring systems that are now common features on the 

various instant messaging systems, whereby the system tells users who is currently 

online, and also when an interactional partner has begun typing a message. 

Moving from openings and general interaction management, Schonfeldt and 

Golato (2003) focused on a more specific aspect of interaction: repair. They used final 

chat transcripts from German IRC channels to compare the chat repair options with those 

of spoken conversation. They found that in general participants in computer chat adapt 

the same basic repair mechanisms to this medium. Trouble sources, once identified, 

caused the ongoing sequence to be stopped while the trouble is addressed. Schonfeldt and 

Golato also found that there is a preference for self-repair in chat as in face-to-face 
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conversation. However, unlike spoken conversation, same-turn self-repair can not be 

observed in the final chat post, and therefore is unavailable as a resource for other 

participants. The most frequent type of repair they found was other-initiated self-repair, 

followed by self-initiated self-repair. However, the positions normally associated with 

repair (transition space, third turn) were not available because of the nature of the chat 

medium. Instead the first possibility for other- or self-initiated repair in chat is the next 

possible message after the trouble source turn, although this turn may be separated from 

the trouble source by several turns due to the activity of other posters. Repair in the next 

possible opportunity space was more frequent then repair after the next possible space, 

which they equate to third-position repair in spoken interaction. Finally they found that 

there was one trouble source unique to the chat environment, the non-response (Rintel et 

al., 2003); participants frequently initiated repair when a first-pair part was felt to be 

ignored. 

In both spoken interaction and computer chat, participants take turns at talk. 

However, the nature of the chat medium has prompted scholars to begin examining the 

turn-taking system in chat, in order to see how it compares with that of spoken 

conversation. In one such study, Panyametheekul and Herring (2003) investigated turn 

allocation and gender in Thai chat rooms. They first reorganized the turns based on 

Herring’s work in interactional coherence (Herring, 1999) in order to place turns in their 

proper "sequential" order. They then took traditional CA turn allocation strategies—

current speaker selects next, next speaker self-selects, and current speaker continues— 

and developed a coding schema, allowing them to quantify the turn allocation devices 
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present in the chat logs. In all, they found that current speaker selects next was the most 

prevalent turn allocation device, being used about 66% of the time. Next speaker self-

selects was used for about 26% of the turns, and current speaker continues was much less 

frequent, appearing in only about 8% of the data. The authors noted that these turn 

allocation patterns resemble those for face-to-face interaction, and disprove previous 

hypotheses that self-selection would predominate in chat interaction. They also found that 

self-selection was actually least successful in garnering responses from others when 

compared to the other two turn allocation strategies. They then looked for statistical 

relationships between the turn allocation devices used and the gender of the participants. 

They found some support that gender plays a role in turn allocation strategies, with 

females using current speaker selects next more than males, and males using next speaker 

self-selects and current speaker continues more than females. They concluded that this 

finding lends support to the idea that females are more interactive and other-oriented than 

males, even in computer-mediated communication.  

Thus far, all of the scholars studying chat interaction from a microanalytic 

perspective have relied on end-result transcripts or chat logs for the source of data. The 

only set of published studies that capture the ongoing construction of computer chat from 

all participants' perspectives come from Garcia and Jacobs (1998, 1999). Garcia and 

Jacobs supplemented chat logs with video recordings of the participants' computer 

screens in order to study the turn-taking system in quasi-synchronous chat. They noted 

that in computer chat, conversation is multidimensional; what the typist of a message 

experiences as the real-time construction of a turn is only experienced as silence by the 
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recipients who must wait for the turn to be posted. For recipients, then, the turns of others 

are experienced as happening in the moment they are posted, rather than unfolding over 

time as in spoken communication. They also noted that the “one speaker at a time” rule 

for spoken conversation does not hold in computer chat, because the computer will allow 

all messages to be posted. However, certain turn spaces may be contested, and it may be 

in the interests of a particular participant to have his or her turn posted as closely as 

possible to the turn it refers to. They described how some of the turn allocation devices 

available to chat participants are different from those of spoken conversation. For 

example, chat participants cannot specify a sequentially next speaker, because they 

cannot control when others post to the chat. However, they can designate recipients as 

future speakers/posters, and thus engage in a type of turn allocation. Garcia and Jacobs 

also found that the virtual simultaneity of the chat medium gives rise to two unique 

phenomena: phantom responsiveness, which occurs when two serially adjacent turns 

appear to relate to each other but in fact do not, and phantom adjacency pairs, which arise 

when two turns are posted sequentially that look like an adjacency pair, but the times of 

their construction reveal that they are not related turns. Garcia and Jacobs' studies reveal 

the complexity of adapting the turn-taking system to this new environment, and point the 

way for more work in this area. 

 

2.4 Summary 

 This literature review has examined a wide range of scholarly work that in 

different ways focuses on the use of computer technologies to communicate. I have 
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shown how our understanding of online communication covers a broad range of topics, 

from identity play and community building to the effects of communication technologies 

on organizational communication and teamwork. This review has also demonstrated that 

although scholars have identified many different factors that can interact with and 

complicate online communication, we still know very little about how, at the most basic 

level, interaction in computer-mediated contexts is organized. Those studies that have 

attempted a more fine-grained analysis of computer chat have prompted as many 

questions as answers, and in all point to a great deal more discovery yet to come. This 

dissertation represents an attempt to answer some of those questions. In the next chapter, 

I lay out the foundations to my approach to this project, the research questions that 

guided this project and describe the methods used for collecting and analyzing the data. 
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Chapter 3: Approaches to the Study of Online Communication 

3.0 Introduction 

This dissertation represents a qualitative study of virtual team meetings in 

computer chat. Traditionally, quantitative methods have been used to answer questions of 

“why” and “to what extent” and to determine and measure relationships between 

variables. Qualitative research concerns itself most often with questions of “how;” the 

qualitative lens is aimed at emergent phenomena in order to find out what is going on. 

Thus, as Jones and LeBaron (2002) note, we often find quantitative research following 

qualitative studies. Nowhere is this more true than with studies of Internet 

communication, an area dominated by qualitative, descriptive reports. This is not to say, 

of course, that there exist no quantitative studies of online communication; however, the 

Internet continues to provide fertile soil for qualitative investigators because it is in 

constant flux and its reach extends into many aspects of our daily lives—work, 

entertainment, politics, and interpersonal communication just to name a few.  

Denizen (2004) notes that the range of approaches, techniques, and perspectives 

that online qualitative researchers employ is quite broad, cutting across traditional 

disciplinary and epistemological boundaries. For example, we find many well-known 

ethnographic studies of online communities, such as Rheingold (1993/2000) and Baym 

(2000) alongside in-depth interviews of Internet users (Turkle, 1995) and critical 

investigations of cyberculture (Nakamura, 2002). Other qualitative researchers have 

employed autoethnographies (Markham, 1998) and focus groups (Williams & Robson, 

2004) to carry out Internet research. 
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The research presented here is not a general study of online communication, 

however, but rather lies at the intersection of two specialized areas of CMC research: 

communication in virtual teams and interaction in computer chat. Looking at the research 

on virtual teams, the methodological landscape changes slightly, with a wide variety of 

methods used to study interaction in this area. I reviewed 38 recent1 articles that reported 

empirical studies of virtual teams; of these 16 employed only quantitative methods, 13 

only qualitative methods, and nine employed a mix of quantitative and qualitative 

methods. We see, therefore, that researchers studying virtual teams are not tied to any one 

methodological perspective. This diversity of research methods has both advantages and 

disadvantages. For example, the qualitative, descriptive studies of virtual teams shed a 

great deal of light on what virtual team members feel and think about the experience of 

being in a virtual team and the benefits and drawbacks of specific technologies and 

practices. Quantitative and mixed-methods studies allow scholars to isolate certain 

variables in virtual team communication and examine how they interact with each other. 

However, none of the research methods applied to the study of virtual teams thus far are 

able to explain how collaborative communication is structured when team members 

interact virtually. That is because these methods do not target the micro-level workings of 

interaction in virtual teams. By the same token, the majority of qualitative research on 

computer chat offers descriptive accounts of what participants do in these spaces, without 

giving a detailed account of how the communication is managed. Methodologically, what 

these two lines of research have in common is that by looking at macro concepts first; 

                                                
1 All but one article were published within the last six years. 
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they treat intersubjective understanding among participants as a given, rather than as an 

achievement that must be empirically demonstrated. But we cannot understand how 

collaboration is accomplished in virtual spaces until we first understand the means by 

which participants make sense of virtual interaction and achieve (or perhaps fail to 

achieve) intersubjective understanding. To do this we must employ a research strategy 

that is specifically designed to uncover these structures: microanalysis of interaction. 

 

3.1 Ethnomethodology and Conversation Analysis 

Ethnomethodology is not a research method, per se, but rather a particular 

theoretical approach to understanding the construction of daily life (Coulon, 1995). 

Feldman (1995) notes that ethnomethodologists are concerned with the processes by 

which social actors produce acceptable behavior. Ethnomethodology was founded by 

Harold Garfinkel (1967), who took as his influence the phenomenological interest in how 

people, as conscious beings, make their way through the world they perceive (Schegloff, 

Ochs, & Thompson, 1996). Garfinkel was especially influenced by Schutz and his 

writings on the problem of intersubjectivity, which Schutz argued was not a philosophical 

problem but a practical one that was routinely solved by social actors (Heritage, 1984b). 

Garfinkel was able to show, through his famous "breaching" experiments, that 

participants in interaction rely on each other to supply unstated, shared understandings. 

People go about their lives with the assumption that others act similarly to themselves, 

and they rely on this assumption whenever they engage in interaction. Garfinkel's overall 
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project, then, was to reframe the analysis of social action to one that began with the 

structures that are treated as self-evident by mundane social actors (Heritage). 

Garfinkel showed that understanding was the result of practices always situated in 

particular, local contexts, although Schegloff et al. (1996) point out that the emphasis in 

ethnomethodology was more on the uptake and interpretation of these practices and less 

on their actual production. Garfinkel's other major contribution was to question the 

unproblematic use of accounts in studying social action (Heritage, 1984b). He 

demonstrated that accounts are not simply "relaxed" or "loose" versions of some 

objective reality, but rather are designed by individuals "with respect to a range of 

'considerations' and 'exigencies'" (Heritage p. 77). Garfinkel's emphasis on the context-

based nature of understanding and the problematic nature of accounts provided the basis 

for other researchers to focus attention, at the micro level, on the specific practices of 

social action, as opposed to the macro focus (associated with traditional ethnography) of 

analyzing how institutions and structures constrain our daily practices. The most 

developed field of ethnomethodologically-based research is that of Conversation 

Analysis (CA). 

Since its beginnings in the 1960s, research in CA has shown that talk, rather than 

being disorganized and too “messy” for serious analysis, is actually an orderly process 

with a stable set of practices that interactants skillfully use to make sense of the world in 

their everyday conversations (Schegloff, 1992). Traditional CA work operates under a set 

of guiding assumptions (Heritage, 1984b), to wit: 

• Interaction is structurally organized. 
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• Contributions to interaction are contextually oriented. 

• These two properties inhere in the details of interaction so that no order of detail 

can be dismissed. (p. 241) 

The basis for any CA study are recordings (audio or video) of naturally occurring 

data (Heritage, 1984b; Silverman, 1998). Silverman also notes that fundamental to CA is 

a focus on the observable behavior of participants, rather than attempts on the part of the 

analyst to ‘get inside the heads’ of interactants. Furthermore, Heritage explains that CA 

avoids data gathering activities such as a) interviewing where the results are treated as a 

substitute for actual behavior; b) the use of field notes or pre-coded data schedules for 

observation; c) asking natives to invent examples of behavior; and d) conducting 

experiments that direct or manipulate behavior. What CA values above all, therefore, is 

recordings of mundane conversation as a source of data to investigate. The use of 

recorded data has several advantages. Besides the obvious advantage of repeat analysis, 

recorded data may help assuage concerns of reliability and validity in qualitative 

research. It is a standard feature of CA reports to include transcript excerpts and to 

describe the conventions used for transcribing interaction. What is more, current 

technology also allows for the publication of video fragments to supplement transcripts, 

and researchers are increasingly using computer-based technologies to include entire 

recordings along with the published reports (Jones & LeBaron, 2002). This gives readers 

access not only to the interpretations of the researcher, but to the data as well, allowing 

the reliability and validity of the findings to be tested by the audience.  
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With these principles in mind, CA practitioners have amassed a substantial 

literature that explains many aspects of everyday conversation. The fundamental 

organization of interaction has been demonstrated through work on turn taking and turn 

construction (Lerner, 1996; Sacks, Schegloff, & Jefferson, 1974; Schegloff, 1996). The 

research on how participants repair misunderstandings (Schegloff, 1979; Schegloff, 

Jefferson, & Sacks, 1977) has provided direct evidence for how participants in an 

interaction achieve intersubjective understanding. We have also learned that institutional 

talk (Drew & Heritage, 1992a; Maynard, 1992), (i.e. talk in various workplace settings 

such as doctor’s offices, court rooms, and schools) has unique characteristics that 

separate it from everyday conversation. Overall, the importance of CA as a research 

program has been to demonstrate empirically the importance of micro-level analysis of 

social interaction as a requirement for contextualizing the macro-level study of human 

social relations (Psathas, 1995).  

 

3.1.1 Conversation Analysis and the study of computer-mediated interaction 

 Although CA was developed in sociology as a way to document the organization 

of talk-in-interaction (ten Have, 1999) it has since been used by scholars in a number of 

different fields for different purposes. Suchman (1987) demonstrated the utility of CA for 

providing an alternate model of human-computer interaction, and the incorporation of 

ethnomethodologically-based research into studies of technology design and usability 

continues to flourish (e.g. Dourish, 2001). A related course of study has evolved the area 

of computer-supported cooperative work (CSCW). In this tradition, scholars (e.g. 
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Frohlich & Luff, 1990; Gilbert et al., 1990; Heath & Luff, 1996; Hindmarsh et al., 1998; 

Luff & Heath, 2000) use microanalysis of interaction to examine how intersubjectivity is 

created by people in collaborative work environments through a distributed system of 

gaze, gesture, artifact, computers, and talk. More recently, a few scholars have begun to 

explore how CA might be applied to the study of interaction that takes place entirely 

through computers. 

Although the interactions that take place through computer networks are 

predominantly textual rather than oral, the research thus far indicates that participants in 

quasi-synchronous chat rely to some degree on their experiences from spoken 

conversation when adapting to this new environment. Researchers have used CA-derived 

methods to examine phenomena such as interaction management and coherence (Herring, 

1999; Rintel & Pittam, 1997), turn-taking (Garcia & Jacobs, 1998, 1999; Panyametheekul 

& Herring, 2003), repair (Schonfeldt & Golato, 2003) and openings and closings (ten 

Have, 2000; Rintel et al., 2001). CA is an appropriate method for examining these 

phenomena because of its focus on the sequential analysis of interaction in naturalistic 

settings, in this case, in chat rooms. The emphasis on the micro-level workings of 

interaction reveals structures of conversation that might otherwise be missed in a more 

macro approach. In addition, using CA and CA-derived methods is appropriate to the 

study of chat because it is an emergent phenomenon. The focus on what participants are 

doing, in that moment in the interaction illuminates practices that are in their incipient 

stages of evolution. CA allows for the emergence of unanticipated questions, which is 

vital to research in new communication channels.   
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3.2 Research Questions 

Motivated by the goal of developing an ethomethodological understanding of 

virtual team interaction in chat, the following research questions were proposed: 

 

3.2.1 How do participants in small group computer chat interactions make sense 

of conversations in a non-sequentially organized medium? How are turns 

constructed and organized? How does the turn organization system show a 

sensitivity to the affordances and constraints of this medium? 

 

3.2.2 In what ways do chat participants use repair as a resource for achieving 

intersubjective understanding? How do the affordances of the chat interface 

facilitate or constrain different repair strategies? How do repair phenomena in 

chat compare to repair phenomena in spoken interaction? 

 

3.2.3 How can an understanding of the mechanics of interaction in computer chat 

inform recommendations for effective collaboration by virtual teams using this 

medium? 

 

3.3 Research Design: A Case Study of Virtual Team Meetings 

 This dissertation follows a case study (Yin, 1994) approach to understanding 

virtual team interaction. Yin notes that case studies are particularly well-suited to "how" 

research questions, making this an appropriate choice for an explanatory study of chat 
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conversation. Case studies, according to Yin, investigate contemporary phenomena 

within their real-life contexts. Because this research is a study not of computer chat in 

general, but particularly as situated in virtual team meetings (a contemporary 

phenomenon), contextual factors are important, thus reinforcing the appropriateness of a 

case study approach. 

Among the variety of communication technologies available for virtual team 

meetings, chat is one of the most cost-effective, though under-utilized tools. 

Teleconferencing, a popular choice, offers the familiarity of spoken interaction and 

immediacy, but can be quite costly, especially if team members are located in different 

parts of the globe. Videoconferencing is a less commonly used alternative (Timmerman 

& Scott, 2006), one that also provides for real-time, spoken interaction. However, 

videoconferencing can also be an expensive and technically complex tool that can in fact 

be more distracting than helpful for collaboration (Majchrzak, Malhotra, Stamps, & 

Lipnack, 2004). Comparatively, communication tools associated with the Internet, 

including email, instant messaging, and chat, are very low cost and flexible. Although 

email, instant messaging, and similar asynchronous communication tools are important 

for successful virtual teamwork, they cannot provide the real-time, multi-party interaction 

required for team meetings.  

Computer chat has been shown to be successful for group interactions in 

computer-supported learning environments. Repman, Zinskie and Carlson (2005) pointed 

out a number of advantages of chat (over asynchronous tools) documented in the 

literature, including immediacy of communication, social relationship development, 
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effective learner-learner and faculty-learner interaction, and more active involvement in 

learning. Additional research (Davidson-Shivers, Muilenburg, & Tanner, 2001) that 

compared chat to asynchronous online interaction found that graduate students generally 

liked the chat interactions better, especially because of their timeliness and their ability to 

foster supportive comments, although they did sometimes find the chat conversations 

hard to follow. Cox, Carr and Hall (2004) compared the use of chat to face-to-face 

discussions in a blended course, and found that the students felt the chat discussions were 

empowering, although sometimes frustrating, and that the chat facilitated participation in 

the course by giving them greater confidence than they felt in face-to-face discussions. 

Although organizationally-based virtual teams generally have different goals and member 

profiles than the groups in the computer-supported learning research, I believe these 

findings show that chat can be a useful tool for effective group interaction, and therefore 

one appropriate for use in this study. In addition, by applying the microanalytic 

perspective reflected in the research questions posed above, this study will shed light on 

why people using chat sometimes feel frustrated or find it difficult to follow, thus further 

enhancing its usefulness as a tool for virtual team meetings. 

 

3.3.1 Data collection 

 CA demands that analysts study the unfolding of interaction, moment-by-

moment, and thus in order to begin to accurately understand how participants manage 

conversation in these spaces it is necessary to study computer chat as it happens, rather 

than after the fact (from chat room logs). Going back to the CA insistence on recorded 
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data, the primary data for this virtual team case study consists of video recordings of each 

team member's computer screen and transcripts from their virtual meetings. The team 

was made up of undergraduate students recruited for a summer-semester (five and one-

half weeks) independent study course under the supervision of the director of the Science, 

Technology, and Society (STS) program at a large, public university in the southwest. 

Students were recruited into the course by distributing flyers to academic advisors in the 

colleges of liberal arts and communication, and to faculty who taught in the STS 

program. All students were given the option to enroll in the course and not participate in 

the research project. The participants were told that they would be working as a virtual 

team to conduct research on innovative student uses of technology in and around the 

university. The course was structured so that instead of attending regular class meetings, 

the students would conduct the bulk of their work as a team using computer-mediated 

communication tools, and they would hold virtual meetings using the Blackboard2 course 

management system. 

  A total of five students enrolled and elected to participate in the project. All team 

members were seniors preparing to graduate in December 2004 or May 2005. Table 3.1 

shows the demographic breakdown of the team. 

The team held three face-to-face meetings with their instructor and the researcher 

at the beginning, midpoint, and end of the project. The purpose of the first meeting was to 

introduce the team members and orient them to the project. The supervising professor and 

the researcher conducted the first meeting, at which four of the five team members were 

                                                
2 http://blackboard.com/ 



 

54 

present: Evan, Rebeca, Sidney, and Thadine. The second face-to-face meeting served as a 

status review for the project, and was conducted by the supervising professor with the 

researcher present. Four members were also in attendance: I-Fang, Rebeca, Sidney and 

Thadine. The purpose of the final face-to-face meeting was for the team to present their 

final project to the professor; all five team members and the researcher were present at 

this meeting. No recordings were made during any of the face-to-face meetings, however 

an informal discussion was held with three of the team members at the end of the last 

meeting.  

Table 3.1 
 
Virtual Team Membership 
 
Nickname3 Sex Major 
 
Evan male sociology 
 
I-Fang female advertising 
 
Rebeca female English 
 
Sidney male geography 
 
Thadine female geography 
 

The team held four virtual meetings using the collaboration tools provided on the 

Blackboard course management system. For the first meeting, the team used the Lecture 

Hall chat interface, but this was found to be cumbersome by some participants because 

they could not resize the chat window. The subsequent three meetings were held using 

                                                
3 Names of all participants have been changed to protect confidentiality. 



 

55 

the Lightweight Chat interface, a new feature in the most recent update of Blackboard. 

The first, third, and fourth meetings averaged 52 minutes in length; the second meeting 

lasted for one hour and 18 minutes. With the exception of one member, Sidney, the team 

had generally equal rates of attendance in the four virtual meetings (see Figure 3.1). 

 

 
Figure 3.1. Meeting attendance chart  
 
 

Data were gathered by providing each team member with screen recording 

software appropriate to each student's computer operating system. Four students used 

their own personal computers, the fifth student used a laptop belonging to the STS 

program. The software used for the Windows™ operating system was HyperCam 2.04 

and the product used for the Macintosh™ operating system was ScreenRecord 1.5.55. 

                                                
4 http://hyperionics.com/ 
5 http://www.macxware.com/candypress/Scripts/prodView.asp?idproduct=25 
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Due to differences in the software, operating systems, and individual computers used, the 

recordings differ slightly in terms of detail captured in each movie file (in frames per 

second). However, the differences are not so extreme as to render the data unusable. The 

researcher6 was also present in each of the virtual meetings and also recorded her screen 

activities. Because of technical difficulties, miscommunications, and schedule conflicts, 

not all team members were present and recording during all virtual meetings. Meetings 

three and four offer the most complete data record, with screen recordings for all six 

participants available. 

The transcripts which provide the basis for the data analysis were prepared by 

synchronizing each participant's screen activities to the time-stamp provided by the 

Blackboard server. Each participant's screen activities were transcribed in one-second 

increments. Each line of text is reproduced exactly as it was typed7, with deletions 

indicated by the use of double strikethrough characters (i.e. tahw indicates that the word 

'what' was deleted by that participant). Screen activities such as mouse or cursor 

movements, shrinking, expanding, or changing windows, or scrolling through windows, 

are verbally described in the transcript and enclosed in double parentheses, and these 

descriptions are aligned in the transcript to their duration. The transcripts are arranged in 

a columnar fashion, so that the main chat window activity is on the left and each 

individual participant is given a separate column to the right of the main chat window. 

Time is indicated through the vertical axis. This arrangement of data in the transcript 

allows us to see precisely what each participant is doing on his or her computer at any 
                                                
6 The researcher is referred to in transcripts and discussion as Kris. 
7 With the exception of names and other identifying information. 
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point in the interaction. A complete key to transcription conventions is located in 

Appendix A. In addition to these full transcripts, supplementary transcripts drawn from 

the Blackboard chat logs were also used. 
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Chapter 4: Following the Thread: Organizing Chat Conversations 

4.0 Introduction 

 Conversations are among the basic matters with which we conduct our daily lives. 

In their ground-breaking work in the 1970s, Sacks, Schegloff, and Jefferson (1974) 

demonstrated that everyday, mundane conversation is organized by a system of rules or 

principles; among these are the rules for the turn-taking system, which provide 

participants in a conversation with resources through which interaction is built in a linear 

fashion. One of Sacks et al.'s basic observations was that in talk, speaker change recurs, 

that is, we take turns at talking, and generally, one party talks at a time. They also noted 

that overlap, where one speaker starts talking before the other is finished, is common, but 

brief. Transitions between speakers with no gap and no overlap are common along with 

transitions with slight gap or slight overlap. Additionally, in spoken conversation, 

techniques to allocate turns to new speakers are used; for example, a current speaker may 

continue speaking, or may select the next speaker to talk. If no next speaker is selected, 

and the current speaker does not continue, a new speaker may self-select. The underlying 

characteristic of these and the other principles in the turn-taking system is that they are at 

the same time context-free and context-sensitive. Sacks et al. argued that although 

conversation itself is always situated in a particular social context, "major aspects of the 

organization of turn-taking are insensitive to such parameters of context" (p. 699). 

However, these context-free resources may be deployed by participants in interaction in 

ways that are fitted to the specifics of a given situation. This context-sensitivity can be 
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seen in studies of interaction in institutional settings, for example, in the workplace 

(Drew & Heritage, 1992b).  

 The turn-taking system as it has been traditionally described is based on spoken 

interaction, generally in either face-to-face or telephone conversations. The qualities of 

speech shape the turn-taking system; speech is a medium that unfolds in a linear fashion 

over time, and participants in spoken conversation have immediate, ongoing access to 

others' turns as they are being produced. The context-sensitivity of the turn-taking system 

does not, however, extend to systems beyond speech. Specifically, when we look at 

computer-mediated conversational systems, we see that the technical affordances of the 

medium reshape not only how the turn-taking system works, but also the very definition 

of "turns at talk." Thus, before we can discuss the structure of conversation in chat, it will 

first be necessary to lay out some of the basic principles of chat conversation and how 

they differ from speech.  

 
Figure 4.1. Blackboard chat window, researcher's screen.  
 
 

In spoken conversation, a turn is a chance or opportunity to talk, and that is why 

the turn-taking system provides for only one speaker at a time to hold the conversational 
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floor; participants in essence compete for turns at talk. By comparison, interaction in 

computer chat is quite different (see Table 4.1 for direct comparison). In most chat 

applications, participants are logged in to a common chat "room" where they are 

presented with a window with two parts; a larger box containing the ongoing 

conversation, and a smaller box into which they type their posts (see Figure 4.1). Barring 

technical issues, participants do not have to compete for access to the chat window; any 

turn composed and sent by any participant will be posted to the chat window by the 

server, in whatever order the posts were received. Although chat is generally considered 

to be a synchronous technology when compared to channels such as email or bulletin 

boards, when compared to speech it is only quasi-synchronous. One of the most 

important characteristics of chat is that the simultaneous monitoring feature characteristic 

of spoken interaction is no longer present. Chat participants only see each other's posts 

after they have been completed and sent to the chat server; thus because there is no way 

to monitor who is currently composing a post,8 more than one party may talk (i.e. type) at 

a time. There is a semblance of turn-taking presented in chat, because the server lists all 

posts in sequential order and overlapping posts are not permitted by the server; if two 

posts are received at the same time, they may both appear on the screen simultaneously, 

but one post will still be positioned above the other in the chat window. This results in 

another important characteristic of chat—the conversation is additive rather than linear. 

