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Abstract 

This paper contributes to a growing body of  work concerned with the empirical investiga- 
tion of  referential practice in everyday settings. It uses audio-visual recordings of  work within 
a telecommunications control centre to explore the ways in which colleagues establish, if  only 
momentarily,  mutual orientation towards 'objects ' ,  such as (features of) documents and com- 
puter screens. The paper addresses three key themes. Firstly, it highlights the ways in which 
visual conduct, in concert with talk, is used to accomplish demonstrative reference - an often 
overlooked feature of referential practice. Secondly, it examines the interactional production 
of  demonstrative reference, noting the ongoing and dynamic co-ordination of  actions in the 
collaborative achievement of  mutual orientation. Thirdly, it reflects on the ways in which the 
production and intelligibility of referential actions are grounded in the activities, or common 
business, in, through and for which they emerge. © 2000 Elsevier Science B.V. All rights 
reserved. 
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1. Introduction 

To a large extent, our traditional understanding of deixis and reference ignores the 
socially situated and collaborative organisation of referential practice. Indeed, 
despite the substantial body of research in linguistics and pragmatics concerned with 
deixis, we still have relatively little understanding of the practical methods in and 
through which talk and gesture are used to refer to objects within everyday activities. 
In particular, there is a need to explicate the ways in which reference can be seen to 
be thoroughly embedded in, and inexorably intertwined with, the interactional activ- 
ities in which they emerge and are constituted. There is, however, a growing body of 
empirical research which begins to address this, through detailed descriptions of 
actual deictic usage (e.g. Hanks, 1990; Clark and Wilkes-Gibbs, 1986; Goodwin, 
1998; Jones, 1994). This paper contributes to this body of work by explicating the 
practical, situated, interactional and embodied production of demonstrative refer- 
ence. 

The paper examines a particular setting, a complex technological work environ- 
ment, in which personnel have, as a matter of their daily activities, to make reference 
to, and mutually constitute, the sense and significance of a continually changing 
range of 'objects' displayed on screens and in documents. The paper is concerned 
with explicating the resources relied on by participants themselves in accomplishing 
reference, and exploring how talk and bodily conduct is used within organisational 
activities to produce coherent and sequentially relevant objects and scenes. The 
activities in which the participants are engaged can be seen as critical to the ways in 
which they make reference to features of the workplace. Their involvement in deal- 
ing with a workplace query, searching for information to be distributed and so forth, 
along with their common understandings of those tasks at hand, prove critical to the 
production and intelligibility of actions. The paper draws on ethnomethodology and 
conversation analysis (see Garfinkel, 1967; Sacks, 1992) to explicate the ways in 
which co-participants display their orientation to the activity at hand. Particular 
emphasis is placed upon the sequential organisation of activities in interaction and, 
thereby, the analysis seeks to highlight the moment-to-moment properties of talk and 
visual conduct in the production of demonstrative reference. 

2. Background 

It has often been argued that deictic expressions, such as 'this', 'that', 'here' and 
'there', "act as pointers" (Duranti and Goodwin, 1992: 43) to referents: 

"The term deictic in traditional grammar designates (roughly) linguistic elements which specify the 
identity or placement in space or time of  individuated objects relative to the participants in a verbal inter- 
action. English ' this ' ,  for instance, in one of  its central uses, identifies a specific object given in the 
immediate spatial proximity of the speaker who utters the form." (Hanks, 1990: 5) 

However, with regard to actual instances of referential practice and, in particular, 
reference to locally visible objects, how such terms "act as pointers" or "specify ... 
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the placement in space ... of individuated objects" is left relatively opaque. The 
under-explored question is: "what exactly do these words point to?"  (cf. Jones, 
1995: 33). 

Indeed, notions such as 'the immediate spatial proximity of the speaker' do not 
really help to pin down the placement of the referent, given, for instance, the amount 
of documents, monitors and other artefacts potentially relevant to the work, and on 
the desks, of control centres. Green (1995: 22) has suggested that "[i]n a one-to-one 
exchange between participants where the objects referred to are present in the situa- 
tion of utterance", the referent is "the most salient" object. Yet, the resources avail- 
able to a co-participant to establish which object is 'most salient' out of the abun- 
dance of objects in the environment remain unexplicated and under-explored 
(although see Clark et al., 1983). However, the multiple resources that enable a co- 
participant to unproblematically find an object referred to by a deictic term, would 
seem fundamental to an interest in the practical accomplishment of reference. 

Deictic terms, such as 'this', are used to refer to different objects on different 
occasions. Of course, the choice of term reveals much about the character of the ref- 
erent. The set of semantic contrasts provided by the deictic system (e.g. singular 
'this' versus plural ' these') offers specifications crucial in helping the recipient iso- 
late the referent. However, such distinctions do not specify the referent alone. There- 
fore, this paper attempts to describe some of the, often under-represented, features of 
interaction that provide resources for the production and intelligibility of demonstra- 
tive reference. In particular, the paper highlights the critical contribution of bodily 
actions and the interactional activity at hand. 

First, the body. It has long been recognised that "bodily gestures ... are a neces- 
sary part of (at least some) ostensive reference" (Hanks, 1990: 36). Indeed, what 
Lyons terms 'deixis at its purest' is "where the utterance is accompanied by some 
extralinguistic gesture" (Green, 1995: 15); but, quite intriguingly, little research in 
liguistics has investigated how bodily gestures and actions are used in relation to talk 
in order to direct and encourage another to look at a particular (feature of an) object 
(although see Haviland, 1996, for a discussion of deictic gestures in narrative 
spaces). Note that when we talk of the body in this regard, we refer not only to the 
deployment of pointing gestures, but also to other visual conduct and the ever-pre- 
sent import of bodily orientation. 

Beyond the visual conduct, participants draw upon the activities in which refer- 
ence emerges and forms a part, in order to produce, and make sense of, reference. 
Moreover, the paper will demonstrate how the interactional organisation of those 
activities is key to referential practice. It considers how individuals attend to the 
practical demands of an activity in specific real-world contexts and how they demon- 
strate that orientation and, in turn, the ways in which reference is organised within 
those activities. This will feed into recent developments in empirical studies of ref- 
erence, namely the shift from egocentric to 'sociocentric' (Hanks, 1990) and collab- 
orative accounts of deixis. 

