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Abstract  

Meetings are important arenas where institutional roles and relationships are acted out. Conversation 

analysis, a data-driven qualitative methodology utilized to study naturally occurring talk-in-interaction, 

was used in this study to uncover the mechanisms behind meeting talk. In a meeting shared 

understanding is essential and must be done in an economical manner. One interactional device to reach 

common agreement are formulations that summarize what has been said or draw out its relevant 

implication. In this essay, a sub-class of formulations, pre-closing formulations, are in focus. They serve 

to close the current topic and move on to the next. The aim of this thesis was to find out what kind of 

interactional devices are used in pre-closure formulations. The findings from the analysis of data, from a 

cross-functional team meeting at Ericsson in Stockholm, show how a pre-closing formulation followed 

by silence from the participants is the basis for an agreement. Furthermore the chair can utilize a pre-

closing formulation to emphasize the topic of discussion and to influence the sense-making and thus 

“do” leadership. With a pre-closing formulation the meeting participants can be prepared to be held 

accountable for the status in a project. However, a pre-closing must not lead to a closing of the topic, the 

findings show how meeting participants act to continue after the chair’s candidate pre-closing 

formulation. 

 

Key words: conversation analysis, meeting talk, formulations, pre-closing, leadership 

organizational talk
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1. Introduction 

 

In a meeting agreements are made, decisions are taken and consensus is reached. Sometimes differences 

are sorted out, ambiguity is cleared up and leadership is acted out. Researchers from various fields of 

linguistics, social sciences and business sciences (Markaki & Mondada, 2012) are trying to reveal the 

mechanisms behind meeting talk. A growing body of research is being done in the field of meeting talk 

using Conversation Analysis methodology.  In the same vein, according to Clifton (2006) “because talk 

is action, the way practitioners talk actively shapes an organization rather than just passively defining 

it”. 

Conversation Analysis is a data-driven qualitative approach utilized to study naturally 

occurring talk-in-interaction. The data is recorded and then transcribed into text according to 

transcription conventions developed by Gail Jefferson (Atkinson and Heritage, 1984) that aims to 

include nonverbal aspects such as pauses or laughter in addition to the talk. The transcriptions are 

analyzed, patterns or implications found and then described formally. It is important to do this without 

pre-conceptions about what may be found in the data (Hutchby & Wooffitt 2008).  

The data in this essay was recorded at a one-hour meeting at Ericsson in Stockholm within 

a cross-functional (i.e. multi-disciplinary) team responsible for the development of a certain software 

entity. The nine meeting participants were of different nationalities and three of them were participating 

via a phone conference bridge on speakerphone. 

The pattern in focus in this essay is a reoccurring number of pre-closing formulations, 

usually done by the chair, but occasionally done by other meeting participants. Formulations are repeat 

utterances, either of the speaker’s own talk or of other people’s talk, that summarize what has been said 

before. However formulations can also transform or leave out other elements of prior conversation 

(Barnes 2007). It serves to show that everyone agrees on what has been said and to move on to the next 

subject.  

The aim of this thesis was to find out what kind of interactional devices are used in pre-

closure formulations. This essay highlights the following findings: 

1. The interactional devices used to reach an agreement 

2. How a pre-closing formulation is used to influence meeting participants 

3. The pre-closing formulation as an interactional device used to “do leadership” 

4. The pre-closing formulation as an interactional device to prepare participants to be held 

accountable for the status in the project 

5. How the meeting participants act to continue on the topic after the chair’s candidate pre-closure 

formulation 
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The structure of the essay is described as follows: it starts in chapter two with the 

background of Conversation Analysis and continues with a short description of Institutional Interaction 

followed by what characterizes meetings and meeting talk, such as the role of the chair and turn taking, 

before heading into my main area of study, which is formulations. In chapter three the methodology of 

transcription, research procedure and the collection of the data is explained, before the studied meeting 

is described. The resulting excerpts and analysis are next, in chapter four. In chapter five comes the 

conclusion where the findings and observations are presented ending with suggestions for further 

research. 

 

2. Literature Review 

2.1 Conversation Analysis 

Hutchby and Wooffitt (2008) describe Conversation Analysis (CA) as  ”the systematic analysis of the 

talk produced in everyday situations of human interaction: talk-in-interaction” (12). The term ”talk-in-

interaction” is preferred as it is a broader term than ”conversation”. The focus is on language as a social 

accomplishment and on the sequences of talk and to “uncover the often tacit reasoning procedures and 

sociolinguistic competencies underlying the production and interpretation of talk”(13).  

Some elements of talk-in-interaction are especially relevant for meeting talk. One of those 

elements is adjacency pairs. Certain classes of utterances usually comes in pairs, for example questions 

and answers, greetings and return-greetings or invitations and acceptances/declinations. Utterances such 

as “hi – hi” constitutes a natural pair. The utterances are ordered so that any given first parts require 

particular second parts. A greeting, for example, should not follow a question. Ideally the two parts 

should be produced next to each other. However it need not be the next turn in the series, there can be 

insertions in between pairs (Hutchby and Wooffitt 2008). 