Turns at chat are textual, and in the system used in this study, they are persistent. A new 

                                                
8 This differs from many instant messaging programs, which include a feature that lets the 
other party know when his/her interlocutor is typing a message, although parties still do 
not have access to the content of the message until it is sent.   
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turn does not replace the prior turn, and at any point participants may scroll back to re-

read prior turns. As a result of these differences, in computer chat speakers do not 

exchange turns at talk as much as they add to an evolving conversation, and the lack of a 

truly analogous turn-taking system in chat has given rise to a modified form for 

organizing conversation.   

Table 4.1.  
 
Comparison Between Turn Organization in Spoken and Chat Conversation 

 
Spoken conversation (Sacks et al., 1974) Chat conversation 

 

Speaker change recurs/occurs 

 

Semblance of speaker change occurs with  

new posts 

One party talks at a time More than one party may type at a time; 

server lists all posts in sequential order 

Overlapping talk is common, but brief Overlapping posts are not permitted by 

the server. Content overlap is common. 

Transitions with no gap and no overlap are 

common along with transitions with slight 

gap or slight overlap. 

Transitions vary; transitions where two 

posts appear simultaneously (though 

sequentially) are possible, transitions with 

some gap are common 

Turn order varies Turn order varies 

Turn size varies Turn size varies; short turns are common 

in chats with a large number of 

participants 

Turn allocation techniques are obviously  

used. 

Turn allocation techniques are sometimes  

used, but vary in type and frequency from  

those used in spoken conversation. 
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 In the rest of this chapter, I will describe how conversations in computer chat are 

organized, with a specific focus on the small group interaction of a virtual team. I will 

first discuss the concept of threading, which is central to the organization of chat 

conversation, and then look at the specific resources chat participants employ to orient to 

this system with a focus on turn allocation and speakership roles. I will then conclude 

with a discussion of these resources and the implications of this organization system for 

understanding group interaction in chat. 

 

4.1 Threading: The Primary Resource for Interactional Coherence 

 One feature of many types of CMC that is not present in spoken interaction is 

"threading." Threading is a term originally used in computer programming to describe 

parallel series of code that allowed programs to engage in multiple, simultaneous 

operations. In CMC, the term "thread" is applied to a conversational topic; individual 

messages can have one thread or many, and in many CMC systems, such as email, 

newsgroups, and bulletin boards, messages can be sorted based on their relationships to 

specific threads. Messages can be read in a strict chronological order, or they can be read 

chronologically according to thread. Although threading is generally thought of as 

applying specifically to asynchronous CMC channels, detailed examination of 

conversation in chat meetings shows that threading is the primary means through which 

these participants organize their conversations and maintain coherence in the interaction. 

Threads in chat are not explicitly marked (i.e. through the use of subject lines or the 

marker "re:" ), however, in their patterns of turn construction the team members display a 
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very sensitive orientation to the different threads that permeate their conversations. A 

look at some examples will illustrate how threading works in chat. 

(1) PRT 62204.3 
 
5:10:48 I-FANG: ultra wide band is suppose to be a newer technology than 

the blue tooth  
5:11:06 THADINE: I'm not sure exactly what Dr. Kimbles means by focusing 

on two technologies, but hopefully wireless as a category works  
5:11:07 I-FANG: but nano tech is definately the latest  
5:11:13 THADINE: yeah  
5:11:45 I-FANG: i think so...it's going to have a lot of impact on future tech 

n of course..our future lifestyle  
5:11:48 THADINE: the only thing about the articles Rebeca found (and I 

didn't read them all yet) is that I believe we're supposed to be 
focusing on what's going on in [city name]  

 

 In example 1, two team members, I-Fang and Thadine, have been discussing the 

topics for their project. In line 1, I-Fang has offered a possible candidate to add to their 

project, specifically, "ultra wide band." Video recordings made from each team member's 

computer screen show that I-Fang pauses after sending her post at 5:10:48, and then 

resumes typing approximately 12 seconds later. During the same time, however, Thadine 

is also typing a post, which she sends just one second before I-Fang's post at 5:11:07. 

Thadine's post at 5:11:06 does not directly relate to I-Fang's immediately prior turn; 

instead, Thadine is referring back to an earlier sub-thread of this conversation. However, 

the timing of her posts results in it effectively "interrupting" I-Fang's two related posts at 

5:10:48 and 5:11:07. Thadine is not confused by this interruption, and responds to I-Fang 

with agreement at 5:11:13. I-Fang is also able to keep track of the different threads, and 

in fact she begins typing a response to Thadine one second before Thadine's post at 

5:11:13 arrives in the chat window. At the same time, Thadine has begun a new turn that 
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refers to yet another separate thread in the ongoing conversation. To see how skillfully 

these team members make sense of the altered order of turns in chat, we can rearrange the 

posts in this example to place thread-related posts adjacent to one another:  

 

(1a)  PRT 62204.3 (modified) 
 
Thread A 
5:10:48 I-FANG: ultra wide band is suppose to be a newer technology than 

the blue tooth  
5:11:07 I-FANG: but nano tech is definately the latest  
5:11:13 THADINE: yeah  
 
 
Thread B 
5:11:06 THADINE: I'm not sure exactly what Dr. Kimbles means by focusing 

on two technologies, but hopefully wireless as a category works  
5:11:45 I-FANG: i think so...it's going to have a lot of impact on future tech n 

of course..our future lifestyle  
 
 
Thread C 
5:11:48 THADINE: the only thing about the articles Rebeca found (and I didn't 

read them all yet) is that I believe we're supposed to be focusing on 
what's going on in [city name]  

 
 
 In this modified arrangement, what we see is that this excerpt actually contains 

three separate threads, and that the chat participants must do their own work to mentally 

rearrange the individual posts to arrive at the correct order. That they do so is evidenced 

by the lack of any explicit marker of confusion or request for clarification in the chat 

transcripts. A second, more complex example will further illustrate the skill needed to 

make sense of threading in chat conversations. 
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(2) PRT 61604.1 

5:27:33 SIDNEY: Guess Sid doesn't like us! :-)   
5:27:34 THADINE: let me see if I can look at your trees on blackboard  
5:27:42 SIDNEY: i had to reboot :P  
5:27:44 EVAN: Haha  
5:27:46 THADINE: oh  
5:27:48 EVAN: Sorry...!@  
5:27:50 I-FANG: if we want some real cool stuff i think we should go 

interview grad students who are researching this area as well  
5:27:52 EVAN: At least you were here  
5:27:57 EVAN: Better then me last week  
5:28:00 I-FANG: short cut..hehe  

 

 In example 2, we see more clearly how the thread is the primary structure for 

organizing chat conversations. This example also highlights the unique affordances that 

chat, as an archiving, textual medium, has that are not available in spoken interaction. At 

first glance, the posts in this segment appear to be almost random, with very little explicit 

connections between the turns. However, when we look at the screen actions of each of 

the team members (see full transcript 2a below), we can see a very sophisticated pattern 

of threads emerge. 

Approximately 12 minutes before this extract, three participants—I-Fang, Evan, 

and the researcher, Kris—have been discussing the absence of the three remaining team 

members. The chat window then displayed the team member Sidney entering and then 

immediately exiting the chat. In response, at 5:19:38, Evan posted the line "Guess Sid 

doesn't like us! :-)," and then went on to offer an analogy to his own technical troubles 

earlier in the meeting. Around 10 minutes later, Sidney does finally make it back to the 

chat room and exchanges greetings with the rest of the team, and then offers a partial 

account for his problems. He then scrolls up to the beginning of the chat window and  
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(2a) PRT 61604.1 full 

Chat 
Time Chat Window SIDNEY 

Chat 
Time THADINE EVAN 

Chat 
Time I-FANG 

5:27:10 
5:27:11 
5:27:12 
5:27:13 
5:27:14 

 
 
REBECA: BYB 

 
 
((highlights 
Evan's turn from 
5:19:38)) 

5:27:10 
5:27:11 
5:27:12 
5:27:13 
5:27:14 

  5:27:10 
5:27:11 
5:27:12 
5:27:13 
5:27:14 

 

5:27:15 
5:27:16 
5:27:17 
5:27:18 
5:27:19 

 ((pause)) 5:27:15 
5:27:16 
5:27:17 
5:27:18 
5:27:19 

  5:27:15 
5:27:16 
5:27:17 
5:27:18 
5:27:19 

if w 
e wa 
nt s 
ome re 
al c 

5:27:20 
5:27:21 
5:27:22 
5:27:23 
5:27:24 
5:27:25 
5:27:26 

[REBECA left the session]   
 
 
((scrolls dn 8 tns)) 
((pause)) 
((scrols chat win 
down to end, mouses 

5:27:20 
5:27:21 
5:27:22 
5:27:23 
5:27:24 
5:27:25 
5:27:26 

 
soos 
let 
 me 
 see 
 if I c 
an lo 

 5:27:20 
5:27:21 
5:27:22 
5:27:23 
5:27:24 
5:27:25 
5:27:26 

ool 
 stuff i 
 think 
 we sh 
ould 
 go ((pause)) 
 in 

5:27:27 
5:27:28 
5:27:29 
5:27:30 
5:27:31 
5:27:32 

 to msg entry)) 
((pause)) 
((pastes Evan's turn)) 
((pause)) 
 ((pause)) 

5:27:27 
5:27:28 
5:27:29 
5:27:30 
5:27:31 
5:27:32 

ok at 
you 
((pause)) 
r tre 
es on blackb 
oard 

 
 
 
 
The ot 
her thing 

5:27:27 
5:27:28 
5:27:29 
5:27:30 
5:27:31 
5:27:32 

tervi 
ew ((pause)) 
 
grad 
 student 
s ((pause)) 

5:27:33 SIDNEY: Guess Sid doesn't like us! :-)    5:27:33  ((pause)) I n 5:27:33  
5:27:34 
 
5:27:35 
5:27:36 
5:27:37 
5:27:38 
5:27:39 

THADINE: let me see if I can look at your trees 
on blackboard  

 
 
my ((pause)) 
ym((pause)) 
 
i had 
to reboot 

5:27:34 
 
5:27:35 
5:27:36 
5:27:37 
5:27:38 
5:27:39 

 ot ((pause)) 
 
iced in 
to ((pause)) 
 
 
 

5:27:34 
 
5:27:35 
5:27:36 
5:27:37 
5:27:38 
5:27:39 
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Chat 
Time Chat Window SIDNEY 

Chat 
Time THADINE EVAN 

Chat 
Time I-FANG 

5:27:40 
5:27:41 

((pause)) : ((pause)) 
P 

5:27:40 
5:27:41 

 
 otni deciton 

5:27:40 
5:27:41 

5:27:42 
5:27:43 

SIDNEY: i had to reboot :P  ((pause)) 5:27:42 
5:27:43 

  gniht rehto ehT 
Haha 

5:27:42 
5:27:43 

 who 
 are 

5:27:44 
5:27:45 

EVAN: Haha   5:27:44 
5:27:45 

oh 
 

((pause)) 
S 

5:27:44 
5:27:45 

 resea 
rching 

5:27:46 
5:27:47 

THADINE: oh   5:27:46 
5:27:47 

 
((BBoard win opens)) 

orry... 
!@ ((pause)) 

5:27:46 
5:27:47 

 this 
 are ((pause) 

5:27:48 
5:27:49 

EVAN: Sorry...!@   5:27:48 
5:27:49 

((mouses to 
menu 

At l 
east you w 

5:27:48 
5:27:49 

a as w 
ell 

5:27:50 
 
 
5:27:51 

I-FANG: if we want some real cool stuff i think 
we should go interview grad students who are 
researching this area as well  

 5:27:50 
 
 
5:27:51 

bar, selects 
 
 
new win from 

ere 
here 
 
  

5:27:50 
 
 
5:27:51 

 

5:27:52 
5:27:53 
5:27:54 
5:27:55 
5:27:56 

EVAN: At least you were here   5:27:52 
5:27:53 
5:27:54 
5:27:55 
5:27:56 

file menu)) 
((new browser win)) 

((pause)) 
Better th 
en me last 
wek 
kek 

5:27:52 
5:27:53 
5:27:54 
5:27:55 
5:27:56 

 
s ((pause)) 

5:27:57 
5:27:58 
5:27:59 

EVAN: Better then me last week   5:27:57 
5:27:58 
5:27:59 

 ((pause)) 5:27:57 
5:27:58 
5:27:59 

hort 
 cut.. 
hehe 

5:28:00 I-FANG: short cut..hehe   5:28:00   5:28:00 ((pause)) 
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begins to read the archive of what he had missed. The full transcript shows how Sidney is 

able to use the archived posts to recycle Evan's turn and use it as a new turn for himself. 

Beginning at 5:27:12, Sidney highlights Evan's post on his screen, scrolls down to 

the end of the chat, and then pastes Evan's turn into his own message entry box and hits 

send. At 5:27:33, this turn posts to the chat, after which he continues his turn by 

explaining that the long absence between Evan's post (and Sidney's first appearance in the 

chat) and his reappearance was due to restarting his computer. 

Sidney's thread is not the only one present in this segment, however. At the same 

time that Sidney was copying and pasting Evan's earlier post, Thadine and I-Fang were 

engaged in typing posts that both related to the primary ongoing thread of finding 

contacts for the team's research project. Again, because more than one participant can 

type at a time, and because they cannot monitor each other's posts as they are being 

composed, they also cannot control when messages will "interrupt" other threads. Thus, 

Thadine's post at 5:27:34 separates Sidney's two related turns at 5:27:33 and 5:27:42. 

Team member Evan was also in the middle of composing a turn when Sidney's post at 

5:27:33 appeared. Evan's pauses at 5:27:34 and 5:27:36 seem to indicate that he has 

noticed the new posts in the chat window, and after four seconds he deletes his turn in 

progress, and types "Haha," displaying his understanding of what Sidney has done with 

Evan's recycled post. At the same time that Evan is typing, Sidney's next turn appears, 

and Evan immediately replies with his post at 5:27:48, which, in conjunction with his 

follow-up posts at 5:27:52 and 5:27:57, can be read as an attempt to smooth out any 
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possible ruffled feathers caused by his original "calling out" of Sidney for not remaining 

in the chat.  

While Evan's posts indicate that he has understood Sidney's actions, Thadine, who 

pauses after sending her post at 5:27:34, does not make any attempt to add to this thread 

until after Sidney offers his explanation at 5:27:42. Thadine was not present in the chat 

room when Evan's original post was sent, and so it is likely that she has not understood 

the significance of Sidney's post, and thus offers only a weak acknowledgement of 

understanding (Heritage, 1984a) at 5:27:46. At this point, the only person yet to respond 

is I-Fang. She had been composing a turn before Sidney posted at 5:27:33. I-Fang pauses 

at the same time that Sidney's turn posts, and does not resume typing until Sidney's 

second turn posts at 5:27:42. Her turn at 5:27:50 thus relates back to the same thread as 

Thadine's post at 5:27:34. After another brief pause, I-Fang begins composing a turn that 

is responsive to the thread begun by Sidney's recycling of Evan's turn, indicating that she 

has understood the action he performed by copying and pasting ("short cut") and that she 

sees the humor in the situation ("hehe"). What we have now is a picture of how these 

disparate posts were re-threaded by each of the team members into a (reasonably) 

coherent set of interactions.  
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(2b) PRT 61604.1 (modified) 
Thread A 

  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
Thread B 
5:27:34 THADINE: let me see if 

I can look at your trees 
on blackboard  

 5:27:50 I-FANG: if we want some real 
cool stuff i think we should 
go interview grad students 
who are researching this 
area as well  

 

 What we can see from these examples is how different the experience of 

following a chat conversation is from following a conversation in spoken interaction. To 

successfully navigate a chat meeting, participants must to a certain extent let go of a 

temporal understanding of turn-taking, and instead analyze messages for their topical 

relationships. Because placement in the chat window is serendipitous, participants cannot 

rely on the prior post to help explain the meaning of the most recent post. This, in turn, 
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explains why a phenomenon specific to chat, false adjacency pairs, is not problematic for 

these participants. False adjacency pairs (see also Garcia & Jacobs, 1999; Markman, 

2005) are the result of the time lag in chat; one participant posts a first pair part, and 

another participant is already engaged in typing a turn that, when posted, appears to be 

the second pair part, such as in the following turns: 

5:36:28 REBECA: how about 3?  
5:36:29 I-FANG: i can meet on campus..anyday 2:30 to 6  
5:36:40 EVAN: Thadine?  
5:36:40 THADINE: I can't do 3. Class til 3:45  
5:36:49 EVAN: how bout 4  
5:36:51 THADINE: but i could do 4 without a problem  

 

Here Thadine's posts at 5:36: 40 and 5:36:41 appear to be directly responsive to 

the questions that precede them sequentially in the chat window, but in fact both posts 

were begun before the questions posted to the chat. Frequently in these data the false 

adjacency pairs have a serendipitous quality to them, as seen in the turns above, that 

allow them to be understood unproblematically despite not being sequentially related. 

However, in the few instances where false adjacency pairs might seem to pose a problem 

in understanding, they are not marked by the chat participants as trouble sources, which 

seems to indicate that participants are able to place these turns with their appropriate 

threads, and are not thrown off by the false sequentiality. 

 Based on the fundamental differences between speech, as a temporal medium, and 

chat, as a topical medium, I would like to conclude this section by defining two basic 

units in the chat conversation system: posts and turns. In chat, a post is roughly analogous 

to a turn in speech, i.e. a post is one complete unit of text sent to the chat window, after 
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which another post may appear. It is the arrangement of posts in the chat window that 

gives an appearance of an exchange system. There is, however, evidence in these data 

that participants in chat are oriented to a second unit, the turn, which in chat can be 

defined as a complete idea or thought. This makes it possible for participants to include 

multiple turns in a single post, or spread one turn across multiple posts. Although the 

default rule is one post = one turn, we will see examples that demonstrate how the 

orientation to threading makes separating turns from posts a useful resource in chat 

interaction.   

 

4.2 Turn Allocation Devices in Chat 

Recall that one of the features of the turn-taking system for speech is that turn 

allocation devices are used; i.e. participants manage the speaker exchange system by 

providing for who will be the next speaker. In spoken interaction, the current speaker 

may select the next speaker, a next speaker may self-select, or the current speaker may 

continue (Sacks et al., 1974). As we have already seen, in chat the conversation does not 

follow a system of exchanges, and thus there is not the same requirement for selecting a 

next speaker. The chat system not only allows for, but in fact encourages a default rule of 

"any speaker self-selects;" because chat participants cannot monitor each other's turn 

construction they have no way of knowing whose "turn" it is if no one self-selects. 

However, there may be times in a chat conversation that participants will want to specify 

for whom a turn is designed. 
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Within the medium of computer chat, the use of turn allocation devices varies.  In 

general, the team members in this group do not use many explicit turn allocation devices, 

such as address terms. When address terms are used, it is usually in the case of greetings 

(i.e. "hi evan" or "hi guys"), to express agreement, support for an idea, or thanks (i.e. 

"yeah I-fang," "rebeca that sounds pretty cool...," and "thanks evan"), or less frequently, 

as repair initiators (i.e. "what do you mean sid?" and "sorry, that was for Rebeca"). Team 

members also sometimes make use of the second person pronoun "you" in constructing 

turns that are topically responsive to prior posts. My analysis indicates that this is due in 

part to the small size (no more than six persons) of the group; in chat the number of 

participants affects the frequency and composition of turn allocation. My data do not 

contain any instances of a particular pattern of turn allocation frequently found in large, 

public chat rooms, where there may be hundreds of participants (c.f. Panyametheekul & 

Herring, 2003; Rintel et al., 2001; Rintel et al., 2003; Schonfeldt & Golato, 2003). In 

these large group chat interactions, participants are consistently observed to designate 

who a specific post is for, and only those turns that are unmarked are considered to be 

"for" everyone present in the chat. For example: 

(3) From Rintel et al. (2001), example 1 simplified 

36. [TP]   hi all 
 
37. [strawb]   hello Tp 
 
42. [Yogi]   re tp 
 
49. [TP]   strawb hi! 
 
56. [TP]   yogi: nice nick! 
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(4) Schonfeldt and Golato (2003), p. 245 

 

Examples 3 and 4 show a common turn allocation device in large chat rooms. The 

nickname immediately to the right of the line numbers is the person sending the post; the 

intended recipient is then designated with name + colon, so that, in example 4, line 1, 

participant Nikkee is designating the participant named calvi as the recipient of her turn. 

Line 56 in example 3 also illustrates the use of this device, where participant TP is 

addressing the person known as yogi. Example 3 also shows that chat participants do play 

with this convention to an extent, changing the order or omitting the punctuation, but they 

still adhere to the practice of explicitly naming the turn recipient, with name + colon 

being the default. The most frequent explanation for this turn allocation device is that in 

large chat rooms, the sheer number of posts makes it too difficult to rely on threading 

alone to keep track of the conversation. As a result, conversations in places such as IRC 

tend to resemble multiple dyadic interactions more than group conversations, which 

consequently makes the turn organization system more closely resemble that of speech. 



 

75 

However, in small group interactions, such as the team under investigation here (see also 

Garcia & Jacobs, 1998, 1999) the number and frequency of posts are such that it is not 

structurally necessary to always designate a turn recipient.  

 The usage of turn allocation devices by this team shows that they are operating 

under a norm that says that a turn is for everyone unless otherwise designated. In 

addition, because chat does not allow participants to control the sequential order of posts 

in the chat window, they are not able to designate a specific, sequentially next speaker. 

Thus, the next possible speaker is anyone/everyone, and thus there is no need to do much 

in the way of formally allocating turns. However, it is possible, and is sometimes useful, 

to design turns in such a way that they make particular team members relevant future 

speakers. And, because there is a conceptual difference between a post and a turn, it is 

also possible for chat participants to adopt the role, with respect to threading, of a 

continuing current speaker. Thus, participants in chat interaction adopt one of three 

possible speakership roles: self-selected new speaker, continuing current speaker, and 

relevant future speaker. In the next sections I will examine how these roles work in 

conjunction with conversational threads. 

 

4.2.1 Self-selection: Starting a new thread 

 By far the most prominent role present in chat is that of the self-selected new 

speaker. This is because, as previously discussed, the structural characteristics of the 

medium favor self-selection. One of the most important functions of self-selected turns is 
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to begin new conversational threads. Threads can be very simple; for example, 

participants commonly self-select to greet each other when they enter the chat. 

  

(5) PRT 62204.4R 

Chat 
Time Chat Window REBECA 

5:19:22 
5:19:23 
5:19:24 
5:19:25 
5:19:26 
5:19:27 
5:19:28 
5:19:29 
5:19:30 
5:19:31 

[REBECA joined the session]  ((chat window loads)) 
 
 
he 
y guy 
s ((pause)) 
, Fi 
nall 
y! 
 

5:19:32 
5:19:33 
5:19:34 
5:19:35 
5:19:36 
5:19:37 
5:19:38  

REBECA: hey guys, Finally!  ((mouses 
around 
chat 
window)) 
((clicks maximize)) 
((mouses  
left)) 

 

 In example 5, team member Rebeca enters the chat room at 5:19:22, after some 

technical issues, and almost immediately begins typing a greeting to her teammates. After 

that, she begins to get herself "settled" in the chat room, and in the moments that follow 

this excerpt, she scrolls back to read the part of the conversation she has missed. 

New conversational threads can also take the form of accounts, often to explain 

absences or delays. Accounting for absence is necessary not only for social reasons, but 

also because the chat environment displays all current participants and sends a post to the 

chat window every time a participant enters or leaves the chat.  
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(6) PRT 62204.2 KMM 

Chat 
Time Chat Window KRIS 

5:08:04 
5:08:05 
5:08:06 
5:08:07  

 er 
ew uo 
yre 
be 

5:08:08  EVAN: I did  ca 
5:08:09 
5:08:10 
5:08:11 
5:08:12 
5:08:13 
5:08:14 
5:08:15 
5:08:16 

KRIS: rebeca   
 
is 
 on 
 the 
 phon 
e 
... 

5:08:17 
5:08:18  

KRIS: is on the phone...   ((pause)) 

 

Prior to the start of example 6, the participants had been discussing some 

technical difficulties in accessing the correct chat room. In response to a phone call from 

one missing team member, Rebeca, Kris abandons a turn already in progress at 5:08:04, 

and two seconds later begins a turn that offers a new thread, in this case, a partial account 

for Rebeca's absence. Although accidental in this instance, example 6 also shows how a 

single turn, as a unit of thought, can be spread over multiple posts.   

 One of the most important functions of self-selected turns in chat, however, is to 

provide the team with topics to discuss. This team conducted very informal meetings, 

with no pre-ordained format or agenda. Thus one of their most pressing needs when they 

enter the chat is to organize their discussion, and they do this by self-selecting to start 

new threads. 
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(7) PRT 61004.1S 

Chat 
Time Chat Window SIDNEY 

10:14:27 
10:14:28 
10:14:29 
10:14:30 
10:14:31 
10:14:32 
10:14:33 
10:14:34 
10:14:35 
10:14:36 
10:14:37 
10:14:38 

THADINE: Yeah, we probably should start 
without him.  

 
 
 
 
wo  
 owso wh 
at ((pause)) 
 shall 
e we ((pause)) e 
w e 
 we t 
alk abou 

10:14:39 
(omitted) 

SIDNEY: so what shall we talk about  t ((pause)) 

 

In example 7, after an extended period of pre-meeting talk, including speculation 

about an absent team member, Sidney uses a self-selected new turn at speaking to attempt 

to open the meeting. Given their lack of formal meeting agenda, Sidney uses this new 

thread as an opportunity to start a discussion about that agenda.  A similar instance can be 

found in the next extract. 

 

(8) PRT 62204.2T 

Chat 
Time Chat Window THADINE 

5:08:46  
5:08:47 
5:08:48 
5:08:49 
5:08:50 
5:08:51 
5:08:52 
5:08:53 
5:08:54 
5:08:55 

THADINE: hi I-FANG]  so  
idd 
idid  
every 
one ge 
t Re 
beca' 
s  
email 
s 

5:08:56 THADINE: so did everyone get Rebeca's emails?  ((pause)) 
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After greeting a team member who has recently joined the chat, Thadine self-

selects and begins a new thread that asks the other team members to confirm the receipt 

of documents sent prior to the meeting by another team member. As with example 7, 

Thadine's new thread is phrased as a question, which as the first pair-part of an adjacency 

pair makes it relevant for others to answer, and thereby providing for a greater possibility 

that this new thread will be successful in launching new business. 