Outside of linguistic research, there has been a long-standing concern amongst a 
number of researchers in conversation analysis with the ways in which individuals, 
in interaction, establish mutual orientation. Whilst some of this work has been 
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principally concerned with the ways in which individuals establish orientation vis-h- 
vis each other (see for example Goodwin, 1981a; Heath, 1982), increasingly this 
research has considered how participants initiate, establish and assess reference to 
objects and artefacts within the local milieu (see for example Goodwin, 1981b, 
1986, 1998; Goodwin and Goodwin, 1996; Heath, 1986; Heath and Hindmarsh, in 
press; Wootton, 1994). Also, in a rather different vein, the work of Streeck (1996) 
and LeBaron (in preparation) has sought to extend our understanding of the rela- 
tionship between gestures and objects. This paper seeks to contribute to these initia- 
tives and examine the ways in which individuals in a complex work environment 
discriminate and mutually constitute, through talk and bodily conduct, objects 
within the local milieu. 

3. A 'center of co-ordination': The restoration control office 

The contemporary relevance of deixis and referential practice extends beyond 
debates within pragmatics and sociolinguistics. For example, there is a body of 
research concerned with work, interaction and technology, for which a concern with 
referential practice would seem to be of some academic and practical relevance, and 
yet so far, it has not formed a central research topic. This research consists primarily 
of 'ethnographies' and examines the ways in which tools and technologies feature in 
everyday organisational conduct and communication. These ethnographies have 
come to be known as 'workplace studies' and though they are largely undertaken by 
scholars in the social and cognitive sciences, they have arisen in the light of debates 
within HCI (Human Computer Interaction) and AI (Artificial Intelligence). In part, 
they have been driven by a practical concern with the design and development of 
advanced technologies to support collaborative work and have had a profound 
impact on the newly emerging field of CSCW (Computer Supported Cooperative 
Work). This research has been concerned with delineating the ways in which com- 
plex systems, both human and technical, are dependent upon socially organised prac- 
tices and procedures. 

Many of these studies have examined a particular form of workplace, an environ- 
ment in which co-located individuals use a complex array of multimedia technolo- 
gies to co-ordinate physically distributed tasks and events. These settings have been 
characterised by Suchman (1998) as 'centers of co-ordination' and include such 
diverse domains as airport control rooms (e.g. Goodwin and Goodwin, 1996), the 
control centres for rapid urban transport systems (e.g. Heath and Luff, in press), the 
bridge of ships (e.g. Hutchins, 1995) and so forth. Such settings would seem partic- 
ularly suitable to those with a concern for referential practice. They necessitate close 
collaboration between individuals, who though they may have distinct responsibili- 
ties, have to work in concert with each other to handle problems and emergencies 
when they arise. To be able to co-ordinate their activities with each other, individu- 
als have to make reference to a complex array of changing information displayed on 
monitors, on diagrams, and in documents. These 'sources of information' are both 
resources in, and topics of, the activities of personnel, and as a matter of course, the 
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latter have to establish mutual orientation to, and common understandings of, the 
matters displayed in various forms in the local ecology. For convenience we will 
speak of these matters as 'objects';  they may be, for example, images on television 
screens, descriptions in paper documents, diagrams or reference codes on computer 
monitors. In various ways these objects themselves stand on behalf of events, activ- 
ities, physical phenomena (such as trains or technical faults) which lie outside the 
command and control centre. 

Such settings therefore not only demand that participants make reference to and 
establish mutual orientation towards the local environment, but that the environment 
consists of a changing array of objects whose meaning and significance has to be 
continually established and maintained. Referential practice, and its smooth accom- 
plishment, therefore are not only of academic interest, but also of some practical 
import for the participants themselves. 

The particular environment which forms the focus of this paper provides a good 
example of such a 'center of co-ordination'. It is the Restoration Control Office of 
BT (formerly known as British Telecom) and staff at the RCO monitor the state of 
the telecommunications network within Britain, and its links to other European 
countries. When a circuit fails, for instance when a trawler catches a cable in the 
North Sea, staff at the RCO identify the problem and establish temporary transmis- 
sion lines, until the fault is repaired. So, for example, if a circuit fails between Lon- 
don and Brussels, alternative routes would be established, one possibly running 
between London and Paris and another from Paris to Brussels. 

Fig. 1. The restoration control office 
(note the media wall running the length of the room and the 

multiple monitors and documents on the console). 
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The staff of the RCO have numerous tools and artefacts to help them identify and 
deal with problems which emerge (see Fig. 1). These include alarm screens that dis- 
play which circuits have failed, touch screen telephones to aid communications 
between different branches of BT and other European telecommunications compa- 
nies, a 'media wall' that runs the length of the control room (providing amongst oth- 
ers things up to date news stories which might indicate a sudden increase in service 
demand in certain regions of Europe, e.g. an earthquake), log books to record the sta- 
tus of restorations and their management, and plans which illustrate alternative trans- 
mission routes for particular circuits. 

Dealing with problems involves collaboration between staff, both those at the 
RCO and others who may be based elsewhere, such as engineers. It is not unusual to 
find two or three people in the RCO working closely together to establish a new 
route when a major circuit has failed. There is no strict division of labour at any par- 
ticular moment in the RCO, so any query concerning a restoration could be dealt 
with by any of the officers on duty, although formally one will have overall respon- 
sibility for the shift. They are also required to engage in activities that take them 
away from their desks in the control room. This means that they continually update 
one another and discuss possible actions in the light of incoming information, in 
order to plan alternative routes, negotiate ad hoc divisions of labour and so forth. 

Given the vast array of technological and documentary information sources rele- 
vant to the work of restoration, such discussions are routinely directed towards par- 
ticular 'objects' found on the various displays and in documents. The complex con- 
figuration of technologies in the RCO, like similar domains, render referential 
practice particularly interesting, since participants not only have to discriminate mul- 
tiple sources of changing information, but have to make specific reference to lines of 
text or numbers on a screen or pages which may display hundreds of characters or 
figures. 

Data was collected at the RCO over a period of two years. Data collection con- 
sisted of field work, interviews with staff, and extensive video recording of activi- 
ties. Whilst the field work and interviews have provided the necessary background 
information with which to understand the tasks and activities undertaken by person- 
nel, video recordings have provided the principal source of materials for examining, 
in detail and amongst other things, referential practice. 

