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WHA'T'S NEXT?:
THE SOCIAL AND TECHNOLOGICAL MANAGEMENT OF MEETINGS

Charlotte Linde*

I n t r o  d  u  c t  i o  n

Meetings, both face to face, and phone meetings, are an important
speech event in our cul ture,  and represent one of the most common
ways in which col laborat ive work is accompl ished. This paper
explores one important aspect of  the way meet ings are constructed
by part ic ipants:  the resources avai lable to part ic ipants to
const i tute the topics of  their  agenda, achieve coordinat ion on topics
and to move from one topic to the next.  This f ramework is current ly
being appl ied to the quest ion of  understanding the di f ferences
between agenda management in di f ferent technological  condit ions:
face to face, phone, and with enhanced communicat ions software.

The question of how agendas are managed is important because it
allows us to make a bridge between the larger level speech event of
the meet ing, and the micro- level  detai ls of  the exchange of turns
within this speech event.  That is,  the business meet ing is a
recognizable speech event for middle class Americans; the
part ic ipants,  as wel l  as other members of  the cul ture could easi ly
describe these stretches of speech as meetings. (See (Hymes,
1962),  (Hymes, 1964),  (Hymes, 1972),  (Hymes, 1974),  (Durant i ,
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1985) for discussions of  the not ion of  the speech event.)  But th is
leaves open the quest ion of  precisely how speakers go about
producing an instance of such a speech event,  how they bui ld i t  up
from i ts succession of  ut terances. This is part icular ly an issue for
speech events l ike the informal meet ings descr ibed in this study,
where the order of  turns and the topics to be discussed is not
prearranged. This study wi l l  show how these two levels are l inked.

As par t  o f  members 'e thno- theory  o f  the speech event  o f  meet ings,
there are normative accounts of  how a good meet ing should be run,
which focus on formal meet ings with a chair ,  an agenda, etc. ,
inc lud ing the very  in f luent ia l  Rober ts '  Ru les  o f  Order .  lndeed,  i t  i s
the presence of such features which def ines what is understood to
be a formal meet ing. According to the def in i t ion of  types of
fo rma l i t y  g i ven  i n  ( l r v i ne ,  1979) ,  t h i s  i s  f o rma l i t y  o f  t he  soc ia l
s i tuat ion, def ined as a si tuat ion with a tone of ser iousness,
po l i teness and respect ,  wh ich invokes pos i t iona l  and pub l ic  ra ther
than personal ident i t ies.  (Durant i ,  1984) gives an example of  an
extremely formal meet ing type in Samoan society,  which has f ixed
spat ia l  boundar ies ,  tempora l  boundar ies ,  par t ic ipants ,  speech
register,  physical  posture of  the part ic ipants,  and order of  turn-
taking. For formal meet ings in American sett ings, there is very
l i t t le research on how such meet ings are actual ly conducted, what
makes meet ings ef fect ive, and the relat ions between informal and
formal  meet ings.  (Turnage,  1990)  d iscusses the need for  such
research in understanding the design and effect  of  new workplace
technology.  (Boden,  1984)  shows how the f ind ings o f  conversat ion
analysis apply to the context of  formal bureaucrat ic meet ings.

2 .  Agenda  Managemen t

Of the many aspects of  meet ing structure, th is paper wi l l  consider
agenda management :  how par t ic ipants  accompl ish  the t rans i t ion
from one major topic to another.  At the micro- level ,  th is issue can
be viewed as one type of turn management,  speci f ical ly the
management of  the movement f rom topic to topic.  But i t  is  also
const i tut ive of  the macrostructure of  meet ings, s ince i t  is perhaps
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the most important mechanism for assur ing that meet ings f low
smoo th l y .

We wi l l  not consider the issue of movement f rom topic to topic
wi th in  an agenda i tem,  s ince th is  poses the ext remely  d i f f i cu l t
problem of def in ing topic.  Topics in conversat ion are di f f icul t  to
def ine because they are not structural  uni ts with def in i te
boundaries.  Whi le we, as members of  the cul ture have a sense that a
conversat ion is made up of several  topics,  we wi l l  of ten have
dif f icul ty in agreeing exact ly how many topics there are, or where
the boundaries are. Topics appear to dr i f t  into one another by a
process wh ich (Sacks, 1972) has termed "step-wise topic
t r ans i t i on " .

A general feature for topical organization in conversation is movement from topic
to topic, not by a topic-close followed by a topic beginning, but by a stepwise
move, which involves l inking up whatever is being introduced to what has just
been talked about, such that, as far as anybody knows, a new topic has not been
started, though we're far from wherever we began. (Lecture 5, Spring 1972,
p p .  1 5  -  1 6 )

This paper discusses the management of  the topics of  the agendas of
a two-person graphics design f i rm, whose social  structure is
descr ibed below. This al lows us to avoid the di f f icul ty of  providing
a general  def in i t ion of  the not ion of  topic by taking advantage of the
par t icu lar  s t ruc ture  o f  meet ings for  the f i rm under  invest igat ion.
These meet ings have a macrostructure which is formed by separate
d iscuss ions o f  ind iv idua l  pro jec ts .  We wi l l  there fore  cons ider  the
work of  achieving transi t ion from discussion of  one project to the
next,  ignor ing topic structure within project.  This of fers a good
overview of agenda management,  and can provide suggest ions for the
later study of  topic management with in projects.