 

2.2 Institutional Interaction 

Even though Sacks started doing the very first conversation analytical studies on institutional 

interaction, telephone calls to a suicide help-line (Sacks 1992), a lot of focus in the early days of CA 

was on ordinary talk in families and everyday situations. Later there has been more and more focus on 

institutional talk. For example Putnam and Fairhurst (2001, p. 86) point out that conversation analysis 

makes it possible to show “how conversations contribute to the production of organizational roles, for 

example, superior-subordinates, labor-management, and interviewers-applicants.” Talk in institutional 
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settings fall into two categories: formal and non-formal. The formal talk occurs in courts of law or in 

interviews etc. Meeting talk falls into the category of non-formal talk.  It is more loosely structured, but 

still task oriented (Hutchby & Wooffitt 2008). It seems much more like a normal conversation and has 

been referred to as having ‘quasi-conversational’ character. However there are significant differences in 

turn-taking procedure (see section 2.3.2 Turntaking in Meetings) in non-formal institutional interaction 

and everyday conversation, but the uncertainty of the boundaries between those two frameworks can 

make those differences difficult to identify (Hutchby & Wooffitt 2008). 

 

2.3 Meeting Talk 

Meetings are important arenas where institutional roles and relationships are acted out. As Boden (1994) 

puts it: meetings are “the interaction order of management, the occasioned expression of management-

in-action, that very social action through which institutions produce and reproduce themselves.” 

 

2.3.1 Characteristics of a Meeting 

A meeting is organized and planned in advance with a pre-arranged time and place. Many of them have 

written invitations and an agenda (Asmuss & Svennevig 2008). Further, meetings involve participants 

who meet and act in their institutional roles and deal with institutional roles and deal with issues 

(Asmuss & Svennevig 2008). 

There are situational characteristics such as a meeting room with a table and technology 

for displaying information, such as whiteboards and projectors (Asmuss & Svennevig 2008) and a 

speakerphone. Telephone conference and screen-sharing software or video conferencing technology 

may also be included. A meeting often involves written documents like an invitation and an agenda.  

Likewise the meeting talk often results in written documents, whereof the most common is minutes, but 

the result can also be agreements, contracts or other types of text (Asmuss & Svennevig 2008). 

 

2.3.2 Turn-taking in meetings 

By studying a large amount of data from several different types of conversation Sacks, Shegloff and 

Jefferson (1974) found the existence of organized turn-taking.  Turn-taking follows certain rules that are 

independent of social context. The general rules are that one party speaks at a time, though the size of 

turns and ordering of turns may vary, transitions are finely coordinated with certain techniques for 

allocating turns. There are techniques for the constructions of utterances relevant to their turn status, 

which help to allocate speakership. 

Meeting talk differs from ordinary conversation by the distribution of turns of talk. Talk 

structures can be pre-planned and speaker roles pre-allocated depending on level of formality (Barnes 
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2007). Formal meetings differ from informal conversation in that an appointed chair has the right and 

responsibility to manage the interaction among participants. However, there is always a negotiation 

regarding to which degree the chair actually does this. In most meetings there will be a mixture of self-

selection by the participants and pre-allocation of turns by the chair (Svennevig, 2012) 

 Sometimes a person starts to talk before the previous speaker has finished her sentence. 

This phenomenon is called overlapping and shows in the transcription as square brackets. This might be 

seen as a failure on behalf of the speaker to notice whether the current speaker is finished or not. 

However it has been shown that most instances of overlap occur in possible transition places in an 

orderly way (Hutchby and Wooffitt 2008). 

 

2.3.3 The Role of the Chair 

Often turn-taking is administered by a formal or informal meeting chair who is given the institutional 

authority to moderate the talk. This role may be realized in different ways: either as facilitating group 

participation or take a more authoritative role in directing and controlling the actions of the participants 

(Asmuss & Svennevig 2008). The different ways of chairing depends on the requirements of the specific 

situation and the participants involved. In the curriculum development meetings described by Barnes 

(2007) the chair is expected to have a neutral and detached role on one end of the scale as merely 

facilitating. If the chair is the manager of the group, a more authoritative role is normally the case, but 

this can also be dependent on leadership style (Barnes 2007). 

The chair controls the topic progression of the talk. This control is achieved by introducing 

items on the agenda and closing topics by various sorts of summarizing formulations. Closings may also 

take the form of requests for confirmation of agreement. If the discussion should digress from the topic 

the chair has the responsibility to move the discussion back to the topic. How strictly this is done varies 

depending on the situation and purpose of the meeting (Asmuss & Svennevig 2008). 

 

2.3.4 Formulations  

A central practice for closing topics in a meeting and moving on to the next point on the agenda is a 

candidate pre-closing formulation. Formulations are repeat utterances that summarize what has been 

said before, either of the speaker’s own talk or of other people’s talk. They serve to show that everyone 

agrees on what has been said and to move on to the next subject. According to Heritage and Watson 

(1979) there are two types of formulations: summarizing the gist of a stretch of talk or drawing out its 

relevant implication or upshot.  

