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Chapter 1 Introduction* 
The following example1 is a brief extract from an email counseling ex-

change between a counselor and her client, Anna, who collaboratively 

work to improve Anna’s emotional well-being. The counselor first 

comments briefly on Anna’s progress before inquiring as to whether a 

specific date for a longer response would suit Anna. Anna responds by 

agreeing with the suggested date and reporting on her progress with a 

narrative. The counselor finally responds by praising Anna’s reaction. 

(1.1)  Counselor / Anna (Thread: Anna; Entry 8 to 10) 
Hi Anna, 
It sounds like you are making positive progress, 
and challenging your anxiety, even though it's 

 
* This study was part of the Swiss National Science Foundation project (SNF 
100016-143286) entitled Language and Health Online. The SNF-project fo-
cused on interpersonal aspects of the language used in four online health prac-
tices. Within the project, we had overarching research questions that were 
answered collaboratively. Results of these research questions were published 
in Thurnherr et al. 2016, Locher and Thurnherr 2017 and Rudolf von Rohr et 
al. 2019. In addition, two PhD projects with separate research questions that 
were individually answered have been produced: Rudolf von Rohr (2018) and 
the present study. 
1 All examples are presented in their original form. I have not corrected or-
thography, grammar or punctuation. Nor have I changed any aspect of the font. 
The description at the beginning of each example provides the following in-
formation: the specific speaker (in case there are two, they are separated with 
a slash) and in brackets the specific thread (i.e., entire email exchange) as in-
dicated by the client’s name as well as the specific entry (i.e., number of email 
or turn within the thread). All clients are referred to by pseudonyms, the coun-
selor is referred to by her profession to reduce possible confusion by name (for 
more information, see Chapter 3). Other identification markers within the ex-
amples are replaced by place holders in square brackets. 
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really tough.  How about [date] to send me an 
update for a full reply? 
Take care, and I wish you well with your essay, 
[Counselor] 
 

Hi [counselor], 
[Date] should be fine!  
You're right, I am making progress - I had a panic 
attack on wednesday (I missed my flight to 
[place]!), but managed to calm myself down rela-
tively quickly by thinking logically. I made it back 
eventually! 
I'll send you my full email in a few weeks. 
Thank you, 
Anna 

Hi Anna, 
Well done, it sounds like you handled that situa-
tion really well, and it's definitely human and 
normal to get panicky when missing a flight! 
Take care and I look forward to hearing from you 
by the 31st, 
[Counselor] 

This brief extract is filled with language that aims to create specific 

interpersonal effects. In the counselor’s first message, she praises 

Anna’s positive progress while she acknowledges that dealing with 

anxiety is really tough. Anna responds by agreeing with the counselor 

(You’re right) and by reiterating that she is making progress. She ac-

counts for this progress by reporting on how she successfully dealt with 

a difficult situation (managed to calm myself down); that is, she praises 

herself. The counselor responds with further praise (well done) and an 
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explanation that Anna’s initial panicky reaction was human and nor-

mal.  

 Without a doubt, research on mental healthcare is sorely needed: 
One in four adults experiences at least one diagnosable mental 

health problem in any given year. (Mental Health Task Force 

2016: 4)  

Three quarters of people with mental health problems receive no 

support at all. (Mental Health Task Force 2016: 8) 

All too often people living with mental health problems still ex-

perience stigma and discrimination, many people struggle to get 

the right help at the right time and evidence-based care is signif-

icantly underfunded. (Mental Health Task Force 2016: 11) 

These statements highlight the prevalence of mental health issues in the 

UK. Students at universities are no exception: according to the Guard-

ian (2019), “[m]ental health issues have become a growing problem 

among students and academics.” The website of the Guardian contains 

an entire sub-site dedicated to “Mental health: a university crisis.” 

Clearly, there is a need to understand how mental health care is pro-

vided.  

The present study investigates how interpersonal effects, such as 

the ones I have highlighted for example (1.1), are created in a specific 

type of mental healthcare: email counseling. I examine naturally occur-

ring, written email counseling exchanges obtained from a counseling 

service located at a British higher education institution (BEI). My spe-

cific focus is the negotiation of the therapeutic alliance, i.e., “the 
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collaborative bond between [the counselor] and [the client]” (Krupnick 

et al. 19962: 532). There is a consensus among researchers on psycho-

therapy and counseling that the therapeutic alliance is “an important 

variable for psychotherapy process/change in various schools of psy-

chotherapy” (Ackerman and Hilsenroth 2003: 1; see also e.g. Hillard et 

al. 2000; Horvath et al. 2011; Martin et al. 2000; Orlinsky et al. 1994). 