 

4.2.2 Self-selection: Adding to threads in progress 

 Whereas self-selection to start new threads is the process that forms the basis for 

chat conversations, the body of the chat is maintained by posts that continue threads 

already in progress. These turns are considered self-selected because no provisions have 

been made in previous turns that specifically call for a response or address a turn to 

particular individuals. There are three types of self-selected thread continuer turns. The 

first type are general turns that show agreement or support for ideas, add opinions or 

information, or elaborate on topics currently under discussion. These make up the bulk of 

continuer turns and much of the overall meeting discourse. Examples 9-11 show 

instances of general thread continuers. 

(9) PRT 62204.1R 

Chat 
Time Chat Window REBECA 

5:22:44 
5:22:45 
5:22:46  

EVAN: I like wireless as you all know   

5:22:47 
5:22:48 
5:22:49 
5:22:50 

THADINE: I do think its doable  I do 
 too 
((pause)) 
, but 
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5:22:51 
5:22:52 
5:22:53 
5:22:54 
5:22:55 
5:22:56  

 i wo 
uld  
rathe 
r lo 
ok int 
o the 

5:22:57  
5:22:58 
5:22:59 
5:23:00 
5:23:01 
5:23:02 
5:23:03 
5:23:04 

THADINE: I am interested in either really   game 
ing 
 in cl 
ass r 
ooms 
((pause)) 
 
stuff 

5:23:05 
 

REBECA: I do too, but i would rather look 
into the gaming in class rooms stuff.  

 
 

 

 Prior to example 9, Rebeca had posed two questions to the team: 

5:21:17 REBECA: what do you think? is it doable?  
5:21:49 REBECA: what areas are we all interested in reearching?  

 

 

As we saw in the previous section, asking a question is an effective way of 

beginning a new thread. Here, we see that Evan has answered the second question (from 

5:21:49) with his post at 5:22:44. Although it may appear that the post Rebeca begins at 

5:22:47 was designed to respond to Thadine's post, she is in fact continuing the thread 

Evan has responded to. She self-selects for a new turn to show that she shares an interest 

in wireless with Evan, but that she has a stronger preference for the team's second topic. 

The turn is designed so that it is clear which of the two possible threads this post is 

adding to. 
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(10) PRT 62204.3E 

Chat 
Time Chat Window EVAN 

5:11:48 
 
 
 
 
5:11:49 
5:11:50 
(omitted) 
5:11:56 
5:11:57 
5:11:58 
5:11:59 
5:12:00  

THADINE: the only thing about the articles 
Rebeca found (and I didn't read them all yet) 
is that I believe we're supposed to be 
focusing on what's going on in [city name]  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Ye 
ah, 
((pause)) 
the 
genera 

5:12:01 
 
5:12:02 
5:12:03 
5:12:04  

THADINE: and even more specifically around 
campus  

l idea 
 
is t 
o get 
 St 

5:12:05 
5:12:06 
5:12:07 
5:12:08 
5:12:09 
5:12:10 
5:12:11 
5:12:12 
5:12:13 
5:12:14 
5:12:15 

I-FANG: are we?  ude 
nts per 
spective 
s... 
thou 
gh 
 we a 
re able 
 to exp 
and ou 
tside of th 

5:12:15 
5:12:16 
5:12:17 

[KRIS joined the session]  ((pause)) 
at 
 ((pause)) 

5:12:17  THADINE: that's the impression I got   
5:12:18 
 
 

EVAN: Yeah, the general idea is to get 
Students perspectives...though we are able 
to expand outside of that  

 

 

 Thread continuer turns may also be used to show agreement and add new 

information. In example 10, Thadine posts a turn that refers to materials sent by another 

team member prior to the meeting, and she frames her turn as an assessment of Rebeca's 

articles. Although as it turns out, Thadine's post at 5:11:48 did not constitute a complete 
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turn, but it was analyzable as complete by Evan, and at 5:11:56 he self-selected to 

respond by displaying agreement with Thadine's assessment, and elaborating on his 

interpretation of the project's goals. Evan is still typing when Thadine's turn-completing 

post arrives at 5:12:01, so the effect of his post at 5:12:18 is to show that he and Thadine 

are in even greater alignment, as they have both singled out one particular goal as being 

important (focusing on campus/student activities). 

  

(11) PRT 62204.4bI 

Chat 
Time Chat Window I-FANG 

5:18:30 
5:18:31 
5:18:32 
5:18:33 
5:18:34 
5:18:35 
5:18:36 
5:18:37 
5:18:38 
5:18:39 
5:18:40 
5:18:41 
5:18:42 
5:18:43 

  
a 
lso ((pause)) 
.. 
.i g 
((pause)) g 
 i 
a fr 
iend 
men 
tiones 
sd a v 
ery i 
n ((pause)) n 

5:18:44 
5:18:45 
5:18:46 
5:18:47 
5:18:48 
5:18:49 
5:18:50 
5:18:51 
5:18:52 
5:18:53 
5:18:54 
5:18:55 
5:18:56 

 mpor 
tant 
((pause)) po 
int to 
 me ab 
t t 
ech 
((pause)) h 
cet b 
a ((pause)) 
 

5:18:57 
 

I-FANG: also...a friend mentioned a very 
important point to me  

 she 
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 Example 11 takes place approximately six minutes after example 10, when Evan, 

I-Fang, and Thadine had been discussing how to interpret the instructions for their project 

and how to incorporate their various ideas about technology into a more cohesive whole. 

This thread ends up getting interrupted by a request from I-Fang for someone to post 

some needed documents to the team's Blackboard site. After these documents are posted, 

I-Fang looks at them briefly and then begins composing a new turn at 5:18:31 in example 

11. At that point, it had been almost a minute since the last post appeared in the chat 

window, and I-Fang's turn seems designed, in part, to resuscitate the lapsed conversation. 

In particular, her use of "also" to begin the turn helps link it back to a previous 

conversational thread, although because this post is the first in a multi-post turn, it is not 

immediately clear yet exactly how the turn will relate. But the word "also" keys the other 

team members to be alert for a reference back to an earlier thread. 

  

 

The second type of self-selected thread continuer turns are turns that initiate 

repair. Repair is initiated in order to call attention to a problem with a prior turn. 

Examples 12 and 13 are both examples of repair initiators done by others, i.e. not the 

speaker of the problem turn. (a complete discussion of repair phenomena appears in 

chapter five). 
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(12) PRT 61604.1I 

Chat 
Time Chat Window I-FANG 

5:31:04 
 
(omitted) 

THADINE: well, a few of the ppl I talked to 
created their own cartoons  

((pause)) 

5:31:15 
 
(omitted) 

THADINE: and I bet I could find even more 
who do that  

 

5:31:40 
5:31:41 

 ca 
rtoon 

5:31:42 
5:31:43 
5:31:44 
5:31:45 
5:31:46 
5:31:47 
(omitted) 

 s? ((pause)) 
 
 ani 
mation 
? ((pause)) 

5:31:56 
5:31:57 
5:31:58 
5:31:59 
5:32:00 
5:32:01 

  
 
 co 
mputer 
((pause)) 
((pause)) 

5:32:02 I-FANG: cartoons? computer animation?   
 

(13) PRT 62204.3T 

Chat 
Time Chat Window THADINE 

5:13:12 
5:13:13  

I-FANG: hmm...students...not young people 
in general?  

ing o 
n here 

5:13:13 
 
 
5:13:14  

THADINE: well, we might mention what is on 
the cutting edge of technology, as it relates 
to what's going on here  

((pause)) 

5:13:15 
 
5:13:16 
5:13:17 
5:13:18 
5:13:19 
5:13:20 
5:13:21 
5:13:22  

EVAN: not broad, just not covering what 
[city name] students are looking  

 
 
I t 
inkkni 
hink the 
students 
dd 
thing is fl 
exible 

5:13:23  THADINE: I think the students thing is 
flexible  

((pause)) 

5:13:24 
(omitted)  

EVAN: into   
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5:13:44 
5:13:45 
5:13:46 
5:13:47 
5:13:48 

 what 
do you 
mean 
Eva 
n? 

5:13:49  THADINE: what do you mean Evan?  ((pause)) 
 

 As with ordinary spoken conversation, when chat participants are unclear about 

another's post, they can seek help by initiating repair on the problematic post. Because 

repair initiators are responsive to specific turns, they have the effect of also acting as 

continuers for those threads, keeping the thread active until the problem is resolved. In 

example 12 we see that I-Fang does not know how to interpret the word "cartoons" in 

Thadine's post at 5:31:04. She recycles the trouble source, which then links her turn with 

Thadine's, and then offers a candidate explanation ("computer animation"). Example 13 

demonstrates how address terms can be used to link posts to a thread. After finishing her 

turn at 5:13:23, Thadine pauses briefly and then initiates repair on Evan's posts at 5:13:15 

and 5:13:24. Because she does not recycle any specific part of the turn, but rather asks a 

question directed to Evan, the only possible trouble source is Evan's immediately prior 

turn. If, on the other hand, Evan had had multiple posts from unrelated threads in the chat 

window, it would have been necessary for Thadine to design her repair initiator more 

specifically, so as to link it clearly to the thread it was extending. 

 Finally, the third type of thread continuer turns are repair efforts themselves. 

These can consist of self-initiated self-repair, as in example 14, or other-initiated, other 

repair, where the party offering the repair candidate is not the same as the party who 

identified the trouble source. In these cases, the author of the trouble source turn is made 
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a relevant future speaker, but other chat participants can choose to self-select and repair 

the turn, as shown in example 15. 

 (14) PRT 62204.3T 

Chat 
Time Chat Window THADINE 

5:10:11 
5:10:12 

 no prob 
le, 

5:10:12  
5:10:13 
5:10:14 
5:10:15 
5:10:16 

THADINE: no proble,   
p 
rob 
lem 
 

5:10:17  THADINE: problem   
 
 In example 14, immediately after posting her turn, Thadine notices a typo in the 

word "problem," which she then fixes by retyping the word. As a form of re-starting, 

these acts of self-repair extend the thread into an additional slot in the chat. 

 (15) PRT 61604.1T 

Chat 
Time Chat Window THADINE 

5:34:37 
 
5:34:38 
5:34:39 

EVAN: I noticed Rebeca had a HVAC Control 
mention...that is cool.  

((mouses up, left)) 
 
((chat win to front)) 
((mouses down, right 

5:34:40 
5:34:41 
5:34:42 
5:34:43 
5:34:44 
(omitted) 

 to chat 
window)) 
((pause)) 
((mouses down)) 
((pause)) 

5:34:56 
(omitted) 

I-FANG: what's a HVAC control?   

5:35:03 EVAN: Yeah...exactly...or robots   
5:35:03 
5:35:04 
5:35:05 

SIDNEY: the fuel cell ifang?   
Hettati 
ng ((pause)) 

5:35:06 EVAN: AC   
5:35:06 [I-FANG left the session]   
5:35:07 
5:35:08 
5:35:09 
5:35:10 

  
 gni 
tae 
H ((pause)) 
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 In example 15, Evan mentions the term "HVAC Control" in a post referring to 

work completed by another team member. This turn is treated as a trouble source by I-

Fang at 5:34:56. The most obvious candidate for repairing the turn is Evan, since he was 

the author of the initial problem post. And in fact, after completing a turn already in 

progress at the time of I-Fang's post, Evan does offer a further explanation at 5:35:06. 

However, before Evan's post appears in the chat window, a third participant, Thadine, has 

begun to type the word "heating," a post clearly meant as a repair for I-Fang. However, as 

she is typing, the chat window shows both Evan's repair and that I-Fang has left the chat 

room, and thus she abandons her repair effort and deletes the turn in progress. Here we 

see that the ability to self-select as apeaker makes it easier for third parties to repair 

problems in the conversation. In fact, this particular trouble source gets a further repair 

approximately two minutes later, when Rebeca, the person named in Evan's original post, 

returns to the chat room. After several turns not related to this thread, Rebeca posts the 

following two turns: 

 

5:37:35 REBECA: An HVAC is your heating and electrical 
syatem i think  

5:37:45 EVAN: Crossing lights beeping for a blind person  
5:37:49 REBECA: and AC  

 

This demonstrates the flexibility of the self-selection system, as participants can add to 

threads that began when they were not present and are currently dormant in the chat. 
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4.2.3 Continuing turns: Maintaining the role of current speaker 

There are clear indications in this case study that in some instances, team 

members are oriented towards their roles as current speakers, metaphorically holding the 

floor over multiple posts. These instances of current speaker continues occur when the 

participant immediately continues typing upon sending the first post, and when the 

subsequent post is analyzable as a continuation of the first post. 

(16) PRT 61604.1S  

Chat 
Time Chat Window SIDNEY 

5:28:23 
5:28:24 
5:28:25 
5:28:26 
5:28:27 

 so 
 i thought 
 the who 
le pr ((pause))r 
urp ((pause)) 

5:28:28 
5:28:29 
5:28:30 
5:28:31 
5:28:32 
5:28:33 
5:28:34 
5:28:35 
5:28:36 

 ose of 
 this ((pause)) 
proje ((pause)) 
ct 
 was to f 
ind ((pause)) the 
in 
((pause)) nov 
ators 
not to 

5:28:37 
 
5:28:38 
5:28:39 
5:28:40 
5:28:41 

SIDNEY: so i thought the whole purpose of 
this project was to find the innovators  

 come wit 
 
tth 
 a list 
 of th 
em ((pause)) 

5:28:42 
 
5:28:43 

THADINE: maybe, but it all has to be out of 
class stuff, and grad research isn't exactly 
out of class  

 
 
((pause)) 

5:28:44 SIDNEY: not to come with a list of them   
 

 Extract 16 provides an example of how current speakers can continue their turns 

over multiple posts. In this extract, we see the screen activity from team member Sidney. 

The first unit of his turn is a self-selected, new speaker contribution to an ongoing 
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conversational thread about what and whom the team should study for their project. He 

begins typing during a lull in the conversation; the immediately prior post arrived 23 

seconds earlier, and marked the end of a short side-sequence about being late to the 

meetings. At 5:28:35, Sidney completes the first turn construction unit (TCU) of his two-

post turn with the word "innovators;" he hits enter and continues typing with no break in 

action at 5:28:36. Although the first TCU could possibly be complete at "innovators," 

Sidney's use of "not" to begin his second TCU clearly links the two units together, and 

therefore serves as a cue to the other team members that both posts are meant to be read 

together as a single turn. As we will see later, in some cases, breaking up a turn over 

multiple posts can be motivated by the limited size of the message entry box in the chat 

application. However, Sidney has his chat window maximized, and the first TCU does 

not come close to filling the entire message entry box on his screen, thus a different 

explanation is needed for his choice. When we examine the two TCUs in this turn, we 

can see that Sidney is drawing a distinction in his turn between what he sees as two forms 

of action the team can undertake; they can find innovators and they can list them.  While 

he could have typed all of this turn together as one unit, by splitting his idea into two 

units he can more effectively highlight for the rest of the team the distinction he is trying 

to make. This is, however, a somewhat risky strategy, for as we can see, there is no 

guarantee that two units of the same turn will be posted adjacently. In this case, Thadine 

began typing an unrelated turn two seconds after Sidney began his first TCU, and she hit 

enter one second before Sidney, resulting in her turn "interrupting" Sidney's turn. The 

effect is that the other team members must work to re-align Thadine's turn with the turn it 
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is responding to (an earlier post by another team member) in order to link the two units of 

Sidney's turn. 

 Another very clear example of a current speaker continuing a single turn over 

multiple posts can be seen in example 17, where once again the grammatical structure of 

the turn links the two units together. 

(17) PRT 61604.1T  

Chat 
Time Chat Window THADINE 

5:35:35 
5:35:36 
5:35:37 

 so if 
 we are 
 going to 

5:35:38 
5:35:39 

[REBECA joined the session]  talk 
 about te 

5:35:40 
5:35:41 
5:35:42 
5:35:43 
5:35:44 
5:35:45 
5:35:46 

 chno 
logy out 
side of 
((pause)) 
 the d 
evices 
 o ((pause)) 

5:35:47 
5:35:48 
5:35:49 
5:35:50 
5:35:51 
5:35:52 
5:35:53 

 ocomm 
on to mos 
t pp 
l ((pause)) 
 
 
 

5:35:54 
 
 
5:35:55 

THADINE: so, if we are going to talk about 
technology outside of the devices common to 
most ppl  

then 
 
 
 we 

5:35:56 
5:35:57 
5:35:58 
5:35:59 
5:36:00 
5:36:01 
5:36:02 
5:36:03 
5:36:04 
5:36:05 
5:36:06 

EVAN: I was as guilty about pigeon holing   need to 
 be tal 
king to th 
e corpo 
rate 
 or aca 
demic 
res 
earch 
es 
 

5:36:07 
 

THADINE: then we need to be talking to the 
corporate or academic researches  

 



 

91 

  Thadine begins typing a contribution to the ongoing discussion at 5:35:35. 

Notably, the second word she types is "if," setting up a particular construction for her 

turn. As she reaches the end of the first TCU, she pauses briefly before hitting enter, 

possibly to think about whether or not to continue typing. It is clear that she is continuing 

with the same turn in her next post, as she begins immediately at 5:35:54 with "then." As 

in extract 16, Thadine's two-post turn contains grammatical cues to help her readers link 

the two posts together. Because the first post contains the "if" half of the clause, it is not 

yet possibly complete without the "then" clause that is supplied in the second post. This 

partitioning of structure over two posts makes it easy for the other team members to 

"ignore" the intervening post from another member and read Thadine's two posts together 

as one turn, allowing her to hold the floor even though another post has been sent. It is 

also worth noting that, in contrast to extract 16, Thadine's first TCU was long enough to 

cause the beginning of her post to scroll off the message entry box as she reached the end. 

Thus it is also possible that part of Thadine's decision to break her turn into two posts was 

motivated by the desire to keep most of the text visible on the screen. However, the 

decision to break at a natural grammatical pause in the sentence indicates a subtle 

orientation to the turn-taking system of spoken conversation. 

 We have seen that one strategy current speakers can use is to continue a single 

turn over multiple posts. These data also show that participants can be oriented as current 

speakers over multiple posts. In these instances, TCUs may be typed continuously or near 

continuously as seen in the previous examples, or they may be separated by a brief pause. 

What marks these posts as continuations, as opposed to self-selected new turns, is that 
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they are analyzably complete turns that relate to the same conversational thread. Extract 

18 shows a prototypical case of this phenomenon. 

(18) PRT 61604.1E  
Chat 
Time Chat Window EVAN 

(omitted) 
5:32:44 
5:32:45 

   
ble  
 

5:32:46 
 
5:32:47 
5:32:48 
5:32:49 
5:32:50 
5:32:51 

EVAN: I noticed that we are all bringing our own 
definitions of technology to the table  

((pause)) 
 
 
W 
e all 
 assume it 
 has to do 

5:32:52 
5:32:53 
5:32:54 
5:32:55 

I-FANG: cool...but did he do it in a out of ordinary 
way?  

 with com 
puters 
 and elec 
tronic 

5:32:56 
 
5:32:57 
(omitted) 
5:33:02 
5:33:03 
5:33:04 
5:33:05 
5:33:06 

EVAN: We all assume it has to do with computers 
and electronics  

s 
 
((pause)) 
 
MOOM 
Comp 
uters 
 speci 
fically 

5:33:07 
5:33:08 
5:33:09 
5:33:10 
5:33:11 
5:33:12 
5:33:13 

EVAN: Computers specifically   
But 
 I was 
 in the show 
er an 
d realiz 
ed that 

5:33:14 
 
5:33:15 
5:33:16 

I-FANG: it doesnt have to be...but those are the 
most popular ones  

it sor 
 
eaaer 
ppopr 

5:33:17 
5:33:18 
5:33:19 
5:33:20 
5:33:21 
5:33:22 
5:33:23 
5:33:24 
5:33:25 

THADINE: true  eads 
bey 
ind thatt 
aht dni 
onee 
d that a 
s I though 
t about 
it 

5:33:26 
 

EVAN: But I was in the shower and realized that it 
spreads beyond that as I thought about it  

((pause)) 
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At 5:32:45, Evan has completed a self-selected turn that introduces a new thread 

to the conversation. After a very brief pause, he begins typing a new turn. The content of 

the turn clearly links this to the first turn as an expansion of Evan's first idea. 

Additionally, although an unrelated turn by I-Fang gets posted to the chat before Evan's 

second turn, he began typing his turn before any responses had been received. It is 

possible that the silence had motivated him to expand on his original idea, but given the 

length of his pause (just under three seconds), it is unlikely that anyone else in the 

meeting would have had a chance to respond before he began typing again, thus 

reinforcing this as an example of a current speaker continuing to hold the floor. After 

Evan sends his post at 5:32:56 he follows a similar pattern, pausing for approximately 

four seconds before beginning another turn that further refines his previous post. Evan 

posts "Computers specifically" at 5:33:07, and then immediately continues typing a new 

turn at 5:33:08, which is linked grammatically to the previous set of turns through the use 

of "but." What Evan is able to accomplish here is a set of four individual, yet related 

turns that, taken together, express a single idea. In doing so he is also able to establish a 

new thread and is successful in moving the conversation in this direction. 

  

We have seen in example 18 that a current speaker who posts multiple, related 

turns can steer the conversation in a particular direction. There may be other 

interactionally relevant reasons for acting as a continuing speaker, however.  
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(19) PRT 62204.3I 

Chat 
Time Chat Window I-FANG 

(omitted)  
5:10:13 
5:10:14 
5:10:15 
5:10:16 

   
the 
wireles 
s one 
? 

5:10:17  THADINE: problem   ((pause)) 
5:10:17 
 
5:10:18 
5:10:19 
5:10:20 
5:10:21 
5:10:22 
5:10:23 
5:10:24 
5:10:25 
5:10:26 

I-FANG: ah..can i add another technology 
to the wireless one?  

 
 
 
 
ult 
ra 
((pause)) 
wide 
band 
is su 
ppose 

5:10:27 
5:10:28 
5:10:29 
5:10:30 
5:10:31 

  to 
((pause)) 
 be ((pause)) 
 a ((pause)) 

5:10:32  
5:10:33 
5:10:34 
5:10:35 
5:10:36 
5:10:37 

THADINE: what technology?   
 
 
 
new 
er tech 

5:10:38 
5:10:39 
5:10:40 
5:10:41 
5:10:42 
5:10:43 
5:10:44 
5:10:45 
5:10:46 

 nol 
ogy  
than 
 the b 
lue  
 tooth 
h ((pause) 
 
h 

5:10:47  [KRIS left the session]   ((pause)) 
5:10:48  
 
5:10:49 
(omitted) 
5:10:59 
5:11:00 
5:11:01 
5:11:02 
5:11:03 
5:11:04 

I-FANG: ultra wide band is suppose to be 
a newer technology than the blue tooth  

 
 
 
 
but 
 nanot 
ech i 
s defin 
ate 
ly the 
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5:11:05 lates 
5:11:06  THADINE: I'm not sure exactly what Dr. 

Kimbles means by focusing on two 
technologies, but hopefully wireless as a 
category works  

t 

5:11:07  I-FANG: but nano tech is definately the 
latest  

 

 

 In excerpt 19, I-Fang begins her series of turns with a self-selected question, 

posted at 5:10:17. By asking a question, I-Fang's possibilities for continued action would 

appear to be limited, as questions generally make answers by other parties the next 

relevant turn in the conversation. However, I-Fang waits only three seconds before 

continuing with a new post, marking her question not as a practical request for 

permission, but rather a rhetorical preview of future action. At 5:10:20 (fully 12 seconds 

before a "response" to her question is received) she continues her action as current 

speaker, and begins supplying the information she alluded to in her first post. I-Fang 

posts this follow-up turn at 5:10:47, and then pauses for 12 seconds9 before continuing 

again as current speaker, joining her two posts into one turn with the use of "but." Thus, 

as a current speaker, I-Fang has used two complete turns spread out across three posts to 

add another proposition to the table. This strategy is advantageous because, had she 

waited for one or more of her teammates to answer her initial question with permission to 

proceed (as Thadine did in 5:10:32), I-Fang might have been in the position that her new 

                                                
9  Although 12 seconds is a considerable gap even by the standards of computer chat, 
throughout these data I-Fang shows a tendency to type slowly and her turns under 
construction are frequently marked by multiple pauses. Based on my in-person 
interactions with her, it is quite likely that I-Fang is not a native English speaker, and this 
may be a factor in her typing style. Thus, I do not believe that this 12-second pause is 
unusually long for this participant. 
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turns would no longer be relevant by the time they appeared in the chat window. It is also 

possible that, had she simply begun with the introduction of her proposition (the 

additional technologies she wished to add) I-Fang might have been unable to garner 

interest from her teammates. Setting up a series of turns with a question makes the other 

participants attentive to her thread, while continuing with the "answer" allows her to 

accomplish her interactional goal with less potential trouble and interruption. 

 Finally, we will look at an example where the speaker's orientation is related to 

the structure of previous talk in the chat. 

(20) PRT 62204.1T  

Chat 
Time Chat Window THADINE 

5:21:17  
5:21:18 
(omitted) 

REBECA: what do you think? is it doable?   

5:21:49 
 
(omitted) 

REBECA: what areas are we all interested in 
reearching?  

 
 
 

5:22:04 
(omitted) 

THADINE: ok I-fang, it's on Blackboard now  ((pause)) 

5:22:14 
5:22:15  

  I" d 
d" 

5:22:16 
5:22:17 
5:22:18 
5:22:19 
5:22:20 
5:22:21 
5:22:22 
5:22:23 
5:22:24 
5:22:25 
5:22:26 
(omitted) 

 do think 
its do 
able 
((pause)) 
, and 
 I a 
m ine 
etereste 
d 
((pause)) 

5:22:41 
5:22:42 
5:22:43 

  
 
 detseretni 

5:22:44 
5:22:45 
5:22:46  

EVAN: I like wireless as you all know   ma I 
dna , 
ee 

5:22:47 THADINE: I do think its doable   
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5:22:48 
5:22:49 
5:22:50 
5:22:51 
5:22:52 
5:22:53 
5:22:54 
5:22:55 
5:22:56  

I am 
intere 
sted in 
((pause)) 
ni 
in et 
tither r 
eally 
 

5:22:57 THADINE: I am interested in either really   
 

 Prior to the start of this excerpt, team member Rebeca has ascertained that the 

other members present at the meeting had received some documents she had emailed to 

them earlier in the day. She then posts two sets of questions at 5:21:17 and 5:21:49 in 

reference to those documents and the project at large. Team member Thadine, who has 

been away from the chat for a short time, returns at 5:21:55, posts an unrelated turn at 

5:22:04, and then turns her attention to Rebeca's questions at 5:22:14. We can see that as 

she is typing, Thadine begins by treating Rebeca's two posts as one single turn, and she 

types her answer to the first question ("is it doable?") first, and then after a one-second 

pause, continues her turn at 5:22:20 with an answer to the second question ("what areas 

are we all interested in re[s]earching?"), linking the two responses with the conjunction 

"and." However, Thadine only gets as far as the word "interested" before pausing and 

then, at 5:22:43, deleting the second half of her turn. She then immediately sends the first 

response at 5:22:47, and without pausing, re-types her second response, which she 

completes at 5:22:56. By deciding to split her response into two consecutive turns, 

Thadine mimics the structure of Rebeca's original questions, and thereby preserves the 

threaded structure of the conversation. In effect, Thadine is holding two simultaneous 
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orientations in this example: she is both a relevant next speaker by answering Rebeca's 

questions, but also a continuing speaker in the way she forms her two responses. 