Note that th is analyt ic strategy of  looking at  projects as the top
leve l  o f  top ic  management  in  fac t  mi r rors  the members 'own
categories:  in general  they organize their  agenda by project.  This is 

Inot the only way i t  could be organized: an al ternate organizat ional  I
pr inciple would be business funct ion. For example: the f i rst  topic of
the meet ing could be the discussion of  al l  current relat ions with
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pr in t ing shops.  A l though there
organ izat ion,  the vast  major i ty
organ ized by project.

3 .  The  Da ta

are a few examples of  th is k ind of
o f  th  is  f  i rm 's  meet ing t ime is

This paper is based on a case study of videotapes of GG, a small
design f i rm, in one face to face meet ing of  2 hours,  30 minutes, and
three phone meet ings total l ing one hour and thir ty f ive minutes.
These data were gathered as part of a project studying the effects
of the introduct ion of  new communicat ions technology on work
pract ices, and the possible roles which ethnographic study of  work
pract ice can have in the design process of  such technologies. The
technology includes the capaci ty for computer-based fax, and in a
la ter  vers ion o f  the des ign,  f i le  t ransfer ,  remote screen shar ing,  and
real- t ime interact ive messages (cal led "chat" or " talk" in var ious
communicat ions systems a l ready on the market ) .

The two partners of the design firm are two women who have
worked together  for  th ree years .  In i t ia l ly ,  they l i ved wi th in  walk ing
distance of one another, so that face to face meetings were easy to
arrange. Two years ago, one partner moved 50 mi les away, which
necessi tated more elaborate phone meet ings, and arrangements to
fax or send documents by mai l ,  messengers,  etc.  Indeed, di f f icul t ies
in exchanging documents formed one reason why they welcomed the
chance to part ic ipate in this project,  s ince the project donated to
them the software which would al low them to cont inue using the
system after the end of the study.

This f i rm was chosen for study for a number of  reasons. One is that
the soc ia l  s t ruc ture  is  pr imar i ly  non-h ierarch ica l .  The two
members are equal partners in the business, and there are no other
employees.  Fur ther ,  there  is  no spec ia l iza t ion:  each par t ic ipates  in
every  aspect  o f  the bus iness,  inc lud ing so l ic i t ing  bus iness,  ac tua l
des ign,  des ign cr i t ique,  meet ings wi th  c l ien ts ,  bus iness record-
keeping and maintenance, etc.  On smal l  jobs, the partner who
brought  in  the bus iness may do most  or  a l l  o f  the des ign work ,  but  on
larger jobs, both part ic ipate in the design work.  (The social
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structure of  th is business is sketched here, because i t  is a common
sense view that meet ings are general ly run by a designated chair ,  or
by the highest ranking member present.  Conversat ion analysis
would ,  qu i te  proper ly ,  a t tempt  to  make th is  genera l  assumpt ion
problematic.  In this case, s ince the business is not structured to
have a leader,  the common sense assumption that the leader runs
meet ings is i r relevant,  and can not apply.)

Another important work pract ice of  th is f i rm is that the partners do
not have a expl ic i t  jo int  agenda or to-do l ist  for meet ings. ln some
of their  phone meet ings, one part ic ipant may have a l ist  of  topics,
but  th is  l i s t  i s  not  shared,  e i ther  in  wr i t ing  or  ora l ly  w i th  her
partner.  That is,  a topic l ist  could be distr ibuted before the
meet ing,  or  announced a t  the beg inn ing o f  the meet ing.  Nei ther  o f
these strategies are used. However,  we know that the part ic ipants
have prepared for these meet ings, including project ing topics for
discussion, s ince they br ing to phone and face to face meet ings
folders containing work on the projects they expect wi l l  be
discussed. ln separate interviews on their  work pract ices, the
part ic ipants each said that they did not prepare a speci f ic agenda
because they worked on few enough jobs that they could keep track
of al l  of  them, and knew which needed to be discussed.

These work pract ices make these data part icular ly valuable for the
study of  agenda management,  s ince they combine to require expl ic i t
work by part ic ipants dur ing the meet ing to const i tute the agenda.

4 .  Resources  fo r  Accomp l i sh ing  Top ic  Change

Let  us  beg in  our  invest igat ion o f  agenda management  by  cons ider ing
the physical  and social  resources avai lable to speakers for
accompl ish ing top ic  change o f  a l l  k inds,  par t icu lar ly  movement  f rom
one agenda i tem to another.  As we shal l  see, agenda management is
a negot iat ion between meet ing part ic ipants about whether a
prev ious top ic  is  conc luded,  whether  the in t roduct ion o f  a  new top ic
is appropr iate,  and what that topic shal l  be.
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4 a.  Resources for  Top ic  C losure

First ,  we must consider not only how a new topic is introduced, but
also how the previous topic is c losed. Resources for accompl ishing
top ic  change inc lude prec los ing markers ,  and exp l ic i t  top ic  c los ings.

Prec los ings are  ind icat ions o f  the poss ib i l i ty  o f  the appropr ia teness
of ending the current topic.  These include discourse markers l ike
we1l,  oK, so, etc,  of fered as the speaker 's ent i re turn.  As
(Scheglof f  & Sacks, 1973) descr ibe the funct ion of  these markers:

With them, a speaker takes a turn whose business seems to be to 'pass.' i.e. to
indicate that he has not now anylhing more or new to say and also to give a 'free'
turn to a next, who, because such an utterance can be treated as having broken
with any prior topic, can without violating topical coherence take the occasion to
introduce a new topic.  (p 304)

Such preclosing markers tend to come in pairs:

1 .  O K .  O K .

2 .  W e l l  ( p a u s e ) ,  W e I l _  ( p a u s e )

These indicate that both participants have passed on the chance to
cont inue the cur rent  top ic .

