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Introduction 
Whatever the conception of computers as single or 
multi-user devices, technology has always been 
interacted around and with, providing sources of 
trouble and insight. We might think of the Royal society 
lectures - meeting around experiments and 
instruments, or even the role of fire as a gathering 
place for family activity around the campfire, fireplace, 
stove or furnace. Technology brings us together 
shaping our activities, social and not. More recently, 
the telephone has acted as a similar gathering point.  I 
remember as a child long distance phone calls, where 
the phone would be passed from family member to 
family member, around the telephone to talk to a 
distant relative.  Now it is the mobile phone, and now 
the smartphone, in turn, that take on this role.  Work 
as early as Weillenman [24] and Taylor [23] pointed to 
the importance of co-present interaction around 
mobiles, something that has continued as the 
functionality of the mobile has increased. 

In this position paper I want to talk a little about the 
role of co-present interaction around smartphones, but 
I also want to talk to the problem of influencing design 
of these systems. In my work I have used video 
recordings of mobile interaction situations to try and 
understand how mobile devices fare in talk and 
interaction, looking at in-car GPS [2, 12], mobile 
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phones [3-5, 15, 18], methods of video analysis [16] 
and most recently smartwatches [17]. Drawing on 
conversational analysis work [9, 19] that looks closely 
at incidents of interaction to try and understand 
interaction and talk, with one eye to understanding how 
to better design these devices, but also in 
understanding their role in ordinary life. There’s a 
double push in this research. First, it is attempting to 
understand a longstanding human centred phenomena, 
our talk around and integration of technology in our 
talk. This is the ‘sociological’ spin to the work - and in 
this it is mostly derivative of work such as Goodwin, 
Heath, Streeck and the like. Streeck’s “How to do 
things with things” [21] is a nice example of this work, 
documenting how (in a sales conversation about 
cookies) objects are factored into talk and interaction. 
This work is essentially freestanding — social science is 
social science, after all, with its relevance be as it may 
resting on the long term power of insight and 
understanding. 

Conversation analysis 
One criticism might be that in turning to the 
smartphone (or whatever new interactive devices) we 
are not conceptually changing what we are doing or 
how we are doing it. Indeed - cookies, search terms, 
surgical equipment [22]— there’s a continuity to this 
work be the objects “digital” or “physical” (however 
contentious that divide) as objects in the horizons of 
those we are studying. Conceptually there is perhaps 
not a progression from Heath and Luff’s [10, chapter 6] 
description of architects talk as they move objects on 
screen, albeit with the greater sophistication and 
complexity that accompanies the development of the 
technology. 

I would counter this with two possible responses.  The 
first is a conceptual ‘accident’ that I think turns out to 
be useful. There is a rich library of concepts that 
conversation analysis has developed to (mainly) focus 
on the use of talk and language. Yet these concepts 
also have considerable leverage when applied to 
situations of interaction around technology (or perhaps 
one might say objects more broadly). To give you an 
example - the notion of ‘double duty’ [11] comes from 
the observation that talk can often play multiple 
functions - such as a request to make a contribution 
(“Can I make a point about that?”) [11, p10] can also 
serve to draw attention to the following remark. Yet 
this term (about conversation) could be used to 
understand an aspect of technology use.   

So, in looking at the use of maps on smartphones we 
found that zooms and pans, when combined with talk, 
often served the purpose of ‘zooming into the map to 
see what is there’ but also highlighted particular parts 
of the map for co-conversationalists.  There was a 
double duty to the smartphone gesture- designed for 
the phone, but also for co-conversationalists. Double 
duty did double duty for us! 

However, is this ‘borrowing’ problematic. After all we 
are looking at talk in interaction, and one shouldn’t 
differentiate strongly between what is being done in 
talk and what is being done physically (Streeck’s 
takedown of the bogus notion of ‘body language’ is 
exemplary here [20]). So it is perhaps unproblematic to 
treat conversation analysis “rules” (such as adjacency 
pairs) as something that can be applied to physical 
actions. Yet there is the possibility of a modal switch 
here causing problems- it is not clear that something 
like three part lists or the like would have an analogue 



 

when we are talking about bodily interaction.  Yet some 
have considerable explanatory power - Licoppe’s use of 
‘projection’ here is one nice example [13], where a 
driver times their driving in concert with the ‘pauses’ 
where their phone loads new content. They are 
‘projecting’ particular features of the systems behaviour 
and using that in how they organise what they are 
doing. 