The provision of a formulation of gist may work to re-establish the collaborative 

achievement to the purpose of the meeting, decision-making or problem solving (Svennevig 2012). An 
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upshot serves the same purpose, but differs in the form. Instead of a summary it can be in the form of a 

suggestion for an action. While a formulation of gist is backward looking sequentially, an upshot is both 

backward and forward looking in that it, for instance, can be a suggestion for a solution of the discussed 

problem (Barnes 2007). 

Formulations are much more commonly used in meetings, than in everyday talk. 

According to Barnes (2007), the reason for this is that formulations steer towards achieving support or 

consensus, which is important in order to live up to the expected goals and the fact that they usually are 

documented. Formulations can also transform or leave out other elements of prior conversation (Barnes 

2007). By doing that the formulation enables the chair to lead the meeting and “’fix’ their version of 

reality and have it endorsed by co-participants” (Clifton 2006). This gives the leaders the opportunity to 

influence the collective sense making process and thereby exercise their authority (Svennevig 2012). 

In ordinary talk, formulations are the first part of an adjacency pair, which should be 

followed by confirmation and agreement. If a speaker formulated what has just been said the recipient 

should acknowledge the formulation and preferably endorse it. In meetings, on the other hand, the 

preferred response is not confirmation, but silence. If a pre-closing formulation is followed by silence it 

is no longer ‘pre-‘ but a real closing (Barnes 2007). The reason for this difference between ordinary talk 

and meeting talk is that the utterance is directed towards all the participants in the meeting as one body 

and therefore one participant cannot answer for the whole group (Asmuss and Svennevig 2009). 

 

2.4 English as a Lingua Franca in Business Communication 

English has become the dominant language in international business. The two most important strands of 

research regarding this topic are the linguistic field of English as a Lingua Franca (ELF) and the study of 

English as a Business Lingua Franca (BELF) in international business communication. English as a 

lingua franca (ELF) refers to communication in English between speakers with different first languages. 

BELF is defined as ELF in business situations (Ehrenreich 2010). Both ELF and BELF agree that 

English used for international communication purposes is not the same as the English used by native 

speakers in their home countries (Ehrenreich 2010). In the study of a German multinational corporation 

done by Ehrenreich (2010) native speakers of English is generally said to be most difficult to understand 

since they speak fast and with a sophisticated vocabulary. Intelligibility is seen as something that is co-

constructed by interactants who “make an effort”. Native speakers are also described as fairly 

inconsiderate interlocutors with little accommodation skills. In competitive situations they use their 

native competence as an instrument of power.  
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3. Methodology 

In the Methodology section, I will be giving details of the research design. As I have used a data-driven 

approach called Conversation Analysis, CA (see section 2.1), I will here describe how I have collected, 

transcribed and analyzed the data. 

 

3.1 Transcription 

The recordings collected at a meeting at Ericsson in Stockholm have been transcribed by a detailed 

transcription system developed by Gail Jefferson (Atkinson & Heritage, 1984). The transcription 

system’s aim is to cover the complexity and variability of talk by not only covering the verbal part of the 

talk but also including paraverbal aspects such as, for example, pitch movement and intonation. 

Moreover, the system allows the researcher to incorporate aspects in the transcript that are traditionally 

not considered worth investigating (e.g., in- and outbreath and laughter quality in speech). In line with 

the increasing focus on the interplay between verbal and nonverbal aspects of interaction, the Jefferson 

system has over the years been further developed by including nonverbal aspects (Asmuss & Svennevig 

2008) In this way, conversation analysis enables an interactional approach to different units of 

discourse. This means that conversations, both ordinary and institutional, are seen as interactional 

accomplishments that reveal the participants’ orientation toward specific social practices. (Svennevig 

2012) The transcription conventions used in my analysis can be found in chapter 7, Appendix. 

 

3.2 CA Research Procedure 

After transcription the research procedure in CA is done in three stages. The first is to identify a 

potentially interesting phenomenon in the data. CA is always data-driven which means that when 

collecting and analyzing data the idea is to do it without letting preconceptions about what may be found 

direct your mind. The second is to describe the occurrence formally concentrating on its sequential 

context: the types of turn which precede and follow it. It can also be done differently, by describing and 

analyzing a singular sequence of talk-in-interaction. The third step is to find as many examples of the 

phenomenon as possible in the data and then adjust the formal description to become more general. It is 

important not to ignore deviant cases. Analyzing and describing these cases thoroughly can make for an 

even stronger description of the phenomenon. (Hutchby & Wooffitt 2008) 

 

3.3 The Data 

The data was collected during a meeting at Ericsson in Kista outside of Stockholm. Ericsson is a global 

telecommunication corporate headquartered in Stockholm. The official corporate language at Ericsson is 

English. Almost all written communication is done in English. English is a requirement for all 
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employees at Ericsson in Stockholm, whereas Swedish is only required for some positions, in sales and 

HR, for example. Employees often move between Ericsson companies in different countries and they 

are encouraged to do so by the company. The language used in the meeting was English as a lingua 

franca. None of the participants has English as their first language. 