Another  form of  prec los ing is  an eva luat ion o f  the pr ior  d iscuss ion.
Rather than cont inuing the topic,  the speaker steps back from i t  to
give an indicat ion of  what i t  means, what i ts value is,  etc.1 Such
eva luat ions may be s imple  s ta tements  l i ke

3 .  W e l l  t h a t ' s  O K .

4 .  G o o d  f o r  y o u .  I ' m  g t a d  t h a t  t h a t  w o r k e d  w e 1 l .

They may involve the use of proverbs, aphorisms, etc.  or they may be
elabo rate and detai led evaluat ions of  the ent i re topic.  For example,

1 .  A l l  o f  t he  examp les
of GG's work sessions.

which fol low are taken from video recordings
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in discussing a cl ient 's desire to repeat his name on every page, the
two designers have agreed that three repet i t ions is enough. Then the
part ic ipant who is not the designer of  th is project provides the
fo l lowing eva luat ion,  a  summary o f  the preced ing d iscuss ion which
serves as a preclosing:

r n  f a c t ,  r  t h i n k  y o u  s o r t  o f  s h o o t  y o u r s e l f  i n  t h e
f o o t ,  i f  y o u  a r e  t o o  o b v i o u s .

ln the context of  a work meet ing, anothe r  very common form of
preclosing is for the speaker to refer to work which she wi l l  do
outside the meet ing, or suggest ions for future act ions by the other
par t ic ipant .  Th is  funct ions as a  prec los ing,  s ince i t  suggests  that  i t
i s  not  cur rent ly  product ive  to  cont inue d iscuss ing the top ic  unt i l  the
proposed work is completed. For example:

6 .  R i g h t .  w e l - l -  w h a t  r  w a s  g o i n g  t o  d o  i s  f i n i s h  t h e s e
u p  a s  t h i s  r o u n d  o f  t h e  v a r i a t i o n s  o n  t h e  t h e m e  a s
b e s t  r  c o u r d  a n d  s e n d  t h e m  o f f  t o  y o u .  A n d  t h e n
y o u  c o u l d  [ p a u s e ]  l o o k  a t  t h e m ,  f i d d l e  w i t h  t h e m
w h i l e  f  a m  q o n e .

This strategy for preclosing thus t ies the current topic not only to
the agenda of  the cur rent  meet ing,  but  to  fu ture  ac t ions as wel l .

In a face to face meet ing, there is also the possibi l i ty of  using
physical  movements to serve as preclosing indicat ions. These may
be as subt le as postural  shi f ts forward or backward in a chair ,  or as
obvious as looking at  one's watch, or taking out and playing with car
keys. In the work meet ings studied here, physical  indicat ions are
readi ly avai fable to the part ic ipants,  and play an important role in
top ic  management ,  s ince the i r  work  cons is ts  o f  des ign pro jec ts ,
which they br ing to meet ings to show to one another.  Therefore, one
obvious method to indicate the possible c losing of  a topic is to c lose
the folder containing the work which that topic discusses. A more
subt le indicat ion is to vary the pace of moving through the indiv idual
papers  in  a  fo lder :  fas t  shuf f l ing  through a  p i le  ind icat ing that  the
rest of  the pi le is not very important and so the topic may be seen to
be coming to a close.
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I t  mig ht  be arg ued that c losing a folder is part  of  the ef f  ic ient
organizat ion of  the actual  work being performed, and that i t  is  an
overinterpretat ion to v iew i t  as a communicat ional  move. However,
when we compare how the participants manage folders in face to
face meet ings and phone meet ings, we f ind that in phone meet ings,
folders of ten are lef t  open after their  corresponding topic is c losed,
and are closed ei ther at  the end of the meet ing, or dur ing the
discussion of  some unrelated topic.  This argues strongly that fo lder
management in face to face meetings is in fact, used as a resource
for  communicat ion.  Th is  resource management  is  e legant ,  but  shou ld
not not be surpr is ing, s ince research at every l inguist ic level ,  f rom
phonology to discourse, indicates that any di f ference that can be
dist inguished by speakers wi l l  be used to communicate some
l ingu is t i c  o r  soc ia l  mean ing .

In addit ion to preclosings, there are also expl ic i t  markers of  topic
c los ing,  which a lmost  a lways fo l low the negot ia t ion process o f
prec los ings.  Farewel ls  are  examples o f  exp l ic i t  c los ings:

'1

With in
top i c :

8 . O K ,  T h a t ' s  a l l  I  h a v e  t o  s a y  a b o u t  O .

ln these data, expl ic i t  topic c losings are qui te rare:  2 of  34 topics.
It is interesting to note that both of these are offered by the owner
of the agenda i tem.

4  b .  Resources  fo r  Top ic  In t roduc t i on

Either at  the beginning of  a conversat ion, meet ing, etc,  or af ter the
previous topic has reached a point  of  possible conclusion,
participants may introduce a new topic. They have a variety of
resources for  th is  inc lud ing exp l ic i t  agenda ca l ls ,  exp l ic i t  top ic
proposals,  physical  introduct ions of  a topic,  and introduct ion of  a

O K .  B y e  b y e .  B y e .

a meet ing,  we a lso f ind exp l ic i t  c los ings o f  a  par t icu lar
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topic without expl ic i t  marker of  i ts novel ty.  Topics may also be
introduced by other agents outside the current meet ing. Let us
cons ider  these in  turn .

First  are expl ic i t  agenda cal ls (also cal led topic el ic i tors by (Button
& Casey, 1984)).  These are expl ic i t  requests by a current speaker
for the introduct ion of  a topic by other part ic ipants.  Examples are:

9 .  W h a t r s  n e x t ?

