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Abstract 

In this paper, I explore how conversation analysis can be used as a method for analysing online 

interaction.  As the number and quantity of online communication platforms have proliferated, 

there has been a growing interest in social psychology about the impact and effectiveness of online, 

text-based communication. A number of theories have been used and developed to explain how 

online communication might impact upon relationships and effective communication. However, this 

paper argues that in order to explore the differences between online and offline interaction an 

analysis of online behaviour is needed.  Conversation analysis allows for an in-depth, sequential and 

discursive analysis of real-life online interactions. It can explore the ways in which the affordances of 

the interactional platforms are oriented to or made relevant in the interaction. The utility of 

conversation analysis is demonstrated through a number of examples, highlighting how this method 

can be used to broaden our understanding of how online communication works in practice.    

  



For social psychologists, there has been an interest in the role that the internet has played in 

changing our behaviours. The internet has potentially impacted upon many aspects of our lives, such 

as the way in which we conduct our relationships (Myddleton & Attrill, 2015), the construction and 

presentation of stereotypes (Bailey, Steeves, Burkell & Raven, 2013), the ways in which we behave in 

groups (Postmes, Spears & Lee, 2000), and our pro-social behaviour (Cox, Nguyen, Thorpe, Ishizaka, 

Chakhar, & Meech, 2018) amongst many other things. There is also an implicit (and often explicit) 

interest in the ways in which communication and interaction impact upon our behaviours; for 

example, how we communicate when developing relationships (Speer, 2017). Since the mid-1990s, 

much of our communication is now taking place online.  For example, there are currently an 

estimated 269 billion e-mails, 55 billion Whatsapp messages, over 9.5 billion Instagram photos and 

videos, and around 500 million tweets created per day. For social psychologists there has been a 

long-term interest in how online and offline interaction might differ (McKenna & Bargh, 2000) and 

how this might then impact upon the effectiveness of online communication in comparison to 

spoken interaction (Walther, 1996). In this paper I will argue that in order to understand online 

communication we need to analyse how individuals actually interact in online contexts. I will argue 

that conversation analysis presents an appropriate method for analysing online interaction, and 

allows us to rigorously compare spoken and online interaction.   

 

Online and offline interaction 

There have been various approaches taken to understanding the differences between online and 

offline interaction. In the earliest days of the internet, a number of theories were posited which 

come under the umbrella of ‘cues-filtered-out’ theories (Culnan & Markus, 1987; Walther, 2011). 

These theories very broadly stated that due to the lack of non-verbal cues, such as body language, 

facial expressions, tone of voice and so on, it is not possible for users to form truly interpersonal 

connections. Many of these theories were imported from a pre-internet era to make claims about 

online communication. Media richness theory (Daft & Lengel, 1986) originally focused on the 

effectiveness of different communication channels for organizational decision-making. The 

argument was that when media was less rich, that is, when it had fewer channels of communication, 

it was less effective in terms of a communication strategy because there was the potential for more 

equivocality in the message. When this is transposed to online interactions, it suggests that when 

communication is text-based, and so less rich, there is the higher potential for multiple 

interpretations of a message and so miscommunication may occur. Another theory proposed that 

because there were fewer social context cues, users were less attuned to each other and more 

individuated and as such they were more likely to become disinhibited and belligerent (Sproull & 

Kiesler, 1986). Similarly, social presence theory (Short, Williams & Christie, 1976) argued that the 



fewer cues a communicative platform supported, the less warmth and involvement users 

experienced with one another. In other words, they were less likely to feel that they were 

interacting with another human being. These theories all focused on the fact that without access to 

the social cues that we take for granted in face-to-face interaction, we experience less closeness 

with the individuals with whom we are interacting. More recent theories, such as online disinhibition 

(Suler, 2004) suggest that these features can lead to toxic disinhibition which may lead to negative 

or abusive behaviour online. Of course, it is also important to note that Suler suggested that this 

may also lead to benign disinhibition which may allow for people to develop stronger relationships 

online.  

