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Abstract 
 

This article reports on a study of coherence in text-based log files from 120 two-party Instant 
Messaging (IM) conversations among a group of international students at a design school. The goals of 
the study were to investigate whether disrupted turn adjacency was an obstacle to coherence and to 
identify the linguistic strategies employed to maintain coherence. Additional signs of problematic 
coherence creation were also investigated, focusing on explicit signs of miscommunication. In this 
particular context, disrupted turn adjacency was not found to be a problem. Whereas devices for 
textual cohesion can be important, links between utterances can also be identified based on timing and 
distinctions between different types of feedback, as well as sequencing. The additional signs of 
miscommunication were all related to different aspects of problematic grounding. The article 
concludes with suggestions for design improvements to the IM tool. 

 
Introduction 
 
Instant Messaging (IM) is an increasingly popular communication medium. A recent survey 
found that 83% of Swedish youth (12-16 years old) use the Internet for chat in their spare time, 
and chatting most commonly takes place in systems where contacts have to be approved by the 
user, such as MSN Messenger (Medierådet, 2008). IM is also becoming an important tool for 
communication in the workplace (Lam & Mackiewicz, 2007; Nardi, Whittaker, & Bradner, 
2000; Woerner, Yates, & Orlikowski, 2006). 

One key to the success of IM is described by Baron (2008) as “volume control.” The semi-
synchronicity and presence settings in IM make it possible for the receiver to choose his or her 
level of participation. However, semi-synchronicity also sometimes results in “disrupted turn 
adjacency,” which Herring (1999) describes as one of the obstacles to coherence in text-based 
computer-mediated communication (CMC): Since messages do not appear on the screen of the 
other participant(s) until the writer hits the return key, it is possible that other messages will be 
sent in the meantime, separating related messages from each other.  

Subsequent research on the topic indicates that disrupted turn adjacency does not necessarily 
result in incoherent conversation (Simpson, 2005; Woerner et al., 2006). However, not very 
many details are provided concerning the linguistic means by which coherence is maintained in 
the specific circumstances of these studies, and the few studies that discuss strategies for 
coherence in intertwined threads deal with multiparty IM conversations (Markman, submitted; 
Woerner et al., 2006). It is here that the present study aims to contribute. 

The aim of this article is to examine how coherence is maintained in IM interaction in light of the 
communicative affordances of this particular tool. The main focus is on instances of disrupted
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turn adjacency; I investigate whether this phenomenon causes coherence problems and what 
specific strategies are employed to create coherence in this context. As part of the results, a 
detailed account is given of the linguistic means by which coherence in intertwined threads is 
secured. Other signs of problematic coherence creation in IM are also presented and discussed, 
and recommendations for the design of IM clients are suggested. 

The data analyzed were collected during an ethnographic study at a design school in Sweden in 
March 2007. A group of international students was observed during three weeks, with a special 
focus on a period of six days, during which log files from online in-group conversations were 
collected. Altogether, the data include log files from IM involving six people in eleven dyads 
(7,474 words and 1689 messages).  

Conversational Coherence and Communicative Affordances 

Coherence, broadly defined, is that which in a discourse connects statements with 
statements, statements with people, and people with other people. It is, in short, 
the “glue” of text and conversation. (Erickson, Herring, & Sack, 2002, p. 2) 

From a pragmatic perspective, coherence establishment and maintenance can be seen as “a kind 
of organization which actors accomplish or construct communicatively during their interactions” 
(Korolija, 1998, p. 26). In this process, connections can be established on different levels. In 
face-to-face interaction, three common strategies to establish coherence relate to cohesive 
devices, sequential structures, and continued attention. The first two are the main concern of the 
present article. 

One way in which connections between related communicative actions can be made clear is 
through the employment of linguistic and grammatical devices that create textual cohesion. 
Building on a review of previous research, Tanskanen (2006) distinguishes between coherence 
and cohesion as follows: 

Cohesion can be regarded as a property of the text, while coherence depends upon 
the communicators’ evaluation of the text. Cohesive devices, being on the surface 
of the text, can be observed, counted and analyzed and are therefore more objective. 
Coherence, on the other hand, is more subjective, and communicators may perceive 
it in different ways […]. There is an interplay between [the two phenomena] in that 
the presence of cohesive devices in a text facilitates the task of recognising its 
coherence. (p. 21) 

Halliday and Hasan (1976) describe five strategies for creating cohesion in text: reference, where 
for example a pronoun is used to refer back to a previously mentioned subject; substitution, 
where one word is used instead of another; ellipsis, where connections become clear through the 
exclusion of certain words; conjunction, where segments are linked through specific linking 
words; and lexical cohesion, where links are created through lexical repetition. Halliday and 
Hasan present a detailed and complex coding scheme, which is much simplified in the current 
the current analysis, where the aim is not to describe the complete system of cohesive devices 



DISRUPTED TURN ADJACENCY AND COHERENCE MAINTENANCE IN IM CONVERSATIONS                3 

Language@Internet, 6 (2009), article 2. (www.languageatinternet.de, urn:nbn:de: 0009-7-21066, ISSN 1860-2029) 
 

employed, but rather how participants create coherence despite disrupted turn adjacency. The 
different strategies, as invoked in the present study, will be exemplified in Table 1, along with 
excerpts from the log files analyzed (see “Data and coding”). 

Another way in which connections between utterances are made apparent, and coherence is thus 
established, can be found in the structure of conversation. Schegloff (1990) claims that 
sequential structure is an important tool in creating conversational coherence, and that one can 
draw conclusions about links between seemingly unrelated utterances based on sequencing. The 
most striking example is the so-called adjacency pair (Schegloff, 1968), in which certain types of 
utterances—for instance, questions—set up an expectation concerning the following turn—for 
example, that it is likely to include a response.  