O K ,  w h a t  e J s e ,  w h a t  e l s e  d o  w e  h a v e  t o  w o r r y
abou t  ?

1 1 .  S o  a n v t h i - n q  e l - s e ?  A r e  w e  m i s s i n q  a n v t h i - n q  e l s e ?

l f  the other part ic ipant does not immediately propose a topic,  the
speaker issuing the agenda cal l  may then introduce one. In more
complex cases, the agenda cal l  may propose a number of  topics,  thus
project ing future topics for at  least part  of  the conversat ion.

1 0

B :I 2 L e t ' s  s e e .  I  d o n  I  t
a l - r n r r l -  n  ' i  cs v v u u  \ l  ! r  g O n n a

i r r s t  l e a v e  f h a t  f o r
s t u f f  f i r s t ?

t  r n e

know whe the r  we  shou l -d  t a l - k
b e  o u r  t o u g h e s t  o n e .  S h a I I  w e

' l  
a s f  a n c l  c r o  1 -  h r n r r c r h  t h  i  5  O t h e rf u r u  s r r s  Y v  u r r ! v s Y r r  e r r r

W e l I  I e t ' s ,  I  I  I  d o n ' t  k n o w .  T h i s  i s  n o t  e a s y
e i t h e r .  I f  w e  l e a v e  T h i s  i s  O ' s  s t u f f .  T h e s e  a r e
a l , l -  s o r t  o f  c h a o t i c  a t  t h e  m o m e n t .  W e l - l -  O K .  T h i s
i s  E  S ' s

Next are expl ic i t  topic proposals,  which di f fer f rom agenda cal ls.
Whi le agenda cal ls request a next topic,  topic proposals expl ic i t ly
indicate that what fol lows is a new topic.  Examples are:

1 J O n  t o  O .

1 4 .  S o  I ' I I  s h o w  y o u  m y  s t u f f  h e r e  b e c a u s e  t h i s  a l l
k i n d a ,  t h a t ' s  n o t h i n g .  T h i s  i s  a l - l -  k i n d a
s t  r a i g h t  f o r w a r d  .

A n d  t h i s  i s  M r .  X  ( n a m e  o f  c l i e n t )1 5
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t n Y o u  w a n t  t o  s e e  t h e  I R  b i d ?

Such topic proposals may be either accepted, postponed or rejected.
(See (L inde,  1988)  for  a  d iscuss ion o f  the re la t ion o f  the l ingu is t ic
form of the proposal to topic success and fai lure in the domain of
av ia t ion acc idents . )

There are also physical  topic proposals -  in these data, gett ing a
folder,  opening a folder,  touching a folder,  etc.  In general ,  we f ind
that when there is a physical topical proposal, i t tends to precede
i ts  cor responding l ingu is t ic  top ic  proposa l .  (Th is  is  ent i re ly
consonant with the research on gestures, which f inds in general  that
gestures tend to precede their  accompanying l inguist ic mater ial .
(Moerman ,  1989) ,  (Scheg lo f f ,  1984 ) ,  (McNe i l l ,  1979 ) )  Tha t i s ,we
argue that  the phys ica l  manipu la t ion o f  fo lders  is  communicat ive  as
we l l  as  i ns t rumen ta l .

Another means for the introduct ion of  a new toplc is the
in t roduct ion o f  a  new par t ic ipant ,  in  th is  case,  e i ther  by  phone or  by
the physical  entry of  c l ient.  Such a new part ic ipant may ei ther
introduce a new topic,  or may become a new topic.  For example, i f
one part ic ipant leaves the conversat ion to answer the phone, on her
return to the conversat ion, she may introduce a new topic by
report ing on the content of  the cal l ,  part icular ly i f  i t  is  related to
the i r  bus iness.  Such phys ica l  in t roduct ions f rom outs ide the
meet ing requ i re  no work  o f  c los ing or  opening;  the i r  mode of
in t roduct ion is  spec i f ica l ly  an in ter rupt ion o f  ongoing bus iness
rather than a part  of  i t .  Note that i t  is  part  of  the work pract ice of
th is  f i rm,  as  i t  i s  o f  most  workp laces,  that  r ing ing phones and
doorbe l ls  preempt  most  ongoing in teract ion.  ( ln  th is  s i tuat ion,  i t  i s
an issue for the person not on the phone whether to indicate pol i te
disattent ion, or to at tend to the conversat ion, i f  i t  appears to be
app rop r i a te . )
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4c .  Pa r t i c i pan t  S t ruc tu re  o f  Agenda  Nego t ia t i on

We have shown that the management of the agenda is a negotiation
between the participants. We may now ask about the participant
structure: whether the part ic ipants have equal r ights and funct ion in
the same ways. We find that it is not possible to focus on one
part ic ipant as accompl ishing the ent i re topic change, s ince there is
a jo int  negot iat ion to establ ish that a pr ior topic is c losed and that
the introduct ion of  a new topic is appropr iate.  However,  in this
si tuat ion we can dist inguish project owners,  and there are certain
r ights to the topic which only the project owner has. One is the
physical  ownership of  fo lders and documents.  Whi le these are shown
to the other part ic ipant,  control  always remains with the owner.  We
have no instances of a part ic ipant opening, c losing, or removing
documents from a folder owned by the other,  except in the case
where the document 's owner has already offered i t  for  v iewing. ln
terms of agenda management,  th is means that the project owner
un ique ly  has the resource o f  phys ica l ly  s igna l l ing  a  top ic  c los ing or
opening. Also, wi th few except ions, i t  is  the project owner who
introduces a project as a topic.  l t  might appear that th is is ent i rely
obvious, s ince i t  is the project owner who knows what state the
project is in,  and whether i t  const i tutes a topic.  However,  in
conversat ion, i t  is  a s ign of  int imacy to know one's inter locutor wel l
enough to ask about some scheduled event or problem: How did your
doctor 's appointment go? In the case of GG, where there are
relat ively few projects at  any given t ime, this type of topic
introduct ion would be feasible,  but in fact ,  we f ind only one case, in
which the non-project owner asks about the state of  a project only
after a long sequence of preclosings which appear to be closing the
ent i re  te lephone meet ing.

