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Abstract 

 

Why we laugh when nothing's funny: 

The use of laughter to cope with disagreement in conversation 

 

 

 

Shawn Rachel Warner-Garcia, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2010 

 

Supervisor:  Patience Epps 

 

The phenomenon of laughter has intrigued many philosophers, psychologists, 

sociologists, and – most recently – linguists. While laughter is conventionally thought of 

as a component of the phenomenon of humor, this paper seeks to empirically illustrate 

how laughter may be used in unconventional ways, i.e. in response to nonhumorous (and 

in fact discordant) sequences in conversation. The term coping laughter refers to laughter 

that attempts to remedy, correct, reframe, or distract from something that is undesirable in 

a conversation. This paper proposes that there are two types of coping laughter (IN-

laughter and RE-laughter) that accomplish different functions based on who initiates the 

laughter. Eight data samples are analyzed within the analytical frameworks of politeness 

and conversational framing with special treatments of the evolution of laughter and the 

structure of conflict. 
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He is not always at ease who laughs. – Dante Alighieri  
 

The human race has one really effective weapon, and that is laughter. – Mark Twain 

 

1.  Introduction 

 

Why do we laugh? Conventional wisdom would tell us that when something is funny, we 

are inclined to produce this peculiar and punctuated exhalation of air. We laugh when 

things amuse us, make us happy, entertain us. But what about the times when we laugh 

and nothing is apparently or actually funny? 

If we think about it, we can certainly come up with examples where we use 

laughter in response to things that would not normally be thought of as 'funny.' We use 

laughter to express surprise, disgust, grief, disbelief, embarrassment, relief, indignation, 

awkwardness, and many other things (Chafe 2007). Laughter seems to be a veritable 

catch-all for expressing a wide range of human emotions. Despite laughter's versatility, it 

is primarily and fundamentally associated with humor and has received most of its 

scholarly treatment as an aspect of the phenomenon of humor. 

 

1.1 Contributions of this paper 

 

Scholarly treatments of laughter and humor have mostly been relegated to the fields of 

philosophy and psychology. Gail Jefferson (1977) was one of the first to apply linguistic 
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theory to the study of laughter. Using an approach called Conversation Analysis, her aim 

was to illustrate how laughter is used to sequence conversation and display fine-tuned 

coordination among participants. Since Jefferson, relatively few linguists have dealt with 

the phenomenon of laughter in an empirical way (a recent exception being Chafe 2007 

which will be discussed in more detail in Section 2.3 below), and even fewer have looked 

at the nonconventional (i.e. nonhumorous) uses of laughter in conversation. 

This paper is an empirical investigation of the way conversational participants use 

laughter to cope with disagreement in conversation. It is not an experimental or 

psychological study, as it emphasizes naturally occurring conversation and accessible 

conversational phenomena (i.e. discernable to both participants and analysts simply 

through observation). This paper hopes to contribute to the as-yet small number of 

empirical studies that focus on laughter and hopes to provide a unique empirical analysis 

of the unconventional uses of laughter. 

As well, this paper aims to explicate some of the conversational strategies that 

participants may take for granted and that our consciousness often glosses over. One of 

the overarching aims of linguistic analysis is to analyze aspects of language use that seem 

'automatic' or 'natural' and bring to light what processes are actually at work on a deeper 

level. The current research elucidates some of the underlying motivations beyond the 

nonconventional use of laughter. It shows how participants utilize the positive 

implications of laughter for their own interactional gain or to display a positive 

interactional persona. 
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In a broader sense, this paper hopes to contribute to an understanding of conflict 

and further, conflict resolution. By better understanding the different ways that people 

deal with conflict in naturally occurring conversation, better techniques can be developed 

for positive and productive conflict resolution strategies. This has applications to a 

diverse range of situations including schools, workplaces, interpersonal relationships, 

governments, etc. 

In this paper, the term coping laughter is used to describe instances of laughter 

which coincide with instances of disagreement and which serve to cope with the negative, 

serious frame that is introduced by the disagreement. Our working definition of coping 

laughter is as follows: coping laughter is laughter that attempts to remedy, correct, 

reframe, or distract from something that is undesirable in a conversation.1 

 

1.2 Previous work on this topic 

 

The research in this paper builds on similar research conducted in 2007-2008 for an 

undergraduate thesis written by the researcher. That study mainly worked within a 

conversation-analytic framework and only examined three data samples in one kind of 

situation (informal mixed-gender).2 Since then, more data samples have been collected 

and analyzed from a variety of conversational situations (single-gender, institutional 

                                                 
1 Thanks to Clay Butler for helping shape this working definition. 
2 Dialogues 1 and 2 from this paper comprised a portion of the data analyzed in the researcher's 
undergraduate thesis. Portions of this undergraduate research were presented at two separate conferences, 
and the current paper benefitted from the comments and feedback of the audiences there.  
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settings, etc.), and the analytic framework has been expanded to include the wider 

perspectives of discourse analysis, psychology, and conflict theory.3  

 

1.3 Outline of the paper 

 

Section 2 of this paper looks at several theoretical concepts relevant to the research here. 

Among them are the theories of politeness and face, framing and schemas, the evolution 

of humor and laughter, and the structure of conflict. Section 3 discusses the 

methodological framework that this paper works within, including conversation analysis 

and discourse analysis as well as a comparison of the two approaches. Section 4 analyzes 

six data excerpts that illustrate the four different functions of coping laughter. Special 

attention is given to how these four functions are manifested differently in informal vs. 

institutional contexts. Section 5 summarizes the findings of the paper while looking at its 

limitations and directions for further research. 

                                                 
3 The five videos for the current project were gathered over the course of three rotations of a spring 
undergraduate pragmatics class (spring 2005, spring 2006, and spring 2007). Each video was collected as 
part of a required fieldwork/data analysis project for the class. The researcher was involved in the data 
collection of the videos made in the spring 2007 course (from which Dialogues 1 and 2 below are taken). 
The rest of the video data (i.e. collected in spring 2005 and spring 2006) was acquired with permission 
from the pragmatics course professor for use in this research project. All of the data were gathered with 
IRB approval and per the participant consent agreement, pseudonyms were used in place of real names. 
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2.  Review of the literature 

 

There are several theoretical frameworks and concepts that this paper works within, as 

well as others that it hopes to respond to. These include: politeness and face, frames and 

schemas, humor and laughter, theories of conflict, and the preference for agreement. All 

of the concepts discussed here contribute to the analysis of the current data. The concept 

of face and facework is central in determining the presence of disagreement in 

conversation as well as why and how participants manage it. The concept of framing 

gives a context within which to understand the way laughter accomplishes facework. An 

exploration of the different functions of laughter gives insight into how laughter can 

serve as a powerfully positive tool for participants to use. And theories of conflict and the 

notion of the preference for agreement offer an explanation for why additional facework 

is done in the wake of a disagreement and how laughter plays a pivotal role in that 

facework.  

 

2.1  Politeness and face 

 

The concept of face was first discussed by Goffman (1967) and later expanded by Brown 

and Levinson (1987). Face is "the positive social value a person effectively claims for 

himself" (Goffman 1967: 5). In other words, it is how a person wants other people to 

view him or her. According to Goffman, a person's face not only reflects upon himself, 

but it also reveals how he views others and the interaction in relation to himself. Face is 
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an essential component to understanding how and why participants do what they do. 

Participants effectively claim face for themselves when what they do is judged by 

participants to be internally consistent with other things they have done. Thus, face can 

be said to be a component and manifestation of the interaction itself. 

Goffman also coined the term facework, which refers to anything done to 

reconcile what a person does to the face he wishes to claim for himself. Brown and 

Levinson (1987) further developed this notion by dividing face into two different 

categories, positive face and negative face. Positive face is the desire to have other people 

want what you want, and negative face is the desire not to be unduly imposed upon. 

Positive and negative face can either be claimed by oneself or given to others, and it can 

also be threatened. Something that threatens a person's positive or negative face is called 

a face-threatening act (FTA). According to Brown and Levinson, FTAs are "those acts 

that by their nature run contrary to the face wants of the addressee and/or of the speaker" 

(1987: 65). The proper maintenance of positive and negative face can be said to be done 

through politeness. 

Brown and Levinson devised a system whereby participants (and analysts) could 

measure and even predict the absolute face threat of a given action or speech act. They do 

this by calculating the factors of power, social distance, and absolute ranking of 

imposition (weight). However, several scholars (Mills 2003; Spencer-Oatey 2005; Locher 

and Watts 2005; O'Driscoll 2007) suggest that politeness cannot be judged in this 

'absolute' way. They argue that politeness is a contextual phenomenon and that no act is 

inherently polite or impolite. People have different sensitivities to different perceived 
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threats to their face. Indeed, every utterance in every interaction could possibly be 

considered face-threatening because positive and negative face – which represent 

different interactional goals, either for involvement or for independence – must be 

continually kept in balance. When this balance is maintained to the satisfaction of the 

interactants, then it can be said that an FTA is well-managed. If the balance is not 

maintained and a participant feels that his or her face has been violated in some way, then 

the FTA has been poorly managed. For the sake of simplicity, the term FTA will here 

refer to those FTAs that are poorly managed, as these are ones that require additional 

facework in order to restore the balance between positive and negative face. An FTA can 

only be judged insofar as it is oriented to by participants as such.  

Participants in conversation not only have to strike a balance between positive and 

negative face, they also have to negotiate the tension between protecting face and 

conducting maximally efficient conversation (e.g. Grice's (1975) Cooperative Principle 

and the maxims of relation, quantity, quality, and manner). As Holtgraves puts it, 

 

Social interaction thus presents a dilemma for interactants. On the one hand they are 

motivated to maintain each other's positive and negative face. On the other hand, they are 

motivated to perform certain acts that threaten those very desires. This conflict is solved (to 

varying degrees) by engaging in face-work, or more precisely by being polite. (2005: 75) 

 

Grice's Cooperative Principle therefore provides a foil for the interactional goals of 

politeness. While participants are driven to be efficient in what they say (e.g. give an 
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order directly rather than indirectly), they also have a vested social interest in making 

sure that what they say doesn't offend another person's face. 

Another critique of Brown and Levinson's politeness theory is that it is actually a 

description of culture-specific norms and cannot speak to what motivates or constitutes 

politeness in different cultures (Christie 2007). Mills (2003) proposes that instead 

politeness is "a set of practices or strategies which communities of practice develop, 

affirm, and contest, and which individuals within these communities engage with in order 

to come to an assessment of their own and others' behavior and position within the 

group" (p. 9). Therefore, there are no politeness 'universals' (though some may argue that 

simply the notion of politeness, rather than specific 'polite acts,' may be a universal 

cultural phenomenon); politeness is what is viewed as politeness within a certain group or 

culture. What is polite in one culture may be diametrically different from what is polite in 

another culture. For example, Ho (1994) notes that in Chinese culture, face is not 

situation-specific and ever-changing as Goffman proposes, but is pan-situational and has 

to do more with a person's reputation within the community rather than their individual 

identity. In fact, the presence of dichotomous positive and negative politeness are not a 

given in every culture. Chodorowska-Pilch (2008) points out the example of verás, a 

discourse marker in Spanish, which indexes both positive and negative politeness 

concurrently. 

As these scholars argue, politeness is a contextual phenomenon and no speech act 

is inherently more face-threatening (or face-enhancing) than any other. Locher and Watts 

(2005) even substitute the term "facework" with "relational work" (p. 28) in order to 
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emphasize the discursive, situated nature of politeness. In fact, O'Driscoll (2007) points 

out that there is no real way that an FTA can be calculated before it happens because the 

effect of a face threat depends on the reactions and evaluations of the participants. He 

defines an FTA as "any move which predicates a face inconsistent with the one presented 

up to that point in the ongoing situation" (O'Driscoll 2007: 256). Thus, as Mills (2003) 

concludes, researchers should be more concerned with what individuals consider to be 

polite rather than a theory of politeness outside of the realm of context and conversation. 

So how does a participant come to judge an act to be face-threatening? O'Driscoll 

(2007) proposes an amendment to the Brown and Levinson equation of Power + 

Distance + Weight and claims that the severity of a face threat instead can be determined 

by the product of two factors: Change x Salience. The Change factor is a calculation of 

whether and how much the FTA alters the amount and type of face that a person is 

claiming for him- or herself. Salience is the notion that different aspects of face are 

important at different times to participants. These factors are multiplied together (instead 

of added) because if either factor is 0, then there is not an FTA. In other words, if either 

one or both of the factors are not present – if the amount of face is unchanged and/or a 

certain aspect of face is not salient at the time – then an FTA has not occurred. This 

equation reflects the situated, contextual nature of FTAs because ultimately, the judgment 

of each of the factors rests in the hands of the participants. Insofar as these factors are 

manifested in conversation and analysts can observe them, then the presence of an FTA 

can be measured and studied. The concept of face and FTAs will be discussed as it relates 

to conflict in Section 2.4 below. 
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It should be noted that Brown and Levinson's view on politeness is not the only 

theory available to researchers. Fraser (1990) provides an overview of four different 

approaches to the study of politeness: the social-norm view, the conversational-maxim 

view, the face-saving view, and the conversational-contract view. Though he contends 

that none of the theories is completely adequate, the face-saving framework (i.e. the 

framework developed by Brown and Levinson) has been the most clearly articulated and 

worked through. Therefore, he concludes that this is the best framework to work within 

but also to ask critical questions about. The current study works well within the Brown 

and Levinson model but it also seeks to question some of the aspects of the theory, 

including the influence of fixed variables (such as power and imposition) on defining 

facework and FTAs. Thus, the examples below will not be analyzed with reference to the 

three-pronged equation of power, distance, and weight unless these variables are made 

salient and oriented to by the participants (cf. O'Driscoll's 2007 theory in the preceding 

paragraph). In this study, the litmus test for the presence of an FTA comes in analyzing 

what happens after a suspected FTA; for example, FTAs become evident and salient by 

the participants' use of coping mechanisms such as laughter. 

 

2.2  Frames and schemas 

 

Tannen and Wallat define a frame as "what people think they are doing when they talk to 

each other" (1993: 6). Frames are participants' expectations about the kind of activity 

they are involved in and what sorts of behaviors and interactions are appropriate. 
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Schemas are similar to frames but they describe broader pre-existing knowledge 

structures, and frames and schemas together influence the shape of discourse and 

participants' interpretations of the world around them (Blackwell 2003).  

Interactive frames were originally defined by Bateson (1954) and later elaborated 

by Goffman (1974, 1981). As proposed by Ensink (1994), frames can be both stable and 

dynamic. In any given context, a variety of frames may be co-occurring and shifting. For 

example, frames can be made up of many different things, including context (e.g. the way 

people typically behave in a restaurant), relationships (e.g. behavior expected from a 

dating couple), culture (different backgrounds including gender, values, language, etc.), 

and genre (argumentation, storytelling, debate, etc.). These types of frames tend to be 

relatively stable, but they may be shifted or even abandoned based on what transpires in 

the interaction. At any given moment, participants may or may not share the same 

framing of a situation. This is due to the fact that frames are co-constructed by 

participants, and any shift in framing must be ratified by other participants. Framing 

mismatches are potential problem areas for participants, as they reveal differences in 

interactional goals and expectations. 

In the data analyzed in this paper, frames are essential to understanding how 

coping laughter works and why it is effective. When an FTA is introduced and oriented to 

by participants, there is a potential mismatch in frames. Essentially, one or more 

participants perceive a threat to face and therefore interpret the interaction as having a 

serious frame. Assuming that the participants share the same conversational goals of 

being cooperative and minimizing face threats (cf. Grice 1975), then coping laughter 
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serves as a way to orient away from the undesirable serious frame and toward a more 

harmonious nonserious frame. If the rest of the participants orient to this new frame, then 

no mismatch occurs and the new nonserious frame is successfully attained. But if some or 

all of the others don't accept this frame switch, then the conflict has the potential to 

continue and the frame switch has not been completely successful. It is in understanding 

frames that we are able to discuss whether coping laughter is 'successful' or 'unsuccessful' 

in the data segments analyzed in Section 4. 