However, some scholars claim that it is difficult to rely on sequencing alone to create coherence 
in CMC, as the patterns we find here are different from those of face-to-face interaction. 
Hutchby (2001) suggests that we should explain the relationship between technology and 
conversational structures through the concept of communicative affordances. He builds on the 
notion of affordance, first introduced by Gibson (1977, 1979):  

The affordances of the environment are what it offers the animal, what it provides 
or furnishes, either for good or ill. The verb to afford is found in the dictionary, but 
the noun affordance is not. I have made it up. I mean by it something that refers to 
both the environment and the animal in a way that no existing term does. (Gibson, 
1979, p. 127) 

The concept was later introduced to the human-computer interaction (HCI) community, notably 
by Norman (1988, 1999) and Gaver (1991, 1996), in relation to technological artefacts. 

According to Hutchby, the communicative affordances of a tool are reflected in conversational 
patterns, such as turn-taking, sequencing, and feedback, and can be identified by examining 
conversational interaction as it unfolds. In the present analysis, qualitative methods from 
conversation analysis are employed to investigate how participants in interaction act upon the 
communicative affordances provided by the tool of Instant Messaging. Both cohesive strategies 
and strategies related to sequencing are revealed as important in creating coherence in this 
context. 

Conversational Coherence in CMC 

Coherence as an issue has often been addressed in CMC research. Herring (1999) identified two 
main problems for coherence in CMC: lack of simultaneous feedback and disrupted turn 
adjacency, as evidenced in patterns of turn-taking and sequencing. Her analysis of synchronous 
CMC focuses on Internet Relay Chat (IRC) interaction, and she shows how users are able to 
adapt to the conditions of IRC by introducing innovative strategies for back-channels, turn-
change signals, and address. Further, she points out that “[CMC] is both dysfunctionally and 
advantageously incoherent” and suggests that the “incoherence” of CMC might encourage
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might encourage linguistic playfulness and participation in multiple simultaneous threads within 
the same discussion. It should be noted here that “incoherence” in Herring’s definition does not 
refer to miscommunication, but rather to disrupted turn adjacency. Based on her observations, 
Herring makes suggestions for design improvements to text-based CMC systems in three 
domains that could enhance interactional coherence, while maintaining some of the benefits of 
what she refers to as incoherence: better logging and visualization possibilities, two-way 
interaction, and innovative ways of linking connected turns. 

Herring’s (1999) observations have been applied and discussed in subsequent publications on the 
topic of coherence in CMC, and often there seems to be some confusion with regard to the 
terminology used. Some scholars have taken Herring’s reasoning as a claim that CMC leads to 
miscommunication. They have opposed the statement that CMC is incoherent, arguing that 
coherence is created and maintained despite disrupted turn adjacency both in asynchronous and 
synchronous CMC. In her study of coherence in asynchronous CMC, Lapadat (2007) shows that 
participants draw on techniques traditionally used in writing in order to create coherence. For 
instance, they use quotations to a large extent. This, she argues, indicates that turn sequencing 
might not be as relevant in CMC as in linear oral interaction. Similarly, Simpson (2007) claims 
that even though synchronous CMC lacks sequential coherence, participants are able to draw on 
background knowledge concerning this type of interaction in order to make sense of the 
unfolding discourse. Markman (submitted) investigates coherence in synchronous computer-
mediated team meetings and explores how threading (more specifically embedded repeats, 
adjacency pairs, and sentence structure) and speaker selection are important in creating coherent 
interaction in synchronous CMC. 

Of particular interest in relation to the present study are publications dealing specifically with 
Instant Messaging. Woerner et al. (2006) take the two problems identified by Herring (1999) as a 
starting point for their analysis of IM in the workplace among physically dispersed co-workers. 
In the context of the workplace, they identified two additional problems: multitasking and 
authority. In response to the lack of simultaneity, Woerner et al. show that participants in IM 
conversation use specific openings or preambles to notify others that they would like to 
converse, and that they make use of the persistent records of their IM and leave their IM client 
on continuously throughout the day. Further, they show that disrupted turn adjacency was 
uncommon in their data, possibly because of the work-related topics discussed. The strategies 
used to deal with potential sequencing problems during engagement in simultaneous IM 
conversations included keeping the different conversations in separate windows, making use of 
color coding to separate contributions from different participants, and putting off-turn 
information within brackets. Woerner et al. also show how verbal techniques, such as naming, 
partial sequences, and lexical repetition across IM conversations, were used to keep 
conversations on track. The strategies employed to deal with the challenges of multitasking also 
include separate windows and even separate screens for work-related and conversational tasks. 
The challenge of authority was met by adapting language to the style of the leader; a strategy 
used in response to both the challenge of multitasking and that of authority was simply going 
offline. 
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Lam and Mackiewicz (2007) also discuss coherence and IM in the workplace, focusing on the 
interaction of one dyad over 95 days. They concluded that the IM conversations investigated 
were not incoherent, as the researchers were able to identify very few examples of 
miscommunication. They identified three strategies that their participants used in order to 
maintain coherence: short, multiple and sequential transmissions, topicalization, and the use of 
performative verbs. It should be noted that in the present article, phenomena such as disrupted 
turn adjacency (which Herring, 1999, refers to as sequential incoherence) are not seen as signs of 
incoherence per se. Instead, the term incoherence is employed here to refer to miscommunication 
and ambiguities. It is further assumed that disrupted turn adjacency could potentially lead to 
miscommunication and ambiguities, but whether such is the case will be empirically investigated 
in the present study. 

