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A Conversational Analysis of Elderly Talk1
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Abstract. In this exploratory study we introduce conversation analysis as a method for 
locating the significance of the life story or personal narrative in the everyday lives of the 
elderly. To illustrate our hypotheses, we draw upon a small sample of recordings of conver
sations between elderly dyads and compare them with comparable data collected among 
young adults. We suggest that among old people there is a broad recalling of the past in the 
context of the present which achieves for them a shared sense of meaning; this feature of talk is 
far less salient among young adults.

In the everyday social world, there exists 
the common belief that old people talk about 
the past, revel in past glories and even ‘live in 
the past’. Gerontologists, however, regard 
personal biographies of the elderly as a useful 
means for understanding developmental and 
social psychological aspects of elderly behav
ior. Clinicians encourage the process of rem
iniscence to facilitate adaptation and adjust
ment in elderly patients, and life historians 
use descriptive, chronological data of past

1 An earlier version of this article was presented at 
the Annual Meeting of the Gerontological Society of 
America, Toronto, Ont., Canada, November 1981.

events to analyze the impact of social history 
and personal biography upon human devel
opment [Butler, 1963; Cohler, 1982; Dollard, 
1935; Elder, 1974]. Nowhere in these schol
arly explorations is the actual process of re
constructing the past by the elderly them
selves recorded, analyzed, or reported. More 
importantly, the social and interactional sig
nificance of the past in the present everyday 
lives of the elderly has yet to be subjected to 
systematic empirical inquiry.

In this article, we introduce conversation 
analysis as a method for locating the signifi
cance of the life story or ‘personal narrative’ 
[Cohler, 1982] in the everyday lives of the
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The Past as Resource 309

elderly. Drawing on a small sample of record
ings of conversations between elderly dyads, 
we explore ways in which their spontaneous 
and cooperative production of personal nar
ratives conveys identity to others [Kohli, 
1981] and simultaneously makes the past 
meaningful and relevant in the present. Our 
purpose here is twofold: to understand how 
and to some extent why the elderly talk about 
the past among themselves, and to gain in
sights into the way the past serves as an 
important interactional resource for achiev
ing personal meaning in the present.

Based upon our exploratory analysis, we 
suggest that a qualitative and interpretive 
methodology such as conversation analysis 
offers new avenues of research exploration in 
the study of life stories, reminiscences, and 
personal narratives. By providing a consis
tent and replicable mode through which to 
analyze routine reminiscences among the el
derly, this method has the potential to ad
vance our knowledge of issues such as the 
relationship between conversational behav
ior and developmental stage, changes in the 
relevance of personal narrative over time, 
age-cohort differences in conversational 
topic patterns and, most importantly, the pi
votal role which the past plays in the present- 
day lives of the elderly. We also examine the 
limitations and restrictions of such an ap
proach, along with parallel methodological 
concerns which may eventually lead to 
broader study of conversational patterns of 
multiple age-groups in multiple contexts.

Typically, study of the life course through 
oral history, life history interview, and rem
iniscence has focused on biographies as if 
they were completed and intact units ready 
for analysis, rather than entities with cumula
tive, continuous qualities. That is, all ap
proaches to biography conclude the life story

with its collection, and no approach system
atically treats an individual’s representation 
of his or her accumulated past for its rele
vance to the present or the perceived future. 
Indeed, personal narrative of the life course is 
assumed to be an intact 'story' which is nec
essarily coherent, sequential, and intelligible. 
While eligible for personal revision and rede
finition over time, it is nonetheless viewed 
analytically and therapeutically as internally 
consistent and complete for both storyteller 
and listener alike [Cohler, 1982], The follow
ing brief review of approaches to studying the 
life course provides a background for our 
exploratory study and clarifies the contribu
tion of our methodological approach.