 

2.3  The phenomenon of laughter 

 

According to conventional wisdom, laughter and humor seem to be inextricably bound to 

each other. They are like smoke and fire: where you find one, you almost always find the 

other. But on a deeper level, we can parse laughter and humor apart and see that they are 

really not the same thing. In his recent book exploring the feeling behind humor and 

laughter, Wallace Chafe explains that "laughter itself is subservient to a feeling, and that 

feeling is what we ought to be treating as underlying laughter and humor both" (2007: 1). 

So what is this feeling that is so basic to the understanding of both laughter and humor? 

Chafe calls it the feeling of nonseriousness. Therefore, humor is a way of intentionally 

eliciting this feeling, and laughter is a cue to the fact that the feeling is present. 

Thus, humor and laughter do not always go together. As Chafe notes, "Laughter is 

quite often a response to some very nonhumorous situations" (ibid: 1). So what is 

laughter doing in these situations? According to Chafe, it is "keeping people from taking 
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seriously things that should not be taken seriously" (ibid: 73). Therefore, we need to first 

ask ourselves what it means to take something seriously, and what it means not to take 

something seriously. The distinction many semanticists make between truth and non-truth 

(i.e. truth conditions) does not apply in this case, nor does the distinction between belief 

and non-belief (i.e. fiction vs. non-fiction). To take something seriously is to incorporate 

it into our knowledge of how the world really is (ibid: 10). Therefore, as its opposite, the 

feeling of nonseriousness is a way to disincorporate or refuse to incorporate some 

knowledge into our view of reality (i.e. our understanding and expectations either of 

relationships and situations specifically or of systems and worldviews generally). As 

Chafe aptly sums it up, "The feeling of nonseriousness can be viewed as a safety valve 

whose purpose, simply stated, is to keep us from taking seriously things it would be 

counterproductive to take seriously" (ibid: 11). Thus, laughter is a way of disarming 

people and situations so that we are (quite physically) unable to take them seriously, as 

well as communicating the feeling of nonseriousness to others (cf. Chafe 1987). 

 

2.3.1  The feeling of nonseriousness 

If the feeling of nonseriousness underlies the presence of laughter, whether in humorous 

or nonhumorous situations, then a closer examination of this feeling will help us better 

understand what the presence of laughter indexes. The feeling of nonseriousness is at a 

basic level an emotion, and emotions tend to entail certain properties, as discussed in 

detail by Chafe (2007): they are "elicited involuntarily by external events, are 

experienced in a range from weak to strong, fade relatively slowly, are contagious, and 
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are not easily described with language" ( p. 68). We as humans have a stake in being able 

to discern emotions in ourselves and detect them in others in order to more fully and 

appropriately participate in the social world. While the emotions we feel may often times 

be triggered involuntarily, the way we respond to and express these emotions is most of 

the time very much up to us. The expression and sharing of emotions is one of the ways 

in which humans connect and build rapport and intimacy (cf. Spencer-Oatey 2005). 

Often, emotions are contagious, and this is certainly seen in the case of the feeling of 

nonseriousness. Laughter is shared with others much more than it is done in isolation, 

which seems to indicate that the purpose of laughter is to strengthen friendship bonds and 

draw people in (Provine 2000). 

So what exactly does this emotion accomplish in interactions with others? As 

Chafe points out, "The feeling of nonseriousness often moderates the effect of something 

that would be difficult or unpleasant to cope with if it were accepted in full seriousness" 

(2007: 12). In other words, laughter is invoked in potentially serious situations to indicate 

that an interpretation of nonseriousness would be more beneficial. In essence, it imports 

the positive associations and feelings of nonseriousness that are often associated with the 

emotion when it occurs in humorous contexts. As well, it communicates to interlocutors 

that a nonserious (vs. a serious) stance is being taken both toward other participants and 

the situation or disagreement. 
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2.3.2  The biology of laughter and nonseriousness 

According to Chafe, the development of the intentional evocation of the feeling of 

nonseriousness would have developed because humans acquired "the cognitive ability to 

recognize that the pleasure already associated with play could also be used to mitigate the 

effects of undesirable situations" (ibid: 69). There must have been a recognition that 

humor and laughter acted as a disabling mechanism, both physically and psychologically 

(Chafe 1987), and a move to use this mechanism in situations in which it was beneficial 

to do so would have been natural. 

In Chafe's ontogeny of laughter, he cites studies that show babies as young as four 

months old displaying the feeling of nonseriousness. One study (Sroufe and Wunsch 

1972) looked at the appearance of laughter in babies up to one year of age who were 

stimulated to laughter by their mothers. As the authors describe, when babies are faced 

with an incongruous event that is "appropriate to the infant's cognitive level and 

important because it does not mesh with developing schemata," tension is produced and 

the baby must decide how to interpret the event (Sroufe and Wunsch 1972: 1340). The 

baby will either respond negatively by crying and displaying avoidance behavior, or 

respond positively by smiling and possibly laughing and displaying approach behavior. 

Thus, Chafe concludes, "babies at an early age learn to mitigate potentially threatening 

situations by interpreting them nonseriously, showing laughter and other signs of 

enjoyment" (2007: 70). The fact that this mitigating effect of laughter is seen at such an 

early age indicates that displaying and invoking this feeling of nonseriousness is quite 

natural and desirable at all stages of life. The display of laughter not only allows others to 



16 
 

know that the person laughing is interpreting the situation in a nonserious way, but it also 

invites other participants to share in this framing. 

 

2.3.3  Laughter in interaction 

Laughter has historically been treated within the disciplines of philosophy and 

psychology. From Plato to Freud to Kant, three main theories of laughter have emerged: 

superiority theories (which claim that those who laugh feel superior to those they laugh 

at), relief theories (which claim that laughter results from the release of suppressed 

emotion), and incongruity theories (which claim that what amuses us is what is 

unexpected). These theories set the groundwork for modern theories of laughter, but have 

tended to focus on the concept of laughter rather than on its actual occurrences. It is often 

difficult to understand what laughter 'does' in conversation because it does not carry 

ascribed semantic content like other conversational material such as lexical items. It may 

carry associations and expectations, but it does not 'point' to anything in the real world as 

is important in traditional semiotic systems. It could therefore be considered 'nonverbal,' 

even though the verbalizing mechanism is active in producing it.  

Gail Jefferson, along with other conversation analysts, first brought laughter into 

the arena of linguistics in the late 1970s. Her pioneering works (1977, 1979, 1984, 1987) 

opened the door for analyzing laughter in a new way: as a sequential and organizational 

component in interactions. Since then, discourse analysts have attempted to determine 

what it is exactly that laughter accomplishes in conversation. Jefferson mainly noted the 

use of laughter in organizing 'trouble talk' and the coordinating features of shared 
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laughter. True to the tenets of Conversation Analysis, however, Jefferson did not move 

beyond a sequential analysis of laughter in order to explore any of the semiotic aspects of 

what laughter actually accomplishes among participants in conversation. More will be 

said on how a conversation analytic approach will and will not be used in this study in 

Section 3. 

 

2.3.4  Humor and health 

It is often said that "laughter is the best medicine." In the data below, we see that laughter 

often acts as 'conversational medicine' to remedy the undesirable effects of serious 

framing. However, numerous studies in the last three decades have studied the remedial 

effects that laughter has on physical, rather than social, processes. Since Norman Cousins' 

(1979) book about laughter's positive role in the healing process, the relation between 

humor, laughter, and health has grown increasingly popular and conventionalized. 

Countless authors since then have conducted scientific studies about how humor and 

laughter can be used therapeutically to help patients suffering from pain or other chronic 

illness (e.g. Smith 1986; Stevenson 1993; Skevington and White 1998; Westburg 2003). 

These studies have shown that laughter can have positive physical side effects, such as 

the ability to better cope with depression and chronic pain, and occasionally the 

improvement of certain types of ailments. However, some recent studies (e.g. Martin 

2001, 2004) have found little evidence to support the hypothesis that laughter has a 

unique health-enhancing effect on patients. Whether or not humor and laughter actually 

cure people of diseases, the fact that laughter is able to help people better cope with 
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ailments cannot be denied. This coping effect can be extended to the data in this paper, as 

we see participants who use laughter to cope not with undesirable physical situations but 

undesirable social situations. 

 

2.4  Conflict and disagreement 

 

In the examples discussed below, we look at several types of situations that illustrate the 

effects of coping laughter. Some examples show how conversational conflict is dealt with 

through the use of laughter. Others show what happens when conflict arises and laughter 

is not used as a coping mechanism. Often it is helpful, in trying to determine why 

laughter is present in certain cases, to imagine what a situation would have been like 

without coping laughter. This study addresses that issue both by looking at an example 

where coping laughter is not present but could have potentially been and also by 

conducting a limited number of follow-up interviews with participants that probe why 

they feel the situation warranted the use of laughter and what it would have been like 

without laughter. Before we examine how laughter can be applied to conflictual 

situations, we must first examine the issue of conflict. 

Several scholars (Kotthoff 1993; Gruber 1996; Muntigl and Turnbull 1998) have 

claimed that conflict episodes in conversation typically consist of a three-turn sequence 

which minimally includes the following: 
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1. A: statement 

2. B: counterstatement (disagreement with A) 

3. C: counterstatement (disagreement with B) 

 

Muntigl and Turnbull (1998) emphasize the importance of the presence of Turn 3 in order 

for conflict to be present. In other words, if speaker A does not counter speaker B's Turn 

2, then a conflict sequence has not occurred. This idea will be revisited in Section 2.4.2 

below.  

 

2.4.1  Preference for agreement 

The above 3-turn model for conflict takes a lot of its cues from the framework of 

Conversation Analysis (CA). CA studies the way conversation is structured through the 

sequencing of turns and utterances. (An in-depth treatment of CA is included in Section 3 

of this paper.) One branch of CA inquiry has looked at the sequential preference for 

agreement, which is closely related to the concept of facework discussed in Section 2.1 

above. This notion proposes that one way of expressing positive politeness is by aligning 

oneself with the views and opinions of other participants through agreement.  

Harvey Sacks, who pioneered the field of CA, gave a lecture (which was 

published posthumously in 1987) on the general preference for agreement and contiguity 

in conversation. He noted that there are certain types of utterances that seem to go 

together in contiguous pairs. For example, if a question occurs at the end of one turn, 

there is a preference – or at least a pervasive pattern – for the answer to come 
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immediately at the beginning of the following turn. Thus, the presence of one type of 

utterance (e.g. a question) projects another type of utterance (e.g. an answer).  

As well, among and within these contiguity patterns, there is a general preference 

for agreement that pervades cooperative conversation (cf. Grice 1975). This is shown by 

several factors, one of which is seen in the structure of preferred and dispreferred 

responses. In general, preferred responses are succinct, contiguous, and more direct; 

dispreferred responses are often longer, delayed, and less direct or weakened through the 

use of markers such as "well" or "I don't know" (Pomerantz 1984; Sacks 1987; 

Holtgraves 2005). Sometimes an initial weak agreement or simply silence can also mark 

a forthcoming disagreement, and the initial speaker will often qualify or revise his or her 

statement or question in order to make agreement more possible. The weakening devices 

of disagreements show that disagreement is dispreferred and also accomplish them as 

such (Pomerantz 1984). Pomerantz summarizes her argument in this way: 

 

Across different situations, conversants orient to agreeing with one another as comfortable, 

supportive, reinforcing, perhaps as being sociable and as showing that they are like-

minded…. Likewise, across a variety of situations conversants orient to their disagreeing with 

one another as uncomfortable, unpleasant, difficult, risking threat, insult, or offense. (1984: 

77) 

 

These strategies used for dispreferred responses show mutual management of 

face, both on the part of the initial speaker and also the responder (Holtgraves 2005: 80). 

The presence or absence of these patterns becomes significant in the management of 
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FTAs as they signal the processes of facework. In the disagreements that arise in the data 

below, the basis of using laughter as a coping device is grounded in the preference for 

agreement: the participants use laughter as a way to signal rapport, good feelings, and 

mutual enjoyment. Even if none of those things are actually happening, by laughing the 

participant is showing a desire to build back the rapport lost or threatened by the FTA. 

Pomerantz (1984) suggests that the lone exception to the preference for agreement 

is self-deprecation. In this case, participants are expected to disagree with negative self-

assessments. Kotthoff (1993) also points to the therapy context, in which the utterance of 

a self-deprecating remark would lead not to disagreement but to a serious consideration 

of the statement. She also points out instances where there is actually a preference for 

disagreement, such as in an ongoing context of dispute where participants are expected to 

defend their positions and where concessions (which would in essence be statements of 

assent) show reluctance markers that mark dispreferred sequences elsewhere. Kotthoff's 

study is indeed insightful in pointing out the ways in which even the conversational 

structures that we take for granted such as the preference for agreement are contextually 

and situationally dependent. However, the data in this study do not reflect the extended 

dispute sequences with which Kotthoff's study is concerned; throughout the examples in 

Section 4, there is a continual orientation toward consensus-building interaction. 

 

2.4.2  The structures of conflict and disagreement 

In its strictest definitional sense, a conflict is described as having a three-turn sequence in 

which there are two separate counterstatements in response to an initial statement. The 
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three-turn structure described above is canonical and observable in many instances of 

conversational conflict. However, this pattern is not readily observable in all instances as 

facework and mitigating strategies sometimes alter this structure or embed it within other 

types of sequences.  

It is useful at this point to make a distinction between conflict and disagreement, 

which vary only in the minimal structure required to constitute each. Conflict, as 

described above, minimally has to have a three-turn sequence, and the original speaker 

must provide a counterstatement to another speaker's counterstatement. This is the nature 

of conflict: a back-and-forth that can progress indefinitely as additional counterstatements 

or emphases of original statements are pursued. Disagreement, on the other hand, can be 

described by a simpler structure requiring only a two-turn sequence. There is necessarily 

a statement and counterstatement (Turn 1 and Turn 2), but a third-turn counterstatement 

is not required. In other words, a disagreement is the more basic of the two types of 

sequences and can evolve into a conflict sequence if additional counterstatements are 

pursued. This distinction is important because if we were to apply the three-turn conflict 

structure test to the data below, not all of the examples would prove to be 'conflictual' 

because mitigating strategies are used to discourage the continuation of the conflict. 

Rees-Miller (2000) hones in on the minimal two-turn structure of disagreement 

with her definition: 
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Speaker S disagrees when s/he considers untrue some Proposition P uttered or presumed to 

be espoused by an Addressee A and reacts with an utterance the propositional content or 

implicature of which is Not P. (p. 1088) 

 

This definition is useful in several ways. First, it reflects the two-turn structure assumed 

of disagreement sequences here. Second, "since it is sufficient that Speaker S believes 

Addressee A has uttered or espouses Proposition P, S can disagree even if A has not 

actually said or even meant P" (Rees-Miller 2000: 1088-9). Third, this definition rules 

out irony and teasing since S believes that A espouses P and that P is untrue. With irony 

and teasing, both A and S believe P to be false (Schwebel 1997). Fourth, "it is sufficient 

for the utterance to mean Not P, even if it is not stated explicitly; in other words, S can 

express disagreement either indirectly or directly" (Rees-Miller 2000: 1089). This is the 

definition that we will use in this paper. 