There are also more nuanced theories and explanations of online communication which 

focus on the context of the interaction as well as the platforms through which it takes place. Social 

information processing theory (SIP; Walther, 1992) builds on the ideas of the reduced cues theories 

but with some adaptations. SIP presumes that individuals are driven to build social relationships, 

whether online or offline. However, in an online context the development of these relationships may 

be slowed down, because of the rate of social exchange. As there are fewer cues, this means that 

less social information is available about an interlocutor in each message, and as such it takes longer 

for parties in an interaction to build a relationship. SIP still, then, considers that reduced cues are an 

issue, but acknowledges that parties can still build a relationship.  Walther (1996) further developed 

these ideas with the hyperpersonal model of computer-mediated communication. This model 

suggests that there may be processes online which can lead to more intimate relationships 

developing online than in a parallel offline interaction. The model posits four different features of 

online communication which may lead to this hyperpersonal effect. The first is that receivers, in the 

absence of other social context cues, may exaggerate their impression of the sender. The second is 

that the sender is able to have much more control over the impression that they are making. They 

can also avoid any impressions being formed on the basis of unconscious aspects, such as facial 

expressions, mismanaged eye contact, interrupting and so on (Walther, 2011). The third aspect is 

related to the features of the channel, which allow for users to write and re-write their messages to 

ensure that they make the best impression when it is eventually sent. The final feature relates to 

how the first three features combine, which allows for a positive feedback loop to be created. When 

a sender has spent time creating a ‘perfect’ message, and the receiver exaggerates their perceptions 

of that person, then they are more likely to also send a favourable message in return. In this way, 

users can develop intimate feelings for one another more quickly than they may in face-to-face 

interaction. This theory has been supported by a number of experimental studies (Walther, 1996) as 

well as interview studies around online dating (Ellison, Heino & Gibbs, 2006; Farrer & Gavin, 2009).  



These theories have an underlying presumption that online interaction is inherently 

different to spoken interaction, and as such, it needs explaining in some way. However, few of these 

theories seem to start from a detailed analysis of online behaviour. If we want to understand how 

individuals behave in online contexts, it would seem to be self-evident that we need to examine 

actual behaviour as it occurs in real-world situations. Studies of online behaviour and language have 

been undertaken by those engaged in Computer-Mediated Discourse Analysis (CMDA; Herring, 

2004). CMDA draws on a variety of methods and concepts from a variety of different research areas, 

including conversation analysis (Androutsopoulos & Beisswenger, 2008). These types of studies have 

challenged some of the theories around reduced cues and shown how individuals have adapted their 

communicative practices to the potential constraints of the medium (Herring & Androutsopoulous, 

2015). CMDA comprises a very broad range of methods, which can be both qualitative and 

quantitative, and can focus on many different research questions (Androutsopoulos & Beisswenger, 

2008). The aim of this paper is to concentrate specifically on conversation analysis (CA) to 

demonstrate how this method allows us to examine the sequential unfolding of online interaction in 

context.  

 

Conversation analysis 

Conversation analysis (CA) focuses on the sequential organization of interaction (Schegloff, 2007), 

and explore social interaction in order to find the normative practices of interaction (Potter, 2012a).  

CA offers a method to explicate the “processes of social interaction, shared meaning, mutual 

understanding, and the coordination of human conduct” (Goodwin & Heritage, 1990, p. 283). The 

aim of CA is to “examine how, through talking, people live their lives, build and maintain 

relationships and establish who they are to one another” (Stokoe, 2009, p. 81).  It is important to 

note that CA is not a method or a theory of communication, but rather aims to empirically discover 

patterns of talk (Antaki, 1994). Its focus is not on “conversation” in and of itself, but rather how that 

conversation illuminates actions, events and objects (Pomerantz & Fehr, 1997). It has been used 

within social psychology to explore a wide variety of areas, such as the recognition of flirting (Speer, 

2017), the use of categories in action (Antaki & Widdicome, 1998), and the social psychology of 

emotion (Potter & Hepburn, 2019).  