Data and Method 

The data on which the current results are based were gathered during March 2007 during an 
ethnographic study at a design school in Sweden. The author spent three weeks in the 
environment, observing how a group of students communicated with each other, face-to-face and 
via IM. During six days, the students were asked to collect log files from their in-group 
interaction, and log files were provided by six group members all involved in dyad IM 
conversations (11 dyads total). The substantial data available through the complete log files were 
used as the basis for this particular study. Observational notes are not part of the current analysis, 
as such notes are not available for all of the IM conversations (Örnberg Berglund, forthcoming, 
takes a broader perspective and combines log files and observational notes in the analysis). 

The participants were international master’s students of interaction design. The native languages 
of those involved in the IM conversations analyzed here are English, Chinese, Malay, Swedish 
and Portuguese, and the lingua franca was English. They were all experienced users of IM, and, 
at the time of investigation, they used it regularly it to communicate with each other and with 
friends and family both in Sweden and in their native countries. During the period of 
observation, the students were working on individual tasks, thus IM was not used for formal 
task-related cooperation. The interaction mainly took place at the design school, but some 
examples of interaction from home are also included in the data. This means that the participants 
are not necessarily communicating about design, but often also about private issues. Whereas the 
fact that they were sometimes sharing the same physical environment can certainly influence 
interactional patterns (see Örnberg Berglund, forthcoming), it is argued here that the context 
exercises minimal influence on the main focus of the present investigation, coherence in 
instances of disrupted turn adjacency. 

Although the log files do not, of course, represent the embodied practices of the participants in 
the same way as would, say, a video recording, they still provide an analyzable trace of the 
participants’ emergent interaction. It should further be noted that the log files provided by the 
participants reflect the specific IM tool used and hence contain different structural information. 
In addition, one participant copied her interaction directly off the screen and pasted it into 
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a MS Word file instead. Figures 1-4 illustrate the different types of log files received.  

 
 

Figure 1. Log file from MSN Messenger 

The excerpt in Figure 1 is from a MSN Messenger log file. Participants were instructed to save 
the history of their IM conversations, which meant that their interaction was automatically 
logged by the system as an XML document. Here we find information about the date and time 
the message was sent; we can also see how the system has divided the messages into sessions 
(based on temporal criteria). The self-chosen names of the participants are also listed, as well as 
the message itself. We also find information about the font participants are using. If participants 
make use of pre-programmed emoticons, this is also visible in the log file. System-generated 
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messages informing participants about, e.g., file transfer, appear both on the screens of the 
participants and in these log files. 

 

Figure 2. Log file from Gtalk 

The chat history from Gtalk is automatically saved as an email message in Gmail, as shown in 
Figure 2. These logs do not provide exact detail concerning the time of the message, but only 
report on minutes. Instead of dividing the messages into sessions, here we get information about 
how many minutes the participants are idle if longer pauses occur. In these log files, we also see 
the self-chosen names of the participants, but the account owner is represented as “me.” 

 
 

Figure 3. Log file from the Miranda application 
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Figure 3 shows a file that was copied directly off the screen from the application Miranda and 
pasted into a text editor by the participant. The arrows before each message indicate whether it 
was incoming or outgoing. The participant provided information about date and interactants 
herself. 
 

 
 

Figure 4. Log file from MSN; times estimated 

Figure 4 illustrates the least detailed type of data collected. Again, the participant has copied the 
messages directly off the screen and pasted them into a text editor. No time stamps are provided, 
but rather estimated times are provided by the participant. It should be noted that most of the log 
files of the Figure 4 type were also contributed as regular MSN log files by the other participant 
in the interaction, which made it possible to get exact figures concerning timing. However, this 
was not always the case, and consequently some excerpts only show the estimated time when the 
session began. 

For analysis purposes, these different types of log files were all transformed into consistently 
formatted tables in Excel. The columns included in these tables, as shown in the current article, 
were: Line and Mode (added by the researcher), Time, From, To, and Message.  

The Tool 

IM is a tool for online communication that allows for interaction with people added to a contact 
list. In this list, it is also possible to set status messages to indicate availability for interaction. IM 
can be used both for text and audio or video interaction, but in the current data, the focus is on 
text-based conversations. Interaction is semi-synchronous, which means that most of the time 
participants are engaged in real-time interaction, but messages do not appear on the other 
participant’s screen until the person typing them hits the return key. This might result in 
additional messages appearing on screen while new contributions are in preparation. However, 
once someone has started typing, this is indicated, and once a new message has been received, an 
alert appears. The messages are persistent, in that they remain visible or scrollable in the IM 
window throughout the complete session. Further, the application does not use much computer 
capacity, and the window is small, which makes it possible to have other windows open in the 
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background, supporting multitasking. With many IM clients the interface can be personalized, 
for example with regard to the types of alerts received.  

The specific IM clients used in this study were MSN Messenger and Gtalk. One of the 
differences between these tools as employed here concerns the indications provided when the 
other participant is typing. MSN shares information that the other “is writing,” and if he or she 
takes a break in the middle of the message, this notification will disappear, making it difficult to 
distinguish between having taken a pause in typing and having erased the message completely. 
Gtalk provides information that the other “is typing,” and if the person is idle for a while, the 
message will change and instead read that the other “has entered text,” indicating that the other 
participant is still composing the message. Apart from these two main IM systems, one 
participant had installed Miranda on her computer, which allowed her to collect interaction from 
different IM channels in one interface. 