Building on this a second innovation is to also deploy 
these conversation analytic concepts in understanding 
multi-party interaction online - such as through social 
media.  This is what Stuart Reeves and myself have 
attempted in a paper we have at this conference 
[18].  Here we are looking at social media, using 
recordings (again) of the screens of iPhone users. We 
deploy a set of conversation analysis concepts to 
understand how interaction ’through’ the media is 
structured - such as the use of questions/answers, 
repair, and sequentiality more broadly.  

Now in this case it is not quite clear initially what we 
are doing - why should a set of structures used by 
those talking to each other in interaction have any 
place in understanding online interaction, since online 
interaction is structured quite differently – most 
importantly it is different place different time.     

Yet perhaps the ‘rules’ of sequential order from 
conversation analysis can be drawn upon? They’re 
nothing special (except perhaps in their pervasiveness) 
- they are just social practices. Just ordinary orders of 
action. So if a new medium comes along, in the 
development of its use of course people will draw upon 
existing practices and methods, just like if you have a 
phone call you draw on the methods of ordinary talk. 

Indeed, sometimes the medium is so similar that 
there’s not much change required, or only subtle 
changes. Emoticons for example, work because they 
draw upon a pre-existing set of expectations around 
pictograms and faces, there’s no great puzzle in how 
they are used. So emails drew on letters, but then 
modified the ‘order’ somewhat; e.g. the email 
signature. Deployment and development of new 
methods and old. With social media we have a new 
‘thing’, and existing expected seen-as-what-they-are 
methods will be deployed, drawing on those of both 
written - and spoken - conversation. There’s no 
special primacy to them. And similarly with human 
machine communication, we can see the deployment of 
and recognition of methods and structures of sequential 
order because they are sedimented practices, but they 
are not special or privileged, and more one they need 
to be made in each way in a new way, first-time-
through in this particular case. So as users of social 
media already draw on the ‘rules’ of talk, clearly we 
need to similar do so to understand how social media is 
used. And this can be deployed more broadly in 
understanding online interaction. 

These two contributions might seem rather technical — 
simply an expansion of the deployment of existing 
concepts to new domains.  But I think actually it 
conceptually it gives us a new foundation of looking at 
something like social media, in that we can deploy 
concepts that have proven to be relatively longstanding 
in their utility. Moreover, they encourage close 
attention to interaction with something like social 
media, which at times can become rather unfocused.  



 

Design 
I now move onto perhaps the more relevant point for a 
non-social science audience, that is the value of this 
sort of analysis for design.  Now, pace Dourish [6], I 
would agree that understanding technology deeply is 
something that we should spend some time on, and 
that the requirement of ‘implications’ in a paper is a 
trivial one. Yet there is the important point to be made 
that social science work should be in the social 
sciences, unless it has some good reason to live 
somewhere else. And that what ‘implications’ can do at 
least to some extent. 

So, let us take the example of search. Clearly this is 
something that is commonly done on mobile devices, it 
is of some importance, and there are considerable 
efforts to do it right. In some earlier work I talked 
about how we might inform search design drawing on 
the role that search plays in interaction [1, 5]– we 
often search with others (so called collaborative search) 
and we might think of how search is organized, by 
users, as they talk around that search. 

Yet here we hit a classic design challenge: 
understanding that search is done in conversation, and 
that those conversations (and the search term input – 
or whatever) are arranged a certain way does not 
necessarily lead to any changes to the design itself. Our 
first attempts centred on exploring the role of speech 
recognition - ‘listening’ for search terms and then 
suggest these or do background searches for them. Yet 
in our initial experiments with we found this not 
particularly helpful [14]– it isn’t clear that formulating 
and typing in search terms is really ‘a problem’ in 
search use.  While listening to auxiliary words and 
terms and using this to influence a search could have 

some use (particularly for those who have trouble 
formulating search terms). 