CA makes a number of core assumptions about conversation and its role in social action. CA 

finds that talk is action-oriented; in other words, it analyses the talk for how it “does things, 

accomplishes things” (Edwards, 2004, p.43). It is important here to note that CA is not analysing 

interactions in order to understand what they may represent or “as a pathway to putative mental 

objects” (Potter, 2012b, p. 123). Instead, it analyses the actions as being situated in a particular 

sequential, institutional and rhetorical context (Potter, 2012b).  CA also finds that “whatever 



happens in conversation happens within some particular, ultimately unique, context” (Sidnell, 2010, 

p. 6). Every action within a conversation is shaped by the previous interaction, and also provides the 

context for the rest of the interaction.  The potential relevance of the wider context is made 

available for the analyst through what is “displayed as relevant and consequential to the participants 

themselves” (Liddicoat, 2007, p. 8). It is this interest and focus on the sequential, rhetorical and 

participant context which can make CA such a useful method for analysing online interaction. 

CA has been used to analyse a wide of variety of relatively mundane, interpersonal 

interactions (Holt, 2010; Schegloff, 2000), as well as more institutional interactions (Heritage, 2005). 

CA has allowed us to understand at a very basic level how conversations are built, how turn-taking is 

organised, how mutual understanding is maintained and how ‘trouble’ is dealt with. The use of CA 

for online interaction has a relatively patchy history. A review of the literature by Paulus and 

colleagues (2016) found that there were a total of 89 articles which used CA to analyse online 

interaction between 1994 and 2016. When the authors broke this down by publication year (p.3) 

they found that between 1994 and 2005 there were only 15 articles, whereas between 2006 and 

2015 there were 74, suggesting an incremental growth in the latter decade.  Studies which have 

focused on online interaction has focused on a variety of different platforms such as multi-party chat 

rooms  (Benwell & Stokoe, 2006; Schönfeldt & Golato, 2003), instant messaging, online forums 

(Stommel & Koole, 2010), Twitter (Housley, Webb, Edwards, Procter and Jirotka, 2017), Periscope  

(Licoppe & Morel, 2018) and the music sharing service, Soundcloud (Reed, 2017).   

One potential reason why there have been relatively few articles which have used CA to 

analyse online interaction is the potential challenge in adapting a method which has been used 

predominantly for spoken interaction and applying it to a type of communication which is not only 

written, but can often use images and videos as well. Giles and colleagues (2015) have noted there 

are a number of challenges in simply transferring CA findings and ideas wholesale to online 

interaction. They highlight issues such as the non-linear development of much online interaction, the 

ways in which the software might impact upon the interaction, and the potential challenges of 

analysing such massively multi-party and multi-recipient interactions. It is, therefore, important to 

consider how to manage these potential limitations. Underpinning much of the CA research on 

online interaction is Ian Hutchby’s work on affordances (2001; see also Meredith, 2017; Arminen, 

Licoppe & Spagnolli, 2016). The concept of affordances puts forward the possibility that features of 

technology, such as the separation of message construction and sending or the limitation of the 

length of a message, can be perceived as having a number of potential actions associated with them. 

However, the features which are relevant are determined by users and how users choose to use 

them. Therefore, features of technology can both afford and constrain the interactional potential 



(Hutchby, 2001). For example, on Twitter the limitation on the number of characters in a message 

could be deemed a constraint on users. However, users developed ways to manage this limitation, 

such as through ‘threading’ tweets or using acronyms to limit the number of characters used (as 

users of text messages had done previously). The concept of affordances moves away from the 

prospect of a technological deterministic approach, and rather allows for an analysis of online 

interaction which also demonstrates how the interaction orients to particular technological features.  

On a practical level using the concept of affordances means that analysts examine the interaction 

itself first and then explore if and how that interaction orients to the relevant technological features 

of the medium (Meredith, 2017; Arminen et al., 2016). Using the Twitter example, as analysts we 

would only discuss the limitations on the length of a tweet when users implicitly or explicitly orient 

to it, such as through using acronyms.  

 

Conversation analysis and online interaction 

To demonstrate how CA works practically when applied to online data, I will start with an example 

that is taken from an online newspaper comment. The commenter is responding to a news article in 

which Nigel Farage (the leader of the United Kingdom Independence Party, which campaigned for 

the UK to leave the European Union), is reported as saying that promises made by the campaign to 

leave the EU about £350 million being given to the NHS if the UK left the EU were ‘mildly 

irresponsible’.  