1 , 1  .  B :  T h a n k s ,  s w e e t i e .  f  t ' s  q o o d  /  /  t o  t a l k  t o  v o u .

A :  Y e a h .  B e  i n  t o u c h .

B :  T h a n k s  f o r  q e t t i n q  a l l  t h a t  T  U  s t u f f  t o  m e .

A :  O h ,  w e l l ,  u h ,  i t ' s  u h ,  i t  w a s  n o t  u h ,  i t  w a s
j u s t  a  m a t t e r  o f ,  a s  u s u a l ,  t h e s e  c o n t i n u a l
c h a n g e s .
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/ - h : n a o c  V o a h .
f v

O t h e r  t h a n  t h a t ,
s l .  r ^  i  c r h l -  f o r w 3 1 6 i .

i t  w a s  ( P a u s e )  /  /

O h ,  I i s t e n -  d i d  w e  e v e r  g e t  c o p i e s  o f  t h e  p r i n t
c h a r r ?

N o ,  I  w r o t e  t . o  h i m ,  I t  y e a h ,  w r o t e  t o  h i m  w h e n  I
s e n t  h i m  h i s  l - a s t  u h  i n v o i c e ,  a n d  a s k e d  f o r
c o p i e s  .  S o ,  I ' m  s u r e  w e ' 1 1  h e a r  f r o m  h i m .

Fina l ly ,  wh i le  both  par t ic ipants  in t roduce prec los ings,  i t  i s  on ly  the
pro jec t  owner  who in t roduces formal  top ic  c los ings.

A further aspect of  part ic ipant structure is determined ; t  the
assignment of  tasks to be done before the next meet ing. The
fol lowing is the one case in these data in which the non-project
owner reopens the topic once i t  has been formal ly c losed, in order to
check on what it was she agreed to do.

I  d o n ' t  t h i n k  I  n e e d  t o .  I  m e a n  i t ' s ,  I ' v e
a l r e a d y ,  I ' v e  a l r e a d y  s p e n t  s o  m u c h  t i m e  o n  i t
t h a t  i t ' s  k i n d  o f ,  I  m e a n ,  I  d o n ' t  m i n d  d o i n g  i t ,
I ' m  g l a d  t o  h e l p  h e r  o u t ,  b u t .  O K ,  w h a t  e l s e ,
w h a t  e l - s e  d o  w e  h a v e  t o  w o r r v  a b o u t ?  O h .

W e I I ,  I ,  j u s t  t o  g e t  b a c k  t o  O  f o r ,  / f o r  a
m i  n r r l -  o

O h ,  I ' m  s o r r y .  I  t h o u g h t  w e  w e r e  d o n e  w i t h  t h e m .

W e l J - ,  I  j u s t  u h ,  w a n n a  g e t  s  :  t r a i g h t  h e r e ,  w h a t
T l m  r . r } . r r +  T l m  r l n i n , . rI  t r l ,  w l , l c : . L  I  l L r  \ , r \ J - L I r Y .

5 .  GG 's  Agenda  Managemen t

Although the members of  GG have no formal pr ior agenda, and no
speci f ied chair  for the meet ings, agenda management appears to be
successfu l ,  a l though th is  might  not  be the common sense pred ic t ion.

B :

B :

B :
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That is,  topic change is relat ively smooth, agreement is achieved on
what topics to discuss, and few topics are proposed and rejected, or
not taken up.

There is one str ik ing except ion of  a fai led topic proposal:  a bid for a
general  pol icy discussion on how the f i rm should handle pro bono
work, f ree work as a publ ic service. The potent ial  recipient of  th is
topic makes a joke of  i t ,  and the proposer moves on to the next real
job.  l t  i s  not  surpr is ing that  a  genera l  d iscuss ion o f  po l icy  fa i ls  to
become a topic,  in the face of urgent project deadl ines. This
phenomenon is  f requent ly  observed in  smal l  bus inesses;  the
immediate press of  work makes i t  very di f f icul t  to ident i fy the
appropr iate t ime to discuss long-term plans or pol icy issues.

t v  H . ( H o l d i n g  b r o c h u r e )  Y o u  k n o w r  w €  h a d  t o  s w i t c h ,
( P a u s e )  I  h a d  t o  s w i t c h  t y p e f a c e s  t h r e e  t i m e s .
I n  t h e  m i d d l e  o f  a l l -  t h i s .  I ,  t h i s  h a s  b e e n
p r o b l - e m a t i c .  Y o u  k n o w .  o n e  o f  t h e  t h i n g s  I  w a s
g o n n a  t a l k  a b o u t  i s  r e a l - ] y  p r o  b o n o  w o r k .

Mm-hmm.