While early innovative research in the life 
course perspective concentrated on present
ing ‘a theory of human individuals’ through 
the study of ‘social personalities’ [Dollard, 
1935; Mannheim, 1928; Thomas and Znan- 
iecki, 1918-1920], a growing body of more 
recent, primarily theoretical literature has fo
cused on the impact of larger historical fac
tors on individual lives [Ryder, 1965; Elder, 
1974, 1981], There has also been a parallel 
resurgence of interest in the life-span per
spective in developmental psychology [e.g., 
Baltes and Brim, 1980] and in oral history 
both in anthropology and history [e.g., Myer- 
hoff, 1980; Hareven, 1980]. Recent studies 
have noted that earlier investigators did not 
study life history as a construct which en
compasses life experiences from birth to 
death [Bertaux, 1981], but instead concen
trated almost entirely upon children and 
young adults, to the neglect of the elderly per 
se. Consequently, old age was overlooked as 
an outcome of the course of life and research 
tended to be focused on the initiation of indi
vidual-societal interaction rather than on its 
conclusion. Similarly, the ongoing relation
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310 Boden/Bielby

ship between the elderly themselves and their 
shared historical framework and life-span ex
periences has received little, if any, attention 
in this country. Only very recent theoretical 
work in Europe has begun to redress the 
neglect of old age by examining the purpose 
of life storytelling in old age [Bertaux, 
1981].

Life Course Methods

Typical life course methods include the 
collection of oral histories, the life history 
interview, and the study of reminiscences. 
Oral histories tend to focus, through the in
terview, on the significance of a given histor
ical event in society as a whole [Hareven, 
1980], in contrast to the life history inter
view, which presumes a comprehensive in
terest in the individual, typically from birth 
to acculturation, but not into old age. Remin
iscing, on the other hand, is more generally 
regarded as the act or process of recalling the 
past [Butler, 1963; Merriam, 1980] and is 
widely understood as a useful mechanism 
through which the elderly personally adapt to 
and cope with old age. Clinical guidance of 
reminiscence known as the life review [But
ler, 1963] elicits remembering, but its out
come is used to achieve the therapeutic goal 
of personal integration and understanding of 
present-day life. Thus, the process and out
come of life reviews are clinical and therefore 
inaccessible to social scientists.

In this exploratory study, we use a non- 
clinical approach to analyzing ‘natural rem
iniscence’ conversations. We view this as a 
first step toward conceptualizing such meth
ods and data as suitable for the study of the 
life course. We argue that by examining the 
spontaneous reminiscences of the elderly

themselves, social scientists need not resort 
to imposed, extrapolated reconstruction of 
life histories. Instead, because old people do 
indeed talk about the past, they themselves 
identify for researchers the significant life 
events, historical factors, and sociocultural 
milieux that have shaped their generations 
and individual lives.

Careful examination of daily conversa
tions reveals that the process of social recon
struction of the past occurs naturally and, 
more important, spontaneously in elderly in
teraction. By capturing such a process 
through conversation analysis, this research 
strategy could provide a bridge among the 
foregoing methods for study of the life 
course. We propose that, eventually, social 
scientists who focus on the everyday conver
sations of the elderly may uncover hitherto 
unavailable information such as what the el
derly actually choose to reminisce about, how 
often, when, and with whom. Moreover, this 
strategy will help gain insights into the inter- 
actionally achieved meaning of social re
membering to the participants.

Conversation Analysis

Since it is through language that members 
of society organize, describe, and account for 
the everyday world they experience, language 
is both the primary medium of social interac
tion and the primary mode for describing 
interaction. By studying, in finest detail, the 
structure of talk at one level and its patterned 
content at another, conversation analysts 
come to understand the world of experience 
from the members’ own perspective. We are 
particularly concerned with learning how the 
past serves as a resource for the social con
struction of life histories and personal narra
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The Past as Resource 311

tives -  a construction woven by the elderly 
through the dense fabric of daily conversa
tional interaction.

Developed initially by Sacks [1972], con
versation analysis is a rigorously detailed 
method of studying the fundamental struc
ture and systematic sequential (tum-by-tum) 
organization of everyday talk [Sacks et al., 
1978], Prior research has established detailed 
mechanisms for identifying and comparing 
such routine features of daily talk as turn tak
ing. turn allocation, turn construction and 
length, interruptions, speech simultaneity, 
the organization of questions and answers, 
and many other conversational patterns and 
devices [Sacks et al., 1978; Jefferson, 1973; 
Schegloff, 1972; Zimmerman and West, 
1975]. Thus, although talk may often appear 
to be a random, even chaotic social activity, 
conversation analysis has revealed it to be a 
finely tuned and precisely managed accom
plishment. Speakers and hearers alike rou
tinely perform feats of amazing timing and 
verbal flexibility as they collaboratively 
create the daily flow of conversation.