 

2.4.3  Laughter and disagreement 

The feeling of nonseriousness is a pleasant one, so as Chafe (2007) points out, it may 

have been very natural that people would begin to desire to elicit it purposefully, which is 

how humor would have come about. As Chafe notes, "Logic suggests that this feeling 

could not have evolved in the first place as a response to humor, because humor itself 

would not exist if the feeling were not already in place as a response to other kinds of 

events and situations" (2007: 73). Scholars have noted many ways that disagreement or 

FTAs can be mitigated in conversation. As discussed briefly in Section 2.4.1, some of 
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these include delaying dispreferred responses, using discourse markers and interrogatives 

(cf. Rees-Miller 2000), and reframing original statements. As well, the use of humor to 

mitigate disagreement has been widely recognized and studied (Chafe 1987; Adelsward 

and Oberg 1998; Bonaiuto 2003; Norrick and Spitz 2008). In fact, some scholars have 

noted that humor and disagreement are actually complementary and can be used 

productively in order to scaffold and socialize (e.g. Habib 2005). 

Many other studies have also observed how humor and laughter can be used to 

deal with disagreements in conversation. Osvaldsson (2004) notes that laughter in multi-

party settings is often used to manage sensitive or tense situations. Edelmann (1994) 

claims that "laughter may serve to reduce tension inherent in a difficult situation" (p. 243) 

and that "laughter can be a purposeful strategy used to change the meaning and focus of 

the situation" (p. 245). This shift in the meaning and focus of a situation is a type of 

frame-switching, whereby a situation and its implications are reevaluated. In the case of 

the data here, laughter is reevaluating FTAs as nonserious situations rather than serious 

ones. Graham, Papa, and Brooks (1992) recognize among their 24 functions of humor 

that humor can be used to minimize anxiety and defend the ego against possible damage. 

Coser (1959) says that humor is a way to minimize and "make things smaller" (p. 176). 

And Chapman (1983) notes that "sometimes laughter can constitute part of a stoic effort 

to safeguard against loss of face or to disguise embarrassment" (p. 152). 

There is also much literature proposing that shared laughter is a valuable social 

tool. Shared laughter can "get people on the same page" (O'Donnell-Trujillo and Adams 

1983), create solidarity and intimacy (Hay 2000), and promote shared situational 
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definitions and equality among participants (Coser 1959). It is also a "valued occurrence 

which can be the product of methodic, coordinated activities" (Jefferson 1984: 348). In 

other words, it shows that the conversation is being well-coordinated and well-maintained 

by the participants. As well, there are socio-psychological implications of shared 

laughter. As Coates (2007) points out, "laughter makes us feel good and it also 

demonstrates our togetherness with our fellow speakers" (p. 47). Norrick (1993) shows 

ways in which humor can be used for breaking the ice, filling awkward silences, 

facilitating requests, and building group solidarity. The phenomenon of shared laughter 

reveals some of the motivations for why people laugh together and why this is a valued 

occurrence in conversation. Knowing that laughter can accomplish or indicate all these 

positive things gives insight into why participants might use laughter to cope with 

disagreement. Coping laughter imports the positive associations of shared laughter and 

also evokes the positive implications of it (togetherness, rapport, equality, etc.). 

Many of these studies show what humor and laughter accomplish and why they 

work. However, with the exception of Osvaldsson (2004), they also take for granted the 

assumption that humor and laughter are essentially identical, or at least co-occurring. As 

discussed earlier with Chafe (2007), this is not necessarily the case if we assume that 

humor is a way of evoking the feeling of nonseriousness while laughter is a way of 

indexing the feeling of nonseriousness. If we incorporate Chafe's view, then humor and 

laughter can both be resources by which participants propose that the current situation 

should not be incorporated into the participants' knowledge of how the world really is. 

Humor does this in a very direct way by pointing out humorous aspects of the situation or 
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reinterpreting events to be seen in a humorous light. Often times, humor helps 

participants deal with the issues at hand and directly addresses the content of the 

disagreement.  

Laughter, on the other hand, does something slightly different, as we will see in 

the data analyzed below. Instead of dealing with the content of a disagreement, laughter 

simply deals with the discrepancy in framing. It indicates the presence of the feeling of 

nonseriousness, or a desire to "deflect seriousness from the situation" (Chafe 2007: 69), 

and serves as a response to and orientation away from conversational disagreement. It 

accomplishes a frame switch in the absence of other spoken, prosodic, or contextual 

elements (such as humor or irony) that would indicate a shift to a nonserious frame. As 

mentioned before, a useful way to identity why laughter is present in a certain situation is 

to imagine what the situation would have been like if laughter had not been produced, if 

it had been taken in full seriousness. Examples of this type of situation will also be 

analyzed in Section 4 below. 
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3. Methodology 

 

This paper utilizes much from the methodological approach of Conversation Analysis 

(CA). However, it also pulls analytic elements from the tradition of Discourse Analysis 

(DA) which in some cases necessarily forsakes some of the aims of CA. This section will 

discuss how these two approaches differ, their strengths and weaknesses, and how they 

are each used in this study both methodologically and analytically. 

 

3.1 Conversation Analysis 

 

As mentioned briefly in Section 2.4.1, Harvey Sacks pioneered the field of Conversation 

Analysis (CA) in the 1960s. The groundwork of CA was laid in the research of notable 

ethnographer Harold Garfinkel and social psychologist Erving Goffman. Garfinkel 

(1984) coined the term 'ethnomethodology' and was one of the first to study ordinary, 

everyday conversation as a phenomenon in its own right. Garfinkel was interested in 

what was "observable and reportable" (1984: 1), both to participants and analysts. 

Goffman's (1967) book on the rituals of interaction set the stage for many modern 

theories such as Brown and Levinson's politeness theory (see Section 2.1). Goffman's 

emphasis was on the individual's experience as part of larger social groups that require 

the negotiation of conversational goals and aims. In collaboration with Gail Jefferson and 

Emanuel Schegloff, Sacks created a new way of studying conversation that was radically 
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different from many of the conventions of social science research of his day (Atkinson 

and Heritage 1984). 

 The central goal of CA is the explication of members' methods and the 

organization of talk-in-interaction (Atkinson and Heritage 1984; Heritage 1984; Hutchby 

and Wooffitt 1998; Ten Have 1999). CA proposes that there is orderliness in 

conversation that can be studied and, to a certain extent, codified. "The idea is that 

conversations are orderly, not only for observing analysts, but in the first place for 

participating members" (Ten Have 1986: 25). Thus, conversation analysts study the 

patterns of conversation in order to identify and explicate the conversational 'rules' that 

govern such patterns. The question that CA tries to answer in its analysis is what Ten 

Have calls "why that now" (1999: 21); in other words, how does the placement of 

utterances in certain structured sequences give meaning and relevance to what is said? 

 One of the things that make CA unique is its emphasis on the primacy of the data. 

This is illustrated in the fact that CA's data are "naturally-occurring occasions of 

everyday interaction" (Atkinson and Heritage 1984). This approach contrasts with 

traditional methods of data collection for the social sciences which often rely on 

interviewing, experimental methodologies, field notes, native intuitions, or invented 

examples. In CA, however, "the empirical conduct of speakers is treated as the central 

resource out of which analysis may develop" (Heritage 1984: 243). The emphasis, 

therefore, is on the phenomena occurring within the data rather than the ideas formulated 

about the data. In its ideal sense, CA is a process of induction, going from evidence to 

ideas, rather than deduction, going from pre-established ideas to a treatment of the data. 
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Even when incorporating previously established CA research, the very nature of CA 

warns against the temptation to use concepts pioneered by previous CA analysts as 

'coding instruments' or 'causal rules.' Instead, the researcher keeps these concepts in mind 

as descriptive possibilities but understands that talk-in-interaction is also an evolving and 

"unique achievement here and now" (Ten Have 1999: 41). 

 The way that CA collects its data is through audio- and video-recordings of 

everyday interaction. Participants are given no further instructions or directions than to 

interact as normal. CA uses recordings exclusively as opposed to field notes, reported 

speech, or invented examples because it "serves as a control on the limitations and 

fallibilities of intuition and recollection" (Atkinson and Heritage 1984: 4). Recordings are 

the closest representation the researcher has of the actual interaction, and they allow the 

researcher to focus on key aspects of the data. As well, it is easy to confer with other 

researchers by presenting an audio or video clip to be discussed. 

 The main way that data is presented in research papers is in its transcribed form. It 

is important to note that the transcript is not the data, but rather a representation of it. 

While tapes contain the primary material for analysis, transcripts allow for elaboration, 

clarification, and explication (Ten Have 1999). In a way, the transcription is the 

beginning of the analysis because it is necessarily selective: the researcher cannot 

possibly include every element of the interaction in the transcription, for example 

dictating each inhalation or eye movement. Bucholtz (2000) notes that transcribing is 

inherently a political and nonobjective process.  
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Transcription involves both interpretive decisions (What is transcribed?) and representational 

decisions (How is it transcribed?). These decisions ultimately respond to the contextual 

conditions of the transcription process itself, including the transcriber's own expectations and 

beliefs about the speakers and the interaction being transcribed; the intended audience of the 

transcript; and its purpose. (Bucholtz 2000: 1439) 

 

The transcription of a text always reflects the context under which it was transcribed, not 

just the context under which the interaction was produced. Bucholtz warns against a 

prescriptive or standardized transcription system, as this "at worst can be a way of 

avoiding accountability for our transcription decisions" (ibid: 1463). Variation in 

transcription can be seen as a type of linguistic variation which must be explicated by 

scholars in their writing (Bucholtz 2007). Therefore, just as analysis seeks to be reflexive, 

so should analysts seek to be reflexive in their transcription methods. 

 

3.1.1 The process of CA 

Insofar as CA was used in the development of this paper, a certain procedure of data 

collection was followed. According to Ten Have (1999), conversation analysis happens 

in four phases: getting or making recordings of natural interaction, transcribing tapes, 

analyzing selected episodes, and reporting the research. As mentioned before, the 

approach to gathering data for CA is naturalism (Atkinson and Heritage 1984; Heritage 

1984; Hutchby and Wooffitt 1998; Ten Have 1999). This means that the data is not 

experimental, co-produced, or provoked by the researcher. Typically, the researcher 

'delegates' the task of capturing the data to a recording machine (Ten Have 1986). 
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 After the interaction has taken place and has been recorded, the researcher then 

sits down with the recording and transcribes the entire corpus or a selected portion of it. 

Transcribing tries to capture not only what was said but also how it was said. Most CA 

researchers use the transcription conventions developed by Gail Jefferson (summarized in 

Atkinson and Heritage 1984). In transcribing how things are said, a researcher may 

include vocal inflection, overlap of speech, duration of pauses, and sounds that contribute 

to the rhythm of the talk or that have interactional meaning. Careful transcription is 

important in order to faithfully render the interaction and effectively analyze and share 

the data. 

 In the early stages of conversation analysis, the researcher is still an observer. All 

CA analysis must begin with what Ten Have calls "unmotivated looking" (1999: 102). 

This may seem paradoxical because one is in fact looking with motivation in order to 

begin analysis, but the idea describes a sense of openness to discovering phenomena 

rather than finding instances of something one already has in mind. Once patterns have 

been observed, then the researcher focuses more purposefully on finding other similar 

instances in the data. The analysis is elaborated by looking at utterances or sequences 

surrounding the phenomena and then expanded to compare or contrast other relevant 

episodes in the interaction (Ten Have 1986). This type of analysis is done in order to 

figure out what conversational structures or norms the interactants are orienting to. In 

understanding and explaining the data, Ten Have (1999) claims that "an analyst works on 

a transcript in an 'understanding' fashion" (p. 34) and inevitably applies his or her own 

membership competencies. The trade-off is that analysts are able to understand what is 
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going on by using their own knowledge about society, conversation, and language to 

make sense of the talk. This trade-off will be discussed more in the next section. 

 

3.1.2 Critiques of CA 

One critique of CA is that it refuses to use or construct 'theories' about its data (Ten Have 

1999). This critique stems from the fact that CA does not use interaction-external 

explanations: that is, it views explanations outside of the reality of the interactions it 

studies as irrelevant. As well, CA does not see 'social significance' as its main goal; 

usefulness in solving social problems is not what it is interested in. Rather, it seeks to 

contribute to a basic understanding of social life and to be a tool which can be used by 

other disciplines. And so it has been used by researchers in sociology, psychology, 

language disorder studies, even law, politics, and human-computer interaction (Hutchby 

and Wooffitt 1998). CA is often accused of having little relevance to the real world, but 

its utilization by and contribution to so many other disciplines argues otherwise. CA in 

itself is an empirical and descriptive type of analysis, but the applications of it are often 

theoretical and prescriptive. 

Another critique of CA is that the biographical information that many other 

disciplines take for granted is bracketed or omitted altogether from CA. This omission is 

sometimes referred to as "missing data" that is needed to understand context (Ten Have 

1999). It is criticized as a limitation of CA, but it may be understood when one considers 

the purpose of CA: to observe what is naturally happening, not to uncover hidden 

meanings.  
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To put it bluntly, explanations of what happens in any kind of interaction, institutional or not, 

that make reference to 'fixed' givens such as institutional identities and functions, 

institutionalized resources or relationships, or whatever, are not acceptable to a CA analysis, 

until [their] local procedural relevance is demonstrated. (Ten Have 1986: 36) 

 

Insofar as some contextual information is relevant for analysis, CA researchers will 

include it, but there is always a hesitation to do so.  

Another critique of CA is actually a critique of almost all types of social science 

research. This problem has to do with the 'understanding fashion' or 'members' 

knowledge' that the researcher uses to make sense of the data. "This knowledge is in 

principle procedurally similar to the one used by the interactants themselves in 

recognizing and producing the episode under consideration" (Ten Have 1986: 33). Thus, 

there is a trade-off. The 'overhearer's perspective' that CA adopts is not part of the 

interactional phenomena it studies, but it does "bring us 'news' about the accomplishment 

of conversation that does not seem to be available in other ways" (Ten Have 1986: 41).  

All forms of ethnomethodology – or the ways that social science studies its 

specimens, CA being one of them – must deal with the problem of the 'invisibility' of 

common sense which the researcher uses to understand and analyze the data. Researchers 

necessarily have a practical interest in the data they study because they are a part of the 

species and society that produces it. In addition, researchers bring their own frameworks, 

expectations, and sociocultural experiences to the data, sometimes unconsciously. In 

response to this, CA "has developed some very practical solutions to some rather thorny 
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methodological problems. As such, it is methodologically 'impure,' but it works" (Ten 

Have 1986: 23). As a way to proceed, Ten Have offers a two-step solution: the first is 

recognizing and accepting that membership knowledge contributes to analysis and that no 

explanation or analysis can be consulted outside of the realm of membership knowledge. 

The second step is for the researcher  

 

to explicate the resources he shares with the participants…. I see no alternative to these 

procedures, except to pay no explicit attention to one's socialized knowledge while 

continuing to use it as an indispensable aid. (Turner 1971: 177) 

 

Even in the transcription process, the researcher is using his or her own "members' 

knowledge" to understand and transcribe the data. To offset and check these intuitions, 

the CA researcher will often participate in what are called data sessions where 

researchers come together to present data, collaborate, and corroborate their analyses. By 

gaining insights from others involved in CA, one can weed out or refine faulty first 

impressions and discuss observations (Ten Have 1986, 1999). 

 

3.2 Discourse Analysis 

 

Discourse Analysis (DA) is a broad research methodology used mainly in the social 

sciences of which CA is a part (Potter 1997; Wood and Kroger 2000; Schiffrin, Tannen, 

and Hamilton 2003). DA is often a term used to describe many types of discourse-
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focused methodologies, though these varying methodologies are not necessarily 

contiguous. Fields as diverse as anthropology, rhetoric, psychology, education, 

philosophy, cultural studies, and linguistics use the term 'discourse analysis' to describe 

the way that their fields look at discourse. Schiffrin, Tannen, and Hamilton (2003) note 

that because of the wide range of disciplines that use the term 'discourse analysis,' a 

definitional conundrum has ensued where textbooks on discourse analysis often times 

start with a survey of definitions. For example, Jaworski and Coupland's (1999) 

collection of papers begins with ten definitions from a wide range of sources. However, 

among the many varied definitions out there, Schiffrin, Tannen, and Hamilton (2003:1) 

claim that three main categories of discourse analysis inquiry emerge: (1) anything 

beyond the sentence, (2) language use, and (3) a broader range of social practice that 

includes nonlinguistic and nonspecific instances of language. 