Figures 5 and 6 are screen shots from MSN Messenger and Gtalk showing interaction between 
the fictional participants 07researcher and 2007participant from the screen of 07researcher. 

 
 

Figure 5. Screen shot from MSN Messenger 7.5
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Figure 6. Screen shot from Gtalk 
 
Analytical Approach 
 
One basic assumption in this study is that one can analyze meaning making by gaining access to 
the information that participants in interaction have at their disposal when making sense of each 
other’s utterances. This means that in this context it is not an absolute requirement to have access 
to recordings of the computer screen of the participants, as this information is not available to the 
other participant in interaction either, but instead it is possible to rely on log files only for 
analytical purposes. However, it is important to keep in mind that some potentially important 
cues are not included in the log files. For example, the time coding is not exact, and we do not 
get any information about when the other person starts typing. Both of these cues are available to 
the participants and are potentially important, but also potentially ambiguous. In practice, it is 
impossible to know whether the person who has started typing is producing a long reply to an 
earlier message or editing the message completely as new messages appear on screen. In 
addition, we have no way of knowing whether participants do manage to pay attention to 
information appearing on screen while preparing their own messages, other than by investigating 
their contributions to the subsequent interaction. 

Data and Coding 

For analytical purposes, the messages sent by each dyad were divided into separate sessions, and 
the borders between sessions were identified based on temporal and linguistic criteria. When 
there was an unusually long pause in the interaction, it was judged whether the message 
occurring after the pause could be a response to a preceding message, thus belonging to the 
previous session, or if it could be seen as the beginning of a new session. Sometimes session 
boundaries were made explicit by the participants themselves, as they would initiate new 
sessions with greetings. It should further be noted that some adjacent sessions might exhibit 
topical coherence, that is, they might deal with similar topics, yet they were treated as



DISRUPTED TURN ADJACENCY AND COHERENCE MAINTENANCE IN IM CONVERSATIONS                  11 
 

Language@Internet, 6 (2009), article 2. (www.languageatinternet.de, urn:nbn:de: 0009-7-21066, ISSN 1860-2029) 
 

separate sessions partly because they did not show explicit links and partly because they were 
separated in time. 

In total, the participants sent 1,689 messages containing 7,474 words, divided into 120 sessions. 
The sessions were on average 6.45 minutes long (interquartile range – IQR: 0.40-7.25 minutes) 
and contained on average 14 messages (IQR: 4.0-15.25 messages). One hundred and two 
messages were excluded because they were in sections where code switching occurred; thus 
1,587 messages were included in the analysis. Of these, 670 messages (42%) follow directly 
upon a message sent by the same person, and 802 messages (51%) follow directly upon a 
message sent by the other participant in interaction. The messages making up the remaining 7% 
are the first message in each of the 120 sessions; these were not coded in the current analysis. 

Almost all messages are syntactically complete in their context of appearance, and thus they 
could constitute turns by themselves. However, many turns continue beyond one message, as 
participants often choose to expand on their own contributions. Here it should be noted that even 
though the current study concerns disrupted turn adjacency, the analysis presented here deals 
with disruption on a message-by-message basis through the reconstruction of conversational 
threads. 

Threads were identified by investigating cohesive devices and adjacency pair structures, and 
each message was coded as having a clear connection with the immediately previous message, as 
connecting with an earlier message, or as being the first message of a new thread. Ambiguous 
cases were grouped together with those connecting with an earlier message. In an attempt to 
investigate whether disrupted turn adjacency lead to communicative breakdown in these data, it 
was decided to look further into how coherence is created and maintained in the sections where 
different threads are intertwined. Thus, those messages that were coded as returning to previous 
threads (including ambiguous cases) were chosen for further analysis. These messages were first 
categorized as either second pair parts in adjacency pairs, as other types of comments on a 
contribution made by the other participant, or as own continuations. 

In addition, the cohesive strategies employed were identified. First, I investigated whether one or 
more of three types of explicit cohesive devices were used: substitution, repetition, or 
conjunction. If none of these explicit strategies was identified, I looked to see whether the 
utterance contained anaphoric reference or elliptical feedback, strategies that are more 
ambiguous since the links are made implicitly. Table 1 illustrates these five cohesive strategies 
with quotes from the data (intervening messages omitted). 
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Table 1. Cohesive devices in the IM log file 

 
Results 

Reference in Intertwined Threads: Strategies for Coherence Maintenance 

In total, 144 messages were coded as relating to a previous message other than the directly 
preceding one (both following own and following other), and in 126 of these cases (87.5%), 
disrupted turn adjacency does not seem to cause problems with referencing. Detailed examples 
of the strategies employed are provided below. 

Of the messages belonging to intertwined threads where reference is clear, 81 point back to 
messages posted by the other person, and 32 of these (39.5%) were coded as the second pair part 
of an adjacency pair. In these cases, the sequential structure of interaction is in itself an important 
clue in coherence creation. Another common coherence creation strategy is lexical repetition. Of 
the messages in this category, 28 (34.6%) include lexical repetition. 

The remaining 45 messages with clear coherence are own continuations. Of these, 8 (17.8%) 
begin with a linking expression, showing a clear connection between the current message and the 
preceding one by the same person. Another common strategy is lexical substitution; 10 of the 
messages in this category (22.2%) are linked through this cohesive device. 

Both in messages relating to earlier posts by the other participant and in own continuations we 
find examples of anaphoric reference and general acknowledgement statements. However, 
coherence is frequently clear despite the potential ambiguity of these implicit strategies, as there 
is often only one potential antecedent. 

