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Understanding how organizations function requires more than simply
examining organizational  charts  and policy documents.  It  demands a
deep  dive  into  the  everyday  interactions  and  practices  that  shape
organizational  life.  This is  where ethnomethodology and conversation
analysis  (CA)  become  invaluable  tools.  This  article  explores  the
application  of  these  methodologies  to  the  study  of  organizational
interaction and practice, revealing the rich tapestry of unspoken rules,
subtle cues, and negotiated meanings that govern workplace behavior.
We'll examine key concepts and demonstrate their practical application
in organizational research.

Ethnomethodology:  Unveiling  the  'Taken-
for-Granted'
Ethnomethodology,  a  sociological  approach  pioneered  by  Harold
Garfinkel, focuses on the methods people use to make sense of their
social world. Instead of imposing pre-conceived theoretical frameworks,
ethnomethodologists  analyze  the  everyday  practices  –  the
*ethnomethods*  –  through  which  individuals  construct  meaning  and
order.  In  organizational  settings,  this  translates  to  studying  how
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employees  accomplish  their  tasks,  navigate  social  complexities,  and
negotiate  ambiguities.  This  approach  highlights  the  often-
unacknowledged,  yet  crucial,  role  of  implicit  knowledge  and  shared
understandings  in  organizational  functioning.  A  key  concept  here  is
indexicality,  where  meaning  is  context-dependent  and  constantly
negotiated  through  interaction.

### Breaching Experiments and Organizational Life

One  powerful  technique  in  ethnomethodology  is  the  "breaching
experiment." This involves deliberately disrupting routines and norms to
observe how people respond and attempt to restore order. Imagine, for
instance, a researcher pretending to misunderstand a simple workplace
instruction. The resulting interaction reveals the underlying assumptions
and  shared  understandings  that  participants  tacitly  rely  upon.  Such
experiments  highlight  the fragility  of  seemingly  stable  organizational
structures  and  the  constant,  often  unconscious,  work  involved  in
maintaining them. This focus on the practical accomplishments of social
order sheds light on the processes by which organizations operate on a
day-to-day basis.

Conversation  Analysis:  Deconstructing
Organizational  Talk
Conversation analysis (CA) provides a complementary approach, focusing
on the detailed,  turn-by-turn analysis  of  naturally  occurring talk.  CA
meticulously examines the sequential organization of talk, paying close
attention  to  the  fine  details  of  language  –  pauses,  intonation,
interruptions,  and  overlapping  speech  –  to  uncover  how meaning  is
constructed  and  negotiated.  In  organizational  contexts,  this  allows
researchers to analyze meetings, negotiations, client interactions, and
everyday  workplace  conversations  to  understand  how  organizational
goals  are  accomplished,  conflicts  are  managed,  and  identities  are
constructed  and  performed.  A  key  aspect  of  CA  is  its  emphasis  on
sequential organization,  highlighting the importance of turn-taking,
repair mechanisms, and the contextual embeddedness of utterances.

### Power Dynamics and Turn-Taking in Organizational Discourse

CA studies reveal how power dynamics manifest in subtle ways during
conversations. For instance, interruptions, control over topic initiation,
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and the length of speaking turns can all index power imbalances within
an organization.  Analyzing these conversational  patterns reveals  how
organizational  hierarchies  are  negotiated  and  maintained  through
everyday talk, often implicitly. Analyzing the use of adjacency pairs,
such  as  question-answer  sequences,  further  illuminates  how
conversations are structured and how meaning is collaboratively built.

Integrating  Ethnomethodology  and
Conversation  Analysis  in  Organizational
Studies
The combined application of ethnomethodology and CA offers a powerful
approach  to  studying  organizational  interaction  and  practice.  By
examining both the broader context of action and the micro-level details
of talk, researchers gain a nuanced understanding of how organizational
life is produced and reproduced. This integrated approach allows for a
richer,  more  comprehensive  analysis  than  either  methodology  could
provide  in  isolation.  The  study  of  organizational  culture  benefits
immensely  from  this  dual  perspective,  moving  beyond  simple
descriptions to explore how shared values and norms are enacted and
negotiated in daily practice.