In other words, previous research has shown that the quality of the ther-

apeutic alliance is a contributing outcome factor in counseling or psy-

chotherapy.  

Research on Internet-based psychotherapy and counseling has 

also shown that the therapeutic alliance in such treatments positively 

contributes to the outcome of therapy or counseling (see e.g. Berger 

2017; Simpson and Reid 2014; Sucala et al. 2012). However, Berger 

(2017: 518) mentions that “research on individualized e-mail … ther-

apy is still very limited.” In his review of previous studies, Berger 

(2017: 519) notes that “[o]ne larger and several smaller studies suggest 

that a strong alliance can be established in this therapy format but more 

research is needed.” While I cannot provide an analysis of the effective-

ness of the therapeutic alliance, a linguistic analysis of how the thera-

peutic alliance is established in email counseling can provide an “in-

depth understanding of specific mechanisms of change and of qualita-

tive [aspects of such] relationships” (Berger 2017: 521).  

 
2 Krupnick et al. (1996: 532) talk about “patients” and “therapists”. In the psy-
chotherapeutic approach that is practiced in the exchanges that I study, the in-
teractants are referred to as “clients” and “counselors”. I therefore use these 
terms rather than patients and therapists (see also Chapter 3 for more details).  
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 A close qualitative analysis of how the therapeutic alliance is es-

tablished and negotiated is not just beneficial to online counseling, but 

to counseling in general. Despite its recognized importance for psycho-

therapy and counseling, how the therapeutic alliance is exactly negoti-

ated has not been extensively researched by psychologists who use 

qualitative research methods. Many studies such as the ones cited above 

focused on researching the effectiveness of the therapeutic alliance. The 

few studies that have investigated how the therapeutic alliance is nego-

tiated concentrated on finding “therapist factors that are associated with 

high quality alliances” (Nienhuis et al. 2018).  

In a seminal paper, Ackerman and Hilsenroth (2003: 2) per-

formed a comprehensive review of previous studies that examined “the 

therapist’s personal attributes and in-session activities that positively 

influence the therapeutic alliance from a broad range of psychotherapy 

perspectives.” Their list of personal attributes of therapists that enhance 

the therapeutic alliance include “trustworthiness”, “experience”, “con-

fidence”, “warmth/friendliness”, or “understanding” (ibid.: 28). Fur-

ther, Ackerman and Hilsenroth (2003: 28) explain that such therapist 

activities as “exploration”, “accurate interpretation”, “affirming”, or 

“involvement” make a further positive contribution to the negotiation 

of the therapeutic alliance. Nevertheless, how such attributes and activ-

ities manifest themselves in linguistic realizations is not explored. 

Ackerman and Hilsenroth ultimately suggest that  
the most promising strategy for future research [on the therapeu-

tic alliance] may be to examine the interpersonal exchanges 
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between the [client] and [counselor] that impact alliance devel-

opment. Investigating these in-session interactions may deepen 

our understanding of the nature of alliance development and the 

specific variables impacting it. (Ackerman and Hilsenroth 2003: 

29)  

Counseling and psychotherapy have been labeled as the “talking cure” 

(Launer 2005: 465). In other words, the care that is provided in mental 

healthcare consists of linguistic interaction, or in Ackerman and Hilsen-

roth’s (2003: 29) terms, “the interpersonal exchanges” or “ in-session 

interactions.” Naturally, linguistics is predestined to examine such in-

terpersonal exchanges or interactions. However, linguistic research on 

how counselors and clients collaboratively work on negotiating the 

therapeutic alliance over the entire course of the counseling process is 

relatively scarce compared to the plethora of research on healthcare.  

I aim to fill this research niche by adopting an interpersonal-prag-

matic perspective to analyze five naturally occurring email counseling 

exchanges that were conducted by one counselor and five separate cli-

ents. Interpersonal pragmatics is concerned with the “relational aspect 

of interactions between people” since “people adjust their language to 

their addressees and the situation in order to achieve interpersonal ef-

fects” (Locher and Graham 2010: 2). In other words, I aim to describe 