4. The body in referential practice 

It is important to note that curtain utterances can only be fully understood, both by 
participants and analysts, with,regard to the visible context of the physical surround- 
ings (when demonstrative pronouns are used, this would be classed amongst 
'exophoric reference' by Halliday and Hasan, 1976: 33). This begs the question of 
how the local physical surroundings are presented such that the referent can be 
found, and, more generally, how the utterance can be understood. 

Despite the substantial body of research concerned with deixis, some of which 
examines reference in practice, relatively little consideration has been given to how 
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participants rely upon visual conduct as well as talk to refer to objects. In the fol- 
lowing couple of fragments, we will discuss how participants use gesture and other 
forms of bodily activity to establish mutual orientation and thereby give significance 
and relevance to a particular object within the local milieu. 

In the first fragment (see nest page), we join the action as Tom, who has recently 
joined the RCO, asks Chris whether the details of a particular incident scribbled on 
piece of paper have been entered into the formal log book. This instance is a follow- 
up to series of prior queries about those entries. 

As Tom begins his utterance, he simultaneously produces a pointing gesture onto 
the document on the desk before him (note his left arm, which is not visible in image 
i, appears on the desk in image ii).l 

In the fragment, Tom's question encourages Chris to say whether he decided 
against entering the item in the formal log book. Chris turns to the paper, finds the 
particular item, and replies 'Yeah that's right'. So, within a complex environment, 
with a wide diversity of potential referents, Chris is able to discover the relevant item, 
and produce a sequentially relevant response to his colleague ('Yeah that's right'). 

The demonstrative expression alone cannot be treated as providing the resources 
for Chris to find the referent. Rather, the question as a whole 'invites' Chris to look 
at the referent ('that one there'), and the resources to see it, and see it in a particular 
way, are provided through the interplay of both verbal and bodily conduct. More- 
over, the business of the question provides resources through which to discern the 
relevance of a figure within the complex technological and documentary ground; a 
relevance which can only be oriented to with regard to the here and now, the local 
history of events and the workspace at hand. Before stepping on to discuss these rich 
and complex issues, this section will begin to chart the importance of the design and 
production of the deictic gesture, a resource often overlooked and underplayed in 
research on referential practice. 

As Tom begins his question, he also begins to produce a pointing gesture, such 
that by the word 'there' his left hand has reached the document. Transcript 2, laid 
out across the page, details aspects of the participants' bodily conduct. The series of 
commas indicates that the left-handed gesture (lh) is moving towards its potential 
target, and the continuous line, that it is held steady. Tom's gaze towards the docu- 
ment (doc) is charted above his utterance and Chris' gaze towards Tom (T), and then 
the document (doc), appears underneath his action line. 

1 The transcription system is based on the orthography developed by Gail Jefferson and widely used in 
conversation analysis (for further details, see Atkinson and Heritage 1984). For the present purposes it is 
worth mentioning that talk is laid out sequentially turn by turn; the square brackets in the transcript indi- 
cate that one utterance is in overlap with the next; equal signs indicate that the utterances are latched 
with no gap or overlap; numbers  in brackets mark the length of a pause in seconds and (.) marks a mini- 
pause, a pause of  point two of a second or less. Underlinings show that the word(s) or part of  the word 
is stressed. 
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Fragment 1 Transcript 1:RCO12/2/93-13:42:30 

C T 

iii 

T: That one there: (.) Chris, that's: 
one- you- decided not to (.) 
bother putting in the log, is(n) 
it, (now).= 

C: =Yeah that's right. 
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Fragment 1 Transcript 2 

lh .................. *steady *slide*steady 
g doc 

1863 

T: . . . .  That one there: (.) Chris, that's: one- you- decided not to- 
C: [moves closer ... 
g ,T, Doc 

As Chris begins to look for the referent, Tom holds his finger over the item in 
question, thereby providing his colleague with a visible resource to find the referent. 
The body movement,  which is co-occurring with the talk, is seen by Chris with 
regard to the talk and similarly the talk is heard with regard to the bodily orientation. 
They are seen together as part of the same action. That is to say, Chris is encouraged 
to look at something, through the question uttered and the deictic expression, and 
that object is indicated by the bodily orientation at that very moment. Moreover, the 
bodily conduct is not confined to the pointing of the finger, but rather the whole 
body conspires to indicate the relevant object. In particular, Tom' s  fixed gaze 
towards the document acts as a further encouragement and resource for Chris to turn 
and find the referent (cf. Heath, 1986; Goodwin, 1981b). 

The relationship between deictic expressions and gestures has been discussed else- 
where. For example, an experimental study by Marslen-Wilson et al. (1982) found that 
deictic gestures were 'exactly '  co-ordinated with their associated verbal devices. In 
their examples, students were asked to describe comic book stories to their fellows, 
and gestures were transcribed as reaching their acme in the mid-point of the associated 
verbal device (either demonstrative or naming). However, the relationship between the 
utterance - in particular the deictic term or expression - and the gesture, seems rather 
more complex. Indeed, the relative positioning of gesture and demonstrative is subject 
to a range of local contingencies, including the nature of the object, the position and 
orientation of the co-participant, the demands of the activity and so forth. That said, 
in our data, though the gestures are recurrently ' in flight' during (or even before) the 
production of the deictic term, they often to come to rest on screens and documents 
late in the articulation of the demonstrative, and not infrequently, just following its 
completion. For further evidence, consider the following couple of instances. 

In the first, Martin asks Chris about a case which is represented on one of the 
alarm screens. 

Fragment 2 Transcript 1: RCO 12/2/93 15:56 

M: .hhh (.) Right. Before you 
answer Mondial's call, 
what do you know abou: :t 
(1.4) 

M: tha:. 
(1.4) 

c: Nothing. 

Like in the previous fragment, Chris has to examine the material to which Martin 
refers before being able to answer the question. To both encourage his colleague to 
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examine the message on the screen, and to provide the resources for its discovery, 
Martin withholds the demonstrative until his hand is in a position to point at it. 
Towards the end of 'about ' ,  he leans towards one of the alarm screens and reaches 
out his right hand. On the way to the screen, he presses the keyboard ($) to alter the 
screen image. Then, as his hand reaches the screen, he utters ' tha '  (that). He refines 
the position of the point during and slightly after the uttered demonstrative: 

Fragment 2 Transcript 2 

rh .......................... $ ........ *s l ide*steady 

M: what  do you know abou: :  t . . . . . . . . . .  /- - - - tha: .-  . . . . . . .  

