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TURN TAKING

Turn Taking: The Organization of Conversation

The Core Definition of Conversational Turn Taking

Turn taking is fundamentally defined as the set of mechanisms and conventions used by
participants in a spoken interaction to manage the distribution of speaking rights, ensuring that only
one person speaks at a time and that the transitions between speakers occur smoothly and with
minimal silence or simultaneous speech. This seemingly simple exchange is, in fact, a highly
complex and rapid organizational achievement. At its core, turn taking provides the structural
foundation necessary for successful communication, allowing for the coherent exchange of ideas
and information between two or more individuals. Without this established structure, conversations
would quickly devolve into chaotic overlapping monologues, rendering mutual understanding
nearly impossible.

The fundamental mechanism driving turn taking relies on the ability of participants to predict the
completion point of the current speaker's utterance. This prediction is not merely based on
grammatical completion but involves assessing various cues--intonational, grammatical, semantic,
and pragmatic--to identify a potential Turn Constructional Unit (TCU) completion. When a TCU is
reached, a transition relevance place (TRP) is opened, providing the potential for the current
speaker to select the next speaker, for another participant to self-select, or for the current speaker
to continue. The efficiency of this system is remarkable, with average gaps between turns often
measuring in the tens or hundreds of milliseconds, demonstrating high levels of processing speed
and mutual anticipation.

This organization requires constant monitoring and adjustment by all participants. The speaker
must structure their speech so that potential completion points are identifiable, while the listeners
must simultaneously process the content and prepare their own response, whether that response
is acceptance of the speaking role or simply providing minimal responses (back-channels) to signal
continued attention. It is a highly cooperative process, even in adversarial discussions, built upon a
shared understanding of the sequential structure of conversation. The smoothness of the
conversational flow is often directly indicative of the participants' shared cultural norms and their
proficiency in utilizing this complex interactional system.

Historical Context and Foundational Theories

The systematic study of turn taking was formalized in the 1960s and 1970s, primarily through the
work of sociologists Harvey Sacks, Emanuel A. Schegloff, and Gail Jefferson. Their seminal 1974
paper, "A Simplest Systematics for the Organization of Turn-Taking for Conversation," provided the
foundational theoretical model that remains central to the field of Conversation Analysis (CA).

Before this work, conversational structure was generally viewed as unstructured or governed solely
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by vague social etiquette. Sacks and colleagues demonstrated empirically that conversation is
governed by a highly precise, context-free, and locally managed set of rules designed to minimize
overlaps and gaps.

The origin of this model arose from meticulous analysis of naturally occurring speech recordings.
By examining thousands of hours of real-life conversation, the researchers were able to
inductively derive the fundamental components of the system: the Turn Constructional Unit (TCU)
and the Turn Allocation Component. They posited that the system operates based on two main
goals: ensuring that only one speaker speaks at a time, and ensuring that speaker change recurs.
The rules they proposed prioritize speaker selection by the current speaker (e.g., asking a question
directed at a specific person), followed by self-selection by any other participant, and finally,
continuation by the current speaker if no one else takes the turn.

While the Sacks, Schegloff, and Jefferson model provides the primary structural framework, other
researchers contributed crucial early insights. For instance, Starkey Duncan (1972) proposed a
model focused heavily on the role of nonverbal cues and signals in managing turn transitions.
Duncan suggested that participants rely on a complex interplay of gaze direction, hand gestures,
shifts in body posture, and intonation to signal both the desire to speak and the impending end of a
speaking turn. This work highlighted that turn management is not purely a linguistic or cognitive
endeavor but is deeply embedded within social context and embodied performance, emphasizing
the multimodal nature of human interaction.

Factors Affecting Conversational Flow

While the structural rules of turn taking are universal across many languages and cultures, the
application and execution of these rules are profoundly influenced by both social factors and the
cognitive abilities of the participants. Research has demonstrated that power dynamics within an
interaction significantly alter who gets to speak, for how long, and how frequently their turns are
interrupted. For example, studies by Van Laar (2011) and others have indicated that individuals
perceived as having higher social power or status--such as a boss addressing subordinates, or a
professor addressing students--are statistically more likely to initiate turns, take longer turns, and
successfully interrupt lower-status individuals without consequence, thereby controlling the overall
direction of the conversation.

Furthermore, recent cognitive models of turn taking, such as those proposed by Grainger and
Friederici (2012), focus on the internal processes necessary for rapid conversational exchange.
These models argue that successful turn transition relies heavily on predictive processing--the
ability to plan one's own response while simultaneously listening to and predicting the completion
of the current speaker's sentence. This involves complex processes such as speech perception,
linguistic encoding, and motor preparation, all occurring within fractions of a second. The speed
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with which humans execute this switch is a remarkable testament to the brain's specialized
mechanisms for language and social interaction, suggesting that this capacity may be an
evolutionarily optimized skill.