The meeting was an internal meeting in a cross-functional team (i.e. composed of 

individuals from different disciplines). The team is responsible for development of a certain software 

entity, which is delivered into products developed by other Ericsson units. This development method is 

called Scrum (a term referring to a team of rugby players passing the ball back and forth). The 

development process is performed by a cross-functional team across multiple overlapping phases and is 

able to handle changes in requirements as opposed to the ‘traditional, sequential approach’ with 

requirements ready before the development can start. The method includes a set of rules and roles and 

requires close collaboration and daily communication among all team members and disciplines in the 

project. (A. Nonaka, H. Takeuchi, 2013) 

The chair of the meeting was the Program Manager who is heading the cross-functional 

team. The Program Manager has no line responsibilities for the team members. The participants are line 

managers or project managers and one participant has the overall technical responsibility for the 

software entity that they are developing. The team meets twice a week.  

In the recorded meeting there were six people in the room and three in a phone conference 

(all from different locations) on speakerphone. The nationalities present were four Swedes, one Dane, 

two Germans, one Indian and one Hungarian. 

The aim of the meetings was to report status, solve issues and take decisions. The 

participants were invited via e-mail including a link to the phone conference and to the screen-sharing 

software to share a document that serves to show the status of the development including certain charts 

specific to Scrum. This document was updated during the meeting and serves as minutes of meeting as 

well. 

 

3.4 Collecting the Data 

The data was collected via a voice recorder application on an iPad (video-recording is not allowed on 

Ericsson premises). I was in the room during the meeting and took notes of who was talking, but also on 

the direction of gaze and body language of the participants.  

Afterwards I transcribed parts of the recording to text according to the standard transcript 

conventions of CA described by Gail Jefferson (2004). The participants’ identities were hidden and 

sensitive data, such as company names, were changed to more general terms. A full list of the 

transcription conventions used can be found in the appendix. 
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4. Result 

The data presented here are a few excerpts out of the one hour meeting at Ericsson in Stockholm. They 

have been chosen to show the pattern that is the focus of this thesis, namely pre-closing formulations. 

Out of the nine participants six were present in the room and three participated via a conference call on 

speaker-phone.  

Below is a list of the participants and their nationalities, one of which was in the meeting, 

but happen not to be talking in any of the chosen excerpts presented here. Their real names have been 

replaced by made-up names, chosen to fit the respective nationality.  

 

Participants Nationality Comment 

Anna Sweden 
 

Gabor Hungary On speaker-phone 

Claudia Germany  
 

Sai 
India  

Lars Sweden 
 

Patrik Sweden 
 

Axel Denmark On speaker-phone 

Sten Sweden 
 

Daniel Germany On speaker-phone, not active in the 
chosen excerpts 

 

Before and after the meeting some conversation was in Swedish. During the meeting, however, English 

was spoken with only one or two exceptions.  

The first excerpt is taken from a few minutes into the meeting. They have just had a 

discussion about a missing pin code for the screen sharing software used in the meeting. (For 

transcription conventions see chapter 7. Appendix) 
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Excerpt 1: 

1 Anna Gabor can you see my screen? 

2 Gabor Yes  ((sound from speakerphone)) 

3 Anna excellent (.) So (.) is there anyone who has ano any other business right  

4  now that you feel (.) could take (.) *priority   

5 Claudia you need to check your Friday invite for the info meeting there’s also °no  

6  pin° 

7 Anna yeah heh >good< 

8 Claudia heh heh that’s really right 

9 Sai [  okay one  ]  

10 Anna [ I need the ] a:dministrator to help me  

11 Claudia Hi hi 

12 Anna But [ thank you ] team 

13 Sai [ okay one ] not any other business but perhaps we need to take it as an  

14  action point= 

15 Anna =mm 

16 Sai outside this to discuss about= 

17 Anna =okay >but then we come back to that< .hh good so then starting with  

18  the TRs eh (.2) I mean here I jus I jus wanted to do like a check (.) we 

19  have a mee:ting scheduled for later this afternoon three o’clock, ….. 

 

Anna, the chair of the meeting, opens the floor with an open question: “is there anyone who has any 

other business right now that you feel could take priority?” (line 3-4) Claudia gets the cur and reminds 

Anna that she needs to check her Friday invite (line 5). This reminder Anna responds to by giving 

minimum response “yeh heh good”. The suggestion by Claudia to talk about the Friday info meeting 

gets closed when Anna says that she needs the administrator to help her and “thank you” which suggests 

that it’s not something, which should be discussed in the meeting. 

Another attempt to introduce a topic for discussing in the meeting is given by Sai (line 9). 