 

4.2.4 Selection by others: Relevant future speakers 

 Earlier I discussed how small group chat interactions show a much lower use of 

explicit turn allocation devices when compared to large chat rooms. There are still times, 

however, when participants make it relevant for others to respond to a specific thread. We 

also saw  that a very effective way to start a new thread was to ask a question. Generally, 

thread-initiator questions are designed for the whole group, and thus make all team 

members relevant future speakers. When questions or other turn types designate a 

specific recipient, that recipient then becomes a specific relevant future speaker for the 

purposes of that thread. Thus I distinguish the role of future speaker by those who are 

made generally relevant and those who are made specifically relevant 

(21) PRT 62904.1T 

Chat 
Time Chat Window THADINE 

5:12:26 
 
5:12:27 
5:12:28 
5:12:29 
5:12:30 

EVAN: You still planning on turnign that 
in by 10:00 Thadine  

 

5:12:31 
5:12:32 
5:12:33 
5:12:34 

I-FANG: ugh...the hotmail one?   
 
((returns to chat win)) 

5:12:35 
5:12:36 
5:12:37 
5:12:38 
5:12:39 

  
 
 
no, 
 I 

5:12:40 
5:12:41 

EVAN: yep   already 
 turned 
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5:12:42 
5:12:43 
5:12:44 
5:12:45 
5:12:46 

 it 
 i ((pause)) 
 
n, I 
 did that ls 

5:12:47 
 
5:12:48 

I-FANG: 2mg is just not enough..oh 
well...send it to my [school] email  

sast 
 
 night 

5:12:49 THADINE: no, I already turned it in, I did 
that last night  

 

 

 Just as questions are commonly used to make general future speakers relevant, 

they are also employed when a response from a specific person is sought. Example 21 

shows a prototypical instance. Here, Evan is requesting information about the status of 

part of the team's project. However, Thadine was the team member responsible, and thus 

Evan addresses his turn specifically to her at 5:12:26. Thadine did not have the chat 

window visible on her computer screen at the time Evan's turn posted, but five seconds 

after she returns to the chat window she replies to his question, displaying her orientation 

as a specific relevant future speaker. 

Although questions are the most common way to make a specific future speaker 

relevant, other devices are sometimes used. 

(22) PRT 62204.1I 

Chat 
Time Chat Window I-FANG 

5:22:00 
5:22:01 
5:22:02 
5:22:03 

  
((mouse 
to 
screen 

5:22:04 
 
5:22:05 
5:22:06  

THADINE: ok I-fang, it's on Blackboard 
now  

left)) 
 
((mouses left)) ((pause)) 
 

(omitted)  (omitted) 
5:23:05 
 
5:23:06 

REBECA: I do too, but i would rather look 
into the gaming in class rooms stuff.  

((returns to chat win)) 
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5:23:07 
5:23:08 
5:23:09 
5:23:10 
5:23:11 
5:23:12 
5:23:13 
5:23:14 
5:23:15 
5:23:16 

 
 
 
 
 
t ((pause)) 
((pause)) t 
((pause)) 
i s 
ee it 

5:23:17 
 
5:23:18 
5:23:19 
5:23:20 
5:23:21 
5:23:22 
5:23:23  

REBECA: The sites i sent you are really 
helpful 

 s 
 
stha 
dine 
, th 
((pause)) 
x ((pause)) 
~ ((pause))  

5:23:24  I-FANG: i see it thadine, thx~  ((pause)) 
 

 In example 22 at 5:22:04, Thadine addresses a turn to I-Fang, indicating she has 

posted some documents I-Fang had requested to the Blackboard discussion board. At the 

time I-Fang was already looking at that part of the site, and after she finishes and returns 

to the chat window, she sees Thadine's post. I-Fang orients to Thadine's post as requiring 

an acknowledgement, thereby making I-Fang a relevant future speaker. She does provide 

this acknowledgement along with a thank you, in her first turn back in the chat at 5:23:24. 

 The cases I have examined above illustrate how specific future speakers are made 

relevant. As I noted, general questions and other first pair parts make all participants 

generally relevant as future speakers. However, there are a small number of instances 

where a specific future speaker is made relevant, but a second individual treats the first 

pair part as an opportunity to respond as a general future speaker. Most of these cases 

occur with repair phenomena, to be discussed in chapter five, but example 23 illustrates 

that this phenomenon is not limited to repair.  
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(23) PRT 61004.1S  

Chat 
Time Chat Window SIDNEY 

10:12:43 KRIS: if you set your display to 256 colors it will 
reduce the file size  

 

(omitted)    
10:13:43 I-FANG: how do we set it to 256 colors?   
(omitted) 
10:13:50 
10:13:51 
10:13:52 
10:13:53 

  
 
 
right 
 click 

10:13:54 THADINE: ok, blue bars gone now. sorry about that  on 
10:13:54 
10:13:55 
10:13:56 
10:13:57 
10:13:58 
10:13:59 
10:14:00 
10:14:01 
10:14:02 
10:14:03 
10:14:04 

REBECA: Well, I think evan must be runing late.   your 
 desk 
top ((pause)) 
 
((pause)) - 
- por 
roropte 
eterti 
es - 
-s e 
e ettin 

10:14:05 
 
10:14:06 
10:14:07 
10:14:08 
10:14:09 

SIDNEY: right click on your desktop -- properties -
-settings  

gs de 
 
pendin 
g ((pause)) g 
((pause)) n 
idnepedfor 
 windows 

10:14:10 SIDNEY: for windows  ((pause)) 

 

Example 23 is part of a longer discussion about technical issues related to the chat 

room. As part of this discussion, Kris offers a suggestion at 10:12:43 about adjusting the 

computer's screen settings. One minute later, after some intervening discussion (omitted 

from the transcript), I-Fang requests instructions for adjusting her computer's display. I-

Fang's turn does not explicitly name Kris as a recipient, but because she offered the initial 

suggestion, Kris is a specific relevant future speaker for this thread. However, Sidney 

also possesses the required knowledge for adjusting the screen settings, and he begins 

typing a response to I-Fang's question at 10:13:52. In one sense, Sidney's turn at 10:14:05 



 

102 

could be understood as simply a self-selected thread continuer. However, because the 

turn he was responding to was a question, and he is providing an answer, he is also acting 

as a relevant future speaker, which is made more plausible because I-Fang's first pair part 

did not contain a specific recipient. 

 

4.3 Summary 

This chapter has examined how conversations are structured in the medium of 

computer chat. Specifically, I have shown that chat, as a quasi-synchronous channel, 

operates with a turn organization system that is different than the turn-taking system for 

spoken interaction. One of the basic features of speech is that it happens simultaneously 

for both speakers and listeners, and therefore listeners can monitor speakers' turns-in-

progress for relevant places to transition to a new speaker. This feature is notably absent 

in chat, and although there is an appearance of being in a synchronous, sequentially 

organized conversation due to the way posts are organized in the chat window,  the actual 

constraints of the medium do not allow speakers in chat to design their turns with respect 

to sequential placement. As a result, chat participants have adapted to the disrupted 

temporality of chat by changing their orientation to conversational threads as a means for 

organizing their turns.  

I have shown that threading is the primary tool for maintaining coherent 

interaction in chat, and the importance of this observation cannot be underestimated. 

First, chat conversations are difficult to follow. There is evidence, both anecdotally and 

in the literature (Davidson-Shivers et al., 2001; O'Neill & Martin, 2003; Repman et al., 
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2005), that chat participants often have difficulty adjusting to the disjointed nature of turn 

organization in chat. Threading is not an intuitive way to organize turns, especially given 

that chat presents a simulacrum of speech while lacking its key features. It is quite likely 

that many participants enter chat rooms with a stronger orientation to a speech-like 

system than they would apply to asynchronous channels such as email. For people new to 

chat, it takes time and mental energy to figure out both how to make sense of turns that 

are "out of order" and also how to design new turns so that they are sensitive to threads as 

opposed to sequential order. I believe that it is this difficulty that accounts for the 

minimal use of chat as a technology for organizational teams (although it does enjoy 

wider usage in learning environments). Time is money in modern organizations, and it 

may be that initial discomfort with the technology, or memories of bad experiences with 

chat, leads virtual team members to discount chat as a potential tool for holding virtual 

meetings. 

Chat does have many potential advantages for virtual teams. When compared with 

its most likely rival, telephone conferences, chat is less expensive and can be easier to set 

up. Although telephone conferences may make it easier for members to express complex 

ideas and react quickly due to the simultaneity of speech, telephone limits participation to 

one member at a time. One of the potential benefits of chat as a team technology is that it 

takes better advantage of one of the primary reasons people work in groups and teams:  

more ideas provide better outcomes. Because, as I have shown, chat favors self-selection 

of turns, more participants can contribute more frequently than they can in a telephone 

conversation. My data for this case study show that chat can, in fact, be an effective tool 
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for virtual team meetings, but only if participants are sufficiently oriented to threading 

that they can natively read and compose turns so that they are responsive to 

conversational threads. Thus threading has an important practical application as well, 

because virtual team members can be sensitized to conversational threads before they 

experience problems, thus potentially easing their transition into this medium. 

Finally, this chapter has demonstrated that analyzing turn organization in chat 

conversations also requires that we distinguish the size of the group under study. Even 

though threading remains the dominant structure of all chat, the larger the group size, the 

more difficult it is to rely on threads alone to make sense of turns. Thus, this analysis 

shows that participants in small group chats are able to leave many turns unmarked as to 

the intended recipient, whereas in large chat rooms participants have evolved a fairly 

standard convention of naming the recipient in every post to facilitate interactional 

coherence. This difference may have yet another added benefit for teams, because my 

data also show that unmarked turns make it more likely that more team members will add 

to threads in progress, thereby potentially enhancing the probability of successful group 

outcomes. And whether a team is a working team or a learning team, effective teamwork 

is always the ultimate goal.  
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Chapter 5: Achieving Understanding: Repair in Computer Chat 

 

5.0 Introduction 

Scholarship on virtual teams has stressed the importance of communication to 

successful virtual collaboration (Hughes, O'Brien, Randall, Rouncefield, & Tolmie, 

2001), and specifically, the presence or development of shared understanding among 

team members has been shown to be important for positive outcomes in virtual teams 

(Majchrzak et al., 2000). Shared understanding is not a given, however, but must be 

achieved by parties through interaction, and this achievement may be complicated by the 

structural properties of computer chat. Whereas face-to-face teams have additional 

resources, such as intonation, gesture, and gaze, to call upon to aid mutual understanding, 

in virtual team meetings talk (in text form) is usually the only mechanism members have 

for communication. One important property of talk is that it serves as a primary 

mechanism for parties in interaction to display their understanding, and at the same time 

functions as a tool for recognizing and repairing problems in conversations (Schegloff, 

1992). Therefore this chapter will examine repair as the primary communicative practice 

for achieving intersubjective understanding in computer chat meetings. I will describe the 

types of repair found in the team's meeting interaction and discuss how repair is initiated 

and performed, paying specific attention to the differences between repair in chat and 

spoken interaction.  
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5.1 Repair in Spoken Interaction 

 Repair, as it is usually discussed in the CA literature, involves instances when 

participants in an interaction stop the ongoing trajectory of talk in order to deal with 

possible trouble (Schegloff, 2000). There are two components to repair: the initiation, or 

location of some trouble source, and the repair proper. Repair can be initiated by the self 

(the speaker of the trouble source turn) or by any party other than the speaker of the 

trouble source. There is a preference within repair for self-correction (Schegloff et al., 

1977), that is, whether the repair is self- or other-initiated, the overwhelming majority of 

repair turns are performed by the speaker of the trouble source turn. Schegloff et al. note 

that one reason for the predominance of self-correction is that opportunities for self-repair 

present themselves before opportunities for others to repair a trouble source. For 

example, the most common type of repair, self-initiated self-repair (SISR), occurs most 

frequently within the same turn as the trouble source, with the next most frequent 

opportunity being in transition space after the trouble source turn. In spoken interaction, 

these locations are only available to the current speaker, thus leading to the 

preponderance of SISR. When others initiate repair, it is usually in the next turn, that is, 

the turn immediately following the trouble-source turn, although slots for other-initiation 

of repair beyond the next turn have also been identified (Schegloff, 1992, 2000). 

 The types of problems that constitute trouble sources in talk are varied, but can 

generally be grouped into a few categories: problematic words, problems with person 

reference, and problems with next speaker selection (Schegloff et al., 1977). The 

techniques used to initiate repair can also be grouped according to who is doing the 
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initiating. Same turn self-initiations are generally accomplished by devices such as word 

cut-offs, sound stretches and similar perturbations, while other-initiations fall into several 

groups of turn constructional devices (Schegloff et al.) These include question words, 

partial repeats, and partial repeats with a question word. Schegloff (1992) noted that 

third-position SISR is generally initiated by the use of a particle such as "no," "no, no," or 

"oh." The most important aspect to repair phenomena in spoken interaction, regardless of 

whether repair is initiated by the self or by another, is that they happen in real time, and 

thus have consequences for the trajectory of the conversation. As we will see in the next 

section, repair in chat can only happen retrospectively, thus setting up a different set of 

possibilities for how understanding is achieved. 

 

5.2 Repair in Chat Interaction 

Repair in spoken interaction is a resource that is available to both speakers and 

listeners. The most common form of repair, self-initiated, same-turn repair, has 

interactional relevance, as it allows the listener access to the speaker's unfolding train of 

thought. In the textual medium of computer chat, turns do not unfold, but rather appear 

all at once, as self-contained units. Chat participants can, and do engage in a form of self-

initiated, same-turn repair, but this type of repair is not visible to the other chat 

participants, and thus does not have immediate interactional significance. Analysis of this 

type of repair reveals more about how the individual participants are thinking as they 

construct their turns, and thus is properly in the domain of turn construction analysis. 

However, once a chat participant has posted a turn to the chat, there are other types of 
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repair that occur in chat that are interactionally relevant. Specifically, these data show 

instances of SISR in a speaker's next or future turns, other-initiated self repair (OISR), 

other-initiated other repair (OIOR), and self-initiated other repair (SIOR), with the first 

two types being the most common. 

Interestingly, as Table 5.1 shows, instances of repair were not distributed equally 

across all four meetings, but rather were clustered in the first two meetings on June 10 

and June 16. This finding suggests that repair, as a mechanism for establishing 

intersubjective understanding, was more important when the team was just getting 

started. This could imply that the team members were able to adjust, over time, to each 

other's interactional styles, thus making repair less necessary. It could, at the same time, 

also be a reflection of the team members continued adjustment to the chat technology, 

meaning that they got better at communicating effectively in the chat as their project went 

on. I will return to a further consideration of these patterns in the conclusion to this 

chapter, after we have seen how repair gets accomplished in chat. 

Table 5.1 
 
Frequency of Repair Types by Meeting Date 
  

Repair Type 
 

 
Meeting 

 
SISR 

 
OISR 

 
OIOR 

 
SIOR 

 
Total 

6/10 14 4 0 0 18 

6/16 5 13 4 1 23 

6/22 6 2 0 0 8 

6/29 4 0 0 0 4 

Total 29 19 4 1 53 
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 In considering repair in these meetings it is also useful to look at who performed 

the repair. In Table 5.2 we see that although in general repair was performed relatively 

equally by all five team members and the researcher, when we break repair down into the 

specific types, there is greater variation. Within SISR, we see three participants with high 

SISR: Kris, Rebeca, and Thadine, and three participants with low SISR: Evan, I-Fang, 

and Sidney. Similarly, two participants had high numbers of OISR, Evan and Thadine, 

while the other four participants were relatively low. These variations could suggest that 

participants are asymmetrically concerned with the management of understanding in their 

interactions, or in the case of OISR, some participants do a better job than others of 

making their turns easily understood.  

Table 5.2 
 
Frequency of Repair Types by Person Performing Repair 
  

Repair Type 
 

 
Participant 

 
SISR 

 
OISR 

 
OIOR 

 
SIOR 

 
Total 

Evan 3 6 0 0 9 

I-Fang 4 1 1a 0 6 

Kris 7 3 0 0 10 

Rebeca 6 2 3 0 11 

Sidney 3 2 0 1 6 

Thadine 6 5 0 0 11 

Total 29 19 4 1 53 
a This instance was serendipitous; I-Fang began her turn before the repair 
initiator posted, but upon completion it formed a false adjacency pair 
with the repair initiator and functioned as a repair candidate. The 
originator of the trouble-source turn, Sidney, never offered a repair 
candidate. 
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Having thus laid out a snapshot of the repair phenomena in these data, I would 

like to turn next to a detailed discussion of how each type of repair is manifested in the 

chat meetings. I begin by looking at SISR, with consideration given to the position of the 

repair turn, and follow this with a discusison of OISR. Finally, I will look at the few 

instances of repair done by others, OIOR and SIOR. This chapter concludes with a 

discussion of the functions of repair for this team. 

 

5.2.1 Self-initiated self repair 

A. Repair in the speaker's next turn 

As with spoken conversation, repair in computer chat can be either self- or other-

initiated, and likewise, the repair can be completed by oneself or another. The most 

common repair strategy used by the team members in this case study was self-initiated 

self-repair. In general, these attempts at repair came in the speaker's immediately next 

turn10. This means that participants posted a turn, and then quickly noticed a mistake or 

error, and acted immediately to correct the problem. More than half of these SISR turns 

were done to correct typos or similar errors.  

 

(1) PRT 62204.r2 

5:10:12 THADINE: no proble,  
5:10:17 THADINE: problem  

 
                                                
10 It is important to note that in chat, 'next' does not refer to what is sequentially next in 
the chat window, because those sequences are controlled by the chat server and not the 
individual participants. Here, I use next to refer to the sequentially next turn posted by a 
particular participant, relative to his or her previous turn. 
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(2) PRT 61004.r9 

10:57:41 EVAN: That meeting time is fint  
10:57:47 EVAN: or fine  

 

(3) PRT 61004.r2 

10:10:28 REBECA: hello all1  
10:10:29 KRIS: so, depending on how big your movie files 

are, you might be able to send it to me that way.  
10:10:33 [THADINE joined the session]  
10:10:37 REBECA: i meant hello all!  

 

 As we see in these examples, participants employ a variety of devices to repair 

minor errors in their posts. The simplest form of repair is simply to re-post the corrected 

trouble source in the next turn, as demonstrated in example 1. Thadine types "proble," 

instead of "problem," and then immediately corrects her mistake, offering a textual 

equivalent of a repeat in spoken interaction. A slightly more elaborate example is in 2, 

where Evan posts "or fine" to fix the typo "fint" in his previous turn. In example 3, 

Rebecca mistakenly types the number 1 instead of an exclamation mark. She uses her 

next turn (which is displaced two positions by other actions) to not only re-type, but 

explain her mistake ("i meant hello all!"). On first glance, these repair turns seem to be 

somewhat trivial; the typos being repaired would not be likely to cause confusion for any 

reasonably proficient English speaker. Additionally, there are many other typos and 

similar errors that occur throughout the chat transcripts which are not repaired, either by 

the speaker or by anyone else in the meeting. However, an examination of other strategies 

used to perform SISR offers a more complex explanation of the function of these SISR 

efforts. 
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 As we saw previously, typos can be repaired simply by re-typing, or by expanding 

or explaining the mistake. Sometimes, however, chat participants call on other linguistic 

devices to signal an attempt at repair. 

(4) PRT 61604.r1 
 
5:21:15 I-FANG: hi rEBECA  
5:21:18 [THADINE joined the session]  
5:21:20 REBECA: hey  
5:21:20 I-FANG: oops  

 

In example 4, the last part of I-Fang's turn at 5:21:15 was typed in all caps. 

Although the conventions for punctuation and capitalization in CMC are fairly fluid, one 

widely-held convention holds that using all capital letters is the textual equivalent of 

shouting, and it is generally frowned upon. Although I-Fang's use of all-capitals was 

clearly a mistake, she nonetheless is oriented to its social consequences, and on her next 

turn she acknowledges this accidental transgression with "oops." The use of this 

exclamation initiates repair by calling attention to her mistake, while simultaneously 

offering an apology of sorts. Although the literal meaning of her turn at 5:21:15 was not 

obscured by her use of all-capitals, I-Fang's use of SISR in her immediate next turn can 

be understood as a repair to the social meaning of her previous turn. 

A similar, even more elaborate illustration of this phenomenon can be seen in the 

next example. 

(5) PRT 61004.5b 
 
10:19:20 REBECA: Evan is not online, i have in Windows messenger and 

ge is not active.  
10:19:32 SIDNEY: works for me  
10:19:33 REBECA: I cannot spell!!  
10:19:50 KRIS: I also just emailed him (evan)  
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10:19:57 REBECA: right on!  
10:20:10 I-FANG: hey it's 10pm...not being able to spell is justifyable  
 

In this example, Rebeca posts a SISR turn at 10:19:33 in response to having typed 

"ge" instead of "he" at 10:19:20. Similarly to I-Fang in example 4 above, here Rebeca 

acknowledges and accounts for a problem without specifically fixing the trouble. That 

she does not fix it reflects her probable assumption that the rest of the team understood 

the intended meaning; the letter 'g' is next to the letter 'h' on the QWERTY computer 

keyboard and the word in question is situated exactly where the personal pronoun "he" 

would be expected. In effect, what Rebeca offers for a repair is closer to an account, 

which is underscored by I-Fang's response at 10:20:10 that given the late time of the 

meeting, Rebeca's mistake was "justifyable." 

Although the majority of the next turn, SISR attempts are of the type discussed 

above, there are a smaller number of instances where the team members engage in repair 

designed to clarify the previous turn. Example 6 illustrates this phenomenon. 

 
(6) PRT 61604.r8 
 
5:46:15 EVAN: Mp3, computers and PDAs is what Rebeca said, right?  
5:46:24 REBECA: Like for example: Evan studies wireless future past 

and present or with another member and then Me and 
someone else study different uses of something else?  

5:46:33 EVAN: Cell phone...sorry  
 
 
 In example 6, Evan posts a turn at 5:46:15 that refers back to an earlier part of the 

meeting. After posting his turn, however, Evan scrolls back up in the chat window to a 

post sent by Rebeca approximately seven minutes earlier. Although we cannot say for 

sure what Evan was thinking, it seems clear that he recognized some problem with his 
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just-posted turn, and after scrolling back to confirm his error, he begins typing the turn 

posted at 5:46:33. Interestingly, he indicates with his repair what the correct item should 

be, "Cell phone," but he does not indicate which of the three items in his previous post 

this new item is a replacement for. The trouble source, in fact, is "PDAs," which happens 

to be the last item in the list at 5:46:15. It may be that, because the trouble source is the 

last thing listed, Evan felt it would be obvious to the rest of the team which item was 

being repaired. It is equally plausible, however, that he thought the other team members 

would know which of the three items was incorrect, and that this repair attempt was 

undertaken to display to the rest of the team Evan's own understanding of  Rebeca's turn, 

rather than to specifically advance the team's understanding. 

 The examples we have considered thus far are relatively analogous to the kinds of 

problems that get repaired in everday spoken conversation. Although typos do not occur 

in speech, speakers often restart words or parts of words during the course of an utterance 

in an attempt to fix perceived mistakes. Speakers can also correct themselves after an 

utterance has been completed, either with a restatement or by giving an explanation to 

clarify meaning. The types of repair considered above are designed to accomplish 

relatively similar goals. However, the chat environment by its very nature makes possible 

types of trouble that are specific to this medium. Specifically, the disjointed sequentiality 

of chat turns means that, if a turn was not properly designed with respect to its thread, the 

intended recipient can be ambiguous or even misleading. Thus, in addition to clarifying 

message content, the team members are sometimes called upon to repair the selection of 
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intended recipients of a particular post. An instance of this phenomenon is shown in 

example 7. 

 
(7) PRT 61604.r9b 
 
5:48:47 REBECA: we can use a general finding as the innovator?  
5:48:58 EVAN: I mean...we can take what and who we have and 

delve into the wireless lifestyle of these people  
5:48:59 THADINE: what do you mean?  
5:49:12 REBECA: that's an idea  
5:49:12 THADINE: sorry, that was for Rebeca  
5:49:31 EVAN: no prob  

 

 The team has been discussing  how to narrow the topic for their project and 

specifically how to find people who are technological innovators. At 5:48:47, Rebeca 

tentatively proposes an alternate approach, one that prompts Thadine to request additional 

clarification. However, her turn gets posted one second after Evan's turn, and because 

Thadine did not include any language in her turn that specifically indicates who the 

question was designed for, she reads her post at 5:48:59 as a source of possible confusion 

for Evan, and thus uses her next turn (at 5:49:12) to clarify who her intended recipient 

was. 

 The final example of next turn SISR that I will present illustrates how repair in 

chat can be used not only to clarify content, but also to clarify the emotional tone of 

interaction in a space that lacks audio and visual cues. 

(8) PRT 61004.r7 
 
10:29:08 THADINE: yeah. I wish I could make it bigger. grrr  
10:29:10 REBECA: I am sorry mine fills the entire screen.  
10:29:21 REBECA: that sounded rude.  
10:29:25 SIDNEY: how did you do it?  
10:29:26 REBECA: sorry for real,  



 

116 

 

 After a prolonged period of technical discussion, it has become apparent that the 

participants using the Macintosh operating system are not able to resize the chat window 

in this particular version of Blackboard Virtual Lecture Hall tool the team is using for the 

meeting. Thadine, one of the Mac users, expresses her frustration with this technical 

limitation at 10:29:08, followed very quickly by Rebeca's turn at 10:29:10. For reasons 

that are not entirely clear, Rebeca feels that her immediately prior turn could be 

interpreted as having an inappropriate emotional tone, specifically rudeness, and that this 

requires repair. She thus offers not one, but two apologies in her next two turns, 

presumably as an attempt to prevent any ill feelings on the part of her teammates. This 

exchange does occur early in the team's first virtual meeting, and so the newness of the 

team and their relative lack of familiarity with each other may be one reason why Rebeca 

chooses to engage in repair on this turn. Apologies, of course, can always be offered after 

the fact, but by engaging in SISR, Rebeca can communicate her concern for the feelings 

of her teammates, thus potentially easing their transition into this still new activity. 