Disruptions in timing, whether due to hesitation, overlapping speech, or extended gaps, often
signal underlying issues related to either the participants' cognitive abilities or the tension within
the interaction's social context. A participant struggling with working memory or attention may
exhibit longer response latencies, while an uncomfortable or antagonistic social environment might
lead to excessive interruptions or prolonged, awkward silences. Thus, turn-taking patterns serve as
a subtle but powerful diagnostic tool for assessing both the cognitive load and the underlying
relational dynamics between interlocutors.

A Practical Example: The Project Review Meeting

To illustrate the principles of turn taking, consider a common real-world scenario: a project review
meeting among a team of four colleagues--the Project Manager (PM), the Lead Developer (LD),
the Marketing Strategist (MS), and the Junior Analyst (JA). The meeting opens with the PM
summarizing recent progress. This scenario demonstrates how the formal rules interface with
underlying power dynamics.

The application of turn-taking rules proceeds in a sequence of steps. First, the PM, as the current
speaker, utilizes a Turn Constructional Unit (TCU)--a sentence detailing the budget status. Upon
reaching the grammatical and intonational conclusion of the sentence, a Transition Relevance
Place (TRP) is established. The PM then actively selects the next speaker by asking, "Lead
Developer, what is your assessment of the technical risks?" This step perfectly illustrates the first
rule of the Sacks, Schegloff, and Jefferson model: the current speaker selects the next speaker.
The LD is now obligated to take the next turn.

However, imagine the LD hesitates for a moment. Before the LD can speak, the MS quickly jumps
in, stating, "Before we cover risks, can we confirm the marketing timeline?" This is an instance of
self-selection, illustrating the second rule of the model. If the MS had not self-selected, and the PM
had remained silent, the LD would have eventually taken the turn (self-selection in the absence of
speaker nomination). Crucially, if the PM, leveraging their higher status, had interrupted the MS's
guestion by saying, "Hold on, Marketing, the risks are priority," this successful override would
underscore how power dynamics often supersede the purely structural mechanism, allowing high-
status speakers to unilaterally manage the floor.

Significance and Impact in Applied Psychology

The study of turn taking holds profound significance for the field of psychology because it offers a
quantifiable window into the organization of social interaction, which is foundational to human
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experience. By analyzing the precise timing, length, and sequencing of turns, researchers can gain
objective insights into psychological states and social relationships that might otherwise be masked
by subjective self-reports. It reveals how individuals manage cooperative goals, navigate conflict,
and assert or defer status within a given interactional structure.

In clinical psychology, understanding dysfunctional turn-taking patterns is critical. For instance,
highly disrupted turn management--marked by excessive overlap, failure to acknowledge the other
speaker, or inappropriate pauses--is often observed in individuals with certain communication
disorders, including those on the autism spectrum. Therapeutic interventions can utilize the
principles of turn taking to teach patients explicit conversational skills, thereby improving their
social integration and capacity for effective communication. Furthermore, in couples therapy, the
analysis of turn distribution can highlight imbalances in relational power or chronic patterns of
dominance, providing concrete evidence to address underlying issues.

Beyond clinical applications, the principles of turn taking have substantial impact in technology and
education. In the development of Artificial Intelligence and Natural Language Processing (NLP),
sophisticated models of turn timing are required to create conversational agents (chatbots and
virtual assistants) that interact naturally with humans. If an Al fails to adhere to the expected timing
rules, it is perceived as slow, awkward, or rude. In education, teachers who master effective turn
management techniques ensure more equitable participation in classrooms, preventing a few
dominant students from monopolizing the discussion and fostering a more engaging learning
environment for all students.

Connections to Related Concepts and Subfields

Turn taking is an integral component of several major subfields of psychological and linguistic
research. Its primary home is within Conversation Analysis (CA), a sociological method that

meticulously details the structures of social interaction. Within CA, turn taking is closely linked to
the concept of Adjacency Pairs--sequential structures where the first part (e.g., a question)
strongly predicts the second part (e.g., an answer). Turn taking provides the mechanism that
ensures the correct participant delivers the second part of the pair at the correct time.

The broader category of study encompassing turn taking is often divided between
Psycholinguistics and Social Psychology. Psycholinguistics focuses on the cognitive mechanisms

necessary for rapid turn switching, investigating how the brain manages the parallel processes of
perception, planning, and production required to maintain the flow of conversation. In contrast,
Social Psychology focuses on the external factors, such as group membership, status, and
emotional states, that modulate how the structural rules are applied, especially concerning issues
of dominance, cooperation, and social context.

Related theoretical concepts also include **Pragmatics**, the study of how context contributes to
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meaning, as turn management is fundamentally a pragmatic accomplishment. The precise location
of an interruption, for example, conveys pragmatic meaning about the relationship between the
speakers. Furthermore, **Nonverbal Communication** is deeply intertwined, as signals like eye
contact and gesture often serve as pre-emptive cues for speaker selection or turn yield. Thus, turn
taking acts as a vital bridge connecting the abstract rules of language (syntax and semantics) with
the concrete realities of social behavior and interaction.
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