I  c a n ' t  b e l - i e v e  h o w  m u c h ,  i n  f a c t ,  I  g a v e  u h ,  L l
a n  e s t i m a f e .  B e c a u s e  t h e v  n e e d e d  i t  f o r  t h e i r
c a m p a i g n  r e c o r d s .  W e  h a v e  a l r e a d y  d o n e  l p a u s e ]
o v e r  n i n e  h u n d r e d  d o l l a r s  w o r t h  o f  p r o  b o n o  w o r k
f o r  t h e m .

l N o d s ,  I a u g h s ]  Y o u  h a v e  a l r e a d y  d o n e ,  f B o t h
I a u g h l  I  h a v e  n o t  a l r e a d y  d o n e .

A l r i g h t  s o  b a c k  t o  t h i s  l p i c k s  u p  c o ] - o r  s a m p l e l

Y o u  d o n ' t  e v e n  h a v e  a  k i d  i n  t h e  s c h o o l  s y s t . e m ,
B .  ( U n c l e a r )
( U n c I e a r )  B o y ,  t h a t ' s  t o o  b r i g h t

In this example, B suggests as a topic pro bono work,  that is,  work
without pay for var ious good causes. This topic is suggested after a
long session with the campaign manager of  a candidate for the local
school board, for whom elect ion mater ials have been designed for
free. B detai ls how much t ime has already been spent on this
project:  A, her partner makes a joke about the work B has already

B :



310 Charlotte Linde

done, rather than picking up the proposed topic of  a possible pol icy
on pro bono work.  B does not pursue her proposed topic,  but returns
to a previous topic,  which is a design for a paying customer.  A
cont inues her joke about B's pro bono work,  and B then cont inues her
return to the previous topic of  the customer's design, which A
accepts. Nowhere in this session do they return to the question of a
pol icy for pro bono work.

However,  th is example is an except ion. In general ,  we f ind that
part ic ipants are careful  to negot iate closings which are agreed to by
both parties and are not abrupt. Preclosings are extensive, which
assures that both part ic ipants have had their  sdy, before a current
topic is concluded. Simi lar ly,  the introduct ion of  new topics is
negot ia ted,  ra ther  than un i la tera l ly  announced or  begun.

We may also compare the two main types of meeting which these
part ic ipants use: face to face and phone, to determine i f  there are
di f ferences in the types of agenda management they accompl ish. In
the face to face meetings, we find that speakers make use of the
avai lable resource of the modal i ty of  s ight and the organizat ion of
their  projects by folders to use folders as a signal l ing device for
proposed topic change. However this serves as an addit ional
channel ,  augment ing ra ther  than supplant ing l ingu is t ic  ind icat ions o f
top ic  c los ing and opening.

We also find that agenda management can be more complex in face to
face si tuat ions than on the telephone: for example, we f ind verbal
agreement on topic change not ent i rely synchronized with on-going
act ions. That is,  part ic ipants may agree on what the next topic is to
be, but cont inue with the previous topic,  s ince they can see that they
are physical ly moving towards closing that topic.  In the fol lowing
example, af ter the part ic ipants have agreed to break for lunch, they
cont inue to  d iscuss the cur rent  top ic ,  but  the i r  t idy ing o f  papers
into folders indicates that they have not abandoned the topic of
lunch,  but  are  prepar ing for  i t .



Z U .  T J : Y o u  k n o w  w h a t ' s  f u n n y ?  D i f f e r e n t
p r i n te r s  have  p robJ -ems  w i t h
d i f f e r e n t  c o l o r s .  I  d o n ' t  k n o w  i f
i t ' s  t h e i r  p r e s s e s .  f  d o n ' t  k n o w
i f  i t ' s  s o m e  h e a t  p r o c e s s  o r  s o m e
t e c h n i q u e  t h a t  t h e y ' r e  u s i n g .  U m .
W e l - I  i t ' s  n o t  i n  t h e r e .  I  m u s t
h a v e  i t  o n  m y  d e s k  s o m e w h e r e .

J u s t  t h e  o r i g i n a l  ( U N C L E A R )  ( B :
Y e a h .  A l r i g h t )  .  A n d  t h i s  a n d
t h i  s

T h a t  i s ,  t h a t ' s  h i s ,  t h a t ' s  h i s
o r i g i n a l  n e g a t i v e ,  w h i c h  i s ,  u f r ,
w h i c h  i s  j u s t  a  s t r a i g h t . ,  a
s t r a i g h t  n e g a t i v e .  T h i s  i s  t h e
h a l f  t o n e .

A :  I ' m  g o i n g  t o  m a k e  m y s e l f  a n o t h e r
c u p  o f  c o f f e e .
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B  l o o k s  t h r o u g h
p a p e r s  a n d  s o r t s
t h e m  ' i  n t o  n i  I e s .

I J 4

A  ] o o k s  a t
p a p e r s  a n d  h a n d s
t h e m  t o  B .

R  n r r l -  c  l r o -  ^ i ] - e
v

o f  D A n e r s  i  n t o
f n ' l r l a r  n i n l z , s u p
p a p e r  f r o m  p i l e
i n  f r o n t  o f  A .

B  p i c k s  u p  a n
e n v e ' l  o n e -  l o o k s

|  
- v '

a t  t h e  d o c u m e n t s
i n  i t .

n .