As we shall see, the timing of the messages is also crucial. Again, it is important to remember 
that the participants in interaction had access to information about the time at which the other 
person started typing, whereas the log files only provide information about when the message 
was sent and appeared on the screen of the other person. 
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Excerpt 1 serves to illustrate the strategies for coherence creation identified. The arrows are 
provided as a visual aid to indicate which messages are intertwined. 

Excerpt 1 

 
 
In Excerpt 1, Bea contacts Felicia to hear what her plans are for dinner. She initiates with a 
greeting and a question in line 1 and chooses to elaborate on her question in line 2, while 
presenting a second question in line 3. Felicia in line 4 returns to the first question posted by Bea 
in line 1 and asks for a clarification. The connection between these messages is clear because of 
lexical repetition (‘home’). This clarification request never receives any reply from Bea. Instead, 
shortly after, a new message from Bea appears where she elaborates on her own contribution in 
line 3. Here, coherence is secured through lexical substitution (‘u and him’ instead of ‘u guys’). 
In line 6, Felicia then provides a reply to Bea’s question. 

Lines 11-14 constitute another example of intertwined threads, as Felicia’s comment in line 12 
appears on screen before Bea’s own continuation in line 13 of her contribution in line 11. Here, 
the timing of Bea’s message in combination with her use of a conjunction (‘unless’) and a lexical 
substitution (‘wanna stay’ instead of ‘go out’) helps create clear links between Bea’s 
contributions in lines 11 and 13. In line 14, she returns to the question posted by Felicia in line 
12 by providing a second pair part to a first part of an adjacency pair (‘yeah’), and elaborates on 
her answer in lines 15-16. Felicia then delivers feedback through an onomatopoetic expression in 
line 17, by typing out laughter. 
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Reference in Intertwined Threads: Potential Problems with Coherence Creation  

Eighteen messages potentially cause referencing problems (12.5% of the intertwined messages), 
and these occur in interaction involving five different dyads. In all of these instances, the 
potentially problematic interaction relates to the use of anaphoric reference (7 messages) and 
elliptical feedback (11 messages) with two potential antecedents. There is no co-textual 
information, such as lexical repetition or substitution, linking the message to a specific thread. 

Most of these 18 potentially problematic messages become less challenging when seen in their 
interactional context. Important aids are overt clarifications, sequencing, distinctions between 
different types of feedback, and timing. In order to illustrate these strategies, detailed 
descriptions of excerpts from the log files are provided in what follows. First, Excerpt 2 
illustrates overt clarifications. 

Excerpt 2 

 

Excerpt 2 consists of data that were not automatically logged but were copied into a text file by 
one of the participants. Here, we unfortunately only have access to the estimated time when the 
session started. In this excerpt, we find four cases of messages returning to previous threads 
(lines 10, 11, 12 and 14) and two examples of anaphora with unclear antecedents (lines 9 and 
21), in both of which the following message by the same person clarifies what was meant by the 
utterance. The first case of unclear antecedents occurs in line 9, where Bea’s reference
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to ‘them’ is unclear. Without getting any prompt from Ella, she tries to clarify in line 11 with a 
lexical substitution (‘the address’ instead of ‘them’) but, in line 14, she changes her mind and 
substitutes ‘address’ for ‘advertisement.’ In lines 15 and 17, Ella asks for further clarification, 
and Bea delivers this in multiple messages linked through lexical repetition (‘i love the …’) and 
a conjunction in the final example (‘and’). 

Intertwined with this thread is a thread where Ella illustrates her utterance in line 6 by copying 
and pasting the company slogan into her message in line 10. Bea at first does not grasp this link 
of lexical substitution, something which she expresses through a general clarification request 
with one potential antecedent in line 12 (‘what?1’), but then she indicates that she has understood 
after all in line 13 (‘ooooo’). 

The second case of unclear anaphoric reference occurs in line 21, where Ella’s anaphoric 
comment including ‘that one’ could refer back to any of the three advertisements that Bea 
mentions in lines 18-20. A clarification follows in line 22, but instead of defining ‘that one’ that 
she thinks ‘was funny,’ she chooses to identify one of the advertisements that she did not find 
‘sooo funny.’ This repair suggests that participants are orienting towards an adjacency principle 
where it is assumed that the pronoun “that” should refer back to the immediately preceding 
message (cf. Sacks, 1992). Since other messages appear in between the linked messages, 
additional information is needed in order to make the references clear. 

Excerpts 3 and 4 illustrate the importance of sequential structure, a distinction between different 
feedback types, and timing to maintaining coherence during disrupted turn adjacency. 

Excerpt 3 

 

Excerpt 3 includes three cases of potentially unclear references. In the message in line 4, ‘she’ 
could refer to either ‘Beay X’ in line 3 or to ‘therese’ in line 1. However, from the local context 
it is possible to conclude that the message in line 4 is a logical continuation of Charles’ response 
to the message in line 1: The researcher analyzing the log files might think that they are 
terrorists. The fact that Aaron’s question in line 3 receives a reply from Charles in line 5 further 
supports this analysis. 
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The other two cases of potential problematic references are provided in the feedback messages in 
lines 6-7, where ‘sure’ and ‘aaah’ could refer to either of the statements in lines 4 and 5. 
However, the sequentiality in the references becomes clear when a second feedback message is 
posted in line 7, keeping the threads separated and replicating the sequential structure in lines 4 
and 5. In addition, the quality of the feedback statements differs, in that ‘sure’ in line 6 seems to 
relate to given information and to something that needs an evaluative comment, whereas ‘aaah’ 
in line 7 indicates that this statement relates to something that can be treated either as given or 
new information. More specifically, it can be seen as a “change-of-state token” (Heritage, 1984) 
which is used to indicate that a change in the current state of knowledge has taken place. 