 

Extract 1 
Lol. Can we get some perspective here Mr. Farage? YOU are the one 

who led a successful campaign to divorce from the EU. YOU are the 

one who "declared war" if that's what you call this. 

 

It is firstly important to note how this post can be understood as ‘designedly interactional’ (Meredith 

& Potter, 2013).The post is responding to a newspaper article, and as such the commenter is 

effectively constructing an adjacency pair between their post and some element of the newspaper 

article.  What is of interest to conversation analysts is how the writer of this message designs it so 

that it is clearly linked to particular aspects of the article. They use quotation marks around ‘declared 

war’ which links to part of the article in which Farage said that “declaration of war” had been issued 

on any sensible Brexit negotiations. As such, the commenter successfully links their comment back to 

a specific part of the article – about the Brexit negotiations. Here, then, the commenter designs their 

post so that it is clearly responsive to the article.  



Extract 1 seems to suggest that it is a response to Nigel Farage. However, it is also a 

response to the newspaper article itself: in this sense, there are two immediate or direct recipients – 

Farage and the journalist. However, it is also important to note that there is the potential that this 

post can be responded to by other readers or commenters in the thread, and the post is also 

designed for them  (Meredith, 2016).  The post itself could potentially be read as being supportive of 

Farage, in that successfully leading a campaign or ‘declaring war’ on the EU could be seen as a 

positive thing depending on your political views. However, it seems fairly clear that this is actually 

being critical of Farage, and the commenter uses a number of discursive strategies to indicate their 

stance. These strategies include the use of ‘lol’ at the start of the post, which indicates their stance – 

not to their own post – but rather to the content of the article. The commenter also uses capital 

letters to emphasise the direct recipient of their post, as well as potentially shifting the blame to 

Farage.  The commenter indicates their stance fairly clearly, through a use of traditional discursive 

strategies which can be used in both spoken and written interaction, as well as stance markers such 

as ‘lol’ which have arisen in the technological era (see also  Herring & Androutsopoulous, 2015; 

Evans, 2016).  

The following extract, which is taken from a Facebook chat  (see Meredith, 2017 for a more 

detailed discussion of this dataset), further shows how the sequential analysis of online interaction 

can provide additional understanding of online interaction.  Isla and Joe are trying to arrange what 

time to meet at the gym. In the transcript, the time between messages being sent is indicated in 

brackets and is measured in seconds.  

 

Extract 2 
1 Isla: erm like 9am? 

2  (7.0) 

3 Isla: too early for you joe  

4  (9.0) 

5 Joe: 10 is a maybe 

 

This extract demonstrates how users have found ways of approximating facial expressions to make 

sure their stance is understood (Markman & Oshima, 2007). We see both Isla and Joe making use of 

smilies, with Isla using a face with its tongue sticking out at the end of line 3, and Joe using a ‘sad 

face’ smiley at the start of his turn. From an interactional perspective, what is interesting here is the 

placement of the smilies. Isla’s smiley is at the end of her turn, indicating that the action of her turn 

is not serious, in the same way as we might understand someone sticking their tongue out in a 



spoken interaction as being non-serious. As such, we can understand her action as something like 

teasing or joking, rather than, say, asserting or assessing.  Joe starts his turn with a smiley, which 

seems to display his stance towards Isla’s turn rather than his own. The action of the smiley may, 

therefore, differ depending on the context and the sequential position in which it is used.  As the 

features of the internet have developed, we also see emojis, images and gifs (animated pictures) 

being used to ensure that stance is understood (Tolins & Samerit, 2016).  

 Extracts 1 and 2 show how participants have developed resources for indicating stance, and as 

such, have overcome the reduced cues of the online medium.  Such findings are not exclusive to CA, 

and much research has focused on the resources used for indicating stance (e.g., Derks, Bos, & von 

Grumbkow, 2008; Dresner & Herring, 2010). CA can add to this understanding by demonstrating  

how these different resources are used within their sequential context, and as designed for 

particular recipients.   

Another issue for theories of online communication is the role that different contexts and 

relationships plays in interaction. The following example of a Facebook chat opening demonstrates 

how the relevance of relationship context and technological context can be explored using CA.  