 

B. SISR in speakers' third/future turns 

 Most of the SISR turns in these data occur in the speaker's next turn. However, in 

a very small number of cases the speakers are not immediately oriented to their 

problematic turns, and thus do not attempt repair until a later turn. This poses a challenge, 

however, as now there may by any number of posts separating the original trouble source 

from the repair attempt. Similarly to third-turn repair in spoken interaction (Schegloff, 
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1992) a chat participant may use the analog to the third turn position to self-repair a turn 

that has caused confusion for another participant. It is important to note, however, that 

the third position as I use it here refers not to the sequentially third slot in the 

conversation-so-far, but rather the third slot from the perspective of the speaker of the 

original problem turn, although in some cases the timing works out to display the classic 

third position repair sequence, as seen in example 9. 

 
(9) PRT 62204.r4 
 
 5:17:03 I-FANG: can someone post what rebeca sent...coz i cant access my 

email ..  
 5:17:13 THADINE: it's kinda long  
 5:17:22 I-FANG: on blackboard i mean  
 5:17:25 THADINE: maybe I can put it on Blackboard Discussion Board for you  
 5:17:26 THADINE: ok  
 5:17:41 I-FANG: ya that'd be great thx  

 

Example 9 presents another instance of an attempt to clarify the content of a turn. 

Prior to this exchange, Evan, Thadine, and I-Fang have been discussing a possible agenda 

for this meeting, referencing material sent via email by another team member, Rebeca, 

who has not yet joined the chat. I-Fang asks that this material be posted because she 

cannot access it through her email. Thadine's response, "it's kinda long," prompts I-Fang 

to clarify her previous turn, specifically, the verb "post," which Thadine has taken to 

mean "post in the chat room." I-Fang then explains, albeit somewhat elliptically, where 

she is requesting the material be posted: "on blackboard." One of the features of 

Blackboard is a discussion board, where team members can post asynchronous messages 

and include attachments, and this is most likely what I-Fang originally meant by "post." 

An interesting side effect of the structure of chat has Thadine foreshadowing I-Fang's 
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repair; immediately after posting her turn at 5:17:13, Thadine begins typing the turn that 

gets posted at 5:17:25, suggesting the discussion board as the appropriate location for 

posting the requested materials. 

 
(10) PRT 62904.r3 
 
5:12:11 EVAN: IFang I have not been able to send you emai at all...it 

bounces back each time  
5:12:26 EVAN: You still planning on turnign that in by 10:00 Therese  
5:12:31 I-FANG: ugh...the hotmail one?  
5:12:40 EVAN: yep  
5:12:47 I-FANG: 2mg is just not enough..oh well...send it to my [school 

abbreviation] email  
5:12:49 THADINE: no, I already turned it in, I did that last night  
5:12:57 I-FANG: [username@schoolname.edu]  
5:13:22 THADINE: it was due yesterday I thought  
5:13:29 I-FANG: thadine i mean to further detail the parts of 

nanotechnology i'm looking into  
5:13:53 THADINE: oh, sorry I-fang, I was talking to Evan just then  
5:14:08 I-FANG: oh ok, oops  

 

 Example 10 illustrates how third turn SISR can be used in chat to clear up 

misunderstandings caused by poor thread alignment. This segment of the meeting 

contains two different conversational threads. In the primary thread, the three team 

members Evan, I-Fang, and Thadine are discussing the outline for their project, which 

was due the previous day. The second thread consists of a side sequence between Evan 

and I-Fang regarding I-Fang's email account. At 5:12:26 Evan asks Thadine a question 

about the outline, which she answers at 5:12:49. When Thadine's turn posts, I-Fang is in 

the middle of typing her turn that gets posted at 5:12: 57, a turn that relates to the email 

problem thread. Upon finishing, I-Fang pauses for a few seconds and then begins typing a 

turn specifically addressed to Thadine that appears to add to the outline thread, offering 

an account for her part of the project (see Figure 5.1). Although it is not entirely clear 
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from the content of I-Fang's post what she thought Thadine meant, Thadine treats I-

Fang's post at 5:13:29 as a misunderstanding, and responds quickly at 5:13:53 with a 

third turn SISR attempt. Thadine's repair attempt appears to be successful, as its 

appearance causes I-Fang to pause and then delete a turn in progress where she expanded 

on her previous account (see Figure 5.2). I-Fang instead offers a display of her 

understanding and her own SISR attempt with "oh ok, oops." 

 
 

 
Figure 5.1. I-Fang's chat window 
 
 

 
Figure 5.2. I-Fang's chat window 

 
 The examples discussed thus far are all of SISR. The bulk of SISR attempts take 

place in the speaker's immediately next turn. In effect, given the type of phenomena most 
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commonly repaired (typos and misspellings) these next turn SISR posts are closely 

analogous to SISR in the turn transition place in spoken interaction (Schegloff et al., 

1977). Although technically, in chat, the transition place between posts is not available to 

the participants, because the chat server determines the order of turns, the speed with 

which these participants generally undertake most of the SISR turns shows that they are 

still oriented, to a degree, to the ability in spoken interaction to repair a turn in the 

transition space, i.e. before a next speaker can possibly initiate repair. However, as with 

spoken interaction, not all trouble sources in chat conversation are immediately apparent 

to speakers, and thus we will look next at how turns get repaired when another party 

initiates the repair. 

 

5.2.2 Other-initiated self repair 

 A primary resource for achieving intersubjective understanding in chat is other-

initiated self repair (OISR). Although chat participants may be oriented to the possibility 

of misunderstandings, it is not always possible to predict when confusion will occur. 

Attempts at SISR require that the speaker recognize—before others—that a turn contains 

a trouble source. As with any conversation, however, there exists the possibility that the 

information in a given turn will require clarification or explanation. Interestingly, in these 

data, OISR turns do not result from problems associated with threading; by that I mean 

that the team members do not display problems keeping the threads of their conversations 

organized and coherent. Instead, OISR turns generally involve problems with the content 
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of turns, generally requests for clarification or explanation. I will next look at a few 

representative examples. 

(11) PRT 61604.r5b 
 
 5:34:37 EVAN: I noticed Rebeca had a HVAC Control 

mention...that is cool.  
 5:34:56 I-FANG: what's a HVAC control?  
 5:35:03 EVAN: Yeah...exactly...or robots  
 5:35:03 SIDNEY: the fuel cell ifang?  
 5:35:06 EVAN: AC  
 5:35:06 [I-FANG left the session]  

 

 In example 11, the team is discussing the research they have gathered 

individually, and how that might be used to help shape their project. At 5:34:37 Evan 

posts a turn that makes reference to the information Rebeca has gathered. In the next post 

at 5:34:56, I-Fang indicates a problem with Evan's turn—specifically that she does not 

know what an "HVAC control" is. I-Fang's repair initiator is typical of the OISR 

instances in these data—rather than use the name of the person whose turn is being 

repaired, she instead indicates the recipient by recycling the trouble-source part of the 

turn in a question format. Evan, who was in the midst of typing another turn, finishes and 

posts the turn at 5:35:03. He then immediately types a response to I-Fang, repairing the 

trouble with "AC" at 5:35:06. At the same time, however, I-Fang leaves the chat room, so 

neither we nor the other team members are given any indication if Evan's attempt was 

successful. 

 When chat participants initiate repair on someone else's turn, these repair-initiator 

turns are usually begun soon after the trouble source turn has posted. However, because 

of the time lag inherent in chat, it is always a possibility that the originator of the trouble 
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source turn will have moved on to another post. Thus, these data show OISR turns 

occurring with approximately the same frequency in the immediate next turn as in the 

next available (third) turn position. In most cases, a next turn OISR is possible because 

the participant was not engaged in constructing a new post. However, there are occasions 

when team members notice repair initiators and decide to delete their turns-in-progress in 

order to respond with a repair attempt. Example 12 shows one such occurrence. 

 
(12) PRT 61604.r11a 
 
 6:10:00 EVAN: It does have it's tentacles into everything...we can be more 

specific and say mobile.  
 6:10:06 THADINE: that's true, but as its own topic, we can explore how it 

makes our lives easier, as someone mentioned before  
 6:10:10 EVAN: Not neccessarily wireless  
 6:10:11 REBECA: but yes we need to utilize it or it could be a portion of our 

presentation on how art uses tech  
 6:10:44 THADINE: what do you mean mobile, not necessarily wireless?  
 6:10:49 REBECA: lets just see what we come up with this week  
 6:10:49 SIDNEY: i don't know if using wireless while you were making art 

would be an innovative use of wireless  
 6:11:00 REBECA: we may end up being pulled into one direction  
 6:11:10 EVAN: I mean taking everything with you, and not being tied down. 

 

 Here the team has been having a fairly detailed discussion of the focus of their 

project, specifically about wireless technologies. In this case, there are actually two posts 

that are problematic for one of the team members. At 6:10:00, Evan posts a rather long 

turn that appears to be a complete thought (in this case even showing a rare use of 

punctuation to add closure to the post). However, in his next turn at 6:10:10 he posts the 

fragment "Not necessarily wireless," which is understood by at least one team member to 

be a continuation of the post at 6:10:00, and thus an example of spreading one turn over 

two posts. Thadine displays her orientation to this two-post turn with her repair initiator 
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at 6:10:44, where she attempts to get clarification from Evan on his proposal. As seen in 

the previous example, Thadine's repair initiation does not contain an address term, but 

recycles part of the trouble source to locate it. At the point when Thadine's turn posts, 

Evan is already underway typing a new turn (see Figure 5.3), but he stops, deletes his 

turn-in-progress, pauses for a few seconds, and then types a new turn that attempts to 

answer Thadine's question (see Figure 5.4). Similarly to Thadine's use of recycling to 

indicate the recipient, Evan keys his response to her repair initiator, beginning with the 

words "I mean." 

 
Figure 5.3. Evan's chat window 
 
 

 
Figure 5.4. Evan's chat window 
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In example 12, we saw that Evan was able to notice Thadine's post in enough time 

to fix it in his next turn. However, this type of conversational monitoring depends on 

several factors, including  typing ability (i.e. whether one can touch-type or not) and the 

amount of attention being paid to the chat at any given moment, and thus the difference 

between next versus third-turn repair may be at least partially serendipitous. A look at 

one final example will further illuminate this process. 

 
(13) PRT 61604.r2 
 
 5:23:37 THADINE: I interviewed a person in ECE, but since it has to be 

out of class stuff....  
 5:23:49 REBECA: I erased it earlier b/c i thought it was wrong  
 5:24:00 REBECA: what's ECE again?  
 5:24:10 THADINE: I'm waiting on getting a contact number for the guy 

who runs [city name] Wireless City, cause I'd like to talk to him  
 5:24:21 THADINE: Electrical and Computer Engineering  

 
  

A similar situation with a slightly different outcome is shown in example 13. At 

5:24:00, Rebeca initiates repair on Thadine's turn at 5:23:37, asking for clarification of 

the acronym "ECE." At the time Rebeca's turn posts, Thadine is approximately two-thirds 

of the way through typing what becomes her post at 5:24:10. Without video recordings of 

Thadine's face, it is impossible to know if she saw Rebeca's post while she was typing or 

not until she was finished. However, immediately after sending her post at 5:24:10, 

Thadine begins typing her reply to Rebeca, which she posts at 5:24:21. The swiftness 

with which Thadine begins her repair attempt suggest that she was aware of Rebeca's 

repair initiator before she completed her turn, but that she chose to finish her turn-in-
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progress before responding to the request for repair. Thus one of the challenges facing 

participants in virtual meetings is to balance competing needs of the team. 

 On the one hand, successful advancement of the conversation necessitates that 

participants generally self-select when taking turns, and keep conversational monitoring 

at a background level. On the other hand, successful meetings require that the team 

achieve a base level of intersubjective understanding, and repair is one of the most 

important tools for reaching that goal. When faced with the need to construct an OISR 

turn, participants who are already engaged in turn construction must, if they notice the 

repair initiator, decide whether to abandon their turns-in-progress in favor of more 

immediate repair, or hold off on repair in order to advance the conversation. It may be 

that this judgment depends, in part, on how severe a problem the trouble source is judged 

to be. If we look back at the previous example (12), Evan deleted a turn-in-progress in 

order to offer an explanation of a proposition. In example 13, however, the repair merely 

involves expanding an acronym. Both are examples of OISR, but the trouble sources 

involve different problems of comprehension. Contextually, Thadine's confusion in 

example 12 has greater potential to impede the group's progress than does Rebeca's repair 

initiator in example 13, and it is reasonable to conclude that Evan's decision to delete and 

Thadine's decision to continue show at least partial sensitivity to that distinction. 

  

Previously I noted that most of the OISR instances in these data were examples of 

requests for clarification or explanation. However, OISR can also serve as a resource for 

participants to make repairs to the structure of the meeting. 
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(14) PRT 61004.r4 
 
10:14:45 KRIS: Ok, now that most of you are here, let me ask about the 

meeting next week  
10:14:52 THADINE: does anyone know how I can minimize the 

whiteboard and make our chat session larger  
((seven turns omitted))  

10:16:43 THADINE: So the meeting next week?  
10:16:47 KRIS: they've changed the look of virtual classroom quite a bit 

in the new release  
10:16:48 REBECA: sorry :(  
10:16:54 KRIS: sorry..meeting with Dr. Kimbles  
10:17:03 KRIS: she needs to meet after 5pm  

 

 The interaction discussed here occurred early in the team's first meeting. About 

two minutes earlier, the researcher (Kris) brought up a request for a meeting the next 

week (that was introduced much earlier, before most of the team had signed on). 

However, the next turn was a technical question that effectively sidetracked the 

conversation, leaving the meeting thread "dangling" as it were. After close to a minute 

and a half of conversation on the technical thread, Thadine posts a repair initiator at 

10:16:43, aimed at resolving the problem of the dangling thread. Although it is possible 

to analyze this turn as an attempt at SISR on Thadine's part, since she was the one whose 

post moved the conversation off track, its practical effect is to act as an OISR initiator. 

Kris' turn at 10:14:45 introduces the idea of a meeting the next week, but does not include 

enough information for the team to respond. Thus, Thadine can only initiate repair; Kris 

must enact the repair by re-introducing the thread she initially started. We can see by her 

response at 10:16:54 that she does assume the responsibility for continuing this thread, as 

she offers both an apology, "Sorry" and in this and her next turn the further information 

the team needs to be able to make a decision. 
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 In this section I have examined how OISR functions as a important resource for 

facilitating intersubjective understanding in chat. In contrast to SISR, which shows how 

participants are oriented to their own turns as problematic, repair initiated by others is a 

direct window into the thoughts of other team members. The lack of true sequentiality in 

chat turns and the inability to visually monitor the other team members for 

comprehension results in a great deal of ambiguity in chat meetings. OISR allows team 

members to call attention to points at which this ambiguity results in confusion or other 

problems, and also then offers a specific avenue for those problems to be addressed. In 

this way, OISR in chat bears much resemblance to third turn repair in spoken 

conversation, although the turns in chat are not sequentially organized and thus the repair 

may not always occur in the literal "third position." 

 Thus far, all of the repair phenomena I have considered have been examples of 

self repair. There are, however, a very small number of instances in which a third party 

completes repair on a team member's turn, and it is to these data that I now turn. 

 

 

5.2.3 Repair by others: Self- and other-initiated  

A. Self-initiated other repair (word search) 

 Although self-initiated repairs are overwhelmingly performed by the speaker of 

the trouble-source turn, there are cases where correction by others is provided for 

(Schegloff et al., 1977). One such case is when the party talking engages in word search.  
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(15) PRT 61604.r5 
 
 5:33:54 I-FANG: new cool stuff out of the box could be like one EE 

friend told me abt new alternatives in cars to replace oil  
 5:34:15 I-FANG: more encironmentally friendly  
 5:34:15 EVAN: I think people don't even realize they are being 

innovators when we talk about technology because they are 
only thinking about cell phones, laptops and pdas  

 5:34:30 I-FANG: something about hydrogen, ugh...forgot..  
 5:34:37 EVAN: I noticed Rebeca had a HVAC Control mention...that is 

cool.  
 5:34:56 I-FANG: what's a HVAC control?  
 5:35:03 EVAN: Yeah...exactly...or robots  
 5:35:03 SIDNEY: the fuel cell ifang?  
 5:35:06 EVAN: AC  
 5:35:06 [I-FANG left the session]  
 

 Example 15 shows the sole case of SIOR in these data. I-Fang has been 

constructing a long, multi-post turn at 5:33:54 and 5:34:15. As she is typing the third 

component to this turn (5:34:30), she hits a point where she cannot remember what the 

specific component is that makes the technology she is describing more environmentally 

friendly. Rather than simply abandoning the post, however, I-Fang displays in her post 

her inability to recall the word. Specifically, she types an analogy to what might have 

been said in a spoken conversation ("ugh") and includes elipses, as if to indicate a pause 

within her turn, and then explicitly states the probelm ("forgot"). This very clear display 

of trouble prompts Sidney to respond at 5:35:03 with a candidate for I-Fang's word 

search, specifically a "fuel cell." Unfortunately (for us and for Sidney), I-Fang leaves the 

chat room three seconds later, and we never get confirmation or disconfirmation of 

Sidney's repair candidate. 

 What is most interesting about this example is that it is here at all. In spoken 

interaction, word searches occur during the course of the production of an utterance. 
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Enlisting the help of another in word search facilitates the movement of the conversation. 

However, in chat, the production of a turn happens in isolation, and so participants are 

free to start, stop, and edit at will with no immediate consequences for the interaction. It 

is not until they hit send that others will be able to read their turns. Therefore, if a chat 

participant encounters difficulty constructing a turn, he or she can choose to use a 

different word, use other resources to try to identify the word in question, or just give up, 

and no one will be the wiser. Thus it seems unlikely that there will be many 

circumstances in which it is necessary for a chat participant to enlist the aid of others in 

completing a word search. That I-Fang did so may simply be an idiosyncratic habit on her 

part, or it may be due in part to the fact that she is a non-native English speaker, or it may 

be indicative of some other pattern in chat that can only be revealed in a larger data set. 

Unfortunately, with only one example, it is impossible to draw any hard conclusions, but 

it does present an interesting question for future research. 

 

B. Other-initiated other repair  

 As a general rule, when conversation analysts talk about other repair, it is usually 

the person who initiates the repair who then goes on to fix it, as with the fourth-position 

repair discussed by Schegloff (1992). In these data, however, the instances of OIOR are 

only performed by third parties, that is, an "other" who was not the "other" who originally 

initiated the repair. The relevant sequence11 of turns looks like this: 

 
                                                
11 Keeping in mind that this sequence may be interrupted by irrelevant posts belonging to 
other threads. 
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A: T1 trouble source turn 

B: T2 repair initiator 

A: T3 repair candidate (self repair) 

C: T4 repair candidate (other repair) 

What we have is one trouble source T1, that has two different repairs operated upon it. T3 

represents an OISR attempt, in what is analogous to third position repair in spoken 

interaction. But then, usually several turns later, T1 is operated upon again by T4, a repair 

candidate from a third party. Notably, the person who initiates the repair in T2 does not 

offer a repair candidate. 

 The OIOR instances I will examine below are all performed by the same team 

member, Rebeca. The fourth instance of OIOR is really only tangentially so and will not 

be discussed in detail here. In the fourth case the repair was actually accidental. I-Fang 

was typing a turn when Thadine initiated repair on a turn posted by Sidney, and it 

happened that I-Fang's turn formed a false adjacency pair with Thadine's repair initiator, 

and possibly as a result, Sidney never responded to Thadine's request. 

 The examples below all come from the same meeting. I have labeled the T1, T2, 

and T3 turns; the T4 turns are in bold. 

(16) PRT 61604.r5 
 
  5:34:30 I-FANG: something about hydrogen, ugh...forgot..  
T1  5:34:37 EVAN: I noticed Rebeca had a HVAC Control mention...that 

is cool.  
T2  5:34:56 I-FANG: what's a HVAC control?  
  5:35:03 EVAN: Yeah...exactly...or robots  
  5:35:03 SIDNEY: the fuel cell ifang?  
T3  5:35:06 EVAN: AC  
  5:35:06 [I-FANG left the session]  
  5:35:38 [REBECA joined the session]  
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  5:35:54 THADINE: so, if we are going to talk about technology 
outside of the devices common to most ppl  

 ((six turns omitted)) 
  5:37:34 EVAN: Things like that are things no one thinks of as 

innovatinve technology  
  5:37:35 REBECA: An HVAC is your heating and electrical 

syatem i think  
  5:37:45 EVAN: Crossing lights beeping for a blind person  
  5:37:49 REBECA: and AC  

 

 In example 16, the original trouble source is Evan's turn at 5:34:37, where he 

makes reference to some information Rebeca had gathered as part of their assignment. I-

Fang initiates repair at 5:34:56, and this gets fixed by Evan at 5:35:06. Notably, Rebeca is 

absent from the chat at this time. However, after she returns she composes one turn in 

response to a different thread, and then posts her turn at 5:37:35, with a follow-up at 

5:37:49. By specifically recycling the problematic term from Evan's original post, 

"HVAC" she is clearly aligning her turn with that thread, and by offering a definition of 

the terms is making an explicit offer of a repair candidate. What is puzzling here is that, 

in order for her to see I-Fang's repair initiator turn, she would also have to have seen that 

it had already been repaired by Evan. One possible explanation for her other repair turn is 

to ratify and extend Evan's repair, as he had only included one part of the HVAC system 

in his response. It is also possible that, because I-Fang left the chat at the same time that 

Evan's turn posted, Rebeca is oriented to the possibility that I-Fang has not seen Evan's 

reply, and thus the misunderstanding has not, in fact, been cleared up. However, this too 

is problematic, because I-Fang is still not back in the chat when Rebeca posts her turns, 

information that Rebeca has access to through her chat room interface. The final 

possibility is that Rebeca chooses to engage in other repair on this particular turn because 
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she is the person who is named as the source of information in the trouble source turn. 

The next example adds support to this explanation, as it displays the same pattern. 

 
(17) PRT 61604.r12 
 
T1 6:16:05 EVAN: Right now technology is getting in the way (which is 

important in our research as well to point out)  
 6:16:11 REBECA: what a bunch of a holes  
 6:16:14 THADINE: I don't like reading ppl's research on the computer 

either, so I just print it out so I have it in my hand  
 6:16:43 REBECA: yeah we need PICTURES!  
 6:16:45 SIDNEY: everyone has printing capabilities correct? y  
T2 6:16:45 THADINE: by getting in the way, are you referring to Rebeca's 

dislike for this kind of meeting?  
 6:16:49 EVAN: We can't focus soley on the good and not point out that 

bad at the same time  
 6:16:51 REBECA: like the commercial!  
 6:16:54 THADINE: y  
T3 6:17:14 EVAN: Yeah...hypercam, the chat room resizing problems...  
 6:17:20 EVAN: all of that jazz  
 6:17:31 REBECA: no just the limitations of this type of meeting, i'm not 

saying its all bad i just prefer people to a computer screen  
 

 Earlier in this meeting, Rebeca had expressed a preference for face-to-face over 

virtual meetings. As part of their discussion about how to study technology, Evan makes 

reference to the problem of technology getting in the way, in his post at 6:16:05. At 

6:16:45, Thadine initiates repair on Evan's turn, and specifically invokes Rebeca's earlier 

remarks as a possible understanding of his turn. Evan's response at 6:17:14, continued at 

6:17:20, gives a somewhat oblique ratification of Thadine's understanding. Rebeca, 

having again been named in the OISR sequence, has a different interpretation, which she 

offers at 6:17:31. Although Rebeca's screen data is not available for this meeting, given 

the size and composition of her turn, it is likely that it was begun before Evan's post at 

6:17:14 arrived. So, although Thadine asked Evan what he was referring to (something 
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presumably only he could know), because she mentioned a presumed attitude on Rebeca's 

part, Rebeca also takes this as an opportunity to offer a candidate for repair. 

 The final example also shows Rebeca repairing someone else's turn, only in this 

case, she is not named or referred to in the trouble source or repair initiator. 

(18)  PRT 61604.r11 
 
T1 6:10:00 EVAN: It does have it's tentacles into everything...we can be more 

specific and say mobile.  
 6:10:06 THADINE: that's true, but as its own topic, we can explore how it 

makes our lives easier, as someone mentioned before  
T1 6:10:10 EVAN: Not neccessarily wireless  
 6:10:11 REBECA: but yes we need to utilize it or it could be a portion of 

our presentation on how art uses tech  
T2 6:10:44 THADINE: what do you mean mobile, not necessarily wireless?  
 6:10:49 REBECA: lets just see what we come up with this week  
 6:10:49 SIDNEY: i don't know if using wireless while you were making art 

would be an innovative use of wireless  
 6:11:00 REBECA: we may end up being pulled into one direction  
T3 6:11:10 EVAN: I mean taking everything with you, and not being tied 

down.  
 6:11:11 THADINE: Sid has a point (is that what you go by...Sid?)  
 6:11:11 REBECA: as in i am mobile  
 6:11:13 EVAN: My PDA for example  

 

 In example 18, Evan makes a proposition in a turn spread out in his posts at 

6:10:00 and 6:10:10. Thadine asks for clarification from Evan at 6:10:44, specifically by 

using a question and a partial repeat of his turn. Given her construction it is quite clear 

who the intended recipient is, and indeed, Evan offers a repair candidate in his next turn 

at 6:11:10. Rebeca's turn at 6:11:11 posts only one second after Evan's indicating that she 

was constructing her post at approximately the same time he was, most likely beginning 

it right after she finished her turn at 6:11:00. However, there is no real reason for Rebeca 

to offer a repair candidate for Thadine's question, as the answer to the question of what 
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Evan means would seem to lie squarely with Evan. As Wittgenstein (1967) reminds us, 

only I can know what I mean. 

 

5.3 Summary 

The purpose of this chapter was to examine how intersubjective understanding, 

which is important to successful outcomes for virtual teams, is achieved when the 

primary communication medium is computer chat. Repair in spoken interaction is a 

phenomenon that has been very widely researched, but repair in chat conversation is not 

well documented. My findings indicate that there are points of similarity and difference 

between repair in chat and in spoken conversation, and I will take those differences up in 

this discussion. 

Overall, these data show that the preference for self-correction is not unique to 

spoken interaction, but holds across media, including chat. The preference for repairing 

ones own turns is evidenced by the sheer number of self repairs in these meetings; just 

over 90% of all repair was self repair. A second similarity between repair in chat and in 

spoken interaction is the preponderance of SISR, with more than half of repair turns 

being SISR. Although the most common type of SISR in spoken interaction, same-turn 

repair, is not available in chat, participants most commonly engaged in SISR in their 

immediately next turn, which can be understood to be analogous, in most cases, to repair 

in the transition place in spoken interaction.  