In Excerpt 4, timing is crucial in the interpretation of the messages. Other factors that could help 
create coherence here are sequential structure and a distinction between given and new 
information. Leaving the photo sequence in lines 4-7 aside, this sequence deals with the release 
of new software.  

Excerpt 4 

 

In line 8, Dina returns to Bea’s statement in line 3, linking the two through anaphoric reference 
(‘it’) and lexical repetition, while also asking for a clarification. In line 9, she then elaborates on 
the topic of the software by telling Bea about a new specific feature. By looking at the message 
structure only, it might be difficult to know whether Bea’s ‘yes’ in line 10 followed by ‘i saw it 
today’ in line 11 refers to Dina’s question in line 8 or to her elaboration in line 9. The quality of 
the feedback does not give us any clue either, as the messages in line 10 and 11 could either be 
the second part of an adjacency pair, responding to line 8, or an indication that the information 
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presented in line 9 is already given. However, when we also consider the timing of the messages, 
we see that the contributions in line 9 and 10 were posted at almost the exact same time. This 
would suggest that line 10 constitutes a second adjacency pair part, where the first pair part is 
found in line 8. 

As in the previous example, other indications that this is the case can be found in the sequential 
structure, where Bea’s responses in lines 10-13 correspond to the sequencing of Dina’s question 
and statement in lines 8-9. Also, the fact that Bea expresses surprise in line 12 indicates that this 
is a response to new information, something that Dina provides in line 9. 

Three of the remaining messages that were coded for potentially unclear references in 
intertwined threads are more problematic. Two of them occur in Excerpt 5. 

Excerpt 5 

 

In Excerpt 5, Ellie is sending mp3 files to Bea; system-generated messages describe this process. 
In this excerpt it is unclear what Bea’s message in line 8 (‘i love it’) refers to. It could either be a 
reference to the song that she has received in a file from Ella (see line 4), or it could refer to the 
immediately preceding message about grilled chicken and potato salad. The fact that Bea in line 
9 explicitly refers to potato salad, and that she begins her message with ‘haha’ might indicate 
that ‘i love it’ in line 8 refers to something other than the ‘potatosallad’ in line 7, but the relations 
remain uncertain. 

The potentially problematic aspects continue, as Ella’s question in line 10 (‘which one?’) could 
either have its antecedent in line 8 (‘i love it’) or in line 9, where the same linguistic construction 
appears (‘the one’). Bea’s comment in line 12 might indicate that she has understood the 
question in line 10 as relating to the transferred files. 
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The final example of problematic reference in intertwined threads is found in Excerpt 6. 

Excerpt 6 

 

It is unclear whether Dina’s message in line 6 refers to the fact that Bea can be reached by 
telephone and MSN, or to ‘mei mei’ mentioned in line 5. The feedback provided in line 7 could 
be seen as part of a sequential repetition of the structure in the messages in lines 4 and 5, which 
would mean that line 6 refers back to line 4, and line 7 refers back to line 5. However, it could 
also be seen as a continuation of the feedback delivered in line 6, which would mean that both 
lines 6 and 7 would refer back to line 5. This potential miscommunication is not resolved in the 
subsequent interaction. However, the participants never indicate that they find this problematic, 
either. 

Discussion: Intertwined Threads  

The analysis presented above shows that disrupted turn adjacency most often does not lead to 
miscommunication in these data. In this sense (see also Lam & Mackiewicz, 2007), these data 
are not incoherent. Unproblematic referencing was achieved through sequential structure, where 
it can be assumed that, for example, a question will receive a reply (adjacency pairs). Other 
strategies employed in order to minimize the risk of incoherent IM include lexical repetition and 
substitution. One orthographic IM-specific coherence strategy reported in previous research is to 
end the first message in a linking sequence with multiple dots (“…”) This was seen on a few 
occasions in the data; however, it was not only used as a linking strategy, but also to indicate 
contemplation (Simpson, 2005). 

All potential problems identified relate to cases of ambiguous anaphoric references and 
ambiguous feedback. Despite the apparent risks of using anaphoric reference and non-specific 
feedback, surprisingly many examples of this are found in the data. This indicates that the 
participants do not view intertwined threads as very problematic. In addition, on most occasions, 
contextual information can be used to increase coherence. Examples include repeated sequential 
structure, distinctions among different feedback types, and timing. In some cases, overt 
clarifications are also used to set things straight. 

One strategy that might be used to avoid potential communicative breakdown would be to wait 
until the current “speaker” has finished his or her turn. About half of the time in the present data, 
messages do appear on screen in a manner resembling turn-taking in face-to-face 
conversations—that is, a message posted by one participant is followed by a message posted by 
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the other. However, waiting for one message from the other participant does not equal waiting 
for a complete turn to be finished, as turns often extend over several messages (Markman, 
submitted). Participants in IM interaction seem to be able to handle this, and with the specific 
affordances of the system in mind, coherence appears to be created on a level above that of 
individual messages. 

Additional Signs of Problematic Coherence Creation in Instant Messaging 

Since referencing in sections with disrupted turn adjacency did not cause very many problems in 
the data, I further investigated whether there were other signs of problematic coherence creation 
in IM. I decided to focus on instances where participants themselves initiate repair work and thus 
explicitly indicate that they find the prior interaction problematic. 

Participants seem aware that they are supposed to reply quickly to questions asked over IM, as 
we find examples of repair work in connection with what they perceive to be belated replies. For 
instance, in interaction between Charles and Aaron, Aaron excuses his belated reply by 
informing Charles that the teacher just came by. Similarly, in interaction between Bea and Dina, 
Dina explains her temporary absence from the interaction by stating that she did not see Bea’s 
message. 