 

Extract 3 
1 Katie: fish ate my feeeeet! 

2   (160.0) 

3 Rob: did you like? 

 

Katie starts her turn with an announcement, which also initiates a topic. There are two key aspects 

to discuss here: firstly, what this opening might tell us about relationships and context in online 

interaction. One job that gets done in openings is “the constitution or reconstitution of the 

relationship of the parties for the present occasion” (Schegloff, 1986, p.113). It is noticeable that 

there are no greetings or initial pleasantries (e.g., how are you), in this opening, which we might 

expect at the start of a conversation (Schegloff, 1986). It might seem that this is in some way rude, 

or lacking in some sort of politeness or facework. However, when we analyse the interaction we can 

see that Katie’s initial turn is not made accountable by the recipient; it is treated as unproblematic. 

Rob’s response also displays an understanding of the topic-initiation, by asking if she enjoyed it 

(rather than, say, asking for more information, or if it hurt).  The response, therefore, suggests some 

prior knowledge about this topic, so no further elaboration is required. Just from this small fragment 

of data, we can see that Rob and Katie are close enough that the lack of initial inquires is not an 

issue which needs to be raised. In addition, we can see that the pair have had some previous 

communication about Katie’s beauty treatment of ‘fish eating her feet’.  In this sense, then, even 



from a small fragment of data, CA can say something about the relationships between two parties.  

 The second aspect to examine is how this opening might provide an implicit orientation to the 

affordances of the medium. It was noted above that there is no greeting sequence, nor is there what 

has been termed an ‘identification and recognition’ sequence (Schegloff, 1986); that is, a sequence 

where the parties ensure they are speaking to their intended interlocutor. We can argue that the 

omission of these sequences orients to particular affordances of the medium. The names of 

participants are available on screen and there is also an expectation that, unlike in landline 

telephone interaction which is the basis of much CA knowledge about openings, the person who 

owns the Facebook page will be the person who responds. Therefore, there is no need for an 

identification and recognition sequence. The omission of greetings is, as has already been noted, an 

indication of the relationship between participants and it is certainly not always the case that 

greetings are omitted (see Meredith, 2017). However, the lack of greetings can also indicate the 

potential impact of the medium on the interactional structure.  In spoken interaction a greeting 

token (such as ‘hello’) can be used as a ‘summons’, which is a way for indicating that you wish to 

start an interaction with someone (Schegloff, 1968) as well as doing a greeting. In the online setting, 

the ‘summons’ is produced electronically once a message has been sent, and the notification 

indicates to the recipient that someone wishes to start an interaction with them and that there is a 

message waiting for them. The message itself can be a greeting, a topic-initiation, a request, a 

question and so on. Due to the affordances of the medium, the message remains on screen and 

available to the recipient, so they can read it at any time once they return to their computer. In this 

way, interlocutors do not need to ‘summon’ each other immediately because their message will be 

available. It is in these senses, then, that the opening of this interaction orients not only to the 

relationship between the participants, but also allows us to analyse the affordances of the medium.  

Theories of computer-mediated communication, including social information processing and 

theory and the hyperpersonal theory, have indicated that the ability to write and re-write messages 

before they are sent can impact upon the impressions which others form of them. There is concern 

that as this is a common feature of much online interaction, individuals are becoming uncomfortable 

having spoken conversations where this is not available to them (Turkle, 2017). However, there is 

little evidence of what users actually do when they are constructing their messages, and whether 

they orient to impression management. Data from a screen-captured Facebook chat is shown below, 

which allows the writing and re-writing of a message to be seen and analysed. Prior to this example, 

Joe has informed Isla that he has been getting texts from a girl he met the previous night whilst 

drunk.  

