
“On doing being unimpressed” 
The sequential organization of 
affect 



An interactional approach to emotion/affect 

• Affect as exhibited, rather than measurable 
• Affect as external displays rather than internal 

cognitive states 
• Affect as part of a situated activity 
• Affect as a social phenomenon 
• Affect as sequentially and interactionally 

generated 



•  1. Brief introduction to how affect can be studied 
as an interactional phenomenon 

•  2. “On-line” inquiry 



Response cries: Goffman 

▫ Oops, yikes, damn 

• Occasioned by an occurrence, a ritualized 
vocalization of loosing physical or emotional 
control 

• A show of some “natural emotional expression” 
that is not dependent on the existence anywhere 
of such natural emotional states 



One step further:  
Affect/emotion as an interactional achievement 

•  “being disappointed”  
▫ Couper-Kuhlen, 2009 

•  “being surprised” 
▫ Wilkinson & Kitzinger, 2006 

•  “being amused” 
▫  Jefferson et al, 1977 

  Peräkylä, A & Sorjonen, M-L. (forth) Emotion in 
interaction. Oxford: Oxford University Press 

  Sandlund, E. (2004) Feeling by Doing: The Social 
Organization of Everyday Emotions in Academic Talk-in-
Interaction. Karlstad: Karlstad University Studies 



Affect/emotion as an interactional achievement 

• Overall point:  
• Displays of affect/emotion is something that the 

participants orient to as relevant in particular 
sequential positions – and as being relevantly 
missing in those same positions when not 
produced 



Affect as an interactional achievement 



Absences and pursuits of affect 





2. “On-line” inquiry 

•  If affect is interactionally “generated” then we 
can assume that there are patterns that make it 
possible for participants to recognize and project 
what display of affect is relevant now 

• And we should then also be able to recognize 
(along with the participants) when a display of 
affect is relevantly missing 



•  So is it possible to say when people are for 
instance “doing being unimpressed”? 

▫ Where and how is “impressedness/appreciation” 
made relevant? 
▫ Where and how can we tell that it is relevantly 

missing? 



Initialities 

•  160 telephone calls from thesis (2000) 
• About 20? calls between a group of five teenage 

boys who talk about role-playing and computer 
games and arrange play dates 

•  “These guys do not orient to preference 
organization and other basic principles of 
interaction as much and as well as seem to be 
the case for participants in my other calls” 



▫ They are not yet quite socialized into interacting 

▫ They are autistic! 

▫ Or are these boys flaunting the principles and thus 
exhibiting how good they actually are at social 
interaction in the sense that they KNOW what is 
“expected” but EXPLOIT the rules for particular 
purposes?  



•  My “feeling” is that these guys are employing various 
resources (repair, disattending, acknowledgements 
etc.) as a way to NOT do the sequentially 
appropriate next action (for instance appreciation/
impressedness).  

•  The “reason” for being slightly “off” interactionally 
is, that they refrain from recognizing the others’ 
actions (within a game for instance) as something 
special (the implication being that the others in 
accomplishing something special are better than 
them).  



01  Mathias: Men det a'- (.) Jeg har opdaget noget ret hyg'ligt nyt. 
           But it is-(.)I have discovered something pretty cosy new. 

 02          (0.4)  
 03 Mathias:  Jeg har befriet bounjard. 

           I have liberated boneyard. 
 04           (1.6)  
 05 Malte:      Hvar? 

           What? 
06 Mathias: >.hh< Jeg har befriet bounjard, 
           >.hh< I have liberated boneyard, 

  07           (0.9)  
  08  Malte:    Aha. >Fra hva[d,< 

           I see. >From what,< 
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Pre-announcement that projects what 
kind of announcement is to come 

No initial response to announcement, 
then an open class repair 

Open class repair initiator is 
treated as an indication of 
hearing problem 

Second, more specific repair initiator locates the problem 
more specifically: Malte did “not know” that there was 
something boneyard needed to be liberated from, hence he 
cannot assess Mathias’ achievement 

Announcement of “accomplishment” 



•  Theses: Mathias’s announcement is designed for 
some kind of appreciation as the uptake, but doesn’t 
get that, i.e. “appreciation/impressedness” is 
relevantly missing. 