The final example, shown in Excerpt 7, is of a less serious nature.  

Excerpt 7 

 

Here, Aaron asks Felicia to check something with the others in the studio. Felicia’s response is 
not really delayed time wise, as Aaron is well aware that there will be some delay. Rather, this is 
an example of how orthographic means can be used to emphasize urgency, even though in this 
particular case it is not meant in a serious manner (which Aaron specifies in line 7 by including 
an emoticon). 

Other examples of repair work occur in connection with unclear exophoric reference, where 
participants refer to people or objects outside the boundaries of the IM conversation and 
mistakenly take a shared common ground for granted. For example, on one occasion Charles 
refers to a Mr A., and Aaron asks for a clarification. In another occasion, Bea states ‘I cant do 
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it!!!’ in a message to Dina. This is not commented on, other than by Bea herself, who in the next 
message writes: ‘is okie.’ In addition, two examples of unclear reference between sessions were 
identified, where the person initiating seems to assume that the other person is able to identify 
the correct antecedent, but this is difficult. In one example, Aaron talks about ‘he’ in the first 
message in a session, referring back to the previous session with Charles, and Charles asks for a 
clarification. In another example, Bea writes to Dina about ‘him’ referring to another IM 
conversation that Bea just has completed with Aaron, and even though Dina does not clearly 
indicate that she does not understand, Bea clarifies. In these cases, the problem relates to 
discrepancies between perceived and actual common ground between participants. 

An additional six examples of miscommunication were found. One already mentioned example 
occurred in Excerpt 2, when Ella tries to clarify an earlier message by including a substitution in 
line 10, but Bea at first does not grasp what role this substitution plays in the interaction and 
exclaims ‘what?1’ in line 12. She then realizes what Ella has done and types ‘ooooo’ in line 13. 
Another misunderstanding occurs in interaction between Aaron and Charles, where Aaron asks 
Charles whether he wants to come early to the party, but instead of replying, Charles posts ‘ok’; 
‘perfect’. Aaron indicates that he thinks that there has been a misunderstanding by suggesting a 
disconnection and by restating the question. This session appears to have taken place during 
multitasking, since the pauses between the messages are unusually long. 

Examples of miscommunication are also found in interaction between Bea and Felicia, as shown 
in Excerpt 8.  

Excerpt 8 

 

Here, Bea and Felicia are talking about Felicia’s boyfriend going back home to Austria, and Bea, 
who has some of his things in her dorm room, wants to make sure he gets them before he leaves. 
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In line 1, she informs Felicia what time she plans on leaving the school. Felicia then makes a 
joke in line 2 which Bea does not understand and so she exclaims ‘wat?!’ in line 3 and specifies 
her reaction in line 4 (‘austrialian?!’). Instead of clarifying here, in line 5 Felicia lets Bea know 
that the boyfriend will stop by. 

In lines 6 and 7, Bea seems to return to her statement in line 1, elaborating on when she is going 
to leave. Felicia, in line 10, however, takes the statement that Bea sent in line 7 as a question 
relating to what time ‘he’, mentioned in line 5, will leave, as it appears as if she produces a 
second adjacency pair part. Before this, though, she tries to clarify in line 8 what she meant by 
her joke in line 2, since Bea has indicated she did not understand. However, Felicia’s 
clarification does not make any sense and rather causes further confusion. Bea indicates that she 
does not understand by again typing ‘wat?!’ in line 9, and then ‘errr…’ and ‘Okie’ in lines 11-12. 
Felicia then clarifies in lines 13-15, indicating that she made a typing error. 

There are many more typing errors and cases of non-standard spelling in the data, some 
accompanied by repairs. The fact that most participants are not native English speakers might 
have some effect here. The current example stands out since the produced outcome in fact is 
another lexical item, changing the meaning of the message and causing much confusion. This 
suggests that participants in IM interaction are able to overlook typing errors as long as they do 
not interfere with the meaning of an utterance. 

Interesting to note here is that Felicia puts her final clarification within parentheses. This strategy 
to indicate that an utterance is misplaced in the local context was reported by Woerner et al. 
(2006), and we find eight instances of parenthesis usage in the current data: Felicia uses this 
technique three times in her interaction with Bea, and Bea puts onomatopoetic expressions, such 
as ‘huuu,’ within parentheses on four occasions (none of which is coded as intertwined) and uses 
brackets to indicate a side comment on one occasion. 

The interactions between Bea and Dina contain two examples of misunderstandings. One 
involves word confusion, and the other is shown in Excerpt 9. 

Excerpt 9 
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In Excerpt 9, Bea sends an indication that a message has not been correctly understood in line 2. 
Dina needs further information on what Bea has problems understanding and posts a question 
mark in line 3. Here we see one of the affordances of text-based interaction for the repair of 
intersubjectivity. Dina does not need to repeat herself, since her previous message is still visible 
on the screen. Instead, it is enough for her to use punctuation only, illustrating the most extreme 
case of elliptical feedback. By posting a question mark she can indicate something like “What is 
it in my previous message that you have trouble understanding?”. Instead of continuing to 
explain herself here, Bea concludes in line 4, by stating ‘is okie’. 

Discussion: Explicit Signs of Problematic Coherence Creation 

Sequences where participants explicitly oriented to problematic sequences through repair work 
were taken as additional signs of incoherent interaction in the analyzed data.  