The research methods of DA are as varied as the disciplines that utilize it. 

Generally, discourse analysts draw on some sort of transcript medium, but not always. 

Often, transcripts are supplemented or even replaced by field notes, interviews, 

experiments, historical documents, narratives, and other textual material. But the factor 

that ties it all together and makes it different from traditional, formal linguistic inquiry is 

that it looks at larger stretches of information than lexical items and morphemes; with 

DA, the smallest unit of analysis is the utterance. DA is more interested in the stretches of 

words people construct and how they piece words together to be cohesive, relevant, etc. 

Generally, discourse analysts are interested in social structures and social identities as 

constituted in discourse. Branches of DA include inquiries into language variation and 
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change, language acquisition (as it relates to the acquisition of discourse strategies and 

cultural competence as opposed to grammatical structures), language and cognition, 

ethnography, sociolinguistics, folklore and narratives, speech acts, language and gender, 

language and power (Van Dijk 2001's critical discourse analysis), and many more. 

Van Dijk's (2001) critical discourse analysis (CDA) can be seen as one of the 

extreme forms of DA that focuses explicitly on the political use of discourse. The 

emphasis is on the relationship between discourse, power, dominance, and social 

inequality and how these relationships construct, reinforce, and reproduce systems of 

social control. As Van Dijk puts it, "Typical macro-notions such as group or institutional 

power and dominance, as well as social inequality, do not directly relate to typical micro-

notions such as text, talk or communicative interaction" (2001: 301). CDA is thus 

concerned with much more macro notions of discourse and how they relate to systems, 

institutions, and societies. This will be contrasted with CA in the next section. 

 

3.2.1 CA vs. DA 

Johnstone (2003) says that in its broadest sense, DA is "the study of language and its 

effects" (p. 2). A more restrictive use of the term 'discourse' requires us to view discourse 

as separate from the formal type of 'language' often used by linguistic theorists. That is, 

while language is "an abstract system of rules or structural relationships" (ibid: 3), 

discourse is the way that people draw on these systems to create meaning (cf. Saussure 

1972's distinction between la langue and la parole). This distinction underscores the 

fundamental difference between CA and DA. While CA is concerned with the underlying 
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structures that organize conversation, DA is concerned with the way participants use the 

linguistic resources they have to shape identities, institutions, societies, and cultures. The 

different between CA and DA is acutely seen when one considers the aims of CDA (as 

discussed in the previous section), an extreme version of DA: while CDA is interested in 

the most macro forms of analysis, CA is interested in the most micro forms while still 

being concerned with the unit of the utterance. 

CA analyzes conversation as an organizational structure oriented to by 

interactants, but DA seeks to understand the sociological and psychological implications 

of such organization. While CA is mainly concerned with the 'how' question, DA is 

mainly concerned with the 'why' question. The analysis in this paper uses many CA tools 

but is also interested in the broader DA concerns of the social implications of what is 

happening in the interaction. For example, CA is useful in identifying similar sequences 

of coping laughter in the data, but DA is useful in determining why coping laughter is an 

effective strategy and why participants choose to use it. 

CA is a useful methodological starting point and can be very useful in collecting 

and transcribing data. However, as an analytic tool, it is very limited because it 

(purposefully) neglects a lot of the information that is crucial in understanding the 

semiotic practices at work in discourse. CA objectifies language in assuming that it can 

be abstracted away from identities and context. Because DA includes biographical, 

contextual, relational, political, and cultural information, it is more useful as an 

explanatory and analytic tool. 
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For example, if this paper were strictly committed to using only CA, it would only 

be able to speak to the placement of coping laughter within a conversation. Analysis 

would not extend beyond how participants use laugher as a sequential tool for 

organization. While this may be an interesting avenue, and has been pursued by some 

conversation analysts (e.g. Jefferson 1984), this paper seeks to answer the broader 

question of what laughter does in the midst of serious conversation, both sequentially and 

relationally. In order to understand what coping laughter is doing in the data in this paper, 

we must take into account contextual elements such as topic, participant roles, 

institutional vs. informal, etc. 

 

3.4  Multivocal ethnography 

 

One of the most tangible ways that this study is not a strictly CA study is that it uses an 

approach called multivocal ethnography (Tobin 1989; Tobin, Wu, and Davidson 1991). A 

multivocal ethnography has a reflexive dialogic element that draws on interviews with 

participants reacting to previously recorded interactions (alternately called 'playback 

sessions'). Therefore, the voice of authority is not simply the researcher's but also the 

participants'. This approach gives more legitimacy to data analysis because it brings in 

participant intuitions, which analysts of co-construction in conversation aim to study (cf. 

Section 2.2 above). This study is a miniature version of a multivocal ethnography as it 

includes a limited amount of post-interaction interviews with some of the participants. 

The interviews are used as a way of understanding more about what the participants 
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believe coping laughter is doing in the situated interaction, as well as whether and why 

they believe it 'works.' In order to guard against the influence of the researcher's opinion 

on the participants' post-interaction interviews, the playback sessions were conducted by 

one of the researcher's colleagues who asked a preset list of questions to each of the 

participants in order to elicit their responses to the clips that were shown. Other reflexive 

information about the data-gathering or data-analyzing process will be given as relevant 

throughout Section 4. 
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4. Analysis of the data 

 

4.1 Specifics of the current research 

 

As noted in Section 3 above, CA is useful for data collection, transcription, and initial 

analysis. The data analyzed in this section come from five different video recordings of 

five different groups of college-age students in a variety of situations. The video data was 

first looked at from a CA standpoint in order to find and code instances of laughter as 

well as instances of disagreement. When these two phenomena overlapped, it was further 

investigated whether this overlap indicated the presence of coping laughter. Each 

pertinent data segment was transcribed using the transcription conventions developed by 

Gail Jefferson (reproduced in Appendix A).  

As each of the data samples from the five videos are introduced, more details 

about the participants and the contexts of each video will be elaborated. For each of the 

videos, a camera was set up in an inconspicuous location in order to capture the 

interaction that took place for a span of 45-60 minutes, and a number of lapel 

microphones were affixed to participants in order to capture the audio of the interactions. 

The videos are referred to by the year in which they were recorded and an appropriate 

one-word descriptor (2005Diversity, 2005Sigma, 2006Dinner, 2007Games, 2007Cards).  

 Unlike prototypical CA approaches, this research includes a certain amount of 

biographical and contextual information about the participants as well as a limited 

number of post-interaction interviews with some of the participants, insofar as they are 
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relevant for understanding the analysis of the examples. Giving this information both 

makes the analysis more robust and allows the reader to better evaluate the sense-making 

processes being used. As well, several data sessions were conducted with a colleague in 

order to check the application of members' knowledge and to discuss data analysis. The 

analysis in this paper extends beyond the basic sequential analysis of CA to the content 

analysis of DA. The sequencing devices of CA are used to code the episodes of laughter 

being studied, and then the implications of these sequences are used to try to explain why 

the sequences are coherent and relevant (i.e. why it makes sense and what it is 

accomplishing). 

 The overarching distinction made among the types of data analyzed here is 

between informal vs. institutional contexts. This distinction refers to a bundling of several 

different situational, framing, and identity factors. For instance, Drew and Heritage 

(1992) note that "interaction is institutional insofar as participants' institutional or 

professional identities are somehow made relevant to the work activities in which they 

are engaged" (p. 3-4) and that institutional interaction is "conduct that is in various ways 

shaped or constrained by the participants' orientations to social institutions" (p. 5). 

Therefore, institutional contexts are ones in which some institution or institutional 

identity of the participant(s) is being oriented to. They are not necessarily tied to certain 

physical locations or even certain people; institutional contexts are co-constructed by 

participants. Informal contexts, on the other hand, are less goal-oriented and not as 

constrained by certain expectations, frames, and identities. This is not to say that these 

things don't exist in informal contexts, but they are less rigid than in institutional ones. 
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Informal contexts are what CA researchers refer to as mundane or everyday 

conversations; participants are usually in familiar places and interacting with familiar 

people, and on the surface there does not seem to be anything particularly remarkable. 

But, as CA analysts have shown, even in mundane conversation there is a great amount 

of conversational structure. The current research looks at the use of coping laughter in 

both institutional and informal contexts and the ways that each might constrain the use of 

coping laughter as well as the accomplishments of its various functions.  

 

4.2 The functions of coping laughter 

 

What coping laughter accomplishes depends on who initiates it in the course of a 

disagreement. In this work, a distinction is made between two types of coping laughter 

based on this feature. If it is the initiator of the FTA that produces coping laughter, then it 

is used as an attempt to mitigate a face threat that is in progress and reframe the 

disagreement as nonserious. This will be referred to as IN-laughter for initiator-laughter. 

On the other hand, if it is the responder to the FTA that laughs, then coping laughter 

refers to an attempt to deal with a loss of face that has already happened as a result of the 

disagreement, and it acts as a topic transition. This will be referred to as RE-laughter for 

responder-laughter. In this case, coping laughter works to conceal face loss.  

Each of the two types of coping laughter, IN-laughter and RE-laughter, serves two 

different functions for a total of four different functions. The two functions of IN-laughter 

are:  
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(1) To mitigate the force of an FTA (Edelmann 1994) 

(2) To switch from a serious to a nonserious frame (Coates 2007) 

 

The two functions of RE-laughter are:  

 

(3) To conceal face loss as a result of an FTA (Chapman 1983) 

(4) To serve as a transition away from an FTA to another, safer topic.  

 

These functions are summarized in Table 1 below. 

 
Table 1. Summary of the four functions of coping laughter. 
 

 IN-laughter RE-laughter 

Facework Mitigate face loss (1) Conceal face loss (3) 
Frame/Topic Control Serious → nonserious frame (2) Topic transition (4) 

 
In each of the data samples analyzed here, it will be noted whether participants use IN-

laughter, RE-laughter, or both.  

 The distinction between IN-laughter and RE-laughter stems from a need to tease 

out what exactly coping laughter does and why participants use it. The basis for the 

division can be compared to Brown and Levinson's (1987) distinction between positive 

and negative politeness. However, instead of indexing different social goals as positive 

and negative politeness do, the distinction between IN-laughter and RE-laughter indicates 

how the functions of coping laughter change depending on who uses it. 
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 In the dialogues analyzed below, it is shown that the type of functions that are 

accomplished seems to depend on the context in which it occurs. For example, coping 

laughter used in institutional contexts tends not to accomplish all of the functions of 

either type of coping laughter (IN-laughter or RE-laughter). This can be attributed to the 

fact that there are more salient, overarching interactional goals in institutional situations 

that may constrain the use of face-saving and face-enhancing strategies. These findings 

will be discussed further in Section 4.7. 

 

4.3 Informal context 

 

4.3.1 Dialogue 1 

In Dialogue 1, we see both IN-laughter and RE-laughter at work. In this dialogue, there 

are a total of six participants – three men (Josh, Jack, and Cameron) and three women 

(Melaney, Shelley, and Anne) – and all participate in this excerpt. The three women are 

roommates (the interaction takes place in their apartment) and Josh and Jack are brothers. 

All of the participants know each other and consider each other friends. As well, the 

researcher is also a member of this group of friends but was not present during the 

recording. The following exchange happens early on in the recording, and the participants 

are engaged in a practice round of the card game they play throughout the recording. 

During the practice round, a disagreement among the three roommates arises over the 

rules of the game. Anne realizes that she could have played her cards during her previous 

turn but didn't know she was supposed to. She briefly discusses this with Shelley and 
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attempts to lay down her cards even though her turn has passed. But when she attempts to 

do so, Melaney corrects her, telling her that she has to wait until her next turn. Shelley 

defends Anne by claiming that Anne didn't know and should therefore be allowed to lay 

her cards down.  
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Dialogue 1: "That's okay, but she needs to wait" (2007Cards, 3:49) 
 

1    Shelley ((to Anne)) Did you have it?  
2   (0.5) 
3    Anne  I have –  
4   (0.5) ((lays cards down)) 
5   Shelley ((to Melaney)) She had it she didn't know 
6   Melaney ((to Anne)) Oh no no no [keep it up no keep– keep your hand=  
7    Anne                             [No I do have it 
8   Melaney =keep it up you can't do it till your next round 
9   Anne  [Oh (.) ºokayº 
10  Shelley [((to Melaney)) Well she didn't know she had it last time 
11   Melaney   → I – well that's okay but [she needs to wait ((laughs))  
12  Shelley                            [I'm just saying ((looks away, shakes head)) 
13  Josh  ((looks at Jack and whistles)) 
14  Cameron [Trust me nothing's gonna [happen (between here and there) 
15  Melaney [It's the rules  
16  Jack               [I'm glad this is a practice round 
17  Shelley      → She didn't kno:::w ((laughs slightly, palms uplifted)) 

 
At the beginning of this excerpt, Shelley and Anne discuss whether Anne has the 

correct cards she needs to lay down (lines 1-4). Once they conclude that she does and she 

lays her cards down, Shelley turns to Melaney and explains why Anne is laying her cards 

down (line 5). Melaney addresses Anne in line 6, telling her to keep her cards up. Anne 

tries to explain that she really does have the appropriate cards to lay down (line 7), but 

Melaney is adamant and explains that Anne must wait until her next turn (line 8). Anne 

concedes (line 9), but Shelley steps in and defends Anne again, saying that since she did 

not know when she was supposed to lay her cards down, she should be allowed to do so 

at that point (line 10). Melaney stands her ground, though, and continues to insist that 

Anne wait until her next turn to play her cards (line 11). Melaney laughs at the end of her 

argument, and Shelley tries to assert her opinion one more time (line 12). After Melaney's 

laughter effectively ends the exchange with Shelley, the other participants chime in. Josh 
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looks at his brother Jack and whistles (line 13), Cameron tries to reassure Anne that she 

will be able to play her cards during the next round (line 14), and Jack reminds 

everybody that they are doing a practice round and that it doesn't count (line 16). In the 

middle of the other participants' more playful talk, Melaney makes her point heard one 

more time (line 15) and so does Shelley (line 17), although Shelley laughs slightly at the 

end of her utterance. 

This incident happens near the beginning of the card game, during what the 

participants designate a 'practice round.' The practice round is done in order to acquaint 

Anne, Cameron, Jack, and Josh with the rules of the card game. Melaney and Shelley 

have both played the game before and already know the rules. Near the beginning of the 

interaction, Melaney explained the rules and suggested the practice round. It is clear in 

this dialogue that Melaney and Shelley have different ideas of how the practice round 

should go. Melaney is more concerned that everyone learns the rules of the game by 

enforcing them; she does not want Anne to lay down her cards because it is against the 

rules (lines 6 and 8). In a follow-up interview, Cameron confirmed this, saying that 

Melaney was "more focused on the rules." In her own interview, Melaney said, "Since 

this was the practice round, I was probably thinking that [Anne] needed to learn the rules 

of the game." On the other hand, Shelley seems to be more concerned with making Anne 

feel included and not punished for not knowing the rules; her appeal to Melaney (line 5) 

reveals that she wishes to make an exception in the rules for Anne because it is her first 

time playing. Melaney reflected in her interview that Shelley was "just trying to help 

Anne and give her the benefit of the doubt."  
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This difference of opinions over how or whether to enforce the rules causes a 

disagreement between Melaney and Shelley. Paralinguistic clues reveal the weightiness 

of the disagreement: both raise their voices, become more emphatic, and assume a more 

rigid posture (lines 10-12). Also, Shelley's nonverbal cues in line 12 indicate that she is 

both put off and defeated by the argument (Gumperz 1982; Stadler 2006). Note that this 

excerpt shows a true conflict sequence between Melaney and Shelley (cf. the canonical 

conflict structure in Section 2.4 of this paper), where line 5 = Turn 1, line 6 = Turn 2, and 

line 10 = Turn 3, with additional conflictual turns in lines 11-12. 