Case Studies and Practical Applications
Numerous  studies  demonstrate  the  value  of  these  methodologies  in
understanding  organizational  phenomena.  Research  on  crisis
management,  for  example,  utilizes  CA to  analyze the communication
patterns during critical incidents, identifying factors that contribute to
effective or ineffective responses. Similarly, studies on teamwork explore
how  collaborative  work  is  achieved  through  detailed  analysis  of
interactions.  These  analyses  contribute  significantly  to  improving
organizational practices by highlighting areas needing refinement and
offering  concrete  suggestions  for  enhancing  communication  and
teamwork. Understanding how seemingly minor conversational details
impact  broader  organizational  outcomes  is  a  key  strength  of  this
combined approach.
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Conclusion and Future Implications
Ethnomethodology and conversation analysis provide invaluable insights
into  the  complexities  of  organizational  interaction  and  practice.  By
focusing  on  the  minutiae  of  everyday  actions  and  talk,  these
methodologies reveal the hidden structures and processes that shape
organizational life. The integrated application of both approaches allows
for a rich understanding of how meaning is constructed, negotiated, and
enacted in  organizational  settings.  Further  research employing these
methods  can  contribute  significantly  to  improving  organizational
effectiveness,  communication,  and  conflict  resolution.  Moreover,  the
focus  on  the  practical  accomplishments  of  social  order  within
organizations offers fertile ground for future interdisciplinary research
bridging sociology, organizational studies, and communication.

FAQ
Q1:  What  is  the  difference  between  ethnomethodology  and
conversation analysis?

A1: While both study social interaction, ethnomethodology examines the
broader methods people use to make sense of their world, focusing on
practices  and  actions.  Conversation  analysis,  on  the  other  hand,
specifically  focuses  on  the  detailed  analysis  of  talk-in-interaction,
examining  turn-taking,  repair  mechanisms,  and  the  sequential
organization of conversation. They are complementary approaches, with
CA often providing a finer-grained analysis of the interactional details
within the broader context explored by ethnomethodology.

Q2:  How  can  these  methodologies  be  applied  to  improve
organizational  communication?

A2:  By  analyzing  communication  patterns  within  organizations,
researchers can identify problematic interactional patterns. For instance,
CA  can  reveal  how  power  imbalances  manifest  in  conversational
interactions, leading to improved training on inclusive communication.
Ethnomethodological  approaches  can  help  understand  how
organizational routines and norms contribute to communication barriers,
suggesting changes to improve workflows and clarity.

Q3:  Are  these  methodologies  applicable  to  all  types  of



Organisation Interaction And Practice Studies Of Ethnomethodology And Conversation
Analysis

Organisation Interaction And Practice Studies Of Ethnomethodology And Conversation Analysis
5

organizations?

A3:  Yes,  these  methods  are  applicable  across  various  organizational
contexts,  including  businesses,  healthcare  settings,  educational
institutions, and government agencies. The specific focus of the research
will adapt to the particular organizational context, but the underlying
principles of analyzing interaction and practice remain the same.

Q4: What are some limitations of using ethnomethodology and
conversation analysis?

A4:  A  major  limitation  is  the  intensive  data  analysis  required.
Transcribing  and  analyzing  interactions  can  be  time-consuming.
Furthermore,  the  focus  on  specific  interactions  may  not  always  be
generalizable  to  the  entire  organization.  Researcher  bias  can  also
influence  interpretation,  necessitating  rigorous  methodological
transparency.

Q5:  How  can  I  learn  more  about  applying  these  methods  to
organizational research?

A5:  Begin  by  reading  foundational  texts  on  ethnomethodology
(Garfinkel's *Studies in Ethnomethodology*) and conversation analysis
(Sacks,  Schegloff,  and  Jefferson's  work  on  turn-taking).  Attend
workshops and conferences focusing on qualitative research methods.
Explore  academic  journals  such  as  *Organization  Science*,
*Administrative  Science  Quarterly*,  and  *Qualitative  Sociology*  for
relevant articles.

Q6: Can these methods be used for quantitative analysis?

A6:  While  primarily  qualitative,  some  quantitative  elements  can  be
incorporated.  For  instance,  frequency counts  of  specific  interactional
features (e.g., interruptions) within CA can be used to support qualitative
findings. However, the core strength of these methodologies lies in their
qualitative, in-depth analysis of naturally occurring data.

Q7: What ethical considerations should researchers keep in mind
when using these methods?

A7: Researchers must obtain informed consent from participants and
ensure anonymity and confidentiality. They must also be mindful of the
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potential impact of their research on the individuals and organizations
being  studied.  Transparency  about  the  research  methods  and
interpretations  is  crucial  for  maintaining  ethical  rigor.

Q8:  What  are  the  future  directions  for  research  using
ethnomethodology  and  conversation  analysis  in  organizational
studies?

A8: Future research can explore the intersection of these methodologies
with other approaches such as digital  ethnography to analyze online
interactions.  Further  development  of  computational  methods  for
analyzing large conversational datasets is also a promising avenue. A
focus  on  the  impact  of  technological  changes  on  organizational
interaction and practice is another critical area for future investigation.