B :

B :

C :

Y e a h .  O h  C ,  w o u l - d
a n o f h e r  r - r l n  O f  t e a ?- s_v

r o q a l r n h a r \
v r r v  !  /

T h a t  s o u n d s  g r e a t .

be fo re  we  go  on
T l m  r r o f  i -  i n a

(UNCLEAR)

A :  ( U N C I E A R )  s i n c e

you  l - i ke
( T a I k i n g  t o

t o  t h e  n e x t  t h i n g ?
h r r n n r r r r  /  // /

h o  r l ' i  r l n  t  +
r r v  v r v r t  w ,

B : O h  w o u l d  y o u  g u y s  l i k e  a  s a n d w i c h ?
W o u l d  y o u  l i k e ,  I i k e  a  p i e c e  o f ,
f  d o n ' t  k n o w  w h a t  I ' v e  g o t .  I , v e
g o t  a p p  j , e s ,  f  ' v e  g o t  c h e e s e ,
c r a c k e r s  a n d  a p p l - e s .  D o e s
eve rybody  wan t  some?  Sha l - l  we
b r e a k  f o r  l u n c h

( S o u n d s  O K .  )

B  t a k e s  o u t
documen ts  f r om
F n \ r a r ' n n a  f  1,  _ - r p s
|  1- ,  ̂r r  ^ l .  I  l -  ^ . .L r l u u Y r r  L t I t : . U . t .

D r r l -  c  n 2 n 6 r c  b a C kl / u u v !  J

i  n  o n \ z a l  n n o

B :

B :  W h a t ?
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A :  I  s a i d  I  w i s h  h e  h a d  c h o s e n  A  b r i n g s  o v e r
d i f f e r e n t l y ,  b u t  s i n c e  h e  d i d n ' t ,  c o l o r  b o o k  a n d
I  t h i n k  i t ,  I  t h i n k  i t  l o o k -  p u t s  i t  o n  B ' s

p i l e  o f  p a p e r s .
B  moves  one
I a r g e  s h e e t  a w a y
f r o m  t h e  p i l e
o f f  c a m e r a .

B :  I  g u e s s  i t ' s  l i k e ,  h e  h a s  a ,  i t ' s ,
i t ' s  l i k e  M r  W h a t h i s n a m e  w i t h  t h e
news l -e t t e r .  When  somebody  has
s o m e t h i n g  f i x e d  i n  t h e i r  m i n d s
w h e n  t h e y  t h i n k  a b o u t  t h e  p r o j e c t
and  t hey  t h i nk  abou t  how  they  wan t  B  wa l ks  i n to
i t  t o  b e ,  u h ,  i t ' s  v e r y  h a r d  t o  k i t c h e n .
b u d g e  t h e m  l o o s e ,  i t ' s  v e r y  h a r d  A  s t a n d s  t u r n e d
t o  t e I I  t h e m ,  H e y  t h e r e ' s  r e a l l y  a  t o w a r d s  k i t c h e n .
b e t t e r  d e s i g n  o u t  t h e r e  f o r  y o u .
f  h a d  a  b e t t e r  d e s i g n  f o r  t h i s
b r o c h u r e  t h a t  t h e y  w o u l d n ' t  g o
w i t h .  I t  h a d  m o r e  w h i t e  s p a c e .
And  they  wou lda  had  t o  cu t  some  o f
t h e i r ,  s o m e  o f  t h e i r  u h ,  s o m e  o f
t h e i r  p r i n t .  A n d  y o u  t r y  t o  t e l _ I
t h e m ,  n o b o d y ' s  g o i n g  t o  r e a d  i t ,
p e o p l e  w i l l  n o t ,  t h e r e  a r e ,  t h e r e
a r e  s t u d i e s  o n  t h i s ,  p e o p l e  d o n ' t
s i t  d o w n  a n d  r e a d  t h e m ,  t h e r e  a r e
a  f e w ,  t h e r e  a r e  a  f e w  v o t e r s  w h o
a r e  g o i n g  t o  s i t  d o w n  a n d  r e a d  i t .
M o s t  p e o p l e  l o o k  a t  i t ,  g e t  a n
i m a g e r  d o  i m p r e s s i o n ,  a n d  t h a t ' s
i t .  I  m e a n ,  t h i n k ,  w h a t  d o  y o u  d o
w i t h  v o u r  i u n k  m a i l .

A :  ( L a u g h s )  W h a t  j u n k  m a i l - ?  r s  ( i t )  A  w a l - k s  i n t o
l u n k  m a i l - ?  k i t c h e n .

In telephone meet ings, agenda management is s imi lar to face to face
meet ings.  A l though the phys ica l  resources for  jo in t  agenda
management are not present,  part ic ipants make a simi lar use of
l inguist ic resources to achieve the same negot iated topic changes.
The one di f ference that we do f ind is a greater use of agenda cal ls in
phone meet ings: oK whal s nexr,  etc.  That is,  part ic ipants go to a
meta-f  evel ,  making speci f ic reference to the conduct of  the meet ing.
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Al though the number  o f  cases is  too smal l  to  y ie ld  s ign i f icant
resul ts,  the di f ference is in the expected direct ion: absence of the
physical  resource for negot iat ion requires a more expl ic i t  use of  the
avai lable l inguist ic resources. However,  we do not f ind a greater
use o f  prec los ings or  exp l ic i t  c los ings in  phone meet ings.