In Fragment 3, Chris begins to move his hand toward a document prior to saying 
' this ' .  

Fragment 3 Transcript 1: R C O  12/2/93 15 :55  

C: W e  are still on m_ake good  e n ' t  we. 

(1.3) 

M: On w h a : t ?  

(3.0) 

M: Sor ry?  

(2.3) 

M: tu ~ 

(3 
> C: This.  

However, the hand is still in motion as he utters the demonstrative. It is not until 0.2 
of a second later that his hand reaches the document and he begins to tap on it: 

Fragment 3 Transcript 2 

rh ............. *taps 

C: . . . .  This.  - . . . . . .  

Interestingly, therefore, the deictic term, in the sequential and interactional con- 
text of the business at hand, not only entourages the co-participant to look for and at 
some object, but highlights the very moment at which the physical orientation of the 
speaker becomes relevant to find the object. In these cases, the deictic term marks 
when the bodily resources are available for a co-participant to find the object. The 
deictic term segments the gesture, displaying just the moment  at which it is sequen- 
tially relevant. Whereas we might normally think of gestures as working to support 
the talk, here we see how the talk reflexively works on behalf of the gesture. 

The deictic expression does not, in and of itself, 'act as a pointer' or 'specify the 
placement in space of individuated objects'.  Rather, the expression indicates, or fore- 
shadows, when the embodied resources are available for the other to discriminate the 
relevant feature of the local environment. 

In Fragment 1, as Chris turns towards the speaker, he can see the nature of 
the resources being made available to him - in our case, Tom' s  fixed gaze and his 
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pointing finger. He follows, and in doing so, constitutes the trajectory of the gesture, 
and, on hearing the talk, discovers the referred to object for himself. Through seeing 
the gesture and seeing it as 'on its way', Chris determines what it will take to get 
where it is going. Thus, Chris can locate the 'that one there' referred to in the ques- 
tion and seeing 'that one there' enables Chris to attend to the activity at hand (deal- 
ing with a workplace query). Similarly, the talk presents the text around the pointing 
finger such that the appropriate 'incident' may be located out of the array of inci- 
dents on the sheet of paper. The recipient's attention is brought to the salient object, 
and looking at and seeing the object, Chris unproblematically answers the question, 
'yeah that's right'. 

Such gestures raise related issues that one of the authors and others have dis- 
cussed elsewhere (Goodwin, 1981a,b, 1986; Heath, 1986), issues that point to the 
tacit, taken for granted, character of referential practice. The visual conduct of the 
participant is designed, with talk and speaker's orientation, to have another notice 
something within the local milieu, and to see it in a particular way. The gesture 
achieves its performative impact, its sequential import, by virtue of the ways in 
which it masks, or glosses its own operation. The movement, coupled with the 
speaker's talk and bodily orientation is designed to encourage another to determine 
and confront an object within the local milieu, and forms a critical resource for that 
object to be seen or located by the other. Whilst serving to provide direction for the 
gaze of the other, the gesture leads the co-participant to the object whilst masking or 
glossing its own operation. The gesture helps serve to render a feature of the world 
visible, and yet, it is not oriented to by the other in its own right. From its outset, the 
gesture has the other searching for the projected object, a search which follows the 
direction of the pointing hand, and yet disregards the gesture itself. That is, the recip- 
ient sees and yet disattends the form of the gesture, rather shifting his gaze to the 
indicated object. 

In sum, it would seem that talk and body work together in a number of ways. By 
somehow masking the object's placement and identity within the talk, the verbal ref- 
erencing can be used to encourage another to seek out the visible object. The 
resources to find the object are then, in part, provided by the body of the speaker; his 
gaze, gesture and/or other visual conduct. Indeed, the deictic term is designed and 
co-ordinated with the visual conduct to spotlight, or foreshadow, when those 
resources are in place or 'on their way'. As such, the talk works with the body to 
guide the other towards the object of interest. 

5. Recipient-designed reference 

The previous section has suggested that alongside the talk of speakers, their bod- 
ily movement, orientation and gestures are equally critical to referential actions. 
However, although these additional 'visual cues' are a crucial feature of referential 
actions, they are not produced in the abstract, and do not simply mark a line between 
the speaker's body and the referent. Rather, this section will reveal how the dynamic 
bodily actions of all participants are important to the emergent design of referential 
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actions. In particular, the section shows how referential actions and gestures are rou- 
tinely designed with intimate regard for the actions and activities of  the other(s). In 
Fragment 1, for example, notice how the right-handed Tom uses his left hand to 
point and turns his body slightly towards Chris so that the latter has a clearer sight 
of the document. There are numerous other instances in the data in which partici- 
pants shape their bodies around documents, screens and so forth, not only to guide 
someone towards the relevant object, but also to provide those others with clearer 
views of the relevant objects and scenes. In different examples, individuals lift a 
page of a document or a whole file towards another, or turn a monitor slightly, or 
even lean back and across to allow another to step in towards a particular screen. 

Sacks (1992) discusses the notion of 'recipient design',  which refers to the ways 
in which utterances are designed with regard to the particulars of  the here and now 
and the specific co-participant. In this and other fragments, we can find a rather dif- 
ferent sense of recipient design -relating to visual conduct. The referential action is 
shaped not only with regard to where the participants are within the developing 
course of the current talk and activity, and the interests and competencies of the par- 
ticular recipient, but also with respect to their bodily orientation and the shape and 
appearance of the object to be shown. The design of the referential action not only 
interweaves talk and gesture, pinpointing the object at the sequentially relevant 
moment,  but configures an object within the local milieu to make it accessible in a 
particular way for the co-participant. 

In encouraging another to look at an object within the local milieu, an individual 
remains sensitive to the other's conduct, even within the developing course of the 
action. Referential practice is dynamic, and necessitates a continued sensitivity by 
the participants throughout the course of establishing a mutual referent. The actions 
of  the co-participant, even as the reference is being articulated, can inform the 
emerging shape or design of the gesture and talk. 

Consider for example, Fragment 4. Rob and Steven are discussing the layout of 
information on one of the alarm screens and whether a particular line of text is 'the 
latest alarm'.  

Fragment 4 Transcript 1:RCOll/5/93-12:48:05 

S: >I couldn't understand< that (.) be[cause look at the A.H.S: 
R: [hm^m: 

(1.5) 
S: It ke:pt- (1.0) It kept appearing down the bottom, 

that's the latest one to come up wha init? 