In line 11, Anna by using acknowledgement token “okay” admits to understanding Sai’s suggestion but 

chooses not to open that discussion by saying “but then we come back to that”, and continues to another 

business and topic through pre-closing marker “Okay…..good” (Barnes 2007) in line 17, which acts to 

close the topic instead of a pre-closing formulation. 
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Sai made an attempt to start to speak already in line 9 resulting in an overlap with Anna 

who continued her turn from line 7 when Claudia chipped in (line 8) with laughter and a comment. The 

pauses in between the talk are very short throughout the meeting with many overlaps as a consequence. 

Another consequence is that speakers often get to talk a couple of turns after their first attempt. The 

attempt is heard by an in breath. 

 

Excerpt 2 is taken from the end of a longer discussion. 	  

Excerpt 2:  

1  Anna So this morning we just took the discusso er the decision and (.) Carl 

2   was (0.2) appointed 

3  Sten mm 

4  Anna to work with this team and obviously something have happened already  

5   .hhh (.) So (.) is it so supereh difficult so we need to ha:ve one or (.) two  

6   persons traveling the world to make this fly? ((sarcastic tone)) then there  

7   will be interesting (.) to see 

8  Claudia yeah because it also wasn’t (.) I also spoke with Peter Lindström 

9   [he just came]   ba:ck  

10  Anna [ mm ]  

11  Claudia because he supported the troubleshooting this morning as (.) he has  

12   interest an a node as well .hh and it was ↑apparently not really that Carl  

13   ca:me 

14  Anna no 

15  Claudia and it was clear what it is 

16  Patrik <no> 

17 → Anna but (.) let us kno:w if there is some learnings or outcome er once this is 

18   up= 

19  Claudia =mm 

20  Anna and running but for no:w we said that this (.) installation has more or less  

21   the highest priority in the program right now Get this up and running!  

22   We should (.) secure now that we get (.) number two and number three  

23   as we:ll so it’s I mean it’s very vulnerable if there’s only one pod in the  

24   network node  

25   (.) we always hea:rd about three where are the other two? 
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26   An what’s going wrong there (.) something is not working out (0.2) 

27   so (.) please  (.) continue 

28  Anna .hh okay the next er I just wanted to inform you about is the mobile  

29   phone operator installation…. 

 

A new person is appointed to work in the project, line 1-2. Anna is sarcastic about the need for this 

person, line 5 “Is it so super difficult that we need to have one or two persons travelling the world to 

make this fly?” But apparently there is still some fault and it is not “clear what it is” line 15. The pre-

closure formulation from Anna starts in line 17: “Let us know if there are some learnings“ and then in 

line 20-21 she continues by emphasizing why this topic is important “this installation has more or less 

the highest priority in the program right now” and “Get this up and running!” 

 

The end of the formulation comes in line 24-25: “we always heard about three where are 

the other two? An what’s going wrong there?” Here the chair is taking an outside in perspective, 

commenting on the progress of the project, quoting what people outside of the project (presumably the 

higher management) are saying, or are likely to say, about it. She ends with a “please continue”. The 

next topic starts with the discourse marker “okay” signaling transition to a new point in the agenda 

(Svennevig 2012). 

In the next example there is a discussion about the next LSV (Latest System Version), the 

Scrum (A. Nonaka, H. Takeuchi, 2013) terminology for a software delivery package. TR means trouble 

report. 

 

Excerpt 3 

1  Patrik An then (.) once that is in good shape then I guesss sittin* can (.) start over 

2  Lars mm 

3   But it’s jus 

4  Lars Patrik >just to confirm here< my understanding from the discussion we 

5   had that was that once (.) updated documentation that should be it then  

6   then this should [ be  it] 

7  Patrik [ er I mean ]  it should but [ but ] 

8  Lars [ er yeah ]  but but that’s my understanding=  
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*this word is difficult to hear, but it could be “testing” 

 

Here Lars self-selects to make a formulation, a summary of what is needed from Patrik for the system 

testing start, in line 5 “once (.) updated documentation that should be it then”. Before the formulation is 

a preface explaining why he makes the formulation, line 4: “Patrik >just to confirm here< my 

understanding from the discussion..” Patrik confirms in line 9: “yeah” which means he accepts the 

formulation as a description of the status.  

The testing is done by Sai’s organization, which is why Lars brings in Sai in the 

discussion, by pointing in his direction, line10: “the truth will come”. Anna says the project is also 

waiting for a delivery from their software development partner in line 12, and summarizes the options 

that the project has to choose between in line 14-15: to make a new LSV or wait further. 

The pre-closing formulation comes in line 17. This is an upshot of the previous talk 

(including her own summary in line 14-15). It starts with the turn-initial “so” that is typical for this type 

of formulation: “so we don’t really know yet when we will promote the next LSV” The statement is not 

about establishing a fact: “we don’t know yet”.  Instead the meaning of the statement is “we will not 

make a time plan for the LSV yet - we will wait” and that is what Anna seeks agreement for.  