 All four interactants that were interviewed (Cameron, Josh, Shelley, and 

Melaney) acknowledged the tension in this situation. Given a scale of one to ten, in 

which one signified complete nonseriousness and ten signified complete seriousness, 

each of the interactants rated this excerpt between a five and a nine. Melaney (who rated 

the excerpt a nine) and Shelley (who rated it a seven) both confirmed the tension of the 

interaction in their interviews. Melaney said that she saw "a lot of tension" and "real 

tension" between Shelley and herself. Shelley said that there was "a disagreement and it 

made me uncomfortable." As well, Josh said, "This conflict or tension [was] pretty 

noticeable by everybody." 

 During the heightened tension created by the disagreement, Melaney laughs at the 

end of her explanation to Shelley (line 11). Even though there is nothing 'funny' about the 

preceding dialogue, laughter is produced. In this excerpt, Melaney uses IN-laughter to 

downplay the disagreement and to accomplish a serious-to-nonserious frame switch. The 

disagreement between Melaney and Shelley creates a serious face threat because there is 
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an overt disparity between each one's priorities in the interaction. As mentioned before, 

Shelley seems to be more focused on Anne's feelings of inclusion and Melaney seems to 

be more focused on upholding the rules of the game. The face threat and the tension 

increase as the disagreement continues for eight consecutive lines of dialogue (lines 5-

12). Melaney seems to recognize the face threat and produces laughter in an attempt to 

lessen the force of it. As discussed in Section 2.3, Melaney uses the safety valve of 

coping laughter, which expresses the feeling of nonseriousness, in order to frame the 

situation in a less-serious light. 

 In their interviews, each of the participants seemed to corroborate that laughter 

served a coping function in this exchange. When asked why he thought Melaney 

produced laughter at the end of line 11, Cameron said that the laughter added "levity to 

the situation." Josh said that Melaney's laughter seemed to be an attempt to "soften up" 

the hard line that she assumed by focusing on the rules. He paraphrased her laughter to 

mean that the disagreement was "serious, but not offensive." Melaney explained her 

laughter this way: "I recognized that what I said had come across really, really poorly…. 

I recognize myself enough to know that what I said [in line 11] had an edge to it." Thus, 

her laughter was "trying to take the edge off a little bit, to let Shelley know that I'm not 

upset, but there are rules…. I laugh[ed] to defuse the situation." Shelley had similar 

observations. "[Melaney] may have recognized that she had created a tense situation, and 

she laughed to lighten that tension." 

 After Melaney laughs, Shelley begins to concede her argument (line 12). Once it 

appears that Shelley has been defeated, the three male participants now add their own 
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input to the discussion. All of the males have been silent so far during the disagreement 

between Melaney and Shelley, but Melaney's laughter seems to give them an opportunity 

to contribute. The responses from the males in the group build on the new, nonserious 

frame introduced by Melaney's laughter in line 11.The first one to contribute is Josh, who 

looks at Jack and whistles (line 13). Then Cameron tries to reassure Anne that she will 

eventually get to lay her cards down on her next turn (line 14). And finally, Jack 

expresses his relief that they are only doing a practice round (line 15). The males' 

responses—which support the nonserious frame—indicate that this new frame is much 

preferred to the more serious frame of the disagreement. 

 The participants interviewed afterwards were asked about their interpretation of 

Josh's whistle in line 11. Cameron explained that the whistle was produced in response to 

the "argumental tone" between Melaney and Shelley. According to Cameron, Josh saw 

"something uncomfortable" and "look[ed] at someone else to confirm his assessment of 

the situation." He also said that the whistle was "[Josh's] way of defusing" the situation. 

In his interview, Josh said that by whistling, "I'm acknowledging this tension that is 

obvious to everyone and trying to add a little bit lighter side to it and drawing my brother 

[Jack] into it." Josh explained that his whistle also meant that everyone understood "that 

this is tense and there's something to joke about here." 

Josh's whistle serves a similar function as Melaney's coping laughter. It lightens 

the tension of the disagreement (Edelmann 1994) and reframes something serious as 

nonserious (Coates 2007). However, it does so in a very different way. Instead of inviting 

others to participate in a more nonserious frame as Melaney's laughter did, Josh's whistle 
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is an attempt to distance himself from the disagreement. Melaney and Shelley both 

echoed this sentiment in their interviews. Melaney said, "I think he's saying that this is a 

tense situation and I don't really want to be in it," and Shelley said that Josh is "kind of 

trying to get away from it [the disagreement] but commenting on it." 

 In the midst of these nonserious responses from the males of the group, however, 

Melaney continues to hold her position as rule-keeper and restates her case (line 15). In 

response, Shelley attempts to state her case in Anne's defense one more time and laughs 

slightly at the end of her utterance (line 17), indicating RE-laughter. Those interviewed 

had different opinions on what Shelley's laughter meant or accomplished. Josh 

interpreted Shelley's utterance in line 17 to have two different functions: first, it was one 

last attempt to "argue her point and her seriousness to Melaney" and second, it was an 

appeal to "let's be nice." He claimed that Shelley produced laughter in order not to offend 

anyone with her persistence: "Without the laughter, she would only be serious and could 

possibly offend somebody." As well, Josh said he believed that Shelley's laughter acted 

as a way to end the discussion, presumably because it appeared that Shelley had joined in 

with the lighter tone introduced by Melaney's laughter. Melaney corroborated this 

assertion and proposed that Shelley was "trying to show it didn't bother her that much. 

[She was] trying to fit in with everyone else's laughter, but I think it [the disagreement] 

might have really bothered her." Shelley said that her laughter was an attempt "to make it 

lighter on my part because after pleading her [Anne's] case, I didn't win. So I was saying 

it's fine… [and] maybe trying to end the conflict."  
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Like Melaney's laughter in line 11, Shelley's laughter in line 17 is a type of coping 

laughter, with an important distinction. While Melaney's laughter attempts to cope with 

the nature of the FTA by reassessing how serious it is, Shelley's laughter attempts to cope 

with the aftermath of the disagreement and the fact that it actually did cause a serious loss 

of face for her. Thus, Shelley's laughter can be interpreted as an attempt to minimize her 

face loss by concealing it and by conforming to the nonserious frame that is introduced 

by Melaney's laughter and maintained by the subsequent responses from the males of the 

group.  

 This excerpt shows how both IN-laughter and RE-laughter are used to deal with 

an FTA (summarized in Table 2 below). It is used by Melaney in order to lessen the force 

of the FTA and to switch from a serious to a nonserious frame, and it is used by Shelley 

in order to cope with the outcome of the disagreement and to reduce her own face loss.  

 

Table 2. Summary of coping laughter functions in Dialogue 1. 
 

 IN-laughter RE-laughter 

 Facework 
(function 1) 

Framing 
(function 2) 

Facework 
(function 3) 

Framing 
(function 4) 

Dialogue 1 Yes Yes Yes Yes 

 

4.3.2 Dialogue 2 

The next informal mixed-gender data sample is taken from a video recording of a 

different gathering of these friends. Anne was not present at the recording of this data; 

another participant, Mallory, replaces her as the third female in the group. The rest of the 

participants remain the same. In Dialogue 2, the participants are playing a board game. 
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The following excerpt comes near the beginning of the interaction when the rules of the 

game are being discussed, similar to Dialogue 1. Josh has just finished explaining the 

rules and he begins to ask the first game question to Mallory. He then realizes that the 

decks of cards need to be turned around so that the answers aren't shown to the opposing 

teams when the cards are drawn. Melaney suggests that to remedy this problem, they can 

pick cards from the middle of the deck instead. When Josh doesn't readily accept 

Melaney's suggestion, she reacts with sarcasm. 
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Dialogue 2: "Well nevermind don't" (2007Games, 2:40) 
 

1  Josh   Actually we should turn that around  
2   ((turns around decks of cards))  
3   (1.0) 
4   so that  [people can't see 
5  Melaney      [Well just pick from the middle (0.5) 
6  Josh   ((casts eyes down)) Well that's (.) ˚okay˚ ((looks at Melaney)) 
7  Melaney ((sarcastic tone)) Well nevermind don't  
8   ((casts eyes down and raises eyebrows)) 
9  Josh           → ((Laughs and all but Melaney join in)) 
10   ((to Mallory)) Uh (.) this is a Cameo so basically  
11   what you're gonna do uh well I'll read it to you 

 
In lines 1-4, Josh explains his reasoning for turning the decks of cards around and 

turns them around as he does so (line 2). As he finishes his explanation, Melaney offers 

an alternative suggestion (line 5). Josh starts to protest ("Well that's…"), then pauses and 

quietly assents (line 6). Melaney sarcastically responds that, on the contrary, Josh should 

not take up her suggestion (line 7-8). In response to this, Josh laughs and all the other 

participants join in except for Melaney (line 9). Josh then proceeds to ask Mallory the 

game question (lines 10-11). 

Since Josh introduced the game to everybody at the beginning of the interaction, 

he has established himself as the rule-keeper for the game. In his interview, Cameron 

noted that "Josh seemed to be in charge." He continues to assert himself in this role as he 

introduces and then solves the problem of turning the decks around (lines 1-4). Thus 

when Melaney, who has not played the game before, offers an alternate solution, he 

begins to protest. Josh explained in his interview, "'Well' was me starting to defend 

myself, but 'Okay' was to end the conflict. [I was] agreeing to do what she says, though 

we didn't actually end up drawing from the middle…. [I thought,] I've already fixed it so 
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let's just leave it." As noted by Holtgraves (2005), "well" is often used to signal that 

disagreement is forthcoming. Josh is marking his preference for agreement by pausing for 

half a second before responding (line 5) and then by prefacing his disagreement with 

"well." Josh even changes gears in the middle of his protest and appears to assent. 

Despite his apparent acceptance of Melaney's suggestion (line 6), his hesitation and tone 

indicate that he does not actually intend to take up Melaney's suggestion. Melaney's 

sarcastic response (line 7) also confirms this analysis. If she had taken his assent 

sincerely, there would have been no reason to produce sarcasm because her suggestion 

would have won. Shelley also noted Josh's half-hearted acceptance in her interview: 

"Josh did not agree to do what Melaney suggested. He didn't flat-out reject it, but he 

didn't accept it either."  

Both Josh and Melaney are trying to assert their opinions about how the problem 

should be solved, which creates a disagreement. Melaney noted in her interview that "we 

[Josh and Melaney] both have strong personalities and we compete with each other," and 

the clash of personalities is apparent here. Because Josh had already come up with a 

solution, he was reluctant to entertain another idea. Melaney explained that Josh's 

response in line 6 showed that he "thought he had a solution and didn't know what to do 

with another suggestion." This excerpt would not be counted as a true conflict sequence 

as Josh does not finish his Turn-3 counterstatement in line 6. His use of mitigation 

techniques and apparent concession mask any apparent attempt to produce a true 

counterstatement. However, Melaney clearly orients to Josh's response in line 6 as a 
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rejection of her suggestion and produces an apparent (though sarcastic) concession of her 

own. 

In order to display her disappointment at Josh's reluctance, Melaney responds 

with sarcasm (line 7). Her sarcasm indicates that Josh's response has created a threat to 

her face and she wishes to shield herself from the threat. In his interview, Josh said that 

Melaney's sarcasm was "showing that she was slighted, showing her defiance. She 

interpreted [my response] as ignoring her suggestion. [There was] definitely some 

seriousness." Melaney explained, "I heard [Josh saying] in that 'okay,' 'Well I'm not 

gonna do it anyway.' [Saying what I did] kinda gave me the last word on it because I'm 

giving him permission to do it."  

Her statement is sarcastic because her words and her tone are at odds with each 

other. What she actually says, "Well nevermind don't," indicates that Josh should 

disregard her suggestion and do as he originally intended to do. But her tone and the 

context indicates that she was expressing being hurt by the rejection. As Melaney said in 

her interview, her comment gives Josh "permission" to go ahead and take care of the 

problem his way, even though it is clear that this is what he intends to do anyway. 

Melaney realizes that her suggestion is being rejected, and so by telling Josh not to do 

what she just suggested, she retains some amount of power over the proceedings of the 

game.  

Melaney's sarcasm acts as her defense against Josh's rejection of her suggestion, 

but it also makes the disagreement between them explicit. Josh attempts to delay it with 

"well" and even avoid it with "ok" (line 6), but Melaney's comment forces Josh to 
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confront and deal with the face threat of the disagreement. He does so by producing 

laughter, and most of the other participants follow suit (line 9). Notably, Melaney does 

not join in with the laughter, an indication that she is still put-off by the disagreement. 

When asked what the purpose of his laughter was, Josh said it was "to show that it's not 

so serious. The disagreement could be uncomfortable [because] Melaney shows obvious 

and serious disagreement with her sarcasm. [The laughter] brings it under control." 

Melaney responded to the same question saying that laughter "makes tough situations 

easier to deal with. It's either laughter or tears and I think a lot of people pick laughter. It 

defuses things [and] makes them easier." In response to a question posed during his 

interview about whether the laughter made the situation less uncomfortable, Josh said, 

"That was the purpose of it. Everyone recognized we were doing that to control the 

discomfort." Each of the participants interviewed were asked what the situation would 

have been like if Josh had not laughed, and all agreed that it would have been more tense. 

Josh said that it "would have been a lot more awkward," and Shelley said that it would 

have been "very uncomfortable [and] more tense." These observations indicate both that 

there was something tense that needed to be smoothed over and that the laughter 

succeeded in accomplishing it. 

After laughing, Josh immediately begins to ask Mallory the game question with 

no further comment on or action toward the disagreement over the decks of cards (lines 

10-11). The fact that no more is said on the topic of the card decks shows that Josh's RE-

laughter acts as a sufficient response to the FTA and that the participants are able to move 

on from the disagreement. Laughing allows him to avoid having to answer the sarcasm 
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with an argument, an account, or perhaps more sarcasm. It also allows him to conceal his 

loss of face, similar to Shelley's RE-laughter in Dialogue 1. In her interview, Melaney 

corroborated these notions, saying that "the role of [Josh's] laughter was to move on to 

something else [and to] lighten it up." His laughter shows that, at least on the surface, he 

is not offended by Melaney's sarcasm and this mitigates the disagreement between them. 

A summary of the coping laughter functions accomplished in Dialogue 2 are presented in 

Table 3. 

 

Table 3. Summary of coping laughter functions in Dialogue 2. 
 
 IN-laughter RE-laughter 

 Facework 
(function 1) 

Framing 
(function 2) 

Facework 
(function 3) 

Framing 
(function 4) 

Dialogue 2   Yes Yes 

 
Dialogues 1 and 2 were complemented by participant interviews that were 

conducted after the recorded interaction in which participants expressed their opinions 

about what was happening at certain points in the video. Unfortunately, these are the only 

interactions studied here where the participants were accessible for interviews. The rest 

of the data excerpts do not incorporate interviews for in their analysis.  

 

4.3.3 Dialogue 3 

The next dialogue is taken from a recording of a group of four female friends who are 

sharing a meal together at one of the participants' house. The four women are Ella, Lisa, 

Kay, and Kim. Throughout the hour-long recorded interaction, there is a copious amount 
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of genuine – almost opportunistic – laughter (cf. Chafe 2007: 96), but the following 

excerpt shows the only incident of coping laughter noted in the entire interaction.  

 In Dialogue 3, Lisa is explaining a situation she heard about riverboats in 

Louisiana that don't go anywhere because they are too big to turn around in the river. 