Steven gestures towards the screen in the pause following his utterance. As he ges- 
tures towards the screen he turns the pen he is holding over in his hand, and does not 
produce the final pointing movement  until Rob ' s  body comes to rest alongside him 
(during 'it ke:pt- ' ) .  

When Steven asks Rob to ' look at the AHS' ,  he is moving towards the AHS mon- 
itor (see image ii below). As the 1.5 second pause begins, Steven is bent over the 
monitor, but Rob is only just beginning to move towards the screen. In fact, to get in 
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close enough to see the details on the screen, Rob has to step around a chair that lies 
in his way (the chair has been highlighted in image ii). 

i. S R ii. R S iii. S R 

"I couldn't  understand that" "look at the AHS" > "it kept appearing 
down the botlom" 

Fig. 2. Images for Fragment 4 
(note how Rob, initially on the left of the chair, 

has to move around it in order to inspect the monitor). 

Steven uses a pen to point at the screen. To enable Rob to arrive in an appropriate 
position before producing the actual point, Steven forestalls the gesture by simply 
turning the pen over in his hand, such that the nib faces the monitor. By forestalling 
the gesture, Rob is provided with the time to step around the chair, and closer 
towards, what Goodwin terms, the 'domain of scrutiny'. As he nears the screen, 
Steven produces the thrust of the gesture, allowing his co-participant to see the 
actual pointing gesture at the moment it occurs and with regard to its referential 
domain. The gesture therefore not only provides the co-participant with resources to 
find the relevant screen, and encourages him to look for the object in question, but 
also displays that object, just at the moment that it becomes potentially visible. The 
deictic gesture therefore is interactionally accomplished with regard to the concur- 
rent conduct of both co-participants. 

The gesture is encountered in relation to the material terrain through which it is 
guided and the movement itself reveals much about the location of a referent. On a 
screen so packed with potentially relevant text, slight movements in the trajectory of 
the gesture can provide information about what is being pointed at, such that it 
instructs the viewing. The gesture is seen with regard to where it has moved from 
and what it has moved past as much as where it finally comes to rest. Indeed, where 
it is taken to be finally resting can be discerned in part from where it has been seen 
to move 'past' and 'through'. 

For example, it turns out that in later moments, this showing focuses first on one 
line of text and then another. However, even in approaching that first line of text the 
gesture initially pauses at the one below it (the one it turns out that the query is all 
about). So, during the first part of the utterance ('it kept appearing down the bot- 
tom'), the gesture is at the bottom line of text, but then shifts up a line for 'that's the 
latest one to come up'. Steven's forestalling of the point therefore allows Rob to see 
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this diversion, which instructs the way in which he sees these features on the screen 
and makes sense of the concomitant talk. Even at this stage, Steven can use the 
diversion of the gesture to project the upcoming relevance of the bottom line of text. 
The gesture segments the talk and vice versa. 

In the corpus, there are numerous other examples of pointing gestures being pro- 
duced and timed with respect to the activities of the co-participants, such that they 
are in a position to be able to see the pointing gesture in the course of its production. 
This timing of gestures not only includes the forestalling or withholding of points, as 
above, but also the re-production of gestures in the form of tapping on a document 
for example. Rather than pointing once on the document, individuals tap on the doc- 
ument repeatedly, thereby repeating the production of the point. This not only indi- 
cates the referent, but also displays the trajectory of the point, as if to guide (and 
encourage) the other through the material surround and towards the referent. 

In sum, even the seemingly trivial twiddling of a pen in the hand can turn out to 
have import for the ways in which an object is presented to another. Indeed, this 
'twiddling' is not some 'side involvement', but critical and central to the seamless 
production of reference in the sequence. This contributes somewhat to our under- 
standing of the practical issues concerned with referencing in everyday settings. Not 
only has the visual conduct of speakers been underrepresented in academic discus- 
sion, but the bodies of relevant others are also missing. These fragments suggest that 
our analyses of referential practice should include the actions of all relevant partici- 
pants in the course of referential sequences; that is to say, an interest in the 'body in 
referential practice' leads to a consideration of 'bodies in referential practice'. It 
might also be worth highlighting how the practices of referencing seem to be sensi- 
tive to the dynamic actions of the other(s), as it would seem that speakers are ongo- 
ingly sensitive to the others' emergent activities, a theme which will be explored fur- 
ther in the next section. 

6. Sequence, activity and (mis)construing a world in common 

The paper, thus far, has focused upon the embodied and fundamentally interac- 
tional production of referential practice. The final empirical section of the paper will 
turn to consider more closely how real-world referential practice emerges within, 
contributes to and is constituted by particular interactional activities, in this case the 
shared professional activities within the RCO. This will be shown to be crucial to 
our understanding and elaboration of referential practice. However, before turning to 
look at the next fragment of data, it may be worth briefly outlining a principal 
methodological resource within conversation analysis, as this has great consequence 
for the subsequent analysis and discussion. 

Heritage (1984) notes that the conduct of participants in interaction is doubly con- 
textual, both 'context shaped and context renewing'. In consequence, the character 
of an action or activity and its organisation can only be determined, both by partici- 
pants and by researchers, with reference to its location within the local framework of 
conduct. Thus, the sequential organisation of talk provides a methodological 
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resource  to enable  researchers  to take the momen ta ry  re levancies  of  the part ic ipants  
ser iously.  As Sacks  et al. (1974) suggest :  

"[It] is a systematic consequence of the turn taking organisation of conversation that it obliges its par- 
ticipants to display to each other, in a turn's talk, their understanding of the other turn's talk. More gen- 
erally, a tum's talk will be heard as directed to a prior turn's talk, unless special techniques are used to 
locate some other talk to which it is directed." (Sacks et al., 1974: 728-729) 

The emergen t  and sequential  character  of  act ion in interact ion also provides  a 
resource  with which  to invest igate  bod i ly  conduct  and the use of  objects .  In the 
course of  their  act ivi t ies ,  par t ic ipants  d i sp lay  their  unders tandings  of  re levant  act ions 
or  objects  ongoingly .  These  d i sp lays  may  take the form of  verbal  or  vocal  contr ibu-  
t ions or even glances ,  f rowns  or  glares.  In the case at hand, the analyt ic  focus on 
sequence a l lows us to cons ider  how features of  the local  mi l ieu  are momenta r i ly  ren- 
dered  re levant  and sensible,  and how co-par t ic ipants  d i sp lay  to one another  their 
apprec ia t ion  of  cer tain (character is t ics  of) objects  and act ions in interaction.  