These data show only one instance of SIOR, used to complete a word search, and 

only four instances of OIOR. Of the examples of OIOR, one of these was accidental, and 
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the other three were all undertaken by the same person. Given the paucity of examples of 

other repair, it is difficult to make more than tentative conclusions. It does seem logical 

that there is only one instance of word search in these data; given that the chat medium 

allows participants unlimited time to complete their turns prior to sending, there would 

not seem to be a strong need to enlist the aid of others in completing a turn. The examples 

of OIOR present an even more perplexing problem, in that they represent repair 

undertaken by another who was not the other to initiate the repair. Other repair by third 

parties is a common occurrence in word searches, where multiple others are sometimes 

invited to participate in the repair. However, word searches of this type are a form of self-

initiated third party other repair. The third party other repair discussed here could be a 

phenomenon unique to chat, but it would require more data to make that more than just 

speculation, given that these instances were all completed by the same person. It is 

equally likely that they simply reflect the idiosyncrasies of the person in question, or 

perhaps were motivated by some group-level interactional phenomenon not under study 

here. Both the SIOR and OIOR phenomena in these data suggest the need for further 

study in this area. 

Having considered the patterns of chat repair phenomena, I would now like to 

look at the functions of repair in chat meetings. Specifically, I would like to propose that 

the common type of SISR turns, turns that fix typos or other minor mistakes, have a dual 

purpose. Nominally, these turns are undertaken to further the accomplishment of 

intersubjective understanding. More importantly, I contend that these turns also serve as a 

form of social repair. 
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 Recall from Table, 5.1 the number of SISR turns is markedly larger in the team's 

first meeting on June 10. At this point, four of the five team members have met face to 

face (with their professor and the researcher), on one occasion, and the fifth has met only 

with the researcher. The team is still in the beginning phases of formation, and they are 

still learning about how to work with each other, as well as how to work virtually. I 

would argue that the team members are oriented to the fact that CMC conventions are 

fluid and evolving. For some people, typos in email, IM, chat, and other CMC channels 

can be interpreted as rude or inconsiderate. By initiating repairs on simple technical 

mistakes, the team members can test the water, so to speak, to see how others react. In 

effect, they are using these SISR turns to test and develop norms about the team's CMC; 

what kind of problems need to be fixed, and what kind do not. By spending time in the 

initial meeting fixing minor typing mistakes, they can determine if there will be any 

social consequences to ignoring these mistakes in the future. Thus they are using repair as 

a device to achieve understanding, but it is an understanding of a different sort. 

 I believe that this is a function of repair that is unique to chat (and possibly other 

forms of CMC) as opposed to casual spoken conversation. The phenomena that get 

repaired in these turns are somewhat analogous to mispronunciations and mistakes of this 

kind in spoken interaction. However, there is a very important distinction between 

speaking and typing. To wit: speaking is largely an unconscious act; while we may think 

about the words we want to say to a greater or lesser degree, we generally do not think 

about how to say them, i.e. how to move our mouths, how to produce the right sounds, 

etc. Typing, on the other hand, is for all but the most skilled a largely conscious activity. 
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Typing is not something our bodies were designed to do, as they are designed to be able 

to speak. We do learn how to speak a language, but at a much younger age and not 

generally through formal education. However, just as speakers of a given language have 

to be later taught how to write that language, being able to skillfully use a computer 

keyboard is a skill learned by far fewer people, and often not one that is completely 

mastered. 

 The distinction between typing and speaking is not only about consciousness and 

skill, however. Once again, we see that timing plays an important role in the function of 

this type of repair in chat and how it differs from spoken conversation. SISR attempts in 

spoken conversation are undertaken on the fly, if you will. Speakers fix problems as they 

are being produced, and listeners are following along with them in real time. Chat, as 

with all forms of CMC, separates the production of an utterance from its reception, 

making it possible to fix mistakes before the turn becomes interactionally relevant. As I 

mentioned above, some people consider the appearance of typos and similar mistakes in 

CMC to be rude. I contend that this is because chat, as with most forms of CMC, is a 

medium in a state of flux. Spoken conversations in casual settings are usually seen as 

being informal, whereas, prior to the popularity of CMC, written forms were generally 

held to be more formal. However, many CMC conversations, including the ones in this 

study, take place in contexts that much more closely resemble casual conversations. Thus 

there is a tension, not fully resolved in society, between the perception of CMC as casual 

conversation and the perception of text as a formal medium. Repair, then, can be a device 

employed for working out these tensions in specific situations. 
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Chapter 6: The Business of Collaboration: Meeting Talk 

6.0 Introduction 

Meetings are the lifeblood of organizations. From informal water cooler and 

hallway conversations to formal, rule-governed affairs, much of the work of 

organizations gets done in meetings between organization members. When we scale 

down from the organization as a whole to the level of the organizational team, we see that 

meetings are equally important. In fact, I would argue that because the concept of a team 

requires a group of people collaborating on a shared goal, that the team meeting is the 

time when the team exists in its purest form. When members meet and interact, they are 

instantiating the team through their talk. This is especially true for virtual teams, who 

lack the shared physical space of a face-to-face team, and who consequently may share 

little team-wide communication outside of meetings. It is for this reason that this chapter 

will focus on meeting interaction. 

Meetings can be studied from any number of perspectives, but the 

ethnomethodological lens requires that we look at the practices employed by team 

members within meetings that advance or impede the collaborative goal. Boden (1994) 

laid substantial groundwork for the study of meeting practices. Specifically, she focused 

on how meeting talk, including turn-taking and openings and closings, could both 

illuminate and reproduce organizational structures. Boden argued that it is through talk, 

and quite often talk in meetings, that much of the business of organizations gets done. In 

addition, recent work has examined how talk that takes place before meetings can 

accomplish both social and task-related work for face-to-face teams (Mirivel & Tracy, 
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2005). When meetings are conducted through CMC channels, the differences in turn 

organization and the time lag involved in computer chat make structuring the meeting a 

more complicated endeavor. Thus, this chapter will specifically focus on the talk 

surrounding transitions into and out of the meeting, in order to illuminate how virtual 

meetings differ from the face-to-face meetings studied by Boden and Mirivel and Tracy. 

The chapter concludes with a discussion of the implications of using computer chat as a 

medium for virtual team meetings. 

 

6.1 Getting Started: Premeeting Talk and Meeting Openings 

 The term "meeting" has a certain flexibility to it, allowing it to describe anything 

from chance encounters to large, formal affairs. In this study, I take as my definition of 

meetings a modified version of the one offered by Boden (1994): " a planned 

gathering...in which participants have some perceived role...have some forewarning 

(either longstanding or quite improvisational) of the event, which itself has some purpose 

or 'reason,' a time [and a] place" (p. 84). With the team under study here, the place is 

virtual—the chat room—rather than physical, but it does function as a place in the sense 

that team members must be logged in to the chat room in order to participate. Boden 

notes that meetings are also interactionally bounded;  they have a beginning, a middle, 

and an end, and both pre and postmeeting exchanges can be identified. However, as I will 

show in this chapter, chat-based virtual meetings display boundaries that are much less 

precisely defined than those of face-to-face meetings. I will begin by examining 
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premeeting talk, and then move to examining how this virtual team opens and closes its 

meetings. 

6.1.1 Tech talk: A category of premeeting talk in chat 

Mirivel and Tracy (2005) argued that premeeting talk, that is, "exchanges that 

occur before the scene becomes a focused gathering with a single point of attention" (p. 

2) is important because premeeting talk also does institutional identity work. Mirivel and 

Tracy identified four types of premeeting talk: small talk, or general social chit-chat; 

work talk, or talk about work and work activities not related to the impending meeting; 

meeting preparatory talk, or talk specifically tied to getting ready for the upcoming 

meeting; and shop talk, which they define as "discussion about people, events, and issues 

that link to the workplace" (p. 16) but which does not explicitly do institutional or 

meeting work. Mirivel and Tracy's categories were derived from the study of face-to-face 

meetings. My data show that with virtual teams, another type of premeeting talk is 

present: tech talk.  

Even though each meeting was scheduled to start at a specific time, the meetings 

did not actually begin at those times. Much like participants in a face-to-face meeting, the 

team members have to "arrive" in the virtual space. Assembling all of the team members 

in the chat area proved to be a logistically complicated procedure. One reason for this is 

that the course management program used in this study, Blackboard, provides two 

different chat interfaces (Lecture Hall and Lightweight Chat), and the course site offers 

these chat options in two different locations: one for the course as a whole, and another 

for the team's specific subsection of the site. Thus members have to log in to the main 
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course site,  navigate to the correct chat subsection for their team, and then choose the 

correct chat interface. Although this entry pathway is doubtless simpler in other chat 

systems, the act of logging in always has some potential for problems. Problems logging 

in, navigating through the site, and managing screen acreage are just some of the topics 

that make up talk about the technology, or tech talk. 

The team members in this study engage in tech talk as they try to fix problems 

with the chat interface or course site, and as a way of offering accounts for lateness or 

absence in meetings. Tech talk was especially prominent in the first meeting because the 

team members had varied levels of experience with the technology in use. An additional 

technical complication in this and subsequent meetings was the software being used to 

collect the data. Unlike most microanalytic studies of face-to-face interaction, the 

participants in this project were given the software to install on their home computers and 

asked to begin the recordings themselves at the start of each meeting. Thus they had to 

negotiate the complexities of this software in addition to those of the chat interface. This 

negotiation can be seen in the following exchange of tech talk: 

(1) PRT 61004.p1 

9:58:30 REBECA: I think I am up and running now.  
9:58:45 KRIS: with the screen software?  
9:58:51 REBECA: Yes.  
9:58:56 KRIS: cool!  
9:59:15 REBECA: I did have to adjust my display settings but I think 

it should work fine now.  
9:59:23 REBECA: I hope!  

 

After exchanging greetings, Rebeca begins the conversation by engaging in tech 

talk intended to assure the researcher, Kris, that the data is being captured. As this is the 
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first meeting and thus her first time using the software, Rebeca's assurances are still 

tentative, as seen in her turn at 9:59:23. As other team members join the session, they too 

engage in tech talk about the recording software.  

(2) PRT 61004.p2 

10:07:27 [I-FANG joined the session]  
 ((four turns omitted)) 
10:08:29 I-FANG: by the way kris...i'm in ugl right now and still trying to 

install the cam  
10:08:31 [SIDNEY joined the session]  
10:08:41 I-FANG: i know how to use it but dunno how to send it to you 

from here  
10:08:45 I-FANG: hi sid  
10:08:54 SIDNEY: there we go  
10:09:05 KRIS: I've done some tests on file size  
10:09:17 KRIS: I also found out Blackboard does NOT have a file size limit!  
10:09:33 KRIS: I actually uploaded a 100mb movie file to the digital 

dropbox...  
10:09:45 KRIS: but it took over 1.5 hours!  
10:10:03 KRIS: sorry 40 minutes for 100mb, 1.5 hours for 200mb  
10:10:20 SIDNEY: hello everyone  
10:10:22 I-FANG: eh? and how do i load it in blackboard?  
10:10:26 I-FANG: or is it webspace?  
10:10:28 REBECA: hello all1  
10:10:29 KRIS: so, depending on how big your movie files are, you might be 

able to send it to me that way.  
 

In her turn at 10:08:29, I-Fang indicates that she is still installing the screen 

recording software, demonstrating her awareness of the researcher's interest. She 

elaborates on her specific problem in her next turn, which Kris understands to concern 

how to send the movie files once the meeting is over. Kris then spends the next several 

turns elaborating on this process, but fails to adequately address I-Fang's concerns, which 

can be seen in I-Fang's turns at 10:10:22 and 10:10:26.  However, Kris's final turn at 

10:10:29 indicates that she was in the process of addressing I-Fang's question ("how to 

send it to you from here") at the same time that I-Fang was constructing her additional 
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questions12. Tech talk can be an important premeeting activity for virtual teams, however, 

as this example shows, tech talk is most effective when it is short and to the point. Kris's 

six turns from 10:09:17 to 10:10:29 can be understood as multiple units of a single turn, 

all designed to answer I-Fang's question at 10:08:41. However, because I-Fang does not 

have access to Kris's turns as they are under construction, she cannot necessarily project 

that they will continue and that an answer will be forthcoming. As it turns out, I-Fang has 

inferred Kris's solution (use Blackboard to send the files), but she requires additional 

instructions for this procedure. These exchanges occur ten minutes into the scheduled 

start time for the meeting, resulting in an extended sequence of premeeting talk. 

 As noted previously, premeeting tech talk can also function as an accounting 

device. In these virtual meetings, the chat interface includes a list of everyone who is 

currently logged in to the meeting. In addition, as participants enter and leave the chat 

session, the server displays a notification in the main chat window13. Depending on the 

speed of each individual's computer and Internet connection, this can sometimes mean 

that a participant's entry notice is received by the other people in the chat before the 

newly entered person's screen has fully loaded. The team members in this study display 

their attentiveness to the comings and goings of other team members through their tech 

talk.  

 
                                                
12 Due to technical difficulties that occurred later in the meeting, screen recording data 
was not available for the participants I-Fang, Kris, and Rebeca for this meeting. 
However, the overlap in turn construction can generally be inferred from the times each 
turn was posted to the main chat. 
13 Turns posted by the server appear in brackets [  ] in the main chat window and in these 
transcripts. 
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(3) PRT 61604.p3 

 5:09:18 I-FANG: ok, all set  
 5:09:45 [EVAN left the session]  
 ((Seven turns omitted)) 
 5:12:06 KRIS: evan seems to have left, i think we're waiting for 

everyone to get here  
 5:12:09 [EVAN joined the session]  
 5:12:16 EVAN: I am here...  

 

In example 3, the server announces that Evan has left the chat session at 5:09:45. 

In the omitted turns, I-Fang and Kris engage in a discussion about the requirements of the 

project. Then at 5:12:06, Kris posts a turn that reflects back to the announcement that 

Evan has left. Ironically, just three seconds later Evan rejoins the chat, and adds his own 

announcement to the conversation, as if to ratify the announcement posted by the server. 

As this conversation continues, Evan offers an account for his brief absence, and 

additional tech talk follows. 

(4) PRT 61604.p4 

 5:13:19 EVAN: Hypercam really slows me down...and that is why I kept 
coming in and out...sorry  

 5:13:44 I-FANG: slow is alright...as long as it doesnt crash...  
 5:13:49 KRIS: wonder where the others are?  
 5:13:58 I-FANG: that's me last time ai..-"-  
 5:14:24 I-FANG: probably on their way here  
 5:15:54 [SIDNEY joined the session]  
 5:15:56 [SIDNEY left the session]  
 5:18:09 KRIS: so, let me see if i can find them  
 5:19:22 EVAN: I don't see Rebeca online via MSN...but she may be on 

another machine...  
 5:19:38 EVAN: Guess Sid doesn't like us! :-)  
 5:19:56 I-FANG: maybe his comp crashed  
 5:19:56 EVAN: Must have been how you two felt earlier when I kept coming 

in and out?  
 

Example 4 begins approximately one minute after example 3 ends (two turns were 

posted in this time). Here, Evan explains that the screen recording software was 
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responsible for his abrupt entrances and departures. In her turn at 5:13:44, I-Fang accepts 

his account, and then at 5:13:58 demonstrates her alignment with Evan's position (that the 

technology is problematic), by making reference to her own behavior in the previous 

meeting. Here we see that tech talk can also serve a social function, as the team members 

use their problems with the technology as a resource for building solidarity. This 

becomes especially apparent as example four continues. Another team member, Sidney, 

has joined the chat at 5:15:54, only to leave two seconds later. After a gap of more than 

two minutes, during which time no one enters the chat and no new turns are posted, Kris 

announces her intention to look for the other team members (most likely in the other chat 

rooms), as the meeting was to have started at 5:00 pm, and thus they are now almost 20 

minutes late. It is significant that Sidney has not attempted to rejoin the chat in the 

intervening time, because this prompts Evan to remark at 5:19:38 "Guess Sid doesn't like 

us! :-)". This turn can be understood on several levels. First, it demonstrates Evan's 

attentiveness to the comings and goings of other team members, as manifested in the 

server's joining announcements. By the timing of this turn, Evan shows that in his 

opinion, sufficient time has passed to account for any technical explanation for Sidney's 

absence. Thus Evan concludes that there must be other, social reasons at work. At the 

same time, however, his turn cannot be read as a completely serious explanation, because 

his use of the smiley face emoticon at the end of the sentence indicates this turn to be 

offered at least partially in jest. Thus while speculating on Sidney's absence, Evan is also 

using humor to deflect any tension that might arise from the delay caused by team 

members being late to the meeting.  
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6.1.2 "So what shall we talk about": Transitioning into the meeting 

 The members of this virtual team do not engage in any small talk (beyond 

greetings) or shop talk before or during their meetings. This is most likely because they 

were organized as a team for the sole purpose of completing one project. Unlike teams 

embedded within an organization or even within a larger class, they did not share any 

other work-related activities, and had had no contact with each other prior to the first 

face-to-face meeting with their professor14. Beyond their shared role as students of the 

same university, they had few commonalities to bring to the meetings as a base for social 

chit chat or shop talk. However, they do engage in a second type of premeeting talk that 

has characteristics of both work talk and meeting preparatory talk. These conversations 

relate to the team's project, but are undertaken before the meeting has "begun." This 

blended form of premeeting work talk serves as a bridge from the team's extra-meeting 

communication (which was generally through email) to the current meeting, and at the 

same time is a resource to help organize the pending discussion. Because the team did not 

use formal agendas for their meetings, they required time before the meeting to talk about 

what they were going to talk about. In addition, because latecomers can scroll up in the 

chat window and read what they missed, the permanent record of the meeting contributes 

to meeting openers being somewhat fluid and allows the team members to be more 

flexible with their discussions. However, in all four meetings the team shows sensitivity 

to a particular pattern for transitioning into the meeting. 

                                                
14 Ironically, during that meeting, two members, Evan and Rebeca, discovered they had a 
mutual acquaintance. 
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 The first meeting was perhaps the most difficult for the team to start, because they 

had very little experience to build upon. Prior to the first virtual meeting, four of the five 

team members had met with the researcher and their professor for an orientation to their 

project. The uncertainty surrounding the meeting's goals is made clear in one of the 

earliest exchanges in chat, seen in excerpt 5 below. 

 

(5) PRT 61004.p5 

10:02:17 REBECA: Well it's working fine now i guess.  
10:02:37 KRIS: I'm going to go check that the others aren't in the wrong 

room  
10:03:08 REBECA: So i am not really sure what everyone should discuss 

tonight. I think i am slow starting because i am still not exactly 
sure what i should be doing.  

 

 

 At the point that Rebeca posts her turn at 10:03:08, only she and the researcher 

are present in the chat room, and so although this is an attempt to gather more 

information with which to structure the meeting, there is no one else in the chat who can 

help her with her request. In the next 10 minutes, more team members arrive and the 

discussion revolves primarily around tech talk as the participants adjust to their new 

surroundings. As example 6 shows, despite having been "in" the meeting for close to 13 

minutes, the participants do not consider that it has actually started yet. 
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(6) PRT 61004.p6 

10:12:57 KRIS: where's evan I wonder?  
((four turns omitted)) 
10:13:43 I-FANG: how do we set it to 256 colors?  
10:13:54 THADINE: ok, blue bars gone now. sorry about that  
10:13:54 REBECA: Well, I think evan must be runing late.  
10:14:05 SIDNEY: right click on your desktop -- properties --settings  
10:14:10 SIDNEY: for windows  
10:14:11 REBECA: We can start without him i guess ?  
10:14:22 REBECA: brb  
10:14:27 THADINE: Yeah, we probably should start without him.  
10:14:39 SIDNEY: so what shall we talk about  
10:14:45 KRIS: Ok, now that most of you are here, let me ask about the 

meeting next week  
10:14:52 THADINE: does anyone know how I can minimize the whiteboard 

and make our chat session larger  
 

 At 10:12:57 Kris posts a question designed to call attention to the fact that one 

team member, Evan, has still not signed in to the chat room. Because this is the first 

meeting, the team has not yet developed any norms about how many members must be 

present for a meeting to be officially begun. Rebeca's post at 10:14:11 indicates that they 

had been holding off on starting until all members were present. At 10:14:27 Thadine 

agrees that the meeting should begin even though they are short one member, and this 

decision has the effect of establishing a norm for the rest of the meetings that a critical 

mass (three or four people), not a complete count, of team members are necessary for 

meetings to begin. 

 In example 6 we also see the first appearance of a device that will be employed in 

subsequent meetings: a so-prefaced turn that attempts to organize the current meeting's 

talk. Here, because this is the team's first meeting, the so-prefaced turn posted by Sidney 

at 10:14:39 contains a general query, whereas in subsequent meeting this turn will be 

used to refer back to prior extra-meeting communication. Bolden (2005, November) 
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argues that so-prefaced turns can be used to launch incipient courses of action, that is, as 

an attempt to call attention to something that has been pending since the conversation's 

start. Sidney's post, "so what shall we talk about" can be seen to do exactly that, to make 

explicit the issue that has been on the table since the beginning of the interaction, that is, 

what topic or topics the team will discuss. However, to be fully effective at launching 

conversational business, a so-prefaced turn must have the sequential ability to move the 

conversation. As was discussed in chapter four, chat conversations are not strictly 

sequentially organized, and a turn posted by one participant does not prevent other 

participants from also posting to the chat. Thus, in chat, so-prefaced turns such as the one 

at 10:14:39 can only serve as transition markers, as signposts that participants should get 

ready to move into the meeting proper. If, as is the case with example 6, other 

participants are already constructing turns when the transition marker posts (Kris's turn at 

10:14:45 and Thadine's at 10:14:52), it will take additional work by the team to complete 

the transition into the meeting. Thus one important difference between face-to-face (and 

probably also telephone mediated) and virtual meetings is that there is a disjunct between 

talk and the action that talk is meant to do. 

 We see the effects of this disjunct at the end of example 6. At 10:14:39 Sidney 

posts a turn that can be understood as a direct attempt to get the meeting discussion 

underway. Six seconds later, Kris's post acknowledges that there is a critical mass of 

team members, but moves the conversation away from the meeting proper (i.e. discussion 

about their project) and instead to a request to schedule a future meeting with their 

professor. This move is further complicated by Thadine's turn at 10:14:52, and the result 
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is that the meeting start is delayed, first by attempts to solve Thadine's technical 

problems, and then by negotiations for a future meeting time. Excerpt 7 picks up 

approximately eight minutes later. 

(7) PRT 61004.p7 

10:22:26 KRIS: Ok, Wed 6/16 at 5 , I'll email Dr. Kimbles and confrim with 
you  

10:22:39 KRIS: Probably same place but I'll confimr via email  
10:22:50 KRIS: confirm (I can't type either)  
10:22:50 REBECA: SOOOOO  
10:23:02 KRIS: I think you giys need to talk about your network trees,  
10:23:05 KRIS: guys  
10:23:10 REBECA: lets talk about whatever it is we are supposed to be 

talking about!  
 

 After arriving at a time agreeable to all of the team members present, Kris sends 

confirmation of the meeting time in her post at 10:22:26, with a follow up at 10:22:39, 

and at this point all extraneous conversational threads have been exhausted. Earlier, we 

saw that Sidney used a so-prefaced turn as an attempt to launch the meeting. With 

Rebeca's turn at 10:22:50 we see an example of how a stand-alone "so" can be used to 

prompt action (Raymond, 2004), action which is given heightened attention by Rebeca's 

dramatic use of all capitals (frequently used in CMC to indicate shouting or strong 

emphasis) and the repeated vowel. In effect, what Rebeca has done is use the resources 

available in chat to mimic a particular way of "speaking" her text as a way of making it as 

noticeable as it would have been had it been spoken in the loud, stretched manner she 

indicates. She follows this up with an explicit attempt to open the meeting at 10:23:10, a 

turn that is similar in structure to Sidney's original post in example 6. At this point all 

other hanging conversational threads have been resolved, and the meeting does, in fact, 
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begin, with the topic introduced by Kris at 10:23:02 being the main subject of the 

conversation. 

 The examination of the opening sequence from the first meeting illustrates the 

basic structure that all subsequent meetings will follow; a two-step process whereby a 

transition turn makes opening the meeting a possible action, and then a second, more 

explicit agenda-setting turn focuses the discussion on a specific track.   

(8) PRT 61604.p8 

 5:11:33 KRIS: you're looking for the few, the exceptions  
 5:11:45 I-FANG: i know...those are very hard to get  
 5:11:56 I-FANG: like the ones who knows the technology well  
 5:12:06 KRIS: evan seems to have left, i think we're waiting for everyone to 

get here  
 5:12:09 [EVAN joined the session]  
 5:12:16 EVAN: I am here...  
((16 turns omitted)) 
 5:21:06 [REBECA joined the session]  
 5:21:15 I-FANG: hi rEBECA  
 5:21:18 [THADINE joined the session]  
 5:21:20 REBECA: hey  
 5:21:20 I-FANG: oops  
 5:21:24 I-FANG: hi thadine  
 5:21:31 EVAN: So, guess you found some neat people according to Dr 

Kimbles's note...  
 

 Example 8 comes from the team's second meeting on June 16. Prior to this 

segment, I-Fang has been asking Kris some questions about one of the team's 

assignments. After Evan re-joined the chat at 5:12:09 the conversation turned to tech talk 

and speculation about the missing team members (turns omitted from transcript). During 

this time, Evan begins constructing what will eventually become his turn at 5:21:31. 

However, only he and I-Fang are in the chat room when he begins, and he leaves his turn 

unfinished in his message entry box for 50 seconds, and does not resume typing until 
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after I-Fang's turn at 5:21:24 posts. By this time, both Thadine and Rebeca have joined 

the chat, and so Evan's decision to "hold" his turn seems again to reflect the need for a 

critical mass of team members to be present. Evan's turn at 5:21:31 marks the transition 

to opening the meeting, and uses a so-prefaced structure similar to the turn used by 

Sidney in the first meeting. This time, the so-prefaced turn is coupled with a reference to 

previous, extra-meeting communication (from their instructor), as opposed to a general 

query. This pattern of referencing prior communication will be repeated in the subsequent 

meetings and shows how the team uses work talk, in this case, talk about work done 

before the meeting, as a way to help organize a transition into a meeting that lacks a 

formal structure or agenda. 

 As was the case with the first meeting, here Evan's so-prefaced turn marks only 

the transition into the meeting, it does not begin the meeting proper. 

 

(9) PRT 61604.p9 

5:21:31 EVAN: So, guess you found some neat people according to Dr 
Kimbles's note...  