To analyze conversations for either struc
tural patterns or organization of content, con
versation analysts audiorecord and tran
scribe everyday talk according to a rigorous 
notation system. This system was designed to 
produce a reader’s visual representation of 
the voiced exchange -  one that will look to 
the eye as it sounds to the ear [Schenkein, 
1978]. In this article, we use a simplified ver
sion of these transcription conventions. It is 
important to note that the precision and 
value of conversation analysis as a methodol
ogy depends on the use of a finegrained tech
nique. Anything less reduces the analysis to 
mere impressionistic description -  interest
ing but not very informative. In contrast, 
full conversation transcripts capture every

nuance of talk, including all paralinguistic 
features, all manner and timing of simultane
ity, pauses, gaps, lapses, and other relevant 
audible information. Furthermore, such 
transcripts provide analysts with the precise 
location and organization of each turn at talk, 
and with its sequential placement within a 
given stretch of talk. Overall, the microanaly
sis of transcribed conversations allows for 
precise and replicable analysis, thus minim
izing potentially subjective interpretation 
while providing interested researchers with 
standardized procedures.

Data Collection

Data for this study came from two sources. The 
primary data consist of 36 min of unstructured con
versation between dyads of previously unacquainted, 
noninstitutionalized, and unimpaired old people over 
the age of 62. They were recruited from community 
and recreational organizations in a moderately sized 
Southern California city. Each of the 3 elderly dyads is 
comprised of 1 male and 1 female. The secondary 
data, used as a comparison point with our elderly 
pairs, came from 15 similar dyadic conversations be
tween unacquainted students recruited from a fresh
man-level sociology class [West, 1979].

For each data set, the procedure for recording the 
conversations was identical. Each conversation was 
recorded in the same university sociolinguistics labo
ratory, a facility furnished as a lounge but extensively 
fitted with audio and video equipment. Each pair, stu
dents and elders alike, was escorted separately into the 
experimental room, seated and asked to ‘get ac
quainted for a while’ until instructed to proceed with 
the official ‘experiment’. The ‘experiment’ was ex
plained as an examination of how people of various 
age-groups discuss a mutual, nonpersonal topic and 
engage in decision making. They were told that they 
would discover the specific topic only when a bell sig
naled the start of the actual ‘experiment’. Each pair 
then was allowed to talk informally for 12 min during 
the ‘get acquainted’ phase. This unstructured conver
sation formed the basis for our study. Although not 
strictly experimental in design, all conversations took
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312 Boden/Bielby

place in a controlled setting between cross-sex dyads 
of roughly the same age, race, and cultural back
ground. Each 12-min audiorecording was subse
quently transcribed according to the notation system 
discussed above. Each pair of subjects was also simul
taneously videotaped, but these video data were not 
used in the present analysis.

Elderly Conversations

Structure
As previous investigations have shown, 

people everywhere systematically and rou
tinely take turns at talk, pose questions, pro
vide answers, interrupt each other, explore 
topics, tell stories, and reach topical conclu
sions [Sacks et al., 1978; Schegloff 1972; 
Zimmerman and West, 1975; West, 1982; 
Boden, 1981]. Everyday conversation is both 
ordered and orderly, and we found the struc
tural organization of conversation of the el
derly to be no exception. Indeed, throughout 
this exploratory analysis, in numerous ways, 
the elderly subjects demonstrated structural 
similarities with younger subjects. They took 
orderly turns at conversation, precisely timed 
those turns, and switched speakers as quickly 
as subjects in other age categories with a pre
cision that seems inconsistent with common 
stereotypes of elderly speech patterns which 
presume ‘running on’ or ‘rambling’ [Obier, 
1980], These subjects frequently timed their 
individual turns at talk so precisely that there 
was no gap whatsoever between speakers, a 
feature technically known in conversation 
analysis terms as ‘latching’ or ‘precision 
placement’ [Jefferson, 1973],

Indeed, in our study the elderly speakers 
seemed somewhat more adept at the aspect 
of precision placement of utterances than our 
younger comparative sample [West, 1979],

By comparing the proportion of ‘latched’ 
conversational turns between speakers in the 
old and young dyads we arrive at an indica
tion of one aspect of precision timing in con
versation. In 36 min of elderly conversation, 
22% of their turns were latched while in 
180 min of student conversation 15.2% of 
turns were so timed. This finding appears to 
contradict the impression that older people 
interact more slowly in conversation than 
other age-groups. It is important to empha
size, however, that this finding is a feature of 
naturally occurring conversation between 
healthy, noninstitutionalized persons. It does 
not include conversations of persons whose 
organization of conversation is known to be 
impaired -  institutionalized elderly and those 
with manifestations of senile dementia [Hut
chinson and Jensen, 1980],