To i l lustrate the ways  in which  reference and the sequential  organisa t ion  of  the 
bus iness -a t -hand  are inter twined,  it wil l  be helpful  to return to F ragment  4 and con- 
sider  how the act ion develops .  Rob  and Steven are work ing  on a restorat ion.  Just 
pr ior  to the f ragment ,  Rob  asks when a remote  col league repor ted  that a t ransmiss ion 
circui t  fa i led ( ' d id  he say what  t ime it wen t? ' ) .  A discuss ion concerning  the lay-out  
of  the a larms presented on the A H S  screen,  ensues.  

Fragment 4 Transcript 2 

1 S: 
2 R: 
3 S: 
4 
5 S: 
6 
7 
8 R: 
9 S: 
10 
11 R: 
12 S: 
13 
14 R: 
15 

>1 couldn't understand< that (.) be[cause look= 
[hm^m: 

=at the A.H.S: 
(1.5) 
=It ke:pt- (1.0) It kept appearing down the bottom, that's 
the latest one to come up wha- init? (.) the one in red. 
(0.2) 
(ee)Y:es:[:: 

[Why d'you get one tha- (.) belo..._ww it? °that° says ̂  
(2.0) 
Er: :[m: 

[Is that the latest alar:m? (.) (there) 
(0.4) 
i th:ink. (.) it mean:s. (.) that one has cleared, 
but it wz the latest ... (see Fig. 3) 

Once the par t ic ipants  are looking together  at the screen,  Steven raises a series of  
issues concerning  the var ious  i tems on the screen. As he raises these issues,  he points  
to cer tain lines of  text  on the screen that represent  ' a l a rms ' .  These  alarms relate  to 
t ransmiss ion  prob lems  encountered  at Br i t i sh-based  t ransmiss ion  centres (known as 
Internat ional  Repea te r  Stat ions)  and the screen lists each of  the circuits  current ly  
fa i led  or  being deal t  with. Each  entry is co lour -coded ,  so that, for example ,  a new 
fai lure is indica ted  by  red text. Also ,  entries are organised  spat ia l ly  to demons t ra te  
their  re la t ion to each other. Fig.  4 depicts  Steven point ing toward  ' the  latest  one to 
come  up, the one in red ' .  



1870 J. Hindmarsh, C. Heath / Journal of Pragmatics 32 (2000) 1855-1878 

Fig. 3. Steven (left) and Rob at the AHS Screen. 

Fig. 4. Steven using his pen (circled) to point at the AHS Screen. 

Steven points towards one line of text and asks ' that 's the latest one to come up 
wha- init?'. The utterance provides a potential characterisation of the alarm, which 
seeks confirmation. After a slight pause in which Rob makes no obvious move to 
agree, Steven attempts to provide a further determination of the object 'the one in 
red'. Only after Rob produces '(ee)yes',  does Steven move on to the next item, re- 
positioning his hand to indicate the lower line of text. He asks 'why d 'you get one 
tha- (.) below it?' .  Following this question, there is a pause of two seconds before 
Rob begins uncertainly with 'erm'.  Steven then elaborates his question, treating 
Rob's  hesitancy as displaying difficulties with the question. This elaboration pro- 
vides a candidate solution ('is that the latest alarm?'). 
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So, Steven's progressive queries concerning the meaning of the items on the 
screen are co-ordinated with his sense of Rob's recognition and understanding of the 
object in question. In the light of Steven's elaboration, Rob replies (lines 14-15). 

By presenting a preliminary line of text, Steven provides Rob with the realm of 
relevancies within which to interpret the text he subsequently points out ("why 
d 'you get one tha- (.) below it?"). These relevancies include both the spatial position 
of the subsequent line in relation to the first, but also the character of that text in 
relation to the first. More specifically, then, the text is seen with regard to the one 
above it, where the one above it is "the latest one to come up". Rob couches his 
answer, not in terms of the many features which one might pick out of such a line of 
text (e.g. colour, number of letters, general function, etc.), but in relation to the prior 
characterisation. Thus, he phrases his answer relative to its status as the latest one 
('that one has cleared, but it wz the latest'), where the latest one was the first line of 
text pointed out by Steven ('that's the latest one to come up wha- init?'). 

At each and every moment of the sequence, Steven is sensitive to Rob's appreci-  
ation of the objects in question, namely his appreciation of (the relevance of) the 
objects to the emerging activity. By answering a question, Rob reveals his under- 
standing of the particular objects on the screen. This appreciation informs how, and 
when, Steven produces the next query. In particular, he develops and organises his 
queries with regard to Rob's actions; and the ways in which Rob displays his under- 
standing of Steven's conduct are relative to the sequential implicativeness of the ref- 
erential actions themselves. Seeing and being seen to be seeing is achieved in and 
through the sequential organisation of the ongoing activity, where difficulties may be 
evident in inappropriate talk, accountable pauses or certain bodily conduct. There- 
fore, we can see how the referential practices and actions are organised, intertwined 
and reflexively constitute the shared activity in which the co-participants are 
engaged, namely the workplace query concerning the AHS screen. 

So, a key resource used by referrers, when pointing out an object to another, is the 
ability to ongoingly assess the actions of others and how those actions display an 
understanding of the location and character of a particular visible referent. Mini- 
pauses, confused grimaces, perturbations in talk, repeated inspections, all may be 
oriented to by the referrers as displaying difficulties and can lead them to upgrade or 
elaborate their descriptions or instructions. The sequence will continue until the 
appreciation of the object is relevantly displayed with regard to the business-at-hand. 

In this case, Rob's response and orientation to the object is sufficient for the par- 
ticipants to know, and be seen to know, that they have appreciated or acknowledged 
a common referent. However, its initiation reveals certain difficulties that Steven 
may foresee in directing Rob to the appropriate object in the relevant manner. The 
multi-stage nature of the showing may indicate that Steven assumes that this aspect 
of the screen is not easily seen in the appropriate way. In other instances, the refer- 
ential action and the projected activity are conflated; that is to say, the presentation 
of the object and the initiation of the activity are one and the same - for instance, 
participants point at an object whilst asking a simple question to which it refers. 
Thus, individuals can unproblematically reference an object while asking a question 
in which the other's identification of that object is critical to the sequentially 
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appropriate (production of an) answer. The next fragment would seem to be such an 
example. However,  difficulties arise when the participants assume unproblematic  
and common  access to the referent. 