•  Next steps to prove that 
▫  (A) Show that there are a set of first actions 

(announcements) that make relevant “appreciation/
impressedness” and that this case is one of that type 

▫  (B) Show that the participants (Mathias and Malte) 
orient to the “appreciation/impressedness” as 
relevantly missing when not produced. 



A1: A similar case with different recipient 
design gets “appreciation” 



One-or-two-case-characterization of what makes 
“appreciation” a relevant next action: 

•  Speaker A delivers an announcement that is 
formulated as an accomplishment 
▫ “I have discovered something pretty cosy new” 
▫ “I have succeeded in liberating a town from an evil 

threat” 

•  The announcement is responded to with a 
marker of appreciation/impressedness, like “oh 
my”, “wow”, “cool”, “enough already” etc. 









• Video here 





A2: A range of “things” are somehow formulating 
“accomplishments” and get “appreciation”  

•  Different sequential contexts 
•  Different types of turns  
▫  Can’t be determined purely by people “making an 

announcement formulated as an accomplishment” 
•  Often in fact embedded in other actions or solicited by 

coparticipant  

•  Current “operational characterization”: Speaker 
formulates something as an accomplishment or recipient 
treats/pick up on something as an accomplishment 
(“Have you?” “Did you?” which is then confirmed); both 
make the next relevant action by recipient “appreciation” 



B: Do participants orient to appreciation as relevantly 
missing? 

• NO!  
•  There’s a perfectly “innocent” explanation: 
▫ Malte genuinely doesn’t know that there is 

anything that Boneyard need be liberated from, 
hence he cannot appreciate its liberation (Mathias 
has used the wrong recipient design) 
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B: Do participants orient to appreciation as relevantly 
missing? 

•  YES!  
•  Even without “knowing”, Malte could have produced appreciation and is in 

fact prompted to do so at least subsequent to the initial announcement 
  Doing realization (Emmertsen & Heinemann, 2010) 

 A: Affiliatable  
 B: Lack of affiliation  

    A: Pursuit by adding more info 
    B: Realization (nåja) + affiliative response 

 realization helps to retrospectively claim that the reason for the initial lack 
of affiliation was because B at that point hadn’t realized, understood or 
remembered the relevance of what A said – only when B HAS realized 
can he/she respond appropriately 

To get Malte to do “appreciation” Mathias has to ensure that Malte knows 
what he’s talking about so that Malte can recognize it as an 
accomplishment. 



Mathias 
provides 
information 
that may allow 
Malte to 
recognize/
realize/
remember what 
BY needs 
liberating from 



Mathias 
provides 
information 
that may allow 
Malte to 
recognize/
realize/
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BY needs 
liberating from 

No recognition 

Recognition without 
appreciation 

Recognition without appreciation 

Claim of change of state (“I knew of the big guys in armour, but not that 
they were Vilgulators and probably also not that Boneyard needed to be 
liberated from them.”) I am now informed where I was currently 
uninformed (Heritage 1984) 

Recognition without appreciation 





Achievement in the game is stated 

Acknowledgement, but no appreciation 

Acknowledgement, but no appreciation 



• By not recognizing/knowing about/
remembering THAT and from WHAT boneyard 
needs to be liberated, Malte is not “accountable” 
for not expressing appreciation with the news 
that Mathias has liberated boneyard. 

• But the work Mathias does clearly(?) shows that 
appreciation is relevant, i.e. absent in this case 



•  Initial “feeling” that the teenage telephone calls 
are often different, with less orientation to for 
instance preference-organization and in general 
less affiliative displays of affect. 

• An example case where this “feeling” could be 
specified as an absence of the affectual state 
“appreciation” 

• Quest to show that “appreciation” is a state that 
is made interactionally relevant and can hence 
be heard to be missing in the example case 



The quest continues….. 