Perhaps the problem here is a more significant one – 
the failing of context aware systems if you will.  Current 
systems still struggle to modify their behaviour in any 
particularly ‘useful’ way to their context, and 
conversation is just another hard thing to model and 
relate to. Perhaps the only exception is location and 
even there we can see things are often not perfect (if 
you have ever struggled to get to the google website 
for a language not native to where you physically are). 

So perhaps the problem we are dealing with is a bigger 
one than simply co-present interaction, and we should 
not be disheartened by a lack of ‘quick design fixes’. 
Perhaps more promisingly rather than making the 
computers actions better, drawing on the conversation 
and talk, we might reverse this also also think about 
how we can help make the conversation better drawing 
on what the system does, or could do. Clearly devices 
are used in talk and interaction, and perhaps they could 
be designed to support that talk better. 

One avenue where this has been explored is in systems 
that support design discussions – such as digital mood 
boards and the like. Yet in interaction there are two 
avenues I think that could be explored more.  The first 
is highlighting [7, 8].  Clearly deixis is one of the 
fundamentals of interaction (‘this one’) and one 
common interaction around screens is to point and 
gesture in ways that bring out or talk about on screen 
objects. While this sort of behaviour is also echoed with 
the mouse it seems to me that highlighting breaks 
down in some ways and that we could think more about 
how to support this.  One primary example is in 



 

presentations – the ‘live’ features of most presentation 
software are rather poor and certainly highlighting 
something on a slide usually takes the rather messy 
‘drawing’ on the slide. Zooming into a slide might 
actual work for highlighting better, in that it could at 
least temporarily hide non-relevant material. Certainly 
the ability to zoom into webpages works well (alas, 
something lost with the move to mobile apps). 

A second common activity is ‘narrating’ – talking 
through actions as one operates a mobile device, so as 
to manage the participation of a co-conversationalist 
and to not ‘drop the mic’ on the conversation. Here 
design concepts are perhaps less clear.  But perhaps 
we might think about how systems could ‘present’ 
themselves while an action is ongoing (and being 
narrated). Let me take the presentation example again 
– sometimes in presentations we find that we resort to 
the file system to play particular videos or files, or we 
need to break out of the presentation software.  How 
might a presentation application display this, without 
the usual “showing the desktop” – which can display 
files that a user might want to keep private. 

A more holistic question though is to ask broadly how 
systems might contribute to conversation and 
interaction. One angle I have taken on this is to 
consider the role of topic – or rather bluntly what we 
talk about.  The management and generation of topic is 
something that is a subtle and interesting kernel to 
conversation and ‘sociable chat’, and it is not (as some 
systems approach the problem) simply that we ‘lack 
topic’ in conversation. Moreover, the management and 
production of topic is tied up to an extent with our 
presentation of our self. Yet this does not mean that 
devices cannot have an interesting role to play.  

Indeed, they already do – I have argued that social 
media is popular not just because of the compelling 
nature or otherwise of the apps themselves, but 
because they also give us something to talk about that 
is seen in common with others. Technology then is 
already a rich generator of topic.  Rather perhaps we 
might think about how technology might help topics to 
be better arranged or discussed – drawing perhaps on 
the old decision support systems research, which is a 
partly ignored but important literature. 

Lastly, as we find hardware in something of a flux I 
think there is an interesting space in thinking about the 
physical design of screens for co-present interaction. 
For example, the Windows Surface laptop has an 
interesting feature where the lid of the laptop can be 
removed and potentially taken into a co-present 
interaction situation. And of course, the original 
Microsoft Surface table was largely designed for this 
sort of interaction. But my interest in this is slightly 
different as, drawing on our work on watches, I have 
got interested in how we can make use of the “looking 
at the time” gesture and some of the interactional 
problems this can also create. So in terms of hardware 
I wonder about the possibilities that multiple smaller 
screens might have in a setting, and what sorts of 
interfaces might be designed on them. 

Conclusion 
In this short position paper I have reviewed two 
innovations around the use of conversation analysis to 
understand technology in use, and moved on to some 
initial discussion concerning drawing on this work to 
think through design issues leading from this work. 
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