Once she finishes her explanation of how the boats operate, she asks the group an 

evaluative question about the situation in her story, to which the group responds less than 

enthusiastically. 
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Dialogue 3: "That'd be boring" (2006Dinner, 19:30) 
 

1 Lisa  Do you know those boats (.) in Louisiana 'cause you can't  
2   gamble on land the [(0.5) riverboats= 
3 Kim            [((nods)) 
4 Kay  =Tugboats? 
5 Lisa  They have a full crew but they can't sail them 'cause they're  
6   too big to turn around (.) so they just like float on land but  
7   they have to have a full crew in order to be like (0.5) legal by law  
8   or whatever. (0.5) Wouldn't that be the most amazing job to be the  
9   captain of a boat that goes nowhere? 
10 Kim  ((laughs)) 
11 Kay  Wait it just sits there on land?= 
12 Ella  =I think I'd feel kind of [pathetic 
13 Lisa       [No it just floats in like water it just can't  
14   [actually can't go anywhere 'cause it can't turn around it's too big 
15 Kim  [In the (1.0) dock 
16 Kay  That'd be bo:ring 
17   (2.0) 
18 Lisa  ((shrugs)) °Do:: I don't know° 
19 Kay     →    ((laughs)) 
20 Ella  ((emphatically)) I think that'd be very exciting Lisa yes= 
21 Lisa  =↑Thank you↓ (unintelligible) 
22 Kim  No liability on a boat that doesn't go anywhere 

 
In lines 1-8, Lisa explains the riverboat situation she heard about in Louisiana, 

with short interjections from Kim who nods (line 3) and Kay who inquires whether Lisa 

means tugboats (line 4). Lisa continues her story (lines 5-9) without acknowledging Kay's 

inquiry. She ends her story with a question to the group which invites the group to agree 

with her evaluation that the crew of these riverboats have great jobs. Kim laughs slightly 

(line 10) in response to this question, while Kay asks a clarifying question in line 11. Ella 

provides an answer to Lisa's question by expressing that if she were on the crew of a 

riverboat that went nowhere, she would feel pathetic (line 12). Lisa interrupts Ella to 

respond to Kay's question (lines 13-14) and Kim chimes in on the explanation as well 

(line 15). Kay finally responds to Lisa's initial question with the assessment "That'd be 
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boring" in line 16. There is a significant two-second pause (line 17) during which Lisa 

takes a bite of her food, shrugs, and begins to formulate a response to Kay's assessment, 

but eventually quietly says "I don't know" (line 18). In response to this, Kay produces 

laughter (line 19) and Ella says emphatically "I think that'd be very exciting Lisa yes" 

(line 20). Lisa responds to Ella with an equally emphatic as well as high-pitched "Thank 

you" (line 21) and then continues to mumble something unintelligible. Kim then picks up 

the conversation about the benefits of being the crew of a boat that goes nowhere. 

 In this extended example, we see multi-party alignment happening as the 

participants figure out how to respond to Lisa's story about the riverboats that go 

nowhere. Throughout the narrative and afterwards, Kim aligns with Lisa's evaluation of 

her story, first by nodding in understanding during the story (line 3), laughing in response 

to something which had a preferred response of agreement (line 10), helping Lisa craft an 

answer to Kay's clarifying question (line 15), and continuing the discussion about the 

benefits of being the crew of a boat that goes nowhere (line 22). In contrast, Kay and Ella 

initially align themselves against Lisa's interpretation of her story, but then later assent in 

various ways. Kay questions Lisa's use of certain lexical items (line 4), asks clarifying 

questions before responding to Lisa's initial question (line 11), and gives a negative and 

dissenting opinion of the story (line 16). However, Kay eventually produces laughter 

(line 19) in response to Lisa's timid remark "I don't know," which realigns herself with 

Lisa's evaluation of the story. As well, Ella initially gives a negative and dissenting 

opinion of Lisa's story (line 12), but then turns 180° and emphatically agrees with Lisa 

that in fact being the crew of a boat that goes nowhere would be very exciting (line 20).  
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The alignment shift noticeably happens beginning in line 19 with Kay's laughter. 

Prior to this, Kay had produced a bald, unmitigated evaluation in line 16, after which was 

a long, unfilled pause of two seconds. After this pause, Lisa attempts to respond to Kay's 

evaluation but ultimately ends up deferring judgment with the weakening statement "I 

don't know." This concession shows that Lisa is unwilling to pursue her line in light of 

the fact that Kay obviously disagrees with it. It is also a way to guard against her face 

loss, as her opinion cannot be further attacked if she refuses to defend it any longer. Thus, 

it guards against face loss but also indicates to the other participants that the face loss has 

indeed occurred. Kay's laughter in line 19, then, is an attempt to soften her face-

threatening remark from line 16 and invite the group to orient toward a less serious 

interpretation of the situation. It also shows that Kay is willing to align with Lisa's initial, 

positive evaluation of her story. This shift in alignment is quickly picked up by Ella, who 

also shifts her evaluation of Lisa's story to a positive one. Lisa continues in this new 

nonserious frame by emphatically thanking Ella for her remark. This allows Kim to pick 

up Lisa's line and continue to muse about the benefits of being the crew of a boat that 

goes nowhere. 

This excerpt shows an amazing amount of coordination and co-construction on 

the part of the participants. As well, the use of IN-laughter by Kay shows how finely 

tuned the interaction is and how much simply laughing can accomplish. Since Kay 

introduces the initial FTA in line 16, her laughter in line 19 indicates her desire to 

mitigate the face threat to Lisa as well as enact a frame switch from serious to nonserious. 

She accomplishes both as Lisa responds favorably to the new frame and the mitigated (or 
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in Ella's case, completely transformed) responses in line 21. This less serious frame is 

obviously preferable to all of the participants as they continue their discussion of the 

Louisiana riverboat crews. A summary of the coping laughter functions accomplished in 

Dialogue 3 are presented in Table 4. 

 

Table 4. Summary of coping laughter functions in Dialogue 3. 
 
 IN-laughter RE-laughter 

 Facework 
(function 1) 

Framing 
(function 2) 

Facework 
(function 3) 

Framing 
(function 4) 

Dialogue 3 Yes Yes   

 

4.4 Institutional context 

 

The following examples are from two recordings that capture naturally occurring data in 

institutional contexts. Each recording focuses on separate meetings held among different 

groups of college-age students. While these meetings are not as structured as some 

institutional contexts studied like courtrooms (e.g. Drew and Heritage 1992), inherent in 

these (and all) institutional contexts is an understanding of group identity and goals as 

well as individual identities, roles, and expectations. For example, each of the meetings 

has a defined leader(s) as well as interactional goals such as delegating tasks, planning 

events, etc. 
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4.4.1 Dialogues 4-5 

The following excerpts are from a recording of college-age students who are on a 

diversity council that meets once a month to discuss ways to promote diversity and 

dialogue on campus. Each of the members of the group are representatives from other 

student organizations. The only exception is the leader of the group, Daniel, who is the 

faculty sponsor of the group. The student participants are Karen, Dave, Jacob, Darin, 

Michael, and Tanya. As the leader, Daniel exerts a lot of control over topics, turn-taking, 

and the assignation of duties. This role of Daniel as gate-keeper is seen in the following 

two dialogues. 

 Dialogue 4 comes about halfway through the hour-long recording, and it shows 

Daniel guiding the conversation back to an original topic after someone brings up a 

different topic. 

 



65 
 

 
 
Dialogue 4: "We have to keep on task" (2005Diversity, 26:37) 
 

1 Daniel  [Let – let me  
2 Dave  [(unintelligible) 
3 Daniel  let me suggest o:ne thing 'cause (.)  
4   ah (.) I wanna keep us on task 'cause this is another (0.5)  
5   very important topic (.) uh but let's try and close out (.) 
6 Dave  Okay 
7 Daniel  this – the One BU topic and then spend some time looking  
8   at what else we have going on=  
9 Darin  ((nodding)) 
10 Daniel  =that we need to spend time focusing on 
 

This dialogue sets the stage for Daniel to be able to exercise topic control throughout the 

rest of the meeting. This is the first time that Daniel explicitly asks the group to leave a 

certain topic to return to a previous topic. If he does exercise topic control before this, he 
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does so covertly by simply focusing on the target topic in his own talk. The next time he 

explicitly exercises topic control is shown in Dialogue 5 below. 

 
Dialogue 5: "What we do with separate agenda items" (2005Diversity, 40:30) 
 

1 Dave  And Dr. Home (0.5) or Hume (.) Home 
2 Daniel  Home 
3 Darin  Home= 
4 Jacob  =What about Dub-O 
5 Daniel  What about him? 
6 Jacob  Well you had brought up the idea that maybe we might 
7   be going under Dr. Home? Under her= 
8 Daniel  =Right= 
9 Jacob  =department? And then possibly yeah if that falls through then (1.0) 
10 Daniel  U:h I don't know and that's obviously another topic agenda item  
11   (0.5) and you know what we do with separate agenda items= 
12 Jacob  =Yeah↓= 
13 Daniel       → =We put them in order and ((laughs)) 
14   finish what we're working on now (.)  
15   a::h seeing if we were adopting Robert's Rules we would ah  
16   entertain that (.) at the end but that's another important question  
17   u:m wanna close this one up so we can address those other two? 
18 Darin  [Yeah 
19 Dave  [Yes 
20 Michael [Yeah 
21 Daniel  Alright 
 

 In this dialogue, the participants are discussing an event they are planning when 

Dave brings up the topic of who will be their faculty adviser once Daniel leaves at the 

end of the year (line 1). He brings up one faculty member, Dr. Hume, whose name is 

pronounced "home" as Daniel and Darin correct him in lines 2-3. Jacob also mentions 

"Dub-O," a nickname for another faculty member (line 4). Daniel then questions Jacob 

about Dub-O (line 5), and Jacob responds with an explanation tying back his mention of 

Dub-O to the initial mention of Dr. Hume (lines 6-7). Daniel interjects with "right" (line 

8) before the rest of Jacob's explanation (line 9). Once Jacob concludes his explanation, 
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Daniel defers judgment with "I don't know" and points out that the topic that Jacob is 

pursuing is a different agenda item (line 10). He then begins a statement about what they 

do with separate agenda items (line 11), which Jacob picks up on and agrees with (line 

12). Daniel then finishes his statement (lines 13-14) and produces laughter in the middle 

of it (line 13). He invokes Robert's Rules of Order, suggesting that if they adhere to these 

rules, then they would follow a certain order of conversational topics (lines 15-16). In 

keeping with this, he suggests that they close the current topic in order to address two 

other topics that have come up but have been tabled (line 17). Darin, Dave, and Michael 

all agree (lines 18-20). 

 This dialogue shows Daniel asserting himself in a leadership role and able to 

invoke conversational rules in order to manage the flow of information. When Dave 

mentions Dr. Hume in line 1, Jacob seems to take this (as well as Daniel and Darin's 

participation in the topic through repairs in lines 2-3) as a transition from the previous 

topic of the event to a new topic of faculty advisers. Thus he offers another suggestion, 

Dub-O, to complement the suggestion of Dr. Hume (line 4). Daniel does not seem to see 

the relevance of Jacob's question and so asks a clarifying question (line 5). Jacob's 

explanation (lines 6-7 and 9) attempts to tie the relevance of Dub-O back to the topic of 

Dr. Hume, which he claims was brought up by Daniel at some earlier point in time. In 

line 9, Jacob seems to be implicating that Dub-O would be the faculty adviser if Dr. 

Hume fell through. Daniel's interjection in the middle of Jacob's explanation could be 

viewed a few different ways: as a back-channeler, as a move to grab the floor, or as an 

encouragement for Jacob to get to the point. Jacob continues his explanation and does not 
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orient to Daniel's interjection as a floor-grabbing move (or if he does, he doesn't 

relinquish the conversational floor), but he does conclude his explanation quickly, and in 

fact trails off before he finishes his thought. This indicates that he has oriented to Daniel's 

interjection as a way of saying "hurry up." 

Daniel delays his response to Jacob's explanation in several different ways. He 

waits one second after Jacob trails off before he begins speaking, begins with a prolonged 

"uh," and then starts his answer with "I don't know." All of these show that Daniel is 

orienting to what he is about to say as dispreferred: in fact, he is not going to pick up on 

the topic that Jacob has introduced, but rather try to steer the group back to the original 

topic. He invites the group to remember the appropriate actions to take with separate 

agenda items (line 11) and uses inclusive deictic markers such as "we" in order to invite 

the group to align with his response. However, his use of "you know" is somewhat 

condescending as it assumes the group needs to be reminded of its own rules and he is the 

one to do this. As well, the overuse of deictics such as "we" can have a patronizing effect 

as opposed to a mitigating effect. Jacob seemingly agrees with Daniel by saying "yeah" 

in line 12, though his falling intonation indicates that he is somewhat defeated or perhaps 

embarrassed that his suggestion wasn't taken up. Daniel then answers his own rhetorical 

question from line 11 by telling the group what in fact is to be done with separate agenda 

items (line 13). 

Up to this point, Daniel has been strongly positioning himself against the 

introduction of this new topic. He asks a question initially about the topic's relevancy 

(line 5), interjects in the middle of Jacob's explanation in order to encourage Jacob to get 
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to the point (line 8), defers judgment on the topic (line 10), and reminds the group that 

the appropriate thing to do with separate agenda items is to put them in order and address 

them after the current topic has been closed (lines 10-11, 13-14). His refusal to address 

the new topic, while perhaps falling within Robert's Rules of Order, presents a face threat 

to Jacob who introduced the new topic. As well, Daniel's somewhat condescending use of 

"you know" in line 11 and Jacob's defeated "yeah" in line 12 indicate that not only 

Jacob's face is being threatened but the whole group's. Daniel seems to sense this tension 

and produces coping laughter during the middle of his explanation. However, no one else 

picks up on his laughter (a few participants smile, but no one else laughs) and so he 

continues his explanation (line 14). Daniel's invoking of Robert's Rules could be seen 

either as a way of reinforcing his explanation as authoritative, or it could be a way of 

distancing himself from something that is causing tension by implying that it is Robert's 

Rules that is enforcing this conversational structure and not just his own opinion. Based 

on the fact that Daniel produced coping laughter in line 13 as a way to mitigate the force 

of his explanation, it would be strange if he were to then take up a harder line by 

invoking Robert's Rules as a way to bolster his explanation. Therefore, it seems more 

likely that the mention of Robert's Rules is a way to further distance himself from and 

mitigate the force of his explanation. It is thus a reinforcement of rather than a detraction 

from his use of coping laughter. Daniel then invites the group to conclude the original 

topic in order to move on to other topics (line 17). Daniel's explanation lasts for 7 lines 

(lines 10-11, 13-17) with only one interjection from Jacob throughout, which shows that 

Daniel has effectively taken control of the topic selection as well as the conversational 
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floor. This could explain why the participants do not join in with Daniel's coping laughter 

or build upon or participate in the nonserious frame he is attempting to introduce. 

This data segment could be considered a disagreement based on the misalignment 

not of conversational content (Daniel never disagrees that the assignation of a new 

faculty mentor is an important topic and in fact maintains it is "another important 

question" in line 16) but of conversational structure and expectations. Jacob picks up on 

what he sees as Dave's transition to a new topic and Daniel sanctions this move as out-of-

turn per the conversational structures he is assuming. However, this sanctioning move is 

face-threatening to Jacob and indeed the entire group and Daniel produces IN-laughter in 

the middle of his explanation in order to mitigate the face threat and enact a serious-to-

nonserious frame switch. 

However, as noted above, no one joins in with Daniel's laughter nor does anyone 

(including Daniel) pursue the nonserious frame introduced; rather, they get right back to 

business. Therefore, can it be said that the coping laughter was successful? In the absence 

of participant interviews from this particular interaction, we must rely on what is 

manifestly present in the data. If the goals of IN-laughter are to mitigate face threat and 

enact a frame switch, the success of these goals should be observable in the data by 

looking at the reactions of participants to the laughter. While shared laughter would be a 

good indication that the face threat has been mitigated and rapport has been restored, this 

does not happen here. But it can be reasonably assumed that Daniel's laughter mitigated 

the face threat enough so that none of the participants retaliated against Daniel's 

explanation but rather accepted it as authoritative. Thus, while the laughter may have 
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mitigated the face threat enough to bring it back into a "neutral zone," it likely did not 

restore or give any additional face to Jacob (or the group). On the other hand, the fact that 

no one elaborates within the nonserious frame makes it dubious that IN-laughter actually 

accomplishes this frame switch. A summary of the coping laughter functions 

accomplished in Dialogue 5 are presented in Table 5 below. 