The potential reasons for these incoherent sections relate to problems in negotiating common 
ground on different levels. For instance, participants were multitasking and did not know 
whether the other person was available for interaction, or they used unclear exophoric references 
when referring across sessions. Here, the affordance to participate in many semi- simultaneous 
IM conversations as well as to have time lapses between sessions may cause some problems. In 
addition, repair work at times can be cumbersome, since the affordances of the medium make it 
more difficult to reach consensus, and negotiation takes more effort than it would in a face-to-
face situation. Moreover, we saw that typing errors can cause confusion. 

Conclusion and Design Implications 

The study presented in the current article focused on potential obstacles to coherence creation in 
IM interaction. Based on an analysis of log files from 120 IM conversations, I investigated 
whether disrupted turn adjacency caused problems with coherence, in the sense of 
misunderstandings or conversational breakdowns. Other signs of problematic coherence creation 
were also identified. The fact that the analysis was based on log files has some important 
implications. Whereas log files for the most part provide the analyst with the same information 
that participants in interaction have access to, it is important to remember that the files also lack 
information about some potentially valuable cues, such as exact timing and information about 
when the other participant starts typing. These cues could be important affordances in relation to 
turn adjacency, as they make it possible to frame the next utterance relative to both the starting 
point of the typing of the messages and the actual time when the messages appear on the screen. 
However, as previously mentioned, this type of information can also be ambiguous. 

The results confirm that disrupted turn adjacency occurs, even in dyadic conversation (cf. 
Herring, 1999). Further, they show that such sequential disruptions do not necessarily result in 
misunderstandings or confusion (cf. Lapadat, 2007; Markman, submitted; Simpson, 2005). Here, 
it is important to remember that whereas previous research mainly focused on multi- party 
interaction, which is likely to be quite complex, the current analysis deals with dyadic 
interaction. In the dyadic IM interaction analyzed here, the visual and persistent affordances 
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of text interaction together with cues provided by timing and information about when others are 
typing make it possible to link logically adjacent utterances that are typographically separated. 
Cohesive devices such as lexical repetition and lexical substitution, as well as linking 
expressions, provide additional important cues. However, we also find surprisingly many 
instances of general anaphoric reference and elliptical feedback with no clear co-textual links, 
suggesting that the interacting participants do not always view explicit co-textual cohesive 
devices as necessary in this context. 

As in other types of conversational interaction, other strategies in addition to cohesive devices 
are important to maintain coherence in IM interaction. For example, sequencing appears to be a 
valuable tool, despite the occasional occurrence of disrupted turn adjacency. Sequencing is 
relevant on two levels. First, as all interaction depends on mutual contributions and recognitions, 
it is possible to detect logical links between typographically separated utterances through the 
identification of adjacency pairs. Second, a strategy more closely connected to the specific 
affordances of this text-based medium relates to the fact that it is possible to find repeated 
structures in the data where the sequencing of, for example, adjacent questions is replicated in 
the reply structure. The data included examples of how multiple replies with several potential 
antecedents made sense because of sequential structure and sometimes distinctions among 
different feedback types, as well as timing. This is in some ways in conflict with the view of 
Markman (submitted, p. 7), who in her findings concerning multiparty CMC reports on both of 
these strategies, yet claims that “[t]he inevitability of disrupted turn adjacency means that 
sequential organization cannot be relied upon to provide coherence in chat interaction […]”. In 
ontrast, it could be argued that sequential structure is important also in CMC, albeit in a different 
way than in face-to-face interaction. 

Furthermore, participants appear to be aware that turns take different shapes in this medium and 
that turn-taking works in relation to the specific affordances of the tool. This is in line with 
Simpson’s (2005) reasoning that background knowledge is an important factor in coherence 
maintenance in synchronous CMC. Unquestionably, intertwined threads did occur in the dyadic 
IM interaction analyzed here, as well as a few cases of potentially problematic reference. 
However, there were only a few instances where participants initiated repair work and explicitly 
treated such sequences as problematic. It is also quite possible that the students adapted their 
interactional behaviour with regard to the task at hand. Had they been involved in work-related 
problem-solving discussions, they might have felt the need for more overt grounding and repair 
strategies than was the case in the present study, where interaction was mainly of a social nature. 

As disrupted turn adjacency was not very problematic in the data analyzed, other obstacles to 
coherence maintenance were also identified by investigating cases of explicit repair work. In the 
sequences identified, all problems related to reaching common ground, and specifically to 
determining others’ availability for interaction (relating to Woerner et al.’s “multitasking” 
obstacle), problems with referring across sessions, and problems with resolving cases of 
miscommunication in the textual medium (relating to Herring’s “lack of simultaneous feedback” 
obstacle).
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The instances of miscommunication identified could sometimes be related to the design of the 
tools employed; thus one might consider how design improvements could result in more 
coherent interaction. Most IM tools have features that support coherence creation, such as 
presence indicators (including information that a user has been inactive for a while) and 
information that the other is typing. However, this is not always enough. One way to improve the 
tool to better support referencing in intertwined threads and negotiation of common ground 
would be to borrow ideas from tools for asynchronous communication. For example, it might be 
useful to give users the possibility to keep threads separate on the interface, by actively choosing 
to start a new thread separated either spatially or graphically. It might also be valuable to 
increase the possibilities to link between utterances, for example by adding features for 
simplified quoting. This could be used both within the same session and when referring across 
sessions. However, the impact of such features on synchronicity would have to be evaluated 
further. Another suggestion to increase the possibilities for multitasking would be to allow 
participants access to more detailed information about current activities, automatically collected 
by the computer, but where one could choose what type of information to include. Here, issues 
relating to personal integrity would also need to be considered. 
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