We jo in  the action as Chris is f inishing a telephone call and about to take another 
(from the Mondial  telecoms station). The indicator is f lashing on the touch screfn 
telephone display. Before Chris answers the call, Mart in asks him a quest ion about 
the current state of a restoration displayed on an alarm screen and, more specifically, 
what Chris knows about it. 2 In lines 6 -7  Martin leans towards the alarm screen and 

points to a part of it as he refers to ' that '  ( ' th :a ' ) .  

Fragment 2 Transcript 3 

i M C 

1 C: ((Call completion)) 
2 (0.4) 
3 M: .hhh (.) Right. Before you 
4 answer Mondial's call, 
5 what do you know abou::t 
6 (1.4) 

7 M: th:a. 
8 (1.4) 
9 C: Nothing. 
10 (1.4) 
11 M: 1 got a bloke here claiming 
12 that we know all about it 

2 Note how Martin's turn ('right, before you answer Mondial's call, what do you know abou::t') is 
built to project a brevity to the proposed activity, to suggest that Chris should not be prevented outright 
from answering the incoming call from Mondial. 
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Martin's query is designed to have Chris examine the object in order to attend to 
that query. The query and the accompanying gesture encourage Chris to look at the 
screen, and provide him with the resources to discover the object in question, and 
thereby provide an appropriate response. Indeed, Chris does look at the screen, and 
provides a sequentially appropriate response, namely 'nothing'. Martin's subsequent 
account 'I got a bloke here claiming that we know all about it' would appear to pre- 
suppose that Chris has seen, and assessed the relevant object, in the sequentially 
appropriate way - he does not attempt to indicate it again, but rather merely refers to 
'it'. However, consider what comes next. 

Fragment 2 Transcript 4 (continuation) 

11 M: I got a bloke here claiming 
12 that we know all about it 
13 (0.8) 
14 C: No one 's  spoken to me about Zagreb. 
15 (1.2) 
16 M: No__At Za:greb, Gloucester. 
17 (0.8) 
18 C: Oh:AGlou^cester. 

Chris's response 'No one's spoken to me about Zagreb' would appear to preserve 
an orientation to, and presupposition of, a common referent, whilst simultaneously, 
perhaps, marking the object as potentially problematic by naming it "Zagreb".  
Indeed, the reply may well be designed to pose a possible solution to the puzzle 'we 
know nothing, but we are being told we do'. The actual naming of the object serves 
to allow Martin, and then Chris, to find that they are oriented to different objects 
(and problems) on the screen. 

The certainty with which Martin and Chris assume that they are oriented, and are 
referring, to the same object derives from the character and sequential organisation 
of the participants' conduct. In the case at hand, Chris' apparent inspection of the 
object, which foreshadows the delivery of a sequentially relevant response, and his 
doing this in the light of Martin's query and gesture, serve to allow them both to pre- 
suppose that they have indeed seen the same thing in the world. 

Misapprehensions that arise are addressed through the sequential organisation of 
talk, in which each next action displays understandings of the prior one. In this case, 
and for both participants, Chris' initial utterance appropriately appreciates the rele- 
vant object in light of the question asked. However, as the activity develops, Chris' 
next contribution to the conversation reveals the misunderstanding. 

An individual's ability to assess whether they have achieved mutual orientation 
rests upon the displayed appreciation of objects in the light of the activity at hand (a 
sequentially relevant answer to a question for example). Once discovered, the mis- 
apprehension can be addressed in next turn (e.g. 'Not Zagreb, Gloucester'). 

Elsewhere, studies have revealed how misapprehensions may be discovered in 
next position following the displayed appreciation of the object (cf. Wootton, 1994). 
However, the appreciation of an object in terms of a particular activity may also 
conceal a misapprehension and it may only be discovered later in the encounter or 
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plausibly, at some later date when the participants are required to refer once again to 
that activity. Therefore, participants' contributions to the developing activity ongo- 
ingly provide a resource for their interlocutors to ascertain whether they are indeed 
looking at, and referring to, the same object. That is to say, each and every subse- 
quent action by the recipient provides further evidence for their co-participant to 
establish whether they are attending to the same object, and vice versa. 

This section has demonstrated the ways in which the practice and organisation of 
demonstrative reference is fundamentally embedded within and tied to the activity in 
which it is produced and emerges. Indeed, reference can be seen to be produced in, 
for, and through the workplace activities that feature throughout the course of this 
paper. The sequential organisation of these activities is not only utilised by individ- 
uals to encourage another to look at an object with them, but also provides ongoing 
resources with which to assess when and how that object is seen. In particular, the 
last fragment in this section has demonstrated the ways in which troubles that arise 
can be identified as the activity develops and continues, and seemingly after a com- 
mon referent has been 'successfully' established. Nevertheless, the demands, con- 
cerns and import of the business-at-hand provide the resources for the participants to 
identify a problem and address it. Therefore, a thorough understanding of the 
sequential organisation of relevant activities, including both the verbal and visual 
conduct involved, is critical to our understanding of the practical features of refer- 
ence. After all, it is how participants themselves attend to potential troubles that 
arise, viz. in establishing mutual orientation towards the object. 

7. Discussion 

This paper has been concerned with the practical and interactional aspects of 
organising and establishing reference in the workplace. As such, the analysis has 
drawn on recordings of everyday instances of demonstrative reference in an attempt 
to deal with the details of these sequences as encountered and produced by partici- 
pants themselves in the course of their interactional dealings. Interestingly, given 
referrers' ongoing orientation to the actions of the other, few studies of referential 
practice attend to the moment-to-moment production of mutual orientation. 
Although work by Clark and his colleagues, for example, highlight some of the col- 
laborative features of reference, they tend to ' typify' or 'group' different actions (or 
sequences of actions) performed by their experimental subjects (e.g. Clark et al., 
1983). This paper, on the other hand, has considered the ways in which two critical, 
yet often overlooked, 'resources' for reference function in concrete instances of nat- 
urally-occurring referential practice, namely bodily/visual conduct and the activity- 
at-hand. As such, we have attempted to describe how generic interactional and ref- 
erential resources feature, and are tailored for, specific activities. 