 

Table 5. Summary of coping laughter functions in Dialogue 5. 
 
 IN-laughter RE-laughter 

 Facework 
(function 1) 

Framing 
(function 2) 

Facework 
(function 3) 

Framing 
(function 4) 

Dialogue 5 Yes    

 

The canonical three-turn conflict structure is not seen in this excerpt, namely 

because that structure is more useful in describing conflict about content where a 

counterstatement necessarily contradicts an initial statement. This type of contradiction of 

content is not present in Dialogue 5 because the disagreement is rather about the flow and 

organization of the conversation. However, an FTA still arises as Daniel and Jacob 

pursue two different interactional goals and as Daniel tries to assert his authority by 

exercising topic control. 

 

4.4.2  Dialogue 6 

The next two dialogues are from a recording of a larger group of 11 college-age students 

who are gathered for the weekly meeting of an undergraduate English honor society. The 

group is comprised of 10 females and 1 male; however, because the male does not 
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conversationally participate in any part of the hour-long recording, this group will be 

considered to consist of all women. The 10 women are Amy, Karen, Susan, April, 

Denise, Kristi, Laura, Jessica, Melanie, and Lisa. 

 Dialogue 6 illustrates a disagreement between two participants who have different 

strategies about how to advertise for an event that the group is planning. Unlike the 

previous dialogue, this one displays an obvious content disagreement. Susan is a 

proponent for putting up flyers, while Melanie is a proponent for in-class announcements 

from professors. When Susan defends her opinion with a personal account, the group 

reacts with coping laughter. The discussion ultimately ends in a compromise and they 

agree to both make announcements and put up flyers. 
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Dialogue 6: "I don't know about you but I read the flyers" (2005Sigma, 20:20) 
 

1 Kristi  And how would we like advertise that just  
2   maybe ask the professors to say something? 
3 Susan  We could put up flyers in the: in all the: rooms too 
4 Kristi  Yeah that's good 
5   (3.0) 
6 Melanie And asking the professors actually probably  
7   wouldn't be a bad idea=  
8 Kristi  =Yeah [(unintelligible) 
9 Melanie  [Because most people I mean if you say something  
10   like that in class they're gonna listen to it more than (.)  
11   [reading the flyer as they're passing through 
12 Jessica  [than if they're just passing yeah  
13   (0.5) 
14 Susan  I don't know about you but I read the flyers (.) so 
15 All      → ((laughs))  
16 Susan  [Some people do read the flyers 
17 Karen   [Even when it's like 2 months after  
18 Susan  I still read [them yeah 
19 Karen                            [yeah I still read them yeah 
20 Jessica  You have them like memorized ((laughs))= 
21 Susan  =So we can do both and catch both kinds of people 
22 Jessica  Okay 
 

In line 1, Kristi asks the group how they want to advertise for the event they are 

planning and immediately offers her own suggestion of asking the professors to say 

something to their classes. Susan then suggests that they put up flyers (line 3) and Kristi 

agrees (line 4). After a three-second pause, Melanie goes back to Kristi's original idea 

and suggests asking the professors (lines 6-7) and Kristi readily agrees with this as well 

(line 8). Melanie goes on to elaborate her position by claiming that most people will 

retain the information better if it is announced in class than if they just read it off of a 

flyer (lines 9-11). Jessica corroborates this and overlaps the end of Melanie's explanation 

with her own contribution (line 12). After a brief pause, Susan defends the idea of the 

flyers by claiming that she in fact reads them (line 14), and everyone in the group (or at 
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least most of the group) laughs (line 15). Susan continues her explanation by 

extrapolating out from her personal account to a more broad account that other people 

also read the flyers (line 16). Karen overlaps Susan's continued explanation with her own 

personal account that she reads the flyers even if they are several months old (line 17). 

Susan gives her personal account again (line 18) and Karen echoes this (line 19). Jessica 

responds to either Susan or Karen or both (it is unclear whom she is addressing as Susan 

and Karen are sitting next to each other) and jokingly says that they read the signs enough 

to have them memorized (line 20). Susan picks back up on the discussion and concludes 

that they can do both things to advertise for the event (line 21) and Jessica agrees (line 

22). 

 This excerpt shows a difference of opinions between several of the women in the 

group, but mainly between Susan and Melanie. While Kristi introduces the idea of 

professors making announcements (line 1), she also concedes that Susan's idea about 

flyers is good as well (line 4). But when Melanie picks back up on her idea of the 

professors, she readily agrees with her as well (line 8). From the beginning, Kristi is 

willing to consider both ideas as possibilities for advertising the event and not necessarily 

mutually exclusive. The disagreement comes when Melanie contrasts the idea of the in-

class announcements with the flyers and asserts that the in-class announcements would be 

more effective (lines 9-11). This puts the two ideas on different levels, with the in-class 

announcements being a better idea than the flyers. Jessica also jumps in and reiterates 

Melanie's point by emphasizing the fact that people just walk past the flyers and may not 

notice them (line 12). Susan seems to recognize that her idea is being disparaged and so 
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she defends it with a personal account (line 14). Her use of the formulaic "I don't know 

about you but…" illustrates that she has perceived a threat to her face and allows her to 

disassociate herself with Melanie's point of view and realigns herself with her own. Her 

account personifies her point of view and directly discredits Melanie's claim that flyers 

are not effective.  

After this personalization of the disagreement, several if not most of the 

participants in the group (though it is impossible to tell which ones exactly) produce 

laughter. What is important is that Melanie joins in the laughter and Susan smiles as well. 

Since it is difficult to discern exactly which participants are involved in the laughing 

sequence, it is unclear whether this could be classified as IN-laughter, RE-laughter, or 

both. The laughter here seems to accomplish things in both categories but does not 

accomplish everything is either category. For example, while the coping laughter does 

conceal a face threat (specifically to Melanie but also to the group as a whole) per RE-

laughter, it does not provide a transition away from the disagreement; rather Susan (and 

Karen) continue to maintain and express their position about the flyers with more 

personal accounts (lines 16-19). On the other hand, the coping laughter does enact a 

serious-to-nonserious frame (elaborated by Jessica in line 20) per IN-laughter, but it does 

not mitigate the face threat because Susan (the initiator of the FTA) does not initiate the 

laughter. A summary of the coping laughter functions accomplished in Dialogue 5 are 

presented in Table 6 below. 
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Table 6. Summary of coping laughter functions in Dialogue 6. 

 IN-laughter RE-laughter 

 Facework 
(function 1) 

Framing 
(function 2) 

Facework 
(function 3) 

Framing 
(function 4) 

Dialogue 6  Yes Yes  

 

This excerpt is a good example of how coping laughter can address a discrepancy 

in framing but not a discrepancy in content. Susan and Karen continue to assert their 

opinion that flyers are useful, but after the coping laughter the disagreement becomes less 

serious (e.g. Karen's likely exaggeration that she reads the same flyers two months after 

they are timely, and Jessica teasing Susan/Karen that they have the flyers memorized). In 

the end, the content dispute is resolved by a compromise proposed by Susan that they 

pursue both ideas.  

 

4.4.3 Dialogue 7 

The next dialogue is from the same video recording of the English honor society, and 

comes shortly after the preceding dialogue. In Dialogue 7, the group is discussing 

whether or not alumni or grad students can submit to the mainly-undergraduate literary 

journal for which the group serves as the editorial board. Amy is the one who initially 

inquires about the submission restrictions, and Lisa provides a lengthy explanation about 

why alumni and grad students cannot submit. 
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Dialogue 7: "I think you have to be an undergraduate" (2005Sigma, 29:45) 
 

1 Amy  I have a friend who graduated in December (.) who is very  
2   talented and has wonderful things can he still submit? 
3 Lisa  As far as I kno::w [no 
4 Amy                     ['Cause (unintelligible) the whole year? ((laughs)) 
5 April  [((laughs)) 
6 Laura   [((laughs)) 
7 Lisa  I think (.) my understanding is that you have to be  
8   a Baylor undergra:duate even (.) I don't think that we  
9   can take things from graduate students= 
10 Melanie =We would have to talk to that (0.5) that guy but um (.)  
11   but I'm pretty sure it's supposed to be undergraduate 
12 Lisa  So I'm – I'm – I – I had something similar happen with  
13   a friend of mine and (.) we can double check on it↑ (.)  
14   but I believe that this is advertised and the – and it was  
15   o-organized to be an undergraduate literary journal (.)  
16   and so I think you have to be a current Baylor student (.)  
17   and I think you have to be an under[graduate so (1.0)  
18 Amy               [((nodding)) 
19 Lisa     → I'm so:rry ((laughs)) 
20 All     → [((laughs)) 
21 Amy  [That's okay that's what I expected 
22 Lisa  But – and we can double check but I'm pre:tty sure and  
23   if – if it came down to it↑ if we have enough submissions  
24   from undergraduates who are current students I think I feel  
25   sure that we will have to take those (.) over and above anyone  
26   else who submitted I'm pretty sure 
 

 In line 1, Amy poses her question to Lisa about whether a recently graduated 

friend can submit to the literary journal they are discussing. Lisa begins her explanation 

(line 3), but Amy interjects with another question which is partly unintelligible (line 4) 

and which evokes laughter from April and Laura (lines 5-6). Lisa continues her 

explanation (lines 7-9) and Melanie also suggests that they can talk to "that guy" 

(presumably someone in charge or who knows the rules for the journal) but she 

corroborates Lisa's explanation (lines 10-11). Lisa recounts that a similar thing happened 

to a friend of hers, reassures Amy that they can double check, but again asserts her belief 
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that one must be a current undergraduate student in order to submit (lines 12-17). Toward 

the end of Lisa's explanation, Amy nods in understanding (line 18), and Lisa concludes 

with "I'm sorry" and produces laughter (line 19), which the entire group takes up and 

participates in (line 20). At the same time, Amy expressed her acceptance of Lisa's 

explanation and says that she was expecting the answer that she received (line 21). Lisa 

picks up her explanation again, reassuring Amy that they can double check but also 

pointing out that undergraduate submissions would get privilege (lines 22-26). 

 This excerpt illustrates the incredibly complex ways that people craft 

explanations, particularly ones that are dispreferred. In this case, the preferred answer to 

Amy's question would be a concession that indeed alumni and/or graduate students could 

submit to the journal, but Lisa maintains several times that this is not the case. However, 

her explanation shows a plethora of mitigation or softening strategies, among them are 

qualifiers (e.g. "as far as I know," "I think," "my understanding is," "I believe"), 

reassurances that she will verify the information (e.g. "we can double check"), inclusion 

of a similar story (lines 12-13), an apology (line 19), and restating the dispreferred 

information several different ways. As well, she uses the mitigation strategy that we are 

concerned with here: coping laughter (line 19). There is a significant pause between the 

end of Lisa's explanation in line 17 and the utterance that includes the coping laughter in 

line 19. At the end of Lisa's explanation, Amy is nodding in understanding (line 18), but 

perhaps Lisa feels that she needs to express more regret at delivering "bad" news so she 

apologizes and then laughs to further mitigate the face threat. Because Lisa initiates the 

laughter, it is classified as IN-laughter, and the whole group joins in (line 20) so we can 
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assume that the laughter was successful in mitigating the face threat. In addition, Amy 

accepts Lisa's explanation and expresses that she is not surprised by it (line 21), thus 

confirming that she has not taken offense to Lisa's explanation. However, besides the 

shared laughter of the group in line 20, a nonserious frame is not pursued any further, so 

the second function of the IN-laughter is not achieved. Similar to Dialogue 5, the 

participants get right back down to business after the brief laughing interlude. This may 

be a general tendency of institutional settings, which prefer the pursuit of business and 

other more formal conversational goals to the pursuit of (nonrelevant?) nonserious 

frames. A summary of the coping laughter functions accomplished in Dialogue 7 are 

presented in Table 7 below. 

 

Table 7. Summary of coping laughter functions in Dialogue 7. 

 IN-laughter RE-laughter 

 Facework 
(function 1) 

Framing 
(function 2) 

Facework 
(function 3) 

Framing 
(function 4) 

Dialogue 7 Yes    

 

 

4.5 When there is no coping laughter 

 

As Chafe (2007) notes, in order to understand better what coping laughter does, it is 

useful "to imagine what the situation would have been like if it had been interpreted in 

full seriousness, or if there had been no laughter" (p. 73). For example, as discussed in 

4.3.1 above, the participants of Dialogue 2 were asked afterward what the situation would 
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have been like without laughter, and all of those interviewed agreed that it would have 

been more tense. Josh said that it "would have been a lot more awkward," and Shelley 

said that it would have been "very uncomfortable [and] more tense." As well, it is useful 

to compare Dialogues 1-3 and 5-7 in which participants do utilize coping laughter with 

other data samples in which there is disagreement but participants do not utilize coping 

laughter, such as Dialogue 8. 

 Dialogue 8 is taken from the same meeting of the English honor society meeting, 

toward the end of the recording. The participants are discussing a fundraiser they are 

planning in which they will sell coffee and they are deciding who will bring what 

supplies. Denise, who does not say very much at all throughout the entire 405-minute 

recording, suggests coffee filters that come with the coffee grounds prepackaged. Susan, 

however, remarks that these are very expensive, but Denise takes several turns to try to 

further explain her point. 
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Dialogue 8: "Those are real expensive" (2005Sigma, 40:26) 
 

1 Lisa  Is someone bringing filters too? Or are the – 
2   [whoever bringing coffee makers bring what works? 
3 Karen  [Well (.)yeah bring filters with the coffeemakers 
4 Lisa  Okay 
5 Denise  Um the coffee like that I have↑ from (.) Maxwell↑ like 
6   it's in the filter already like sealed up  
7   [and it's real easy↑ ((illustrates filter design with hands)) 
8 Susan  [Those are real expensive 
9 Denise  Um I don't remember they're (unintelligible) 
10 Karen  If there are slight inconsistencies they're probably not 
11   gonna be able to tell (unintelligible) 
12 Melanie (They're not going to mix the pots or whatever) 
13 All  (unintelligible) 
14 Denise  But I mean I didn't know like if it would cost like (.) 
15   probably equally↑ as the filter↑ I don't know though I'm 
16   not really a big coffee drinker but= 
17 Kristi  =I've got a ton of coffee filters I just remembered 
18   'cause I went to Sam's like my freshman year 
19 All  ((laughs)) 
20 Kristi  I bought like (.) this huge thing and I still have them 
21   so I could= 
22 Susan  =Okay= 
23 Kristi  =I could bring them 

 
 In lines 1-2, Lisa asks the group about who will be responsible for coffee filters, 

and then asks a follow-up question that suggests those people that bring coffee makers 

will also bring filters. Karen overlaps Lisa's second question and corroborates the answer 

(line 3) and Lisa concurs (line 4). Denise then offers her own suggestion with a personal 

account of the type of filters that she uses with the coffee already sealed up in the filters 

(lines 5-7), but Susan overlaps the end of Denise's account with the judgment that these 

are too expensive (line 8). Denise continues her account (line 9), but most of what she 

says is too soft to discern. Karen then picks up the discussion by saying that it does not 

matter whether there are inconsistencies in the coffee (lines 10-11), and Melanie and 
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several others chime in with comments that overlap and are difficult to discern (lines 12-

13). Denise again picks up her explanation about the cost of the filters that she uses, but 

then concludes that she is not a big coffee drinker (lines 14-16). Kristi then remarks that 

she bought a lot of coffee filters her freshman year from Sam's (lines 17-18), which 

evokes laughter from the group (line 19). Kristi concludes her explanation by offering to 

bring the filters she has (lines 20-21, 23) and Susan concurs with this (line 22). 

