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Learner Resource 13 Different genres of conversation: 
some introductory ideas

Casual interactional
Although we tend to consider speech as interactional and writing as transactional, there is a continuum of interaction 
even within conversations. At its most interactional, speech serves a purely social purpose – we talk to create and 
maintain relationships, to learn more about one another and to share information about ourselves.

This most social kind of interaction is typified by a very informal register and a lot of the most basic ‘typical’ speech 
features, e.g. fillers and other non-fluency features. Turn taking could be evenly spread, or one participant may 
speak more than the other(s), in which case a successful interactional transcript should feature a high degree of 
back-channel behaviour. Where politeness strategies are needed, they are more likely to be positive strategies, 
and closing is likely to require a series of pre-closing sequences. The pragmatics of interactional conversations is 
often interesting, as there can be a high degree of shared knowledge, and power balances can also be explored for a 
subtler analysis.

Transactional
A transactional conversation can be informal or formal, depending on the wider context, but it is more likely to 
be between participants who do not know each other well, and this is likely to require more formality than an 
interactional exchange. Where politeness strategies are needed, they are likely to be of the negative variety, 
particularly where there is a status difference. Some transactional conversations are worth looking at in terms of how 
directives are handled (e.g. between a doctor and patient) – for example whether imperatives are used, or whether a 
speaker uses suggestions and modal verbs (mitigated directives) rather than direct orders.

Advising
Again, formality can vary – consider a friend’s advice versus a job centre support session. In any advice-driven 
interaction, however, the person providing advice has more status in context than the receiver of the advice, so it’s a 
good idea to explore how this affects the language used. Face and politeness are relevant as theories, and the form 
of questions and directives is also worth considering, as is the use of hedging and hesitancy features – either in 
asking for advice initially, or in offering advice that may be unpopular or not what is hoped for.

Negotiating and making requests
Power and relative status is again a key concept when negotiation is taking place, which means that facework and 
how people deal with challenging each other is a key angle to explore. People may use hedges, tag questions and 
hesitancy to soften suggestions that they expect to be controversial, as well as more obvious politeness strategies. 

Complaints
When someone is making a formal complaint, there is an interesting power relationship since the complainer is 
wielding power by making their complaint but ultimately the person or body they are complaining to has more 
power than they do. Thus facework is likely to be interesting, and people making complaints are more likely to flout 
Grice’s maxims and to challenge someone’s face directly than they normally would do. 

Teaching 
There are several identified specific features of teaching language: three part exchanges were first discussed in 
this context, and teachers are also likely to use explicit feedback in the form of praise or correction. When students 
produce wrong answers, teachers’ responses can be interesting in terms of face and politeness. It may also be worth 
exploring the idea of reformulation, common in teacher talk and also with parents of young children.

Interviewing 
Interviews in public (e.g. on TV) are usually for the entertainment or education of an audience and therefore have 
more subtle power relations than interviews in private (such as job interviews). Facework, politeness strategies 
and other power-related aspects are worth exploring in all interviews, as are the form of questions used by the 
interviewer. Good interviewers will also use feedback, particularly back-channel behaviour to encourage the 
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interviewee and get more out of them. Interviews are also formally structured, with adjacency pairs or possibly three-
part exchanges forming the bulk of the exchange.

Private interviews, e.g. for jobs or course places, are likely to include signs of nervousness on the part of the interviewee, 
e.g. hesitancy features, while this is far less likely in the case of public interviews where the interviewee is essentially 
working and doing something they are accustomed to.
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