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Turn-takin g System s fo r  Computer-Mediate d Commun ica t i o n 

Mij a Va n De r  Wejj e an d Herber t  H .  Clar k 
1 )i'pailmen t  o f  Psycholog y 

Stanfor d Universit y 
Stanford ,  C A 94305-213 0 

{mi ja ,  h e r b } @ p s y c h . s t a n f o r d . e d u 

I n t r o d u c t i o n 

Takin g turn s i s a n integra l  par t  o f  ou r  everyda y lives .  I t  i s 
needed wheneve r  a  resourc e i s scarce ,  i n demand ,  an d ca n 
onl y b e use d serially .  I n som e activities ,  suc h a s usin g a 
copie r  machine ,  thes e criteri a ar e obvious ,  bu t  i n others , 
the y ar e not .  I n face-to-fac e conversation ,  fo r  example , 
peopl e ar e limite d i n perceptio n an d attention ,  s o turn s see m 
inevitable .  Bu t  wha t  abou t  othe r  communicatio n media ? An d 
wher e d o turn s reall y com e from ? 

One clas s o f  theorie s assume s tha t  takin g turn s i s  rule -
governed .  I n thi s view ,  peopl e i n face-to-fac e conversatio n 
regulat e thei r  turn s vi a verba l  an d non-verba l  signal s 
(Duncan ,  1972 )  an d follo w certai n rule s o f  turn-takin g 
(Sacks ,  Schegloff ,  &  Jefferson ,  1974) .  I t  i s  ofte n assume d 
tha t  thes e sam e rule s appl y i n othe r  medi a a s well . 
Accordin g t o McKinle y e t  al .  (1994) ,  fo r  example , 
interactiv e computer-mediate d communicatio n shoul d b e 
most  efficien t  whe n i t  i s  regulate d b y explici t  turn-takin g 
rules . 

An alternativ e theor y i s tha t  turn s i n communicatio n ar e 
not  th e resul t  o f  rules ,  bu t  emerg e fro m th e collaborativ e 
action s o f  th e participants .  Thi s theor y i s  base d o n tw o 
genera l  principles :  groundin g an d leas t  collaborativ e effor t 
(Clark ,  1996 ;  Clar k &  Wilkes-Gibbs ,  1986) .  Accordin g t o 
grounding ,  th e participant s tr y t o establis h th e mutua l  belie f 
tha t  the y hav e understoo d eac h message .  Accordin g t o leas t 
collaborativ e effort ,  the y tr y t o d o thi s i n th e mos t  efficien t 
collaborativ e manner. 

I n thi s study ,  w e compar e th e prediction s o f  th e tw o type s 
of  theorie s wit h regar d t o overlap s i n spontaneou s 
communication .  I n th e rule-governe d theories ,  overlap s ar c 
considere d violation s o f  th e rule s an d shoul d b e minimized . 
Thei r  frequenc y ma y increas e i n medi a i n whic h 
conventiona l  turn-takin g i s mor e difficult ,  bu t  th e overlap s 
shoul d remai n brie f  a s th e participant s tr y t o minimiz e thes e 
violations .  Accordin g t o th e collaborativ e emergenc e theory , 
i n contrast ,  bot h overla p firequency  an d lengt h shoul d 
increas e i n medi a i n whic h the y ar e usefu l  fo r  groundin g 
wit h leas t  collaborativ e effort . 

tha t  allow s instantaneou s an d simultaneou s communication ; 
we collecte d thes e conversation s fro m pair s o f  student s wh o 
wer e aske d t o solv e a  serie s o f  logi c puzzles . 

Results and Discussion 

The number ,  lengths ,  an d type s o f  overlap s i n thes e 7 1 
conversation s supporte d collaborativ e emergence .  A s 
predicted ,  ther e wer e mor e overlap s i n th e computer-mediate d 
tha n i n th e face-to-fac e o r  telephon e conversation s (27.4 4 pe r 
100 0 word s vs .  20.9 9 an d 17.37 ,  respectively ;  F[l,68 ]  = 
12.76 ,  p  <  .001) .  Also ,  overlap s wer e longe r  i n th e 
computer-mediate d conversation s tha n i n th e othe r  tw o 
medi a (5.7 1 vs .  5.1 6 an d 4.55 ,  respectively ;  F [  1,68 ]  =5.97 , 
p <  .02) . 

Turn-takin g i n computer-mediate d communication , 
therefore ,  i s  bette r  accounte d fo r  b y collaborativ e emergenc e 
tha n b y rul e following .  W e argu e tha t  collaborativ e 
emergenc e i s th e mor e powerfu l  too l  o n whic h t o desig n an d 
stud y computer-mediate d communicatio n ove r  a  broa d rang e 
of  media . 
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Method s 

We analyze d 1 8 face-to-fac e (79 K words )  an d 3 1 telephon e 
(3I K words )  conversation s fro m th e London-Lun d corpus . 
We als o analyze d 2 2 conversation s (32 K words )  b y peopl e 
usin g Uni x Talk ,  a  text-base d computer-mediate d syste m 
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