Our findings also suggest that at the struc
tural level of conversation there exists little 
difference between the old and young people 
studied. As noted, both groups are strangers 
paired together in a ‘make talk’ public situa
tion not unlike a party, waiting room, or air
plane setting of close proximity and forced 
talk. While this ‘previously unacquainted’ 
condition is known to produce distinct differ
ences at the topical level of talk [Maynard 
and Zimmerman, n.d.], Boden [1981] has 
extensive additional data, recorded both in 
and out of the laboratory, which clearly dem
onstrate that no structural differences exist in 
naturally occurring conversation as a func
tion of setting. Indeed, Boden found identical 
patterns of talk even in multilingual conver
sations recorded in the same experimental 
setting and in distant locations including 
Oslo, Brussels, Rome, and San Francisco. 
For now, therefore, we suggest that the struc
tural organization of elderly talk is very sim
ilar to that of our younger cohort.
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The Past as Resource 313

Content Organization
It is, however, at the level of content and, 

in particular, in the patterned organization of 
conversational topics that the elderly appear 
to display both subtle and, in certain respects, 
dramatic differences when compared with 
young interactants. These contrasts include 
the differential use of personal address terms, 
autobiographical resources used to achieve 
identity, reference to geographical origins, 
and topic generation and expansion, as well 
as the considerable relative conversational 
fluency of experienced interactants such as 
the elderly. Elsewhere [Boden and Bielby, 
n.d.] we are exploring these issues in some 
detail, but for present purposes we note that 
in our study, at the very least, the elderly in 
conversation accomplish not only the busi
ness of everyday conversation but also a re
calling of the past in the context of the 
present through the exchange of fundamental 
biographical information. Such management 
of past events and personal biography in con
versational interaction appears to be a 
unique feature of elderly talk, a feature 
which, we would argue, has significant and 
relevant meaning in the present lives of the 
participants. The past for the elderly is a part 
of the present and appears to have almost 
equal importance in making sense of current 
ongoing social interaction.

The Past As Resource

Drawing on our exploratory study, we fo
cus the remaining part of this article on the 
apparent relevance of the past as a major 
interactional resource in the current conver
sations of these interactants. We conclude 
our discussion by examining the limitations 
of these data and the potential utility of con

versation analysis as a methodological ap
proach to studying the life course.

For current purposes, we define 'the past’ 
as any time or event which occurred over 1 
year prior to the time the data were collected. 
While it is clearly the case that we might have 
made distinctions such as ‘immediate past’, 
'recent past’, ‘intermediate past’, 'distant 
past’, and so forth, the chosen definition is 
most equitable when comparing cohorts sep
arated by an average of 54 years of life expe
rience. Ultimately the 'past’ is a matter of 
social definition and as such is different at 
age 19 than it is at age 73. Here, however, we 
are concerned with any and all conversa
tional reference to past events which necessi
tates deliberate retrieval by the participants.

At this point in our discussion, we would 
like to introduce some actual fragments of con
versations, presented here in simplified form. 
Transcripts designated OP are the elderly 
dyads, YP the student dyads. We use the fol
lowing simplified transcription symbols:

/ /  overlapping talk from first to last double slash 
utterance has been "cut off in mid-sentence or 
mid-phrase

(.) a "micropause’. so short it is unmeasurable by 
conventional means

(1.1) timing of pause (in seconds), either between or 
within turns 

,h intake of breath 
section deleted

? question, marked by rising intonation
! exclamation

Our general hypothesis is that for elderly 
subjects the past serves as both a resource 
and a basis for talking in the present. Accord
ing to Fischer [1978], biographical articula
tion is necessary to solve the problems of 
orientation in ongoing interaction. By estab
lishing identity in a conversation, the listener
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314 Boden/Bielby

has a frame of reference for evaluating the 
other speaker’s contribution. Kohli [ 1981 ] ar
gues that old people commonly use refer
ences to their past as a means of projecting 
self-image or personal identity for current 
interactions and, indeed, in our explorations 
this device seems a routine method for 
achieving personal meaning in the present. 
However, we would argue further that it is 
through the shared relevance of the past that 
personal meaning is achieved in the present. 
In fact, for the elderly, the whole of their past 
may be seen as available and relevant since 
they share a long span of generational co
presence. In the case of our subjects who are 
strangers, their biographical common knowl
edge is limited to their shared experience as 
‘contemporaries’ [Schulz, 1962], Yet even in 
such circumstances, the invoked mutual past 
is historical, public, and epochal:

