
SEQUENCE 
ORGANIZATION 
-or why that now? 



Caveats 

  Focus on Talk 
  Focus on basics 
  Focus on my version 



Sequence organization and CA 

  Focus on the practical operation of linguistic 
messages being used by people in actual 
communicative situations 
 How speakers design their talk to convey particular 

social actions   
 how that talk is interpreted by others as having the 

status of a certain action  
 how participants make inferences about what meanings 

are being conveyed on that occasion  
 how participants organize their talk 



Grossly apparent and observable facts: 

  Interaction is fundamentally a sequential activity.  
 participants take turns and talk is designed to reflect 

back on prior turns and project ahead to future ones   
 we interpret talk as if it is tied in some way to prior and 

future turns 

  Emic (members’ problem) of interaction: 
 What is this thing doing here now? 

 Participants in interaction somehow have to be able to 
“monitor” and “analyze” what action(s) a current speaker/
actor is doing in order to respond/react appropriately 



Analytic/methodological solution: 

 Sequence organization: a vehicle for getting some 
action or activity done in an orderly fashion, so that 
sequences of turns have a shape or structure, can be 
tracked for where they came from, what is being done 
through them and where they might be going 









Basics of a sequential analysis: 

 Start from an observation about how some bit of talk 
(or action) was done, and ask: What could someone be 
doing by talking in this way? What does that bit of talk 
appear designed to do? 

 The answer should be grounded by showing that it is 
that action which co-participants in the interaction took 
it to be, as revealed in/by the response they make to it. 



  The basics of sequence organization 

 Adjacency pairs and preference organization 
 Pre-sequences, insertion sequences  

 Expansions? 
 Extended structures? 



Adjacency pairs  

  the basic unit of sequence construction 

  whilst there are sequences that are not exclusively based on 
adjacency pairs (story-tellings for instance), a broad range of 
sequences does seem to be produced with reference to the 
practices of adjacency pair organization 



Characteristics of adjacency pairs 

 A sequence of two communicative action 
 That are produced by different speakers 
 And typically occur adjacent to each other  

  (one after another) 

 They are relatively ordered   
  (one is a First Pair Part (FPP) that has to come before the 

other Second Pair Part (SPP)) 

 And are type-connected  
  (not all SPPs can come after all FPPs) 





Characteristics of adjacency pairs 

 A sequence of two communicative action 
 That are produced by different speakers 
 And typically occur adjacent to each other  

  (one after another) 

 They are relatively ordered   
  (one is a First Pair Part (FPP) that has to come before the 
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Adjacency pairs – the classics 

  Already identified “organized patterns of stable, 
identifiable structural features…[that] stand independently 
of the psychological or other characteristics of particular 
speakers” (Heritage, 1984, 241) 

  Offers 
  Requests 
  Assessments 
  Greetings 
  Invitations 
  Questions 
  ….. 



The basic properties 



Conditional relevance 

  Given the recognizable production of a first 
pair part, on its first possible completion its 
speaker should stop, a next speaker should 
start and produce a second pair part of the 
same pair type.  
 When a first action is done and recognized for what it 

is, co-participants are expected to produce the second, 
responding and type-fitting action 



The basic properties 







Conditional relevance 

  If next speaker does not produce the second pair part, this is noticeable 
and accountably missing 





The basic properties 

Fie:   Det' AnneSophie¿ 
   It’s AnneSophie¿ 
Peter:  Ja   go'daw AnneSophie, Det' Peter¿ 
   Yes good day AnneSophie, It’s Peter¿ 
               (0.7)  
Fie:          Jerh, 
               Yeah, 
 Peter:      Tak for hils'nen¿ 
               Thanks for the greeting¿ 
               (1.2)  
Peter:       te' min fødselsdag¿ 
             for my birthday¿ 

        (0.8)  
 Fie:  .clhH  (0.3) n:Nåh, [Okay, 
                .clhH (0.3)  oOh,   [  Okay, 
 Peter:                            [>A' du ikk' rigtig klar over< hvem jeg er? 
                             [Aren’t you really aware of< who I am? 
 Fie:  Nejh. 
   Noh. 