She makes several pauses in line 18, and one extra long pause, more than one minute, so 

that the participants have a chance to disagree. When there is no answer this is taken for agreement and 

9  Patrik =yeah 

10  Lars =from the discussion then the truth [ will co:me ]  ((Lars points to Sai)) 

11  Sai [ I will put, I heard ]  I will put when we have upgraded one 

12  Anna okay but (.) right na:hw we are waiting for the 7.3 merge from our  

13   software development partner (.) and (.) whatever TRs that wi >that is  

14   ready< at that point in time (.) then we still can decide yeah let’s take 

15   a:h make a new LSV now or we can wait even further.= 

16  ? =uh 

17 → Anna so we don really know yet when we will promote next LSV that’s what I 

18   (.) hear Is that (.) correct? (.) from everybody (1.5) key (.) so we we  

19   continue to monitor this 

20  ? Mm= 

21  Anna =an see where we are (.) okay? (.) The:n we have our milestone plan….. 
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finally ending with an “okay” formulated as a question in line 21, again giving the participants yet 

another chance to protest, before moving on to the next topic with a “Then”. 

In the next excerpt they are discussing trouble reports (TRs). The testers file the TRs in a 

database. 

 

Excerpt 4 

1  Patrik What was what was really I don’t understand really what was supposed  

2   to happen and what went wrong because the other 50 then I assume 

3   are valid TRs found on 15[ B ] 

4  Gabor [ .hhhh ] what was supposed to happen is that the tester er should’ve  

5   given a heads up saying that e:r I’m about to write e:r 50 TRs more then 

6   we could have er had a discussion saying that okay .hh in what areas 

7   are those er TRs and [ er ] 

8  Anna [ are they] valid or not 

9  Gabor can we already say right [ now ] 

10  Patrik [ Ah okay ] 

11  Gabor that (.) these solutions are:e about to be delivered in the next job 

12  Anna mm 

13  Gabor then er we could just er redo the testing on the next job and we could’ve 

14   avoided all these TRs coming in 

15  Patrik Yeah 

16 
→ 

Anna Good (.) thanks for the clarification 

17   .hh okay e:r we ca we can spend hours to talk about the TRs eh but we  

18   have another meeting at three o’clock (.) obviously this is still I I see that  

19   there 

20  Axel [ .HHH ] 

21  Anna still is a lot of room for (0.1) improvements in many aspects and 

22   communication heh is clearly one of them (.) er 

23  Axel .hhh but eh Anna 

24  Anna yeah 

25  Axel can we just er take er the last slide e:r I just need ten seconds to= 
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Gabor starts to report about the TRs in the conversation just before this excerpt. In line1 Patrik self-

selects to ask a question about how come they suddenly have 50 additional TRs. Gabor answers that the 

tester filed the TRs in the system without discussing it with him, line 4 to 7. Anna starts the pre-closing 

formulation with a thanks in line 16. The next part is a summarizing in line 17: “we can spend hours to 

talk about the TRs but we have another meeting at three o’clock”. She states the reason to stop this topic 

and move on, namely that this topic is very time consuming and that there is the coming meeting. Either 

she means that this topic will be discussed also in that meeting or she is refereeing to the fact that they 

need to go through other topics in preparation for that meeting or simply that there is not time enough 

until three o’clock. The last part, line 21-22: “still room for improvements in many aspects and 

communication is clearly one of them”, is a talk about how they can learn from this to improve their 

work.  

In this excerpt, Axel makes an in-breath, line 20. This is an indication that he wants to 

speak. Anna continues with the formulation, but he gets another chance in line 23, when she pauses. He 

asks for “ten seconds” to continue the topic. This is an example when the pre-closing does not lead to a 

closing. 

Another observation about this excerpt is mainly visible in overlapping speech in line 7-11 

and by the in-breath signals that Axel makes in line 20. It is the fact is that the turn-taking is somewhat 

less fine-tuned when the participants on speakerphone are taking part in the conversation than when the 

dialog is between the participants present in the room. This is due to the delay of the speech in the 

conference call and the fact that they cannot see each other. The facial expressions of the people in the 

room revealed a look of concentration when listening to the talk from the speakerphone that they did not 

have when only the participants in the room were speaking. Normally a bid for the cue in meeting talk is 

done by non-verbal means such as gaze, raising a hand, leaning forward or pointing either directed to 

the chair or to the person currently speaking (Svennevig 2012). Those non-verbal means of bidding for 

turn were not available to the participants on speakerphone.  

 

5. Conclusion 

The aim of this thesis was to find out what kind of interactional devices are used in pre-closure 

formulations in meeting talk. In order to uncover the interactional devices used in pre-closure 

formulations a Conversation Analysis approach was used. This methodology utilizes a data-driven 

approach, which means collecting the data without any preconceptions what may be found and instead 

focusing on whatever interesting phenomenon or pattern that emerges. The turn-by-turn analysis of the 

data uncovered a pattern of pre-closing formulations. The analysis highlights the following findings: 
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1. The interactional devices used to reach an agreement 

2. How a pre-closing formulation is used to influence the participants 

3. The pre-closing formulation as an interactional device used to “do leadership” 

4. The pre-closing formulation as an interactional device to prepare participants to be held 

accountable for the status in the project 

5. How the meeting participants act to continue on the topic after the chair’s candidate pre-closure 

formulation 

In order to shed light on the above, I will describe each finding in detail. 