5:21:38 KRIS: hi rebeca, did you get the software? i just saw your message  
5:21:42 EVAN: That was for you I-FANG  
5:21:46 KRIS: it will run in demo mode  
5:21:57 THADINE: sorry I'm late guys. loading blackboard took a long long 

time  
((10 turns omitted)) 
5:24:10 THADINE: I'm waiting on getting a contact number for the guy who 

runs [city name] Wireless City, cause I'd like to talk to him  
5:24:21 THADINE: Electrical and Computer Engineering  
5:24:24 EVAN: I did read the article and it was pretty cool  
5:24:27 REBECA: ohhh!  
5:24:33 REBECA: cool!  
5:24:39 THADINE: my co-worker worked closely with him to get wifi at 

Republic Square Park  
5:24:44 I-FANG: wireless actually sound like a good direction to head off  
5:25:02 THADINE: but apparently he is pretty busy obvisouly  
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5:25:08 THADINE: sorry obviously  
5:25:08 REBECA: but what about wireless?  
5:25:15 THADINE: don't know  
5:25:17 REBECA: what should we study?  
5:25:17 EVAN: It's frustrating cause I can think of a hundred ways that I use 

wireless in an innovative way, but not my network.  
 

 Following Evan's turn at 5:21:31 is a mix of tech talk (omitted) by the recently 

arrived participants as well as some work talk relating to the contacts the team members 

have been gathering in the time since their last meeting (referenced by Evan in his turn). 

In order to complete their transition into the meeting, the team must bring the temporal 

frame of their talk into alignment with their current activity. By this I mean that the work 

talk that Evan introduced covers work already done by the team. While it does serve a 

useful orienting purpose, in that it helps keep a second thread of work talk alive alongside 

the tech talk, this talk does not function to organize the meeting conversation because it 

does not reflect what the group should do now. Thus it takes a second turn, in this case 

posted by Rebeca at 5:25:17, to orient the team to their overall topic of discussion for this 

meeting. After this point talk on extraneous matters is generally kept to a minimum. The 

two-step opening transition process is accomplished by using a reference to prior 

communication in order to introduce work talk to the discussion, which is later coupled 

by a general orienting query that focuses on work to be done in the current meeting. 

  

 This pattern of a so-prefaced turn marking the start of a transition into the meeting 

is also visible in the third meeting on June 22.  
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(10) PRT 62204.p10 
 
 5:08:09 KRIS: rebeca  
 5:08:17 KRIS: is on the phone...  
 5:08:19 [I-FANG joined the session]  
 5:08:22 THADINE: rebeca wasn't responding in the other room  
 5:08:33 I-FANG: hi guys  
 5:08:46 THADINE: hi I-fang]  
 5:08:56 THADINE: so did everyone get Rebeca's emails?  
 5:09:05 EVAN: yes  
 5:09:48 I-FANG: yup  

 Following a period of premeeting tech talk, Thadine begins typing the turn that 

appears in example 10 at 5:08:56. At the time she begins, three team members and the 

researcher are in the chat, and a fourth, Rebeca, has had her absence partially accounted 

for by the researcher (she is on the phone). With a potential critical mass of participants, 

Thadine then marks the transition to the meeting with a so-prefaced turn that reflects back 

to previous, extra-meeting communication, this time from one of the team members. In 

more formal meetings, the agenda is often used to orient participants to the task at hand. 

Because this team does not structure their meetings around an agenda, they use their past 

interactions to achieve the same result. By calling attention to communication that has 

occurred in the time between two meetings, team members can effectively transition into 

the current meeting by making members accountable for the work done in the interim.  

(11) PRT 62204.p11 
 5:15:20 THADINE: now it's just a mater of getting finished  
 5:15:25 EVAN: Yes...  
 5:16:54 THADINE: but for this meeting I think we should 

concentrate on tomorrow's meeting and the presentation 
outline like Rebeca said  

 Link to Full Transcript 

 As I have shown in the previous examples, in order for the transition into the 

meeting to be complete additional work is needed to orient the discussion. Prior to 
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example 11, the team members have been discussing information sent before the meeting 

by one of the members who is not currently present, Rebeca. After Evan's turn at 5:15:25 

there is a long pause where none of the participants are engaged in turn construction (see 

full transcript). Just as Evan's turn posts, I-Fang returns to the chat window after looking 

at other areas of the class Blackboard site, including the asynchronous discussion board. 

After a brief pause, I-Fang scrolls up in the chat window and slowly scrolls down, 

presumably reading through the previous talk. She pauses after scrolling, and in a parallel 

move, Thadine also scrolls up and then down in the chat window. The inactivity in the 

meeting seems to have prompted both of these team members to go back and look for 

threads of the conversation to pick up. Thadine then shows that she is oriented to the first 

opening transition as having been unsuccessful, as she begins typing a new turn that 

again starts with "so,". Her turn in-progress projects future interaction, which seems to 

indicate that Thadine is not ready to begin this meeting. However, she then deletes this 

turn and begins typing the turn that will end up being posted at 5:16:54, a turn that is a 

clear attempt to set an agenda for this meeting and thus get the conversation underway.  

(12) PRT 62204.p12 
5:16:54 THADINE: but for this meeting I think we should concentrate 

on tomorrow's meeting and the presentation outline like 
Rebeca said  

5:17:03 I-FANG: can someone post what rebeca sent...coz i cant 
access my email ..  

5:17:13 THADINE: it's kinda long  
5:17:22 I-FANG: on blackboard i mean  
5:17:25 THADINE: maybe I can put it on Blackboard Discussion Board 

for you  
5:17:26 THADINE: ok  
5:17:41 I-FANG: ya that'd be great thx  
5:18:57 I-FANG: also...a friend mentioned a very important point to 

me  
5:19:22 [REBECA joined the session]  
5:19:32 REBECA: hey guys, Finally!  
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(11a) PRT 62204.p11 full 

Chat 
Time Chat Window THADINE Chat Time EVAN I-FANG 

Chat 
Time 

5:15:26 
5:15:27 
5:15:28 
5:15:29 
5:15:30 
5:15:31 
5:15:32 
5:15:33 
5:15:34 
5:15:35 
5:15:36 
5:15:37 
5:15:38 
5:15:39 

 ((pause)) 5:15:26 
5:15:27 
5:15:28 
5:15:29 
5:15:30 
5:15:31 
5:15:32 
5:15:33 
5:15:34 
5:15:35 
5:15:36 
5:15:37 
5:15:38 
5:15:39 

((pause)) ((pause)) 
 
 
 
((mouses to  
scroll  
bar)) 
 
 
((scrolls up  
chat  
window 
several 
turns)) 

5:15:26 
5:15:27 
5:15:28 
5:15:29 
5:15:30 
5:15:31 
5:15:32 
5:15:33 
5:15:34 
5:15:35 
5:15:36 
5:15:37 
5:15:38 
5:15:39 

5:15:40 
5:15:41 
5:15:42 
5:15:43 
5:15:44 
5:15:45 
5:15:46 
5:15:47 
5:15:48 
5:15:49 
5:15:50 
5:15:51 
5:15:52 
5:15:53 
5:15:54 
5:15:55 
5:15:56 
5:15:57 
5:15:58 
5:15:59 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
((turns up volume 
on computer)) 

5:15:40 
5:15:41 
5:15:42 
5:15:43 
5:15:44 
5:15:45 
5:15:46 
5:15:47 
5:15:48 
5:15:49 
5:15:50 
5:15:51 
5:15:52 
5:15:53 
5:15:54 
5:15:55 
5:15:56 
5:15:57 
5:15:58 
5:15:59 

  
 
((scrolls up 
chat window)) 
 
 
 
((scroll up to 
beginning of chat)) 
 
 
((scrolls down)) 
((scrolls down 
to end 
of chat) 
 
 

5:15:40 
5:15:41 
5:15:42 
5:15:43 
5:15:44 
5:15:45 
5:15:46 
5:15:47 
5:15:48 
5:15:49 
5:15:50 
5:15:51 
5:15:52 
5:15:53 
5:15:54 
5:15:55 
5:15:56 
5:15:57 
5:15:58 
5:15:59 

5:16:00   5:16:00   5:16:00 
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Chat 
Time Chat Window THADINE Chat Time EVAN I-FANG 

Chat 
Time 

5:16:01 
5:16:02 
5:16:03 
5:16:04 
5:16:05 
5:16:06 
5:16:07 
5:16:08 
5:16:09 
5:16:10 
5:16:11 
5:16:12 
5:16:13 
5:16:14 
5:16:15 

 
((mouses to chat 
scroll bar)) 
 
 
((scrolls to start 
of chat then 
down to end)) 
 
so 
((pause)) 
os 
ss 
but 
as for 

5:16:01 
5:16:02 
5:16:03 
5:16:04 
5:16:05 
5:16:06 
5:16:07 
5:16:08 
5:16:09 
5:16:10 
5:16:11 
5:16:12 
5:16:13 
5:16:14 
5:16:15 

5:16:01 
5:16:02 
5:16:03 
5:16:04 
5:16:05 
5:16:06 
5:16:07 
5:16:08 
5:16:09 
5:16:10 
5:16:11 
5:16:12 
5:16:13 
5:16:14 
5:16:15 

5:16:16 
5:16:17 
5:16:18 
5:16:19 
5:16:20 
5:16:21 
5:16:22 
5:16:23 
5:16:24 
5:16:25 

 tomorrow 
's mee 
ting 
((pause)) 
, and for 
the prese 
ntation 
due 
Fri 
day 

5:16:16 
5:16:17 
5:16:18 
5:16:19 
5:16:20 
5:16:21 
5:16:22 
5:16:23 
5:16:24 
5:16:25 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ca ((pause)) 

5:16:16 
5:16:17 
5:16:18 
5:16:19 
5:16:20 
5:16:21 
5:16:22 
5:16:23 
5:16:24 
5:16:25 

5:16:26 
5:16:27 
5:16:28 
5:16:29 
5:16:30 
5:16:31 
5:16:32 
5:16:33 
5:16:34 
5:16:35 
5:16:36 

 yadirF 
eud noit 
atneserp eht rof 
 dna ,gniteem s' 
worromot 
 rof sa 
((pause)) 
 
for thee 
is meeting 
I ti 

5:16:26 
5:16:27 
5:16:28 
5:16:29 
5:16:30 
5:16:31 
5:16:32 
5:16:33 
5:16:34 
5:16:35 
5:16:36 

 
 
((mouses to 
menu bar)) 
((selects start menu)) 
((selects IE )) 
((chat win to front)) 
((surf to BBoard)) 
 
 
((clicks BBoard annc)) 

 
 
 
ac 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5:16:26 
5:16:27 
5:16:28 
5:16:29 
5:16:30 
5:16:31 
5:16:32 
5:16:33 
5:16:34 
5:16:35 
5:16:36 
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Chat 
Time Chat Window THADINE Chat Time EVAN I-FANG 

Chat 
Time 

5:16:37 
5:16:38 
5:16:39 

i 
hink 
we should 

5:16:37 
5:16:38 
5:16:39 

((mouses to chat win)) 
 

 
can 
some 

5:16:37 
5:16:38 
5:16:39 

5:16:40 
5:16:41 
5:16:42 
5:16:43 
5:16:44 
5:16:45 
5:16:46 
5:16:47 
5:16:48 
5:16:49 
5:16:50 
5:16:51 
5:16:52 
5:16:53 

 concent 
rate 
on t 
omorrow 
's meeting 
 
and 
 
the pres 
entation 
outline 
like 
Rebeca 
said 

5:16:40 
5:16:41 
5:16:42 
5:16:43 
5:16:44 
5:16:45 
5:16:46 
5:16:47 
5:16:48 
5:16:49 
5:16:50 
5:16:51 
5:16:52 
5:16:53 

 
 
 
((new IE window 
 opens)) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
((new IE 

one pos 
t wha 
t re 
beca 
sen 
t.. 
.coz i 
 can 
t ((pause)) 
 
access 
my 
email 
((pause)) 

5:16:40 
5:16:41 
5:16:42 
5:16:43 
5:16:44 
5:16:45 
5:16:46 
5:16:47 
5:16:48 
5:16:49 
5:16:50 
5:16:51 
5:16:52 
5:16:53 

5:16:54  
 
 
5:16:55 
5:16:56 
5:16:57 
5:16:58 
5:16:59 
5:17:00 
5:17:01 
5:17:02 

THADINE: but for this meeting I think we should 
concentrate on tomorrow's meeting and the 
presentation outline like Rebeca said  

 
 
 
so 
 who 
 is more in 
terested in 
 what 
tah 
w 
ni detseretn 

5:16:54  
 
 
5:16:55 
5:16:56 
5:16:57 
5:16:58 
5:16:59 
5:17:00 
5:17:01 
5:17:02 

page 
 
 
loads)) 
 
((clicks bookmarks)) 
((mouses down in menu)) 
((mouses up in menu)) 
((pause)) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 .. 
 

5:16:54  
 
 
5:16:55 
5:16:56 
5:16:57 
5:16:58 
5:16:59 
5:17:00 
5:17:01 
5:17:02 

5:17:03 
 
5:17:04 
5:17:05 
5:17:06 
5:17:07 
5:17:08 
5:17:09 

I-FANG: can someone post what rebeca sent...coz i 
cant access my email ..  

i erom s 
 
i ohw os 
 
 
it 
's kinda 
long 

5:17:03 
 
5:17:04 
5:17:05 
5:17:06 
5:17:07 
5:17:08 
5:17:09 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
((mouses up)) 

((pause)) 5:17:03 
 
5:17:04 
5:17:05 
5:17:06 
5:17:07 
5:17:08 
5:17:09 
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 Thadine's attempt to restart the meeting will be frustrated, for at approximately the 

same time that she is reformulating her turn, I-Fang is also constructing a turn, but her 

turn will problematize Thadine's attempt to complete the transition into the meeting, as I-

Fang lacks access to information crucial to the discussion. Thadine's turn at 5:16:54 posts 

during a pause in I-Fang's turn construction. I-Fang's request is now even more relevant, 

as the information she is missing has been invoked as part of the meeting discussion. 

Thus, after another pause, she completes and posts her turn at 5:17:03, which although 

not designed that way, functions as a response to Thadine. Ironically, in the time that I-

Fang was paused, Thadine has continued typing a new turn, one that also employs "so" at 

the start (see Figure 6.1). The fragment of her turn also indicates that Thadine was again 

attempting to achieve the second transition into the meeting, this time by offering a 

general topic query for the discussion (the fragment "so who is more interested in what").  

 

 
Figure 6.1. Thadine's chat window 6/22/04 

 
However, Thadine begins to delete her turn just before I-Fang's request posts at 5:17:03, 

after which Thadine pauses briefly and then responds to I-Fang, thus leaving the 
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interaction stuck in premeeting talk. It is not until later, after team member Rebeca has 

logged in, that the discussion can fully move into meeting mode (see example 13).  

 
(13) PRT 62204.p13 
5:20:12 REBECA: did any of you check your emails recently?  
5:20:15 I-FANG: i though it might be interesting to analyse the 

impact of wireless in that point of view  
5:20:22 KRIS: cool, i also got your email & attachment just fine  
5:20:31 REBECA: good!  
5:20:50 I-FANG: hey rebeca...survey's a good idea=)  
5:20:57 REBECA: I sent all of you a rough outline, a survey and a 

letter this afternoon.  
5:21:01 THADINE: yeah, I think we all got your stuff  
5:21:05 REBECA: cool!  
5:21:06 THADINE: looks good  
5:21:17 REBECA: what do you think? is it doable?  
5:21:49 REBECA: what areas are we all interested in reearching?  

 
 Example 13 shows the final segment of the opening to the June 22 meeting. At 

5:20:12, Rebeca repeats the reference to prior communication originally brought up by 

Thadine, although without a so-preface, and then later posts a general topic inquiry 

similar to the one that Thadine had been engaged in typing before Rebeca arrived. At this 

time, all of the conditions for beginning the meeting have been met: a critical mass of 

participants are logged in, everyone has access to the relevant information, and thus the 

move to open the meeting is accomplished. 

 Example 14 shows a slightly modified version of the team's meeting opening 

sequence, taken from their fourth and final meeting on June 29. 

(14) PRT 62904.p14 

5:08:36 EVAN: cool  
5:09:18 THADINE: did everyone get my email about the outline?  
5:09:26 THADINE: I emailed it to Dr. Kimbles last night about 11  
5:09:53 EVAN: I got it, and looked it over. Looks to me that Sid, Ifang 

and Rebeca need to fill in their secitons  
5:10:17 THADINE: yeah, but at least we have some structure  
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5:10:38 THADINE: I-Fang, could you post stuff to be added to your 
section of the outline?  

5:11:14 I-FANG: yeah just read it, i guess with the outline we have 
something more solid to work on  

5:11:47 I-FANG: i'll post my part of summary/outline tonight  
((9 turns omitted)) 
5:13:29 I-FANG: thadine i mean to further detail the parts of 

nanotechnology i'm looking into  
5:13:53 THADINE: oh, sorry I-fang, I was talking to Evan just then  
5:14:08 I-FANG: oh ok, oops  
5:14:25 [KRIS left the session]  
5:14:46 EVAN: I am certainly not one to talk, but it seems we are 

getting down the end and need to focus on getting this 
presentation reasdy.  

5:15:00 EVAN: Is it something we just turn in or something we actuallly 
present  

5:15:16 THADINE: I believe we actually present it  
 
 The first few minutes of the meeting involved tech talk which ended with Evan's 

turn at 5:08:36. After an approximately 30-second pause during which no new turns are 

posted to the chat, Thadine begins constructing a new turn that at this point does begin 

with "so" (see Figure 6.2). However, she deletes this turn in progress at the point shown 

in Figure 6.2, and instead constructs the turn that is posted at 5:09:18. Although this new 

turn is not so-prefaced, it does use a question format to specifically refer to prior 

communication, as seen in the earlier meetings. At this point, Thadine, Evan, and I-Fang, 

along with the researcher, are present in the chat room. 

 
Figure 6.2. Thadine's chat window 6/29/04 
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 Thadine's turn at 5:09:18 is successful at marking a transition into the meeting, and 

with it she launches a thread of work talk. This thread gets replaced by another thread of 

tech talk in the omitted turns, and ends with a misunderstanding by I-Fang, which gets 

repaired by Thadine at 5:13:53. The conversation has petered out by I-Fang's post at 

5:14:08, and after five seconds, Evan begins constructing his turn that will post at 

5:14:46. As we have seen with the other meetings, his post makes an explicit move to 

organize the conversation in the direction of what needs to be done now, and thus it does 

have the effect of starting the meeting discussion. 

 The analysis of this team's meeting openings shows that opening a virtual meeting 

is not as straightforward or as easy as it often is in face-to-face settings. In spoken 

communication, talk, and the actions that are accomplished by talk, happen 

simultaneously, whereas in chat the onset of any action precipitated by talk (such as an 

attempt to open a meeting) is delayed until all participants have focused their attention 

and ceased other activities. For this team, meeting openers were only successful after a 

two-stage process of premeeting talk first focused the team's attention on work talk, and 

then moved this talk to an explicit discussion of what needed to be accomplished at that 

particular meeting. As we will see in the next section, achieving a close to the meeting 

was equally complex. 

 

6.2 Moving Out of Meetings: Opportunity and Luck  

 Formal meetings usually employ an agenda to delineate what topics will be 

discussed, and in what order. Agendas also provide for a slot to close the meeting, 
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because they have a finite number of items, after the last of which it is appropriate to 

attempt to bring the meeting to a close. In meetings without formal agendas, however, the 

participants must use other resources to achieve a close to the meeting. Specifically, they 

must be attentive to slots in the conversation that are 'ripe' for initiating a closing 

(Schegloff & Sacks, 1974). In these data, participants indicate sensitivity to such a slot 

with the use of a so-prefaced turn that serves as a pre-close, followed by a second turn 

that projects future action. In this way, they employ a two-part closing sequence that 

mirrors, to a degree, the two-stage opening sequence. 

 Example, 15, taken from the team's last meeting, illustrates this process. 

(15) PRT 62904.c1 

5:38:34 REBECA: great  
5:38:45 REBECA: ok UGL 2nd floor  
5:38:52 REBECA: Tues. 5  
5:38:52 EVAN: Meet in the lobby?  
5:38:56 EVAN: Of the second floor  
5:38:57 REBECA: sure  
5:38:58 EVAN: ?  
5:39:01 SIDNEY: so were meeting in the UGL 2nd floor Tuesday the 6th 
5:39:07 REBECA: in the lobby  
5:39:07 EVAN: Yes  
5:39:09 EVAN: at 5:00  
5:39:15 EVAN: In the lobby of the second gfloor  
5:39:18 I-FANG: ok, all set  
5:39:22 THADINE: sounds good  
5:39:24 REBECA: yeah!!!!  
5:39:42 SIDNEY: and looks like were probably meeting w/ dr kimbles 

and kris on wednesday?  
5:39:41 EVAN: adiao, and don't forget to get me your stuff by midnight 

Thursday 
5:39:52 EVAN: Friday morning at the latetst  
5:39:57 REBECA: if i have any questions evan, can i contact you by 

phone?  
5:40:03 EVAN: [phone number]  
5:40:06 EVAN: [phone number repair]  
5:40:11 EVAN: any of you can  
5:40:32 I-FANG: ah evan i just might call you to see where we are on 

the wireless part  
5:40:29 EVAN: bye  
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5:40:36 REBECA: all right,  
5:40:46 THADINE: bye guys!  

 

 Prior to example 15, the team has been negotiating a date, time, and place to hold a 

final meeting, which they decide to do face-to-face rather than virtually so that they can 

practice their presentation. Rebeca's "great" at 5:38:44 serves to ratify the final decision 

(location of the meeting), and approximately seven seconds later, Sidney begins 

constructing what will become his post at 5:39:01. He pauses at several points during his 

typing, including after Rebeca's post at 5:38:45 and Evan's post at 5:38:52. Although 

Sidney's post at 5:39:01 reiterates what has just been said by other members, it does so in 

a manner that makes it possible to close down this topic and, by extension, make this a 

possible slot for closing the conversation. Specifically, Sidney produces a so-prefaced 

turn that provides an upshot of prior talk (Raymond, 2004), thereby acting as a summary 

of the preceding discussion. Rebeca's turn at 5:39:07 and Evan's posts at 5:39: 07 and 

5:39:09 confirm and clarify Sidney's post, and these turns are followed by further 

confirmation by I-Fang, Thadine and Rebeca. At this point both Evan and Sidney are 

oriented to the possibility that the rest of this sequence can come to a close, as both start 

typing new turns at the same time Rebeca's turn posts at 5:39:24. Both Sidney's turn at 

5:39:42 and Evan's turn at 5:39:41 project future action, but Evan's use of a more explicit 

closer (here it is likely that "adiao" is a mistyping of "adios") makes his turn successful at 

bringing the meeting to a close, and the rest of the talk consist of post-meeting 

exchanges. 
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 The same pattern of a so-prefaced upshot pre-closing turn followed by a turn or 

turns projecting future action can be seen in the team's first meeting.  

(16) PRT 61004.c2 

10:33:47 REBECA: I am confused too, but i think once we find something 
worthwhile or interesting we can then broaden our perspectives 
or tighten them as we see fit.  

10:37:07 SIDNEY: so Monday we email or digital drop box our network tree 
to Kris?  

10:37:13 REBECA: Are we done for now?  
10:37:19 REBECA: How?  
((16 turns omitted)) 
10:41:02 KRIS: click on tools  
10:41:09 REBECA: I'll email Evan to let him know!  
10:41:13 KRIS: then click on digital drop box  
10:41:23 KRIS: click send file  
10:41:53 [I-FANG left the session]  
10:41:55 KRIS: browse to the file you want to upload, fill in the comments 

box if you need to...  
10:42:15 REBECA: see you all later! if anyone wants to meet on Monday let 

me know.  
10:42:36 KRIS: and then click submit  
10:42:39 REBECA: Sorry, was there any more instruction Kris?  
10:42:52 KRIS: Sending me your movie files...  
10:43:07 KRIS: email me after the meeting and tell me how large your file 

is, and I'll send you eachinstructions  
10:43:16 THADINE: ok, thanks Kris  
10:43:17 SIDNEY: should we digital drop our movies  
10:43:20 REBECA: cool, thanks Kris!  

 

The main topic under discussion in this meeting has been the first part of the 

team's project, the "network trees." At 10:37:07, Sidney offers a so-prefaced upshot, 

which is also phrased as a question. Schegloff and Sacks (1974) note that adjacency pairs 

are often used when the close ordering of utterances is useful or desired, as it is when one 

party desires to bring a conversation to a close. However, the disjointed nature of chat 

conversation does not allow for the same kind of close ordering of turns that is possible 

with speech, because participants do not have exclusive hold of the floor when their turns 
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post. As it happens, the next post, from Rebeca at 10:37:13, also announces a warrant for 

closing the meeting (Schegloff & Sacks), but her subsequent turn at 10:37:19 delays the 

closing by requesting further instructions on how to deliver the assignment. The second 

part of the closing sequence, projecting future action, is accomplished with Rebeca's 

turns at 10:41:09 and 10:42:15, the second of which gives a clear indication that the 

meeting has come to a close (and indeed, one member, I-Fang, has already left the chat 

session). The rest of the conversation turns to post-meeting exchanges and goodbyes. 

The examples discussed thus far have been relatively straightforward illustrations 

of how chat meetings are brought to a close. Even so, they give some indication as to 

how the disjointed temporality of chat can make closings a more complicated affair. The 

final example I will consider shows more clearly how difficult it can be to achieve a 

specific action (i.e. closing a meeting) in a chat-based meeting. 

Examples 17a through 17e are all taken from the team's second meeting. 

(17a) PRT 61604.c3 

5:54:23 I-FANG: so have we decided the topics we are researching on?  
5:54:29 THADINE: I will definitely try and get a meeting/email with R[      ] 

M[        ], the [city name] Wireless City Project guy  
5:54:33 EVAN: It sounds like art is part of it  
5:54:34 I-FANG: wireless and art&tech right?  
5:54:34 REBECA: art and technology  
5:54:45 THADINE: [city name] has a digital art museum i believe  
5:54:54 REBECA: I bet we can get all kinds of info on line about art and 

tech.  
5:55:21 THADINE: [URL]  
5:55:22 REBECA: especially about local places  
5:55:22 EVAN: I agree...but online doesn't help us with the student pulse of 

[city name]  
5:55:28 I-FANG: i'll try to call up more people i know that are working in 

engineering research area see if they got some interesting stuff to 
say  
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After a detailed discussion about the team's research and the direction they will 

take on their project, a first attempt to summarize the meeting, and thereby potentially 

open up a space for a closing, comes from I-Fang at 5:54:23 in extract 17a. Her turn takes 

the same form as Sidney's in example 16, a so-prefaced upshot that is phrased as a 

question. She had previously asked how the team would go about conducting their 

research, and upon receiving an answer from Rebeca at 5:54:04, I-Fang begins 

constructing her pre-closing turn. She follows up immediately with her turn at 5:54:34, 

offering a candidate answer for her question, which is ratified at the same time her post 

appears by Rebeca at 5:54:34. Approximately seven seconds later I-Fang begins the next 

step in the closing, projecting future action, by typing her turn that appears at 5:55:28. 

However, in the interim, Evan has posted a turn at 5:55:22 in response to Rebeca at 

5:54:54 that makes closing the meeting problematic.  