Many papers have acknowledged the import of gestures in certain kinds of deixis, 
but few have charted the ways in which the body is used, and features, within 
sequences of referential practice. Possibly, the focus of the paper on demonstrative 
reference lends itself to highlight the importance of the body in these cases, as the 
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use of bodily and visual conduct would seem omnipresent within them. The presen- 
tation of aspects of the local visible environment always depends upon some visual 
conduct, although not always a deictic gesture. Indeed, pointing gestures are not 
alone in directing another towards an object, but rather they form one part of a whole 
gamut of bodily activities - gaze, posture and so forth - which both segments and is 
segmented by the emergent talk. As a number of these fragments demonstrate, the 
shape and character of particular gestures are critical to the discovery and determi- 
nation of particular features of the local ecology; the movement, orientation and talk 
intertwined with the gesture provide the resources through which an object is reflex- 
ively and momentarily, constituted. 

Notably, when discussing the embodied features of referential practice, we are 
concerned with the bodies of all relevant participants. At a simple level, our materi- 
als reveal how the production and design of deictic gestures can be seen to be ori- 
ented, and sensitive, to the other and their actions and how participants ongoingly 
and collaboratively produce the form of those referential gestures. Note, for instance, 
how in one of the fragments, a pointing gesture was stalled to allow the co-partici- 
pant to approach the domain of scrutiny. As such, the paper has begun to illustrate 
ways in which bodily conduct works in concert with talk to inform the recognition 
and determination of reference. 

The referential practices discussed in the course of this paper, whether verbal, 
visual or a combination of both, are critically embedded within an emerging and 
ongoing orientation to the business-at-hand, whether dealing with a query, organis- 
ing a division of labour, recounting a humorous story, solving a workplace puzzle, or 
whatever. The production and intelligibility of reference rests upon the activity in 
which the reference is embedded; indeed referential practices both constitute and are 
constituted by that activity. So, the actions are attributed sense and intelligibility by 
virtue of the activity in which they feature and, yet, reflexively constitute that very 
activity. Our concern with activity, then, is with the ways in which the participants 
demonstrate, or publicly display, their ongoing orientation to it, and its import. These 
demonstrations, as the last section revealed, show how the participants are treating 
the referent, and this forms a basis from which the sequence can develop or misap- 
prehensions can be dealt with. Indeed, in some of these fragments, we are looking at 
the moment-by-moment, interactional activities that are the foundation for 'profes- 
sional vision' (see Goodwin, 1994, 1995, 1998). In sum, common involvement in an 
activity provides the very resources through which participants can establish, and 
can ascertain whether they have established, some common referent. 

Traditional work in deixis, or what Jones (1994, 1995) terms the Standard 
Account of Deixis, is characterised as egocentric, in that "the speaker, by virtue of 
being the speaker, casts himself in the role of ego and, relates everything to his view- 
point" (Lyons, 1977: 638). It is suggested that this egocentricism in linguistic theory 
has its roots in the writings of Btihler, and Jones argues that: 

"the first casualty of [B0hler's] psychologically based theory of the deictic field is the addressee or 
receiver who is simply missing ... This a-social, one-sided focus is a typical feature of the Standard 
Account." (Jones, 1995:31) 
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In this paper we have attempted to (re)introduce the addressee, by revealing how 
referential gestures are, in part, designed with regard to their actions. This is not to 
shift the focus to addressee-centred instead of speaker-centred accounts of reference. 
Rather, reference would seem to be interactionally organised with regard to the 
dynamic activities of speaker, co-participant(s) and even referent. So, participants 
display their ongoing involvement and orientation to the object, in part, with regard 
to the activity in which they are engaged. Parallels can be drawn with various stud- 
ies that have increasingly drawn our attention to the 'sociocentric' (Hanks, 1990) 
and collaborative aspects of reference, and these findings would seem to add further 
empirical evidence to support such claims. This paper has attempted to show how a 
sociocentric orientation to referential practice, and more particularly demonstrative 
reference, should include a careful sensitivity to both visual conduct and the local, 
interactional activities in which reference is embedded. This, however, should not 
just entail the simple introduction of the 'hearer' as well the speaker into studies of 
referential practice, but rather, involve the consideration of how their displayed 
understandings of the activity at hand are relevant to the production and intelligibil- 
ity of both the referential actions and the domain of scrutiny. Just as with bodies and 
the local configuration of objects (Heath and Hindmarsh, in press), the business-at- 
hand should not be seen as distinct or treated in isolation from referential practice, 
but rather, they should be treated as intertwined and mutually elaborated. 

8. A note  on n e w  techno log ie s  

Interestingly, work of this ilk not only has relevance for our understanding of 
pragmatics and sociolinguistics, but it turns out to have great practical import for the 
development of technologically-mediated shared workspaces. It is increasingly 
recognised that changes in the structure of contemporary organisations will place 
corresponding demands on technology to provide support for distributed collabora- 
tive work. Already, asynchronous text based systems, such as e-mail, Lotus Notes 
and the World Wide Web are flourishing within the business community. However, 
technologies to support real time, distributed collaborative work have met with lim- 
ited success. Innovative systems such as media spaces and virtual environments have 
not as yet proved to provide satisfactory domains for collaborative work, and even 
their precursors, such as video-telephony and video-conferencing, have failed to 
have the impact that many envisaged. 

It has been argued that the relative weakness of such systems to support synchro- 
nous remote working derives'?from their inability to assist individuals in working 
flexibly with documents, models and other workplace artefacts. Many of these trou- 
bles can be attributed to a failure to support the resources that people routinely rely 
on in everyday interaction. One key example, is the simple demonstrative reference 
to objects of common interest. If we can get a firmer grip on the practical resources 
used by people in establishing mutual orientation to objects, maybe we can begin to 
build adequate support for physically distributed collaborative work. Therefore, the 
work reported here is feeding into the development of a range of new systems to 



J. Hindmarsh, C. Heath / Journal of Pragmatics 32 (2000) 1855-1878 1877 

support remote working, where collaborative viewing of documents and objects is 
critical (see Hindmarsh et al., 1998). Such research may also work to highlight the 
complexity of the everyday, tacit, communicative practices that are to be supported, 
as opposed to the current fashion for discussing the complexity of the technological 
innovations which attempt (and recurrently fail) to provide that support. 
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