Adjacency and preference 

  A First Pair Part make conditionally relevant a type-
connected Second Pair Part, but often there are 
more than one specific type of second action that 
can fill the Second Pair Part “slot” 

 Offer – Acceptance/Rejection 
 Request – Compliance/Rejection 
  Invitations – Acceptance/Declination 



Adjacency and preference 

  Responses to First Pair Parts (and other kinds of 
actions) are organized by a preference system in 
which some second actions are treated by 
participants as preferred and others as 
dispreferred 

 Offer – Acceptance/Rejection 
 Request – Compliance/Rejection 
  Invitations – Acceptance/Declination 



Adjacency and preference 

  Preference organization is a structural phenomenon, 
rather than a psychological 

 Distribution: Preferred Second Pair Parts are more 
common than dispreferred ones 

 Delivery: Preferred SPPs are delivered faster than 
dispreferred ones 

 Design: Preferred SPP’s are structurally more simple 
than dispreferred ones 



Adjacency and preference 



Adjacency and preference 

  Participants display their orientation to the fact that 
some responses/actions are dispreferred 
 Dispreferred actions are often accounted for 
 First pair Part producer may attempt to pursue a 

preferred response 
 First Pair Part producer may back down when they 

recognize a dispreferred is on its way 
 Dispreferred responses that are not marked as such are 

treated as “problematic”  



Dispreferred actions are often accounted for  



First Pair Part producer may pursue when they recognize a 
dispreferred is on its way  



First Pair Part producer may back down when they 
recognize a dispreferred is on its way  



Dispreferred responses that are not marked as such 
are treated as “problematic”  



Adjacency and preference 

  Preference organization can also be oriented to in 
the First Pair Part  
 Some First Pair Parts are less preferred over others 

  transaction from one person to another can be accomplished 
in various ways; A can offer B to do something; B can 
request A to do something: Offers are preferred over 
requests, so requests are often formulated in a dispreferred 
manner, where the actual request is never delivered 



Preference organization can also be oriented to in the 
First Pair Part  



Adjacency and preference 

 AP’s as the basic, most minimal unit of sequence construction 

 Consist of two adjacent actions (FPP and SPP) that are 
relatively ordered, type-connected and produced by 
different speakers. 

  The production of a FPP entails a structural preference for 
one type of SPP (preferred) over another (dispreferred) and 
participants can be seen to work to avoid the production of 
dispreferred actions 



Beyond the adjacency pair 

  Whilst AP’s might be the basic, minimal unit of sequence 
construction – the smallest sequence possible, many sequences are 
in fact larger than the basic AP 
  Not all AP’s are adjacent 
  There is other “stuff” around than AP’s 

  BUT: Much of this is still organized around the basic AP unit! 
  Participants can be seen/heard to be orienting towards the production of 

a particular pair of actions, but in orienting to for instance preference 
organization it just often takes more than two turns to accomplish this 
successfully 



Beyond the adjacency pair 

  Pre-sequences and insert sequences are both resources 
available for participants to solve interactional “problems” 

  Pre-sequences are produced before a First Pair Part to check/
ensure that the conditions for getting a preferred response to 
the FPP are as good as possible 

  Insert sequences occur between First and Second Pair Part to 
clarify the meaning of the FPP before producing the SPP   



Presequences for “testing the waters” 



Pre-sequences that pre-empt the production of a 
FPP 



Insert sequences – eliminating potential obstacles 
for producing a SPP  



Interaction is fundamentally a sequential activity.  

  Participants take turns and talk is designed to reflect back 
on prior turns and project ahead to future ones   

 Adjacency pairs is a particularly powerful occasioning of 
this, because the FPP makes relevant a limited and specific 
set of second actions (conditional relevance) 
  Because of this powerfulness, FPP’s can be separated from their 

SPP’s by insert sequences, because the SPP is still expected 
  And adjacency pairs relate to each other, for instance when pre-

sequences foreshadow or projects subsequent actions 
  But conditional relevance is just one type of relationship 

between actions; any utterance can influence a subsequent 
one and participants will always give a special 
interpretation to utterances that are immediately adjacent 
to each other  