What follows is additional discussion on the general meeting topic (what areas the 

team will focus on), and then talk about scheduling an additional meeting to work on the 

project. Approximately eight minutes later, I-Fang makes another attempt to bring the 

meeting to a close, with a second pre-closing turn, seen below in extract 17b. 

(17b) PRT 61604.c3 

6:03:26 REBECA: but i want to physically look at your research!!!!!  
6:03:37 THADINE: you can print it out  
6:03:42 KRIS: hey guys--f2f meeting??  
6:03:55 I-FANG: so now that we have our topic...we can determine 

research methods  
6:03:58 REBECA: Can we meet in person at all?  
6:04:00 KRIS: Dr. Kimbles can meet Tue or Wed next wek at 4 or 5pm 
6:04:01 THADINE: we'll be sure to email/post on Blackboard  
6:04:02 I-FANG: how when and where..?  
6:04:13 REBECA: Either day is good for me!  
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 I-Fang's post at 6:03:55 also provides an upshot of the previous discussion, but 

while she is in the middle of typing her turn, Kris's turn at 6:03:42 posts to the chat 

window. So, although I-Fang is attempting to close the meeting, she cannot control or 

foresee what other participants are doing while she is typing. After she finishes and sends 

her turn, however, she immediately shifts her orientation to Kris's post, typing her turn at 

6:04:02. As we will see in the next extract, I-Fang has a particular motivation for wanting 

to close the meeting, and thus perhaps she was hoping that the next discussion could wrap 

up quickly.  

(17c) PRT 61604.c3 

6:05:00 I-FANG: i have class 1-2:30 and have to work at 
6-9...anytime in between i'm free...so who wanna 
meet?  

6:05:02 THADINE: but Tues is okay, I just definitely have to 
be done by 6  

6:05:23 SIDNEY: who can't meet Wednesday at 5pm  
6:05:31 REBECA: We only need less than an hour  
6:05:31 I-FANG: ah it's already 6:05!  
6:05:35 I-FANG: i can  
6:05:41 I-FANG: even mondya if u guys want  
6:05:45 KRIS: she won't keep you more than an hour  
6:05:46 SIDNEY: are you late for work ifang  
6:05:50 REBECA: ok so next week at 5 in FAC17?  
6:05:52 I-FANG: kinda...-_-|  
6:06:00 I-FANG: ah wont be first time anyway...  
((20 turns omitted)) 
6:07:12 I-FANG: alrighty guys..i'll see you all then  
6:07:17 KRIS: will you mkeet virtually b4 then?  
6:07:18 I-FANG: gotta RUN now  
6:07:18 REBECA: Bring your materials with you!  
6:07:23 I-FANG: literally -_-  
6:07:23 KRIS: bye ifang  
6:07:26 I-FANG: bye  
6:07:26 EVAN: Yes  
6:07:29 EVAN: We need to  
6:07:29 SIDNEY: later i fang  
6:07:31 [I-FANG left the session]  
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In 17c, in her posts at 6:05:00, 6:05:31 and 6:05:52, I-Fang exposes her 

motivation for closing the meeting; she has to go to work at six o'clock, and it is now five 

minutes past that time and she is late. Her team members orient to her need to finish, and 

one minute later they have agreed on a future meeting time and I-Fang makes an explicit 

closing move by announcing her intention to leave the meeting.  

(17d) PRT 61604.c3 

6:07:53 REBECA: how about on Monday at 5?  
6:07:57 EVAN: And let's not abandon this discussion yet  
6:08:12 THADINE: Monday at 5 virtually is alright for me  
6:08:14 EVAN: I know it is late...but we need to have a 

second or even third direction  
 

Excerpt 17d picks up right after 17c. Here, we see that I-Fang's departure has 

made possible a complete close to the meeting, a move that Evan wants to challenge. He 

makes what appears to be a first attempt at keeping the meeting from closing completely 

in excerpt 17c at 6:07:29 (from the screen recording he most likely hit the 'enter' key 

accidentally), and after I-Fang has left, he successfully posts the turn at 6:07:57 that asks 

to revive the original topic of the meeting. Evan's explicit move to keep the meeting open 

demonstrates his orientation to the possibility that once one member has left, the rest of 

the team may also assume the meeting is over. At 6:08:14 he offers an explanation for the 

move he has made, and in fact he is successful in keeping the discussion going with the 

remaining team members. 

 The final segment from this meeting picks up approximately eleven minutes later. 
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(17e) PRT 61604.c3 

6:19:39 REBECA: should we go now?  
6:19:42 EVAN: People don't want to read a book on a tablet PC...they 

want to hold it  
6:19:42 SIDNEY: i was out of discs  
6:19:55 KRIS: cool, thanx Sid  
6:20:15 KRIS: i will bring you guys a bunch of CDs next week...or I 

can leave them in my mailbox  
((3 turns omitted)) 
6:20:30 THADINE: so is that a good start to topics?  
6:20:35 KRIS: ok...sorry i missed your phone call  
6:20:35 EVAN: Yeah  
6:20:48 REBECA: it's ok  
6:20:55 SIDNEY: so virtual meeting on MOnday  
6:21:01 EVAN: I think that gives us something to focus on with our 

Network Tree...  
6:21:02 THADINE: maybe we should all email each other what we 

imagine the topics to be so we can make sure we're on the 
same page  

6:21:07 SIDNEY: rebeca were you proposing a meeting at Maudies 
((17 turns omitted)) 
6:22:39 SIDNEY: so we have our topics  
6:22:46 SIDNEY: now we can do more in depth research  
6:22:47 REBECA: y  
6:22:49 KRIS: and a WCIT related project  
6:22:50 EVAN: y  
((13 turns omitted)) 
6:24:20 SIDNEY: Tuesday at 5pm Virtual meeting; Wednesday at 

5pm FAC 17  
6:24:27 THADINE: sounds good  
6:24:27 REBECA: this whole Y or N thing works great  
6:24:36 REBECA: hee ha  
6:24:39 KRIS: awesome  
6:24:43 EVAN: Y  
6:24:46 EVAN: it does  
6:24:52 REBECA: see yall then i guess!  
6:24:56 SIDNEY: ok  
6:25:01 SIDNEY: meeting adjourned  
6:25:06 REBECA: bye  

 

 After Evan successfully moves to keep the conversation open, the team goes on to 

further discuss the specifics of their project, and the conversation comes to what Rebeca, 

at 6:19:39, orients to as another possible slot for transitioning into the close. Instead of 

using a so-prefaced upshot turn as had been employed previously, here she uses an 
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explicit closing question, "should we go now?". However, because others were still 

constructing turns that belonged to a different thread, her question remains unanswered. 

The next move to close the meeting is made by Thadine at 6:20:30. She began typing her 

turn just after Kris's post at 6:19:55, which could have been read by her as closing out 

that topic, and thereby providing an opening for a pre-close. Thadine employs the format 

of so-prefaced upshot question turn, but as was the case earlier in the meeting, several 

intervening turns post to the chat before Thadine is finished typing, and her pre-close 

fails to capture the attention of the rest of the team. The next attempt is made by Sidney 

at 6:20:55, and he also starts composing his turn in what appears to be a lull in the 

conversation, just after Rebeca's post at 6:20:48, but again this move is unsuccessful due 

to subsequent turns that were being composed at the same time Sidney was typing his 

turn. Here we see just how crucial the issue of timing is to managing conversational 

closings. Because the team does not have an agenda, with its potential for a more explicit 

end to the meeting, each attempt to close the meeting depends in large part on luck. The 

team members are employing devices that, in a face-to-face or even a telephone 

conversation would be much more likely to succeed in their goal, because of the 

sequential implicativeness of spoken interaction. But in the chat environment, the 

inability to hold the floor with a turn in-progress, and the inability to monitor the ongoing 

talk of others means that there is no guarantee that an opportunity to close the 

conversation will remain open for the time it takes to type and send a pre-close turn. 

 After Sidney's post at 6:20:55 in 17e, discussion on several different threads 

continues for approximately another one and one-half minutes. After a nine-second lull in 
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the conversation, Sidney begins a post that closely mirrors Thadine's earlier attempt to 

close the meeting, a so-prefaced turn that marks the upshot of the earlier discussion, 

albeit not in question form, that gets posted at 6:22:39. He follows this immediately with 

a related post, possibly making this a two-unit turn, that projects what future action the 

team will take as a result of this meeting's discussion. His turns get ratified by Rebeca at 

6:22:47 and Evan at 6:22:50, but then, in the turns omitted from this transcript, a post 

intended to confirm the team's next meeting results in some confusion, during which time 

Sidney makes and aborts several attempts to post a summarizing turn, which is what he 

eventually does at 6:24:20. At last Sidney's turn achieves the desired effect; the team 

members ratify his summary, and they begin to say their goodbyes. Sidney's 

pronouncement at 6:25:01 has almost an air of relief, as the meeting finally comes to a 

close. 

 

6.3 Summary 

 In this chapter, I have examined virtual chat-based meetings with a focus on how 

these meetings are structured. I have identified and described a new type of premeeting 

talk, tech talk, that occurs regularly and frequently in these meetings. Indeed, although 

tech talk is most predominant in the time before meetings, it can occur at other points in 

the meeting if problems arise. However, the positioning of tech talk in premeeting 

sequences is important because it is a resource participants can use to orient themselves 

to the chat environment. 
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This chapter has also shown how chat, as a quasi-synchronous medium, makes 

moving into and out of meetings a problematic exercise. Because talk in chat is not 

tightly coupled with action the way it is with spoken interaction, team members must 

sometimes make several attempts to move into and out of the meetings. They cannot 

depend on the other members being attentive to their actions, because there is no 

opportunity to monitor the ongoing progress of turns. Thus, both opening and closing the 

meetings require a two-step process that has the potential to be easily disrupted at any 

point, forcing participants to do extra, and sometimes repetitive work to bring the 

conversation to a close. 

 Analysis of the meeting opening sequences showed that this team adapted a two-

stage process for opening their meetings consisting first of a so-prefaced turn that usually 

referenced previous communication by the team, and second of an agenda-setting turn 

that offered a specific candidate for the current meeting's discussion. I showed how this 

process could be delayed by the intrusion of other turns that deflected attention away 

from the move to open the meetings. 

 Similarly, the closing sequences of these meetings use a two-stage process that 

also employs so-prefaced turns in the first stage and a second turn that projects future 

action of some sort. As was the case with meeting openings, the closings of meetings 

could also be delayed, or even derailed completely, by competing turns posted in the 

chat. 

 There are several important conclusions we can draw from these findings. First, 

they illustrate the varied uses of the discourse marker "so." In both the meeting openings 
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and closings, the team members showed a marked consistency in how they employed 

"so" as a device to both open and close the conversational business. This confirms 

previous findings that so-prefaced turns can be used to launch incipient conversational 

topics (Bolden, 2005, November), as well as to mark an upshot of prior talk (Raymond, 

2004), which in this case the turn is a pre-close. What is even more interesting, however, 

is how these uses of "so" put into stark relief the differences between conversations in 

chat and spoken interaction. The team's so-prefaced turns were designed to do the same 

work that they would do in face-to-face interactions. However, the chat medium disrupts 

this process, because participants lack immediate, ongoing access to each other's talk. 

Therefore, so-prefaced turns in chat can only accomplish their intended function in 

retrospect, and only if turns by other participants do not intervene and disrupt the process.  

 In addition, I believe these data also help explain why chat is not as widely used 

by organizational teams as a virtual meeting tool. I have had anecdotal conversations with 

many people who have expressed that they don't feel that virtual meetings are as effective 

or productive. I believe that one factor that contributes to this feeling is the time delay in 

chat; not just the delay between turns, but also the general delay in actions such as 

opening and closing the meeting. Because these actions are not tightly coupled with talk 

they can take much longer to accomplish in virtual meetings than they would in face-to-

face meetings or even telephone conferences. If it takes 10, 15, 20 minutes or more, as it 

does in these meetings, to finally transition into the meeting proper, and if the closings 

take an equally long time, that does not leave much time in the middle to do any 

substantive work. And indeed, the team here spends the bulk of each meeting on one 
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discussion topic; they rarely have time to discuss more than their most immediately 

pressing concerns. Thus teams can leave their meetings with a sense of not having 

accomplished much, although they may be unable to point out exactly why this was the 

case. Of course, this is not to say that face-to-face or telephone meetings will always 

necessarily be more productive than chat-based virtual meetings; certainly people are 

capable of wasting plenty of time in these meeting formats. But the point of distinction is 

that they will be wasting time in the meeting, and not usually in the opening or closing of 

the meeting. 

 Finally, this analysis highlights the importance of taking a more formal approach 

to organizing virtual meetings. As a team working without an agenda, each meeting had 

to start over from scratch in terms of organizing the topics to be discussed. While the 

participants did employ an opening strategy designed to help bridge the gap between 

meetings, by making specific reference to prior communication, I believe they would 

have benefited from having even a very brief agenda to work with for each meeting. 

Having an agreed-upon agenda would help the opening transitions by making it easier to 

introduce topics, and by giving those topics heightened relevance, so that they would be 

less easy to overlook by participants interested in pursuing other threads. At the same 

time, an agenda would also provide a clearer slot for closing the conversation, and again 

give that slot a higher level of importance. While the use of agendas would not 

completely reduce the need for a multi-turn transition phase for openings and closings, 

they have the potential to make these transitions move more smoothly and more 

expediently. 
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Chapter 7: Conclusion 

 

In this dissertation I have approached the study of virtual teams by examining the 

structure of communication in one specific medium, computer chat. The research on 

virtual teams is fairly diverse, but can generally be characterized by a focus on 

effectiveness. By this I mean that researchers have sought to identify, explain, and predict 

which elements, and in what combination or configuration, will make the end result of 

virtual teamwork successful. In this quest for effectiveness, researchers have examined a 

whole host of concepts and technologies, and many of these concepts relate, either 

directly or indirectly, to communication. The approach that work takes, by and large, is to 

examine the substance of communication, that is, what people in virtual teams say, and 

how that relates to factors such as trust, interaction style, conflict management, 

leadership, etc. 

By contrast, I have been interested in exposing the specific resources that 

participants use to make sense of interaction in chat, and to show how those resources are 

adapted to the affordances and constraints of the medium. I have looked at 

communication in chat from the inside out, so to speak. I have done so because I believe 

that an understanding of the structure of interaction is fundamental to understanding the 

substance-level concepts of interest to virtual teams researchers. I have also focused on 

one medium, chat, because I believe that the structure of computer-mediated 

communication depends heavily on the specific channel being used. In this dissertation I 

have also undertaken to look at technology from the perspective of affordances and 
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constraints, as opposed to looking at technologies as having fixed characteristics (i.e. 

rich/lean, more cues/fewer cues). This perspective allows me to look at what the medium 

makes possible, and how participants work with and against these affordances as they 

adapt to conversing in this medium. 

 

7.1 Summary of Findings 

 This dissertation has made a number of important contributions to the study of 

computer chat, and to the research on virtual teams. By examining the moment-by-

moment interaction of these team members, I have shown that interaction in chat is 

organized through threading, or ordering turns according to conversational topic. I have 

shown that chat participants design their turns so that they do not have to rely on the 

sequential placement of posts in the chat window in order to understand their order. The 

importance of threading to chat explains why people new to the medium often have 

trouble following conversations, and therefore why this tool may not be as widely used as 

it could be. Threading is not an intuitive process, but must be learned through experience; 

this is complicated by the fact that the chat window preserves a semblance of the more 

familiar turn-taking system for spoken interaction. Threading also explains why, in this 

group, the occasional appearance of false adjacency pairs in the chat was not treated as 

problematic. Although threading is the primary resource for structuring chat 

conversations, I have shown that this varies in importance with group size; studies of 

large chat rooms show that users regularly employ a turn allocation device that explicitly 
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names the addressee. This device, the "name + colon" convention, was absent in these 

data. 

 Finally, with respect to turn organization, I have shown that chat participants 

display an orientation to three speakership roles: any speaker self-selects, current speaker 

continues, and acting as a relevant future speaker. Any speaker self-selects is the default, 

and indeed, preferred role in chat conversation. This ensures that new threads will be 

started and that existing threads will be continued, thereby allowing the conversation to 

progress. I have also shown that speakers can employ devices to extend turns over 

multiple posts, which allows them to "hold the floor" in the sense that it increases the 

likelihood that the thread will be recognized. I have also shown that participants do 

employ devices to make other speakers relevant to respond in the future, and that these 

can be directed at specific individuals or at the group at large. 

 In addition to examining turn organization in chat, this dissertation has also 

contributed to the study of repair in this medium. I have shown that the preference for 

self-correction noted in spoken interaction is also present in chat, which suggests that this 

is a characteristic more fundamental to interaction than to a specific channel of 

communication. In addition, my analysis shows that self-initiated self repair is also the 

most prominent form of repair in chat, as it is with spoken interaction. However, in the 

case of chat, SISR can happen no earlier than the participant's immediately next turn, 

which is analogous to the turn transition place in spoken interaction. I have also 

demonstrated that other-initiated self repair is an important phenomenon in chat, not only 

for allowing participants to clarify and explain prior turns, but also to repair errors caused 
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by poor thread alignment. Based on my findings, I have argued that repair in chat not 

only serves to promote semantic understanding, but SISR of minor mistakes such as 

typos also has an important function for the social organization of the group. Repair can 

be used by participants in chat to gauge how others will react to these phenomena, such 

as whether they will consider typos and the like to be a sign of inconsiderateness or just a 

normal by-product of a textual medium. 

 This dissertation has also shown that repair in chat works in concert with the turn 

organization system. Because conversation in chat is not sequential, some forms of repair 

initiators, such as question words (i.e. "huh?" or "what?") will not be sufficient to initiate 

repair, because they cannot be matched to the turn on which they are initiating repair. 

Thus, for repair initiators, and the repair efforts themselves to be successful in 

establishing understanding, they must be designed with respect to the thread. In these 

data, that generally means using question words in conjunction with partial repeats, and 

or address terms. 

 Although the bulk of repair phenomena in these data were instances self repair, 

there were a very small number of instances of other repair. My analysis of these 

instances raised more questions than it answered, however, and it therefore points to the 

need for further data collection in order to make claims about how other repair works in 

chat interaction. 

 Finally, in this dissertation I have shown that chat can be a useful tool for virtual 

meetings, but that teams using this medium may encounter some organizational problems 

as a result of the structure of chat. Specifically, chat meetings that are informally 
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arranged and do not employ an agenda will experience considerable difficulty in the 

opening and closing phases. I have shown how the team adapted a two-stage process for 

both opening and closing their meetings, but that this process was subject to disruption 

because of the disjointed temporality of chat. In the case of openings and closings, the 

any speaker self-selects preference of chat can actually work against the team, because it 

means that a given team member's move to transition to an opening or closing can be 

derailed by intervening threads. In addition, my analysis of premeeting talk identified a 

new form of premeeting talk for virtual teams: tech talk. Tech talk served as an important 

resource for the team members as they worked out technical issues and oriented 

themselves to the meeting environment. Finally, from a linguistic standpoint, my data 

revealed that the discourse marker "so" was an important and consistent marker of team 

members' attempts to move in or out of meetings. This, in turn, reinforced findings on the 

uses of "so" in spoken interaction.  

 Based on my findings from this study of interaction in virtual team meetings, I 

would next like to offer some practical suggestions for teams undertaking to collaborate 

through chat. 

 

7.2 Practical Implications: Suggestions for Virtual Teams 

 We know from the research that use of technology by virtual teams will vary 

based on the organizational and situational contexts teams find themselves in. We also 

know that one of the key elements to successful technology implementation in teams is 

the ability of teams to adapt the technology to their own needs. Therefore, it is important 
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to keep in mind that this set of recommendations is exactly that, helpful tools and 

suggestions for making chat an effective technology for virtual team meetings. These 

guidelines should not be thought of as fixed in stone, but should give teams a place to 

start when undertaking a project through virtual collaboration.  

 

A. Use of facilitators 

Teams of all types with no prior history may experience difficulty getting started, 

but the remote nature of virtual work can compound this problem. Because of this, 

discussion facilitators can be particularly helpful during virtual team meetings, especially 

during the beginning phases of the project. The facilitator could be someone who is not a 

part of the team, but who is familiar with the virtual team experience, or the facilitator 

might be a member of the team who is experienced with virtual work. In either case, the 

facilitator should have excellent technical skills and be experienced with the specific chat 

interface being used. The facilitator should serve as a resource for technical support and 

training, and should make sure that all team members have received proper training on 

the interface before the project starts. The facilitator should also be sensitive to the 

possibility that not all team participants will be able to make sense of the way threading is 

used in chat conversations, and they may need guidance on how to read each post in its 

proper order. 

 

B. Meeting scheduling and planning 
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 One of the distinct advantages of chat as a tool for virtual meetings is that they 

can be scheduled with greater ease and flexibility. However, the nature of chat 

conversations has the effect of extending the amount of time that it will take to get the 

work of the team accomplished. Teams using chat need to adjust their expectations and 

allow more time for pre-meeting talk, both for general socialization, but also to allow for 

technical issues to be resolved. Because the chat interface allows multiple team members 

to be typing at the same time, there is the potential to generate more ideas and more talk 

than might arise in a face-to-face or telephone meeting. This means, however, that it will 

necessarily take longer for teams to move through each topic. To that end, as with other 

types of meetings, virtual teams will benefit from the use of agendas. However, agendas 

for virtual meetings should be relatively short, and the more complex the topics, the 

fewer items should be included. Virtual teams using chat should find it beneficial to 

schedule more frequent, shorter meetings as opposed to longer, less frequent meetings.  

 

C. Interaction monitoring and norms 

 Team facilitators and leaders should be aware of the structural features of chat 

conversation, and should make an effort to foster participation by monitoring the ongoing 

activity and helping to establish norms for communication. One advantage of the chat 

interface is that it creates a more egalitarian collaborative space, because there are fewer 

ways that individual team members can dominate the conversation. However, the other 

side to this benefit is that it can be easier for individuals to drop out of the conversation, 

because of the lack of visual reminders of their presence (this is true of any medium that 
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lacks a visual component). Leaders and facilitators can help manage this potential 

problem by making an effort to encourage specific individuals to respond if their 

participation has lapsed. It is important to note, however, that conversational gaps that 

appear long by the standards of spoken interaction will be quite common in chat, because 

posts generally take longer to type than to speak, and because typing speeds vary from 

person to person. Thus part of the role of the facilitator will be to develop a sense of each 

team member's chat style, in order to determine when a sufficient amount of response 

time has elapsed. Facilitators should also keep in mind that members can and will 

multitask, and may appear silent because they are engaged in a related activity (such as 

working on a team document) that has removed their attention from the chat 

environment. The ability to multitask during the meeting is an advantage of this type of 

tool, and should be encouraged. However, facilitators may want to request that team 

members note prolonged absences in the chat conversation before leaving. 

Facilitators should also remember that turns will not necessarily be posted 

adjacent to their antecedent posts, and thus messages that require a response from a 

specific individual should be specifically addressed to that individual; otherwise the 

participants may assume that the message is intended for everyone in the team. This is 

especially important for turns that ask for clarification or explanation. Finally, facilitators 

should encourage the use of shorter, more frequent posts, in order to keep team members 

attentive to the ongoing flow of ideas and create a sense of progress in the conversation. 

These practices may emerge spontaneously for some teams; however, facilitators may 

wish to collate these recommendations into a set of explicit conversational norms for the 
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team. Discussing these norms at the start of the team's project can be especially helpful 

when team members have little or no prior experience interacting in a chat environment. 

 

7.3 Virtual Conversation Analysis? Approaches to Studying Online Interaction 

 In addition to being a study of interaction in virtual team meetings, this 

dissertation also represents my attempt to marry two fields of study. Specifically, I have 

undertaken to study computer-mediated communication through the ethnomethodological 

lens provided by Conversation Analysis. CA has traditionally been applied to spoken 

interaction, to data gathered in face-to-face or telephone environments. Although CA 

methods have been applied to the study of interaction with new technologies, there have 

been relatively few attempts to use CA to study interaction through these technologies. 

Most of these studies have applied CA concepts, such as turn-taking or repair, to chat 

logs, the final transcripts of chat sessions. This does not provide an accurate portrait of 

chat interaction, however, and also does not make proper use of CA as an analytical tool. 

Studying only the chat logs does not uncover the moment-by-moment decision making 

process that chat participants engage in, and it is this process that is crucial to truly 

understanding how chat works. Thus I set out in this dissertation to show how CA could 

be made to work in virtual spaces, by using video recordings of the participant's computer 

screens as my primary data source. 

 This turned out to be much easier in theory than in practice. Based on a pilot 

study for this project, it was clear that for this project to work, and to provide relatively 

naturally occurring data, the team members would really need to be virtual, i.e., they 
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could not simply be in one room together interacting through the computer. Therefore I 

had to find a way to remotely record their computer screens, which I did through the use 

of software rather than a video camera. However, this also placed a much greater 

emphasis on the participant's role in the data collection process, because I had to rely on 

them to install and start the recordings, and to give me the final movie files. Needless to 

say, glitches, hard drive crashes, and misunderstandings resulted in incomplete data for 

two of the meetings. However, the data that I did collect provided a very rich and 

complex pool from which to draw. 

 Finally, embarking on this virtual CA adventure also meant devising a way to 

transcribe the data I had collected. Prior to my beginning this project, I found only one set 

of published studies that used video recordings of computer chat interaction as a primary 

data source. Unfortunately, I did not find their transcription method to be suitable to my 

needs, and thus I set about to create my own system for representing the unfolding of 

action on multiple computer screens. While by no means perfect, I do believe my 

transcription system provides a clear representation of the phenomena I studied. Despite 

these challenges, I believe this project has demonstrated that virtual CA is not only 

possible, it is in fact necessary if we are to further our understanding of computer chat 

and other computer-mediated communication channels. Technologies continue to change 

and evolve, and our practices must evolve with them. CA provides the perfect lens 

through which to study this evolution. 
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Appendix: Transcription Conventions 

Convention/symbol Explanation 
Double strikethrough   olleh bob Deleted characters/spaces 

Deleted characters are shown in reverse 

order, unless the entire word and/or phrase 

was selected and deleted in one action, in 

which case the deleted information is 

shown in normal order, i.e. hello bob 

Double parentheses  ((mouses to 

chat window)) 

 Transcriber description/comments 

Bent right arrow  Enter/Send 

 

Left/right arrows  /  Cursor movement, arrow indicates 

direction 

 

Terms used in transcript description: 

Mouses: Movement of mouse pointer on screen, shown with direction and/or target 

BBoard: Blackboard, the propriety course management software being used by this team 

IE: Internet Explorer 

Win: Window 

Min: Minimizes 

Msg Entry: The box where participants type messages to be posted to the chat 

Disc bd/Disc forum: Discussion board/forum, a section of Blackboard where team 

members can post asynchronous messages and attach documents 
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