These f indings on the relat ive simi lar i ty of  face to face and phone
meetings represent a qui te general  phenomenon: i t  is  not
technological  factors as much as social  factors which structure
speech events.  Communicat ions technologies which arc incorporated
into general  use must be capable of  becoming transparent:  that is,
the mechanics  o f  the i r  use must  be ass imi lab le  to  the ru les  o f
conversat ion, in order not to impede the communicat ions which they
are intended to faci l i tate.  The telephone has certainly become
almost  ent i re ly  t ransparent  a t  th is  po in t .  That  is ,  te lephone use is
usual ly not problematic for i ts users,  and except in case of
equ ipment  prob lems or  fa i lu re ,  or  the in t roduct ion o f  new techn ica l
features, the technology of  the telephone i tsel f  rarely becomes a
topic for speakers.  This t ransparency is the resul t  of  fami l iar i ty
and the development of  convent ions, and was certainly not the case
when the te lephone was f i rs t  commerc ia l ly  in t roduced.  The ear l ies t
phone companies gave users instruct ion circulars and sponsored
magazine art ic les about how to speak into the receiver,  how to use
the earpiece, etc.  as wel l  as suggest ing uses for why one might want
to  use the te lephone.  (Aronson,  1981)

We have in these data an interest ing case for comparison: We can see
the process of  adaptat ion of  the part ic ipants to the new technology
for computer-based fax which we have introduced. For telephone
meet ings us ing the communicat ions technology,  i t  might  appear  that
part ic ipants have the element of  physical  introduct ion and
manipulat ion previously present only in face to face meet ings.
However,  part ic ipants can not project exact ly how the recept ion of  a
message wi l l  be t imed with the ongoing interact ion, s ince an
ent i rely successful  at tempt to send something can take at least two
minutes. Therefore, part ic ipants can not use the fax funct ional i ty in i
the same way that they would pass papers to one another across the
table,  even though they or iginal ly predicted that th is was exact ly
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the value that the technology would have for them, al lowing them to
work on a design jo int ly in real  t ime, without a face to face
meet ing. We have also found the beginning of  the process of  the
development of  t ransparency. In ear ly sessions, subjects at tempting
to use the communicat ions device found that i t  was suff ic ient ly
di f f icul t  that i t  became the topic,  preempting whatever topic i t  was
intended to faci l i tate.  However,  in later sessions, w€ observe that
use of the new technology is becoming rout ine.

6 .  Agenda Management  in  Other  Set t ings

It  might be argued that the si tuat ion presented here is id iosyncrat ic
in a number of  ways which make the f indings i r relevant for other
social  groups. Certainly,  th is research is cont inuing in a var iety of
other types of  wo rk sett ings. However,  many aspects of  the cu rrent
invest igat ion genera l ize  to  a  wide var ie ty  o f  se t t ings.

This part icular organizat ion has a work sty le which is physical ly
organized: their  work is design, which involves actual  physical
pieces of  paper,  fo lders,  etc.  This makes folder manipulat ion
avai lable to them as a signal  for agenda management.  l t  could be
argued that other kinds of work groups do not have this resource.
However,  i f  we consider other meet ings, we see that body
movement,  adjustments of  objects,  etc.  are always present,  and
ava i lab le  as  a  resource for  soc ia l  negot ia t ion:  paper  s t ra ighten ing,
physical  movements in chairs,  standing up, taking out keys, putt ing
away pens, etc.  The vir tue of  the present s i te is that th is k ind of
physical  resource is on a rather large scale,  which makes i t  easier
to study. The resul ts can then be tested in s i tuat ions where the
physicaf s ignals are smal ler scale,  less expl ic i t ,  and hence, perhaps,
more d i f f i cu l t  to  see.

This group is also somewhat unusual in that i t  has a social  structure
which is egal i tar ian and f lu id,  and in which members have very
simi lar expert ise. There is no one who is always in charge; control
changes from project to project,  and from minute to minute, wi thin
a given meet ing. l t  might be argued that agenda management is a
much simpler matter in meet ings which have a speci f ied chair  and
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and a pre-announced agenda. But even in such si tuat ions, other
part ic ipants may modify or change the agenda, indicate that they are
coming to  complet ion wi th  a  par t icu lar  top ic ,  s igna l  impat ience
with the length of  the meet ing, etc.  One interest ing l imit ing case
has been presented by (Beckman & Frankel,  1984) in a study of
agenda management in American medical  meet ings. They found that
doctors control  the agenda of consultat ions to a degree which may
preclude pat ients f rom introducing mater ial  relevant to the
diagnosis process. That is,  they show a si tuat ion whose social
const i tut ion comes close to blocking the possibi l i ty of  agenda
nego t ia t i on .
Addit ional ly,  i t  probably is the case that certain aspects of  agenda
management are speci f ic to this s i tuat ion. For example, evaluat ion
of a project funct ions as a possible preclosing marker.  This is
part icular ly appropr iate for a work group whose work is the
production of designs - the work may not be considered to be
complete,  and hence the topic may not be closed, unt i l  there is
agreement that the qual i ty of  the work is at  least acceptable.
Evaluat ion need not always funct ion in this way, and in other k inds
of meet ings, may be an opening rather than a closing. Simi lar ly,
mention of what actions the speaker plans to take in the next days
or weeks funct ions here as a possible preclosing marker.  In a
meet ing whose focus is schedul ing, th is may be the main topic,
rather than a preclosing marker.  l t  is  important to note that i t  is
exact ly  th is  k ind o f  s i tuat ion-spec i f ic  deta i l  wh ich in teracts  w i th
the very general  pr inciples of  conversat ion to const i tute speci f ic
speech events.

In conclusion, once we have understood the process of  agenda
negot iat ion in a si tuat ion in which i t  is overt ,  and part  of  the
legi t imate work pract ices of  the group, i t  wi l l  be easier to
unders tand i t  in  s i tuat ions in  which i t  i s  less  exp l ic i t .  Fur thermore,
there is no organizat ion which proceeds only by formal meet ings.
lnformal meet ings -  someone dropping into someone else's of f ice,
discussions over lunch, etc.  occur everywhere, and probably most
actual  col laborat ive work is t ransacted at such meet ings.
Therefore, making the l ink between the l inguist ic structure and the
social  structure of  such meet ings is an important beginning for
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understanding how this speech event is const i tuted by part ic ipants,
and why i t  works.
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