 



Extract 4 
1 00.26 Joe: i didnt do anything i dont think but she  

2   isn't even a student 

 

  [lines omitted] 

 

10    holy (.) shit hit (.) s t t st t 

11   hit joe – wherewe ewe e were you 

12   lastnight night  night ?  ? ? and i bet  

13   you can’t remember a thinkg kg  glo  glo 

14   g  g g lol (3.0) i th i th (1.0) 

15   holy shit joe – where were you last  

16   night? and i bet you can’t remember 

17   a thing lol (2.0) oh dar  

18 01.23 Isla: oh dar 

 

Isla constructs a response to Joe in lines 10-14, which she then deletes before sending “oh dar” at 

line 18 (which is subsequently corrected to “oh dear”). To understand the consequences of this 

deletion we can compare the first, aborted attempt, with what is subsequently sent (Drew, Walker & 

Ogden, 2013). The original message comprised an inquiry “where were you last night” and an 

assertion “I bet you can’t remember a thing lol”, both of which project a response from Joe which 

would involve a further telling about his evening. Isla completely deletes this and then sends a 

message which provides some sort of assessment of the evening. In sending a turn which is merely 

an assessment rather than asking further questions, Isla does not align herself as an interested 

recipient (Jefferson, 1978) and does not project further talk on the topic of Joe’s night out. In other 

words, while she does not close down the topic (by, say, changing topic or a non-response), neither 

does she invite further talk on it. 

 It is possible to make the argument that this post indicates how Isla is managing impressions 

or face, and indeed others have argued this about message construction (see Ditchfield, 2018). 

However, from a CA perspective, we can examine how this deletion might orient to the sequential 

implications of doing this turn, in this place and the potential implications for the subsequent 

interaction. From this perspective this is not merely about managing impression formation, but 

rather about managing the direction the conversation may now take. There are clearly differences 

between doing this when the deletion is ‘hidden’ and doing it when your interlocutor can hear your 

deletions.  However, by analysing in detail what occurs during message construction we can 

understand the extent to which what occurs during message editing differs to what is known as 



‘repair’ in spoken interaction (Meredith & Stokoe, 2014).  

 

Conclusion 

The development of a myriad of online communicative platforms has led to ever greater interaction 

online. There has been a concern within social psychology to explore how online, text-based 

interaction differs from spoken interaction, and a number of theories developed to address this.  In 

this paper, I have argued that rather than necessarily focusing on developing theories which 

explicate potential reasons for differences between online and offline interaction, we initially need 

to examine online interaction in depth and ‘in the wild’ to understand how people interact and how 

they manage the various affordances of the internet platforms.  When we do this, we can see how 

users orient to particular affordances of the medium in specific contexts, and how they manage the 

potential constraints of the medium. We can also see how they use the internet to develop and 

maintain relationships, and can see how particular features – such as hidden message construction – 

can allow for more control over the sequential development of the interaction.  

CA is not necessarily concerned with developing theories of communication, but rather on 

establishing an evidence-base of real-life interactional practices to understand the ways in which 

individuals manage their interactions in a variety of contexts. Therefore, CA should be used in an 

inductive way to allow for online interaction to be analysed on its own terms. One particular benefit 

of using CA is that there is already a strong evidence base about spoken interactional practices, to 

which we can compare online interaction. In this way, we can provide empirical evidence of the 

specific differences between spoken and text-based interaction.   There is broad scope for what CA 

can contribute to the field of social and cyber psychology, including around impression management 

(Ditchfield, 2018), online dating (Licoppe, Riviere, & Morel, 2016), online support (Stommel & Koole, 

2010), counselling (Ekberg,  Shaw,  Kessler, Malpass, & Barnes, 2016), and cybercrime  (Kloess et al, 

2015).  In analysing a variety of online interactions, CA can offer the potential for an in-depth 

understanding of how people interact online, and the ways in which this differs based on context 

and platform, as well as from spoken interaction. As the internet develops, it can also offer the 

potential for a more longitudinal approach to how online interaction has developed. It is important, 

though, to be aware of the limitations of applying CA to online interaction. There is a large portion of 

online communication which is now based on images, gifs, emojis, hyperlinks and so on. While CA 

may have something to say about the sequential organisation of those types of communication, 

there are also aspects of the online world, such as liking and sharing posts, which are not 

commensurate with a CA analysis. As such CA can be used alongside other methods used within 

social psychology to provide a well-rounded understanding of online behaviour. CA can, though, 



provide a grounded, in-depth approach to exploring and understanding the sequential, rhetorical 

and contextual elements of online interaction.    
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