 

5.1 The interactional devices used to reach an agreement 

Barnes (2007) showed that silence is the preferred response to a pre-closing formulation that seeks 

agreement. This study showed that a pre-closing formulation in combination with one long and several 

short pauses, giving everybody the opportunity to protest, are the interactional devices used to reach a 

consensus agreement. When no one chooses to protest, this is taken as common agreement and there is 

nothing more to discuss, hence the meeting can move on to the next topic. 

 

5.2 How a pre-closing formulation is used to influence meeting participants 

In the formulation in excerpt 2 the chair puts a lot of emphasis on the importance of the current topic - 

making the installations work: “this (.) installation has more or less the highest priority in the program 

right now Get this up and running!  We should (.) secure now that we get (.) number two and number 

three as we:ll so it’s I mean it’s very vulnerable if there’s only one pod in the network node”. In this 

formulation Anna, the chair of the meeting, is showing a lot more emotion and using a more 

authoritative formulation than in the other ones. Otherwise she has a more facilitating chairing style, but 

here she really wants to get her meaning across and influence the participants, instead of just accounting 

for what has been said.  

 

5.3 The pre-closing formulation as an interactional device used to “do leadership” 

In excerpt 2 (as described above) the chair uses a formulation to impose her version of reality. 

Disagreement of a formulation is difficult because it might challenge the formulator’s competence in 

monitoring, cognitively processing and reproducing the gist of the talk so far. (Clifton 2006) Further, as 

described earlier, once a formulation has been made and confirmation of the formulation has been 

achieved, this leads to topic closure. Therefore formulations close the sense-making process. 

Consequently, formulations have the power to fix past and present organizational reality. This is a way 

of defining the reality and the sense-making process and thus “do leadership”.  
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5.4 The pre-closing formulation as an interactional device to prepare participants to be held accountable 

for the status in the project 

At the end of the formulation as described above (excerpt 2) the chair starts quoting what she thinks 

others are likely to say about the status in the program: “we always hea:rd about three where are the 

other two? An what’s going wrong there (.) something is not working out” The formulations have a 

likeness to a pre-closing formulation described by Barnes (2007) where the function is a sort of ‘online 

commentary’ “forestalling any difficulties that might arise when groups are held accountable for the 

outcomes of business-based conversations.” However, even if serving the same purpose – accountability 

- this formulation is quite different in that the chair is using direct quotes of the imagined (or 

experienced) reactions. The use here is here to emphasize the importance of the topic. It also emphasizes 

that the project has high management attention and serves to prepare the project members to be held 

accountable for the status.  

 

5.5 How the meeting participants act to continue on the topic after the chair’s candidate pre-closure 

formulation 

The trouble reports get much attention and a sizable part of the meeting is allocated for this topic. In the 

last excerpt the chair wants to proceed and move on to another topic. She refers to the limited time “we 

can spend hours and hours to talk about the TRs” she also refers to another meeting when this topic also 

will be discussed. The way in which one participant asks for permission to continue is a sign that he 

does recognize the pre-closing formulation, however he is not ready to leave the topic: “can we just er 

take er the last slide e:r I just need ten seconds to” (excerpt 4). 

 

5.6 Additional Observations 

Apart from the findings regarding pre-closure formulations there are some additional observations. 

 

5.6.1 Formulations by someone other than the meeting chair 

One important use of pre-closing formulations is to achieve support or consensus (Barnes 2007). Of the 

excerpts included in this study, there is one formulation done by someone else than the chair (excerpt 3). 

One of the participants (Lars) self-selects to speak with a gist formulation that is rephrasing the status in 

his own words to clarify and get to a joint understanding. In some situations, this act, to self-select to do 

a formulation, can be proving the status in the hierarchy of the participant or it can, if done 
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systematically, be a way for a participant who does not have that hierarchal authority to take on 

leadership as it is “up for grabs” (Clifton 2006).  

 

5.6.2 The telephone conference medium 

Another observation, outside the focus area of this essay, concerns the difference in turn-taking and 

overlapping speech caused by the fact that some participants are taking part via a telephone conference 

bridge and speakerphone (excerpt 4, line 7-11). The facial expressions of the people in the room 

revealed a look of concentration when listening to the talk from the speakerphone, that they did not have 

when only the participants in the room were speaking. Normally a bid for the cue in meeting talk is done 

by non-verbal means such as gaze, raising a hand or leaning forward or pointing either directed to the 

chair or to the person currently speaking (Svennevig 2012). Those non-verbal means of bidding for turn 

were not available to the participants on speakerphone. 