 This dialogue highlights a disagreement between Denise and Susan about what 

kinds of coffee filters are best for their fundraiser. There are a few different 

conversational lines being pursued in this dialogue, as each of the participants seems to 

be concerned with a slightly different aspect of the issue. Lisa introduces the issue and 

she is mainly concerned with who will be responsible for bringing the filters, not what 

types of filters will be brought. Denise's account in lines 5-7 brings up the issue of 

specific types of filters (such as the ones she has that are prepackaged). Susan's response 

(line 8) to Denise's account suggests that she believes Denise is suggesting that everyone 

who is bringing filters should bring these types of filters, and she is concerned that the 

cost would make it unprofitable to do so. While Denise attempts to respond to the cost 

issue, Karen (and others) maintain that the people drinking the coffee will not notice if 

there are different types in different pots (lines 10-13). Karen is therefore assuming, 

unlike Susan, that the types of coffee and filters will not be uniform and that each person 

who brings a coffee maker will also bring whatever type of filters and coffee they already 

have. After this, Denise goes back to the cost issue that Susan brought up, maintaining 
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that the filters that come with the coffee prepackaged might cost as much as buying each 

separately (lines 14-15).  

 All throughout Denise's explanation, she uses a lot of qualifiers and downgrades 

(e.g. she says "like" 4 times, "um" 2 times, "I don't/didn't know/remember" 3 times, and 

rising question intonation 4 times). This indicates that she is unsure about what she is 

saying, or just timid about speaking up in general. The fact that Susan baldly produces 

her FTA without any mitigation (line 8), particularly when Denise is mitigating the force 

of her suggestion, brings the disagreement to a head. Because neither Susan nor Denise 

attempts to repair the face threat, Karen (and others) jump in with other interpretations of 

the issue, focusing instead not on what types of filters everyone should bring but on the 

fact that it is okay if everyone brings whatever filters they have. This dialogue shows 

what a situation with a disagreement looks like when neither the FTA– initiator nor the 

FTA–responder use coping laughter as a strategy. In this particular case, other 

participants jump in to try to find alternative solutions and Denise attempts, on several 

more turns, to further explain her suggestion (although with no additional feedback from 

Susan). 

 One may wonder whether the group's laughter in line 19 is in fact coping laughter 

produced in response to the disagreement between Susan and Denise. If we were to 

entertain this possibility, we would have to account for where the laughter occurs in this 

dialogue as opposed to other dialogues analyzed here. In all of the other dialogues, 

coping laughter comes immediately after or sometimes during an FTA/disagreement 

sequence. In this dialogue, however, the group's laughter comes 11 lines after the initial 
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FTA produced by Susan in line 8. So the question is raised of whether the laughter is 

relevant to the disagreement since it is not contiguous with the FTA. One might propose 

that since Denise asserts her point of view up through line 16, the group could be 

expressing both appreciation of Kristi's comment in lines 17-18 and relief that the 

disagreement is being oriented away from by a change in subject and/or a proposed 

solution. While this dual function of the group's laughter seems reasonable, it would be 

difficult to clearly categorize the group's laughter as accomplishing any of the four 

functions of coping laughter. For example, it does not mitigate a face threat as Susan does 

not initiate it, and it does not serve as a topic transition as the topic has already been 

transitioned by Kristi's initial utterance (lines 17-18). It could be argued that the group's 

laughter might accomplish a serious-to-nonserious frame switch or conceal a face loss on 

behalf of the group, but since the laughter is so far removed from the placement of the 

initial FTA, these claims are weakened. 

 

4.6 Sequencing of coping laughter 

 

In Dialogues 1-3 and 5-7 discussed above, the placement of coping laughter in the 

ongoing dialogue is significant. First of all, it always accompanies dispreferred or 

otherwise face-threatening utterances. Second, unlike other discourse markers that come 

before dispreferred responses in order to delay them, coping laughter comes at the end of 

dispreferred responses in order to mitigate the face-threatening force (but cf. Gavioli 

1995). This placement could serve a few different functions. First, it could serve as a 
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complementary bookend to other turn-initial delaying discourse markers. While the 

discourse markers at the beginning show the speaker's awareness that what s/he is about 

to say may be dispreferred or face-threatening, coping laughter at the end is for the 

hearer's sake in order to mitigate the face-threat and to allow the hearer to interpret the 

utterance in a nonserious way. Second, placement of coping laughter at the end of an 

utterance could serve to distinguish it from turn-initial laughter, which often indicates 

that what follows is intended to be humorous (e.g. laughing before telling a joke in order 

to indicate that laughter is the appropriate response/interpretation of what is to follow). 

Both the placement and the context of coping laughter help set it apart from other types 

of laughter. 

 

4.7 Summary of the data 

 

The above data samples show the various functions of coping laughter, both IN-laughter 

and RE-laughter, in informal and institutional contexts. It is seen that what coping 

laughter accomplishes greatly depends on who introduces the laughter to the 

disagreement. If it is the initiator of the FTA, then coping laughter (1) mitigates the force 

of an FTA and (2) enacts a switch from a serious to a nonserious frame. If it is the 

responder to the FTA, then coping laughter (3) conceals face loss as a result of an FTA 

and (4) serves as a transition away from an FTA to another, safer topic. Table 2 below 

summarizes how each of the dialogues analyzed here does or does not fulfill each of 

these four functions. 



86 
 

 
Table 8. Summary of which functions are accomplished in each dialogue. 
 

 IN-laughter 
function (1) 

IN-laughter 
function (2) 

RE-laughter 
function (3) 

RE-laughter 
function (4) 

Informal Context 

Dialogue 1 Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Dialogue 2   Yes Yes 
Dialogue 3 Yes Yes   

Institutional Context 

Dialogue 5 Yes    
Dialogue 6  Yes Yes  
Dialogue 7 Yes    

 
Each of the dialogues in the informal contexts accomplishes all of one (or both) of 

the two types of coping laughter. However, as Table 2 shows, this is not the case for the 

dialogues in the institutional contexts. Dialogues 5 and 7 show that IN-laughter in an 

institutional context may not always enact a serious-to-nonserious frame switch. While 

the FTA may be reframed as nonserious, the following dialogue after coping laughter 

may not elaborate within the nonserious frame and in fact will likely return to a more 

functional, serious state (i.e. back to business). This reveals the different interactional 

goals of institutional contexts as opposed to informal contexts. In institutional contexts, 

there are overarching goals and objectives that guide the purpose of the gathering and the 

direction of the dialogue. This can include the discussion of certain topics, planning of 

events, delegation of tasks, etc. Therefore, these interactional goals sometimes outweigh 

other desires or considerations such as facework or politeness. 

As well, Dialogue 6 shows that the distinctions between the functions of IN-

laughter and RE-laughter are not necessarily discreet and separate; there can be some 

overlap. For example, in Dialogue 6, it is the group that responds to the FTA with coping 
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laughter (thus accomplishing function 3), but then the participants pursue not a different 

topic but the same topic within a less serious frame (thus accomplishing function 2 

instead of function 4). Therefore, while functions 1 and 3 are more closely tied to who 

initiates the laughter, functions 2 and 4 are more variable in institutional contexts and 

may be accomplished by the coping laughter of either the initiator or the responder. 

So what can we say about what coping laughter chiefly does in relation to 

conversational disagreement? First of all, as reflected in the four functions above and in 

each of the dialogues, coping laughter does not deal with the content of a disagreement 

but rather with the feeling and the framing of it. There are, of course, other ways that 

participants might deal with disagreement that would more directly address the content. 

They could respond with unmitigated argumentation, or they could discuss the matter 

civilly and rationally until a resolution is reached. However, assuming that the 

participants are engaged in consensus-pursuing dialogue where there is a preference for 

agreement, these options do not allow the participants to orient away from the face threat 

of the disagreement. Coping laughter, on the hand, both efficiently and effectively 

achieves this reorientation with little effort on the part of the participants.  

As well, the use of coping laughter can reveal the social goals of the participants. 

By mitigating FTAs through laughter, the participants show their desire to save face in as 

efficient and effective a way as possible. They choose not to perpetuate the FTA and thus 

show that they are amiable and agreeable. Also by laughing, they portray a desire to treat 

the FTA as something nonserious rather than something serious, thus not requiring 

participants to incorporate the disagreement into their understanding of the way things 
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really are (cf. Chafe 2007). This orientation of the participants away from unproductive 

seriousness implies a desire to create (or re-create) rapport (cf. Coates 1996). 
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5. Conclusion 

 

This study seeks to empirically show the ways that laughter is used as a coping 

mechanism in conversation. It proposes a methodological distinction between two 

separate types of coping laughter, IN-laughter and RE-laughter, that reflect the fact that 

coping laughter accomplishes different functions when it is used by different people. The 

data illustrates how coping laughter is used in two types of situations, informal and 

institutional, and how these contexts alter which coping laughter functions are 

accomplished. This study seeks to contribute to the literature on laughter, conflict, and 

politeness. Moreover, it fills an empirical gap in the research about laughter by 

illustrating some of the ways that participants use laughter in unconventional ways. 

This study benefitted from many theoretical frameworks outlined in Section 2. 

The data analyzed in Section 4 reiterated points brought up in recent work on politeness 

and face, namely that FTAs are contextually situated and not absolute (Mills 2003; 

Locher and Watts 2005; O'Driscoll 2007). In the data here, FTAs were analyzed as such 

insofar as they were oriented to by the participants as being face-threatening. Also, as no 

utterance or token is inherently face-threatening, so no politeness strategy can be 

considered inherently face-enhancing or threat-mitigating. The strategy of coping 

laughter accomplishes each of its four functions only insofar as the participants allow it 

to. This is illustrated particularly in the institutional contexts, where coping laughter 

accomplished only one of each or both of the functions associated with the two types of 



90 
 

coping laughter because of other conversational goals (such as efficiency of conversation 

and an orientation to task-accomplishment) that are at odds with the goals of politeness. 

 This study has also benefitted from the notion of framing, which helps us 

understand how coping laughter accomplishes what it does. Coping laughter transforms 

something that was originally interpreted in a serious frame and reinterprets it in a 

nonserious frame. This allows participants to orient away from the serious frame of the 

disagreement and reorient to the new, nonserious frame introduced by the laughter. 

 As discussed in Section 2.3, the phenomenon of laughter has mainly been studied 

as a component of humor. However, this study empirically shows that laughter can be 

used in a nonconventional way in response to disagreement in conversation. Therefore, 

laughter needs to be more broadly understood apart from its typical treatment with humor 

and as a legitimate response to a variety of activities, not just humorous ones. 

The issues of conflict and disagreement were central in understanding why coping 

laughter was used in certain situations in the data. We need creative ways of approaching 

conflict and conflict resolution, and studying the ways in which participants resolve 

conflict in relatively low-stakes situations (such as the ones presented here) can show us 

better ways to conventionalize conflict resolution strategies. 

 

5.1 Limitations of the study 

 

This study acknowledges certain limitations in its scope and methodology. The first 

limitation is that while Dialogues 1-2 were able to benefit in their analysis from post-
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interaction interviews with participants, such interviews were not possible with the 

participants in the other dialogues. This meant that the analysis of Dialogues 1-2 was 

augmented by the perspective of the participants which allowed the researcher to better 

understand group dynamics and members' methods.  

Second, since the researcher was not involved in gathering the data for the class 

projects done in the spring of 2005 and 2006, she was not able to gain insight into the 

dynamics of each of the groups recorded in those videos (from which Dialogues 4-8 were 

taken). As such, her understanding of the roles, relationships, and 'rules' of each of these 

groups was limited. A more thorough understanding of these dynamics may have lent 

themselves to more in-depth analysis as well as a discussion of the power relations and 

social contracts present within the groups.  

Third, this study pulls data from a limited number of sources (5 videos, each 45-

60 minutes long) among a limited demographic. All of the participants in this study were 

college-age, middle-to-upper-class, and well-educated. A wider range of data from a 

wider range of contexts and participant demographics must be collected in order to 

investigate whether coping laughter appears across these boundaries. 

Fourth, this study uses a limited amount of the multivocal ethnography approach. 

A more fleshed-out version of this approach would include commentary on and reactions 

to data not just by the participants involved in them, but also from third party viewers as 

well. This could mean conducting playback sessions with people not involved in the data 

at all, and it could also mean conducting playback sessions with participants viewing 
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other video data in the study that they did not participate in (e.g. participants from the 

2005Sigma video watching and commenting on video from the 2005Diversity video). 

 

5.3 Avenues for further research 

 

There are many directions that the study of the nonconventional uses of laughter may 

lead. One potentially productive area would be an investigation into whether coping 

laughter is a cross-cultural phenomenon. That is, does it show up among members of 

other cultures/subcultures, and does it show up in cross-cultural communication (i.e. 

communication among those of different cultural backgrounds)? The latter area may be 

particularly productive as cross-culture communicative events tend to involve an 

increased possibility for conversational tension due to miscommunication, mismatched 

frames, etc. 

 Another area for future research is to further investigate whether other contextual 

or biographical factors influence or constrain the presence or use of coping laughter. This 

study compared how coping laughter was used differently in informal vs. institutional 

contexts. Further studies might look at how gender constituency, cultural backgrounds, 

and other contextual variations might influence whether coping laughter occurs and/or 

what it accomplishes. 

 Further empirical research also needs to be done to continue to distinguish coping 

laughter from other kinds of laughter (e.g. genuine laughter, spontaneous laughter) and 

even other kinds of laughter used in response to FTAs (e.g. teasing, opportunistic humor). 
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For example, laughter may be used in the construction of opportunistic humor, where 

participants purposefully create incongruous and uncomfortable situations in order to 

elicit humor and laughter. This type of laughter is seen a lot in the data from the 

2006Dinner video, but was not analyzed here because these sequences did not involve 

true conflict. This paper proposed a sequential explanation that distinguished coping 

laughter from some other types of laughter such as anticipatory laughter (see Section 

4.6). Also, the structure of disagreement proposed in Section 2.4.2 is useful in identifying 

true conversational disagreement as opposed to teasing or opportunistic humor. As well, 

phonetic analysis may reveal an acoustic difference between genuine laughter and coping 

laughter. All of these distinctions must be further explored through the analysis and 

comparison of other appropriate data samples. 

 Further research might also look into how the overuse or misuse of coping 

laughter (or even genuine laughter) can have a negative or face-threatening effect on 

conversation. For example, a participant's use of coping laughter may be seen as laughing 

at someone's discomfort rather than trying to introduce a humorous note about it. As 

well, genuine laughter may be used in a variety of face-threatening ways, such as to 

ridicule, embarrass, belittle, threaten, etc. These additional nonconventional uses of 

laughter may encourage new, creative, and insightful ways of thinking about laughter 

outside of the humorous context. 

 We use laughter everyday in conversation and in ways we are often unaware of. 

This study focused on one of the ways that people strategically use laughter: to cope with 

disagreement. By bringing linguistic devices and strategies like coping laughter to the 
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fore, we are better able to think about the issues of conflict and conversation and the 

ways that we might conventionalize the strategies we already use naturally on a daily 

basis. Laughter is a powerful social resource because it expresses and evokes a positive, 

nonserious emotion. The more we learn about the linguistic, psychological, and social 

aspects of laughter, the better we will understand ourselves and out world. 
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Appendix A 

 

Transcription Conventions (developed by Gail Jefferson) 

 
Symbol    Example  Meaning 
 
Double parentheses   ((laughs))  Nonverbal information 
 
Single parentheses with numbers  (0.5)   Length of pauses in seconds 
 
Single parentheses with words (Can't)   Dubious transcription 
 
Square bracket    [   Overlapping speech 

[  
 
Equal sign    =   Speech continues on next line 
 
Degree symbols   °okay°   Whispered speech 
 
Underlining    Know   Emphasized speech 
 
Colon     Kno:::w  Elongated speech 
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