OP
Erma: Why an’ the war- the first world war came on, 

why we didn’t speak much German //so heh-heh- 
heh

Ben: No, in fact my// parents toP me t’refer to- to 
sauerkraut as liberty cabbage 

Erma: Yes, uh-huh
(LOPDT:Tl:168)

Or, it may be more personal and autobio
graphical:

OP
Erma: Well, I spent fifty-two years of my life in Los 

Angeles, West Los Angeles 
Ben: Oh my gosh

(LOPDT:T 1:035)

In both cases, these ‘benchmark’ com
ments provide the interactants with conver
sational material which is expanded into long 
topic development, while at the same time 
providing each speaker with personal remi

niscences. Importantly, these reminiscences 
are both personal and shared, as well as being 
a highly collaborative and cooperative activ
ity achieved in the present.

From our conversation analysis we have 
inductively arrived at the following general 
hypothesis: old people more than any other 
age category routinely invoke the past as a 
resource for conversation. For example, 
among college students studied in the West 
corpus, the past may be invoked, but only 
selectively and briefly to explain or expand 
talk in and about the present, as in the follow
ing examples:

YP
Mark: Yeah. A friend of mine went to there last ye- I 

mean m - my roommate now went there last 
year.

(West:T04:155)

YP
Todd: I’ve lived there all my life (.) heh-heh //heh- 

hch
Kevin: Oh yeah?//
Todd: Yeah. Just that- well, all my memorable life, 

y’know 
Kevin: Yeah 
Todd: Where it counts.

(West:T01:53-56)

In contrast, the elderly subjects appear to 
treat the past generally as a practical and rea
sonable resource. In other words, the past has 
for them understood conversational currency 
and validity. It is a conversational ‘show and 
tell’, a way of locating the span of long indi
vidual lives in a common biographical and 
historical framework. The context of the 
present is achieved through shared longevity. 
Thus, the past validates the present.

Let us now turn to the ways in which the 
elderly draw on the past, so we may begin to 
understand key attributes of elderly reminis
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The Past as Resource 315

cence. A typical feature of this reminiscence 
is verbal reconstructions of life histories. 
While these spontaneous life histories may be 
fragmentary within a given conversation, 
they reveal both chronological and historical 
detail. Indeed, it appears that through the use 
of world historical events, the use of age- 
related referents such as modes of transporta
tion and currency values, and the telling of 
many long-past personal anecdotes, the el
derly achieve a shared historical context for 
retelling the events of their lives. For them, 
the past provides a special function not typi
cal of other cohorts. Looking at fragments of 
conversational life histories, we find careful 
chronological precision and detail. In this 
extract, Erma is an 86-year-old female and 
Ben is an early retiree at 63. While they are, 
admittedly, a generation apart, they are con
temporaries in Schulz’s [1962] sense and, in 
the extract, have already discovered several 
intersections of their long lives including 
their common origins in the Middle West 
and shared experience of Texas:

OP
Erma: But uh, I didn't get to Chicago until I was mid

dle aged//heh-heh 
Ben: My gosh//
Erma: Becuz I left Clinton uh in nineteen uh seven 

//and went to uh- 
Ben: Oh my gosh!//
Erma: To live in Texas, North Texas.
Ben: Oh what part?
Erma: Uh w- well let’s see, what’ll I say (.) north ea- 

north east Texas 
Ben: North east
Erma: Just over the Oklahoma line.
Ben: Oh, oh 1 see. I have a brother who lives in Sweet

water ...