 

5.7 English as a lingua franca (ELF) 

In the studied meeting English was used as a lingua franca. For most participants, English is a foreign 

language. The exception is the Indian for whom English is a second language. They all speak English 

with good grammar and a large vocabulary, at least when it comes to technical terms. They express 

themselves freely and do not have to search for words. The pronunciation is varying. In fact, drawing 

from my personal experience of Swedes speaking English, the pronunciation is somewhat different, with 

a heavier Swedish accent and intonation. This difference could be due to the fact that they are adapting 

to the ELF situation and that they are focusing on making themselves understood rather than showing 

off good English language skills. The nature of pre-closing formulations is not affected by the fact that 

the meeting is in ELF instead of in English as the meeting participants’ first language. 

 

5.8 Suggestions for further research 

The meeting studied in this thesis took place in a multi-disciplinary team meeting in a development 

organization at Ericsson in Stockholm in a group of mixed nationalities with a majority of Swedes.  

From a CA perspective, the meeting in this study has many elements that are recognizable in other 

”corporate intracompany white-collar informal” (Augouri & Marra 2010) meetings and even in other 

types of organizations, such as the curriculum board meetings in a described by Barnes (2007). Studying 

more of different kinds of organizations, in different cultures, would give even more robustness to the 

findings about pre-closing formulations in meeting talk.  

Another aspect of formulations that could be interesting to study more is about who has 

the right to formulate? And what happens when somebody else than the chair make use a pre-closing 
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formulation to impose their sense-making? Are there any differences in how different groups, for 

example depending on gender, use this opportunity? In regard to the large flora of “how to” books 

regarding meetings in particular and not to mention leadership in general, those studies should be 

received with great interest. The advantage with a Conversation Analysis approach is its insistence to 

use peoples’ actual talk-in-interaction to study these mechanisms instead of being lead by theoretically 

driven assumptions. 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

19 

6. References 

 
Angouri, J. and Marra, M. Corporate meetings as a genre: a study of the role of the chair in corporate 
meeting talk. Text & Talk. 30(6) pp. 615-636. 
 
Asmuss, B. and Svennevig, J. (2009) Meeting talk: An introduction. Journal of Business 
Communication, 46(1) pp. 3-22.  
 
Barnes, R. (2007) Formulations and the facilitation of common agreement in meetings talk. Text & Talk 
27(3) pp. 273-296. 
 
Boden, D. (1994) The business of talk: Organizations in action. Cambridge: Polity Press.  
 
Clifton, J. (2006) A conversation analytical approach to business communication: The case of 
leadership. Journal of Business Communication, 43(3) pp. 202-219. 
 
Ehrenreich, S. (2010) English as a business lingua franca in a German multinational corporation: 
Meeting the challenge. Journal of Business Communication, 47(4) pp. 408-431. 
 
Heritage, J., Watson, D. R. (1979) Formulations as conversational objects in Psathas, G. (ed.) Everyday 
language: Studies in ethnomethodology. 
 
Huisman M. (2001) Decision-making in meetings as talk-in-interaction. International Studies of 
Management & Organization, 31(3) pp. 69-90. 
 
Hutchby, I. and Wooffitt, R. (2008). Conversation analysis. 2nd edition. Cambridge: Polity Press. 
 
Jefferson, G. (2004) Glossary of transcript symbols with an introduction. In Lerner, G. (ed)  
Conversation analysis: Studies from the first generation. Amsterdam: John Benjamins. pp. 13-31. 
 
Markaki, V. and Mondada, L. (2012) Embodied orientations towards co-participants in multinational 
meetings. Discourse Studies, 14(1) pp. 31-52. 
 
Nonaka, H. and Takeuchi (1995) The knowledge creating company. Oxford: University Press.  
 
Putnam, L. and Fairhurst G.T. (2001) Discourse analysis in organization: Issues and concerns. In Jablin 
F. and Putnam L. (eds) The new handbook of organizational communication. London: Sage, pp. 235-
268. 
 
Sachs, H., Schegoff, E.A. and Jefferson, G. (1974) A simplest systematics for the organization of turn-
taking for conversation. Linguistic Society Of America, 50(4) pp. 696-735. 
 
Svennevig, J. (2012) Interaction in workplace meetings, Discourse Studies 14(1), pp. 3–10.  
 
 

 

  



 

 

20 

7. Appendix: Transcription Conventions 

 

Based on Jefferson (2004) 

 

[ text ] Indicates the start and end points of overlapping speech 

= Indicates the break and subsequent continuation of a single utterance. 

(# of seconds) 
A number in parentheses indicates the time, in seconds, of a pause in 

speech. 

(.) A brief pause, usually less that 0.2 seconds. 

.  Indicates falling pitch or intonation. 

?  Indicates rising pitch or intonation. 

!- Indicates an abrupt halt or interruption in utterance. 

>text< 
Indicates that the enclosed speech was delivered more  

rapidly than usual for the speaker. 

<text> 
Indicates that the enclosed speech was delivered more slowly than 

usual for the speaker. 

° Indicates whisper, reduced volume, or quiet speech. 

underline Indicates the speaker is emphasizing or stressing the speech. 

: Indicates prolongation of a sound. 

 .hhh Audible inhalation 

(       ) Speech which is unclear or in doubt in the transcript. 

((      )) Non-verbal sounds 

 

 

 