Unpacking  the  Social  Structure  of
Organizations:  Ethnomethodology  and
Conversation Analysis
Understanding how organizations work is a complex undertaking. We
commonly believe we understand their intrinsic workings, but a deeper
investigation  reveals  a  plentiful  tapestry  of  subtle  interactions  and
unspoken regulations that govern daily operations. This is where the
robust  lenses  of  ethnomethodology  and  conversation  analysis
demonstrate invaluable.  These approaches, rather than imposing pre-
conceived frameworks, focus on the genuine practices and dialogues that
form organizational existence. This article investigates the contributions
of  ethnomethodology  and  conversation  analysis  to  the  analysis  of
organizational  interaction  and  practice,  providing  understanding  into
their usage and potential upcoming developments.

### The Close-up View: Ethnomethodology in Organizations

Ethnomethodology, pioneered by Harold Garfinkel, stresses the routine
practices that mold our social  world.  It  argues that structure isn't  a
intrinsic  thing,  but  rather  something  constantly  created  through the
interaction of  persons.  In organizational settings,  this translates to a
focus on how employees make sense of their environment and achieve
their responsibilities.

Consider  a  simple  instance:  a  team  collaborating  on  a  project.
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Ethnomethodology would study not just the official procedures, but also
the casual interactions, nonverbal cues, and unspoken presumptions that
lead their joint efforts. It would examine how they manage vagueness,
settle  disagreements,  and  synchronize  their  actions.  This  approach
uncovers the elaborate processes through which organizational structure
is preserved on a routine basis.

### The Interaction Lens:  Conversation Analysis  and Organizational
Existence

Conversation analysis (CA) offers a additional viewpoint. It centers on
the minute analysis of  talk-in-interaction, studying how dialogues are
arranged, sequenced, and explained by members. In organizations, CA
can reveal how conversation shapes problem-solving, negotiation, and
the formation of understanding within distinct organizational contexts.

For example, CA might examine the interactions between a manager and
an staff  member  during a  performance assessment.  By  paying close
attention to speech acts, intonation, breaks, and the total flow of the
interaction, researchers can understand the power dynamics at effect,
the strategies used by members to achieve their goals, and the formation
of mutual meaning.

### Integrating EM and Convo Analysis

The  benefits  of  ethnomethodology  and  conversation  analysis  are
especially  effective  when  united.  Ethnomethodology  provides  a  wide
framework for understanding the actions that make up organizational
existence,  while  conversation  analysis  offers  a  precise  technique  for
examining the conversational aspects of those practices. This integrated
technique allows researchers to transcend superficial interpretations and
achieve  a  more  profound  comprehension  of  how organizations  truly
function.

### Practical Uses and Future Developments

The findings gained from ethnomethodological and conversation analytic
researches have significant practical uses. They can direct the design of
more  effective  organizational  processes,  better  communication  and
teamwork, and contribute to more just and embracing environments.
Further investigation is needed to examine the implementation of these
approaches in  diverse organizational  contexts,  including international
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organizations,  virtual  teams,  and  organizations  experiencing  major
change. The development of advanced digital techniques for analyzing
large collections of conversational data will also be essential for future
advancement in this field.

### Conclusion

The  analysis  of  organizational  interaction  and  practice  using
ethnomethodology  and  conversation  analysis  gives  a  singular  and
powerful perspective on how organizations function. By concentrating on
the actual practices and dialogues of organizational employees, these
approaches  expose  the  complicated  processes  that  underlie
organizational organization. This insight is essential for both academic
understanding  and  practical  implementations  in  improving
organizational  effectiveness  and  welfare.

### FAQs

Q1: What is the main difference between ethnomethodology and
conversation analysis?

A1:  While  both  center  on  naturally  occurring  social  interaction,
ethnomethodology  takes  a  broader  approach,  examining  people's
practices for  making sense of  the world,  while  conversation analysis
concentrates  specifically  on  the  sequential  organization  and
interpretation  of  talk-in-interaction.

Q2: Can these methods be used in organizations of any scale?

A2: Yes, these techniques are applicable across various organizational
sizes. The emphasis is on the specific analysis of conversation rather
than the overall size of the organization.

Q3: What are some limitations of using these techniques?

A3: Data collection can be lengthy, requiring extensive transcription and
analysis.  Additionally,  the  qualitative  nature  of  these  techniques  can
present concerns about transferability.

Q4:  How  can  I  start  applying  these  approaches  in  my  own
organization?

A4: Begin by selecting a specific organizational procedure or type of
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interaction you want to comprehend better. Then, you can gather data
through monitoring,  recordings,  and documentary evidence.  Consider
collaborating with a researcher proficient in these techniques to lead the
study and interpretation of the data.
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