Erma: Well when (.) when I lived there 1 lived in this 
little German community //.h uh farming

Ben: Oh yeah.//
Erma: community and uh

( 1.0)

the- the only way we could get out of there was by 
train. //And 

Ben: Yes?//
Erma: It was on the branch line of the M.K. and T. ,hh 

We called it the Katie. It was uh Missouri. Kansas 
and Texas //line 

Ben: Yeah//
Erma: And we- we uh-
Ben: Do they still have that railroad? 1 think //it’s call- 
Erma: Yes, I think// so 
Ben: They do?
Erma: I think so
Ben: Yeah I ’member cuz I rode that one uh- 
Erma: And the County Seal was Gainesville //and 

uh
Ben: Oh yes//
Erma: The County Seat and that- and if we wanted to 

go to the County Seat we hadda either go by bug- 
horse and buggy or- 

Ben: Ah!
Erma: .h Or the train //Heh 
Ben: Yeah//

Erma: Well this place where I came to as a- as a teen
ager in Texas .h was a German Catholic Commu
nity!

Ben: Oh yes. What’s the name of it //the
Erma: Mun//ster, M-u-e-n-s-t-e-r we called it Minster 

but uh-
Ben: 1- it had an umlaut over it, I ’member it
Erma: M-u-e-n-s-t-e-r, Muenster.
Ben: Yeah.
Erma: And uh there’s a Muenster cheese ya know
Ben: Yes.
Erma: An’ I guess there’s a town of Muenster in Ger

many
Ben: There’s a //uhm Muen-
Erma: And I learned// I learned some German there.
Ben: Did you?
Ben: Yes, but after 1 left Muenster and went on to 

Gainesville and then on to Dallas
Ben: Uh-hunh
Erma: Why an’ the war- the first world war came on, 

why we didn't speak much German //so heh-heh- 
heh
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316 Boden/Bielby

Ben: No, in fact my// parents tol’ me t’refer to - to
sauerkraut as liberty cabbage 

Erma: Yes, uh-huh
(LOPDT:Tl: 104-168)

Notice the sequential organization and 
careful chronology of these life history frag
ments as Erma presents a detailed account of 
early childhood residences, moving from 
Clinton, 111., to Muenster, Tex., to Gaines
ville and later to Dallas -  all in an era of such 
age-related referents as the horse-and-buggy 
and branch-line trains such as the Missouri, 
Kansas, and Texas line. But the life history is 
not a mere chronology or listing of bare 
events. The significance of such conversa
tional data is that the complexity and subt
lety of human verbal interaction is revealed 
as these old people draw on the past as a key 
resource for producing everyday talk in the 
present. We see, for example, that a general 
topic of the ‘German-ness’ of the Texas town 
of Muenster produces a rich range of inter
locking and multidimensional discussion 
which eventually leads Erma and Ben to a 
major shared world event -  namely the First 
World War.

Notice also the way in which this telling of 
the past is given contemporary relevance:

Ben: I have a brother who lives in Sweetwater...

Ben: Do they still have that railroad?

Erma: An' uh there’s a Muenster cheese ya know ...

(LOPDT:T 1:104)

Thus, past and present are woven together 
in a manner that clearly has validity and 
value to these interactants.

In the next fragment of life history we can 
again see the same world event (World War I) 
functioning as a referential feature in the con
versation of another elderly dyad. It is im
portant to note that these conversationalists’ 
life histories are both coherent and elegant. 
They are not monologues, but rather com
prise highly collaborative interaction be
tween speaker and hearer. Both participants 
seem clearly oriented to the issue of telling 
life histories. Such autobiographical breadth 
is typically absent from the conversational 
data on college students. Here, Bob is an 82- 
year-old blind male and Phyllis is a 72-year- 
old female:
OP
Bob:... The First World War started and ’course I had 

t’go and look for a job and
(2.0)

I- oh, nearly got one (.) to be messenger boy
( 1. 1)

that delivered the Doctor’s medicine to his- his 
patients //see 

Phyllis: Oh yes//
Bob: In those days they //used t’
Phyllis: Hm-hmm//
Bob: Send out, and uh-

Bob: And then I drifted on, from this job t’that job, 
nobody wanted me my eyesight was gettin’ so' 
poor,

Bob: So then 1 said to a Doctor Ormonde who was (.) 
the eye specialist at Guys Hospital in London 
Tner’ther anything you kin do fer my (.) eyes.’ He- 
he never said '1 can’t do' but he put me in touch 
with

( 1.0)

the Great Agencies in- well, say in about 
(1-3)

twenty-three or four (.) And uh, well, she was a real 
ol’ what we used t’call (.) the old Madam from- in 
any institution, y’know, they were (.) the (.) great
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thing, lady almoners and so on .hhh an’ she said 
‘well, I think we'll send you (.) to Leatherhead t-  
and you can either make baskets, make brushes 

(1.4)
uh, or doormats //and so 

Phyllis: Sounds// like a school for the blind 
Bob: Well that’s what it was, I tell you, heh-heh!

(LOPDT:T3:l 13)

This fragment is a most felicitous piece of 
data. Initially we felt that the construction of 
life history formed a spontaneous and signif
icant part of elderly conversation, but this 
recording exceeded that initial impression. In 
a 12-min conversation, Bob actually pro
duces a nearly complete mini-life history. He 
develops his long story with an opening topic 
segue:

OP
Bob: Well, you’ve not had the exciting times that I’ve 

had!
(LOPDT:T3:054)

and uses it to produce highly detailed and 
chronologically organized autobiographical 
sequences which reconstruct a full life course, 
from early childhood in England to final re
tirement in Southern California some 80 
years later.

Discussion

We have presented an exploratory analy
sis of the social construction of life stories. By 
comparing talk among the elderly with that 
of college students, we have found what ap
pears to be similar structural organization of 
conversation among both old and young. 
Furthermore, our analysis of the content or
ganization of elderly talk suggests age-related 
differences in topic development and man

agement. Among old people there is a broad 
recalling of the past in the context of the 
present which achieves for them a shared 
sense of meaning. These personal narratives 
are collaborative and spontaneously pro
duced in conversation between speaker and 
hearer; they are like selected pages from a full 
life story.

Our conclusions, however, about the role 
of the past as both topic and interactional 
resource are preliminary. In this study, we 
generate hypotheses from a limited set of 
data. The next step in our research agenda is 
twofold: (1) subjecting our hypotheses to a 
rigorous cross-examination, and (2) collect
ing more extensive data.

Regarding the first point, a number of 
extraneous variables in our experimental set
ting may have confounded our results and 
the hypotheses derived from them. For ex
ample, the college students share a common 
environment which may influence outlook, 
life style, and other common understandings 
that do not need articulation. In contrast, 
even though the elderly subjects come from 
the same community, they do not share an 
identical residential and occupational envi
ronment. This may affect, to some extent, the 
degree to which identity needs to be shared in 
conversation, with the elderly feeling the 
need to share more.

In addition, the ability to converse 
adroitly and smoothly in awkward and novel 
situations (such as a university laboratory) 
develops with age. This, coupled with the 
decrease in sex-role stereotyping that comes 
with growing older, makes the relative ease 
and skill with which cross-sex elderly conver
sationalists interact more readily understood. 
The same factors may act, to some extent, as 
inhibitors to conversational facility among 
younger people. Their relative lack of facility
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may initially preclude investment in conver
sations. This, in turn, could minimize the 
establishment of identity that normally pre
cedes achievement of a shared sense of mean
ing.

Regarding the second point, elderly inter
actions should be studied in a complete tax
onomy of everyday contexts and situations, 
including dyads, triads, and multiparty gath
erings. The taxonomic element we have ex
amined is clearly part of a much larger matrix 
of situations and interactants. Only upon ex
haustive investigation can conclusive asser
tions be made about developmental differ
ences in uses of the past, including how often 
the elderly reminisce, when, and with whom. 
With a sufficient number of individuals from 
multiple age-groups and multiple contexts we 
will be able to quantify findings limited here 
to description.

However, it is because conversation anal
ysis provides the qualitative researcher with 
a precise and consistent method for examin
ing talk that we have been able to demon
strate the unique aspects of elderly reminis
cence. Because everyday conversation is the 
primary medium through which people un
derstand and account for their lives, its study 
offers an alternative that bridges imposed 
frameworks and extrapolated techniques of
ten used in studying life histories of the elder
ly. Through this approach, the study of con
versation informs research, which has been 
generated deductively, by inductively analyz
ing the process of being old. It is clear from 
our initial findings that the production of life 
stories need not depend on an investigator’s 
reconstruction through interviews or other 
techniques. The past is a resource for the 
elderly to draw on as they account for life 
experience, then and now. The process of its 
invocation is also a topic for those who study

the aged [cf. Zimmerman and Pollner, 1970], 
Thus, a key research focus should be to let the 
elderly tell their own remarkable stories for 
our understanding of the present-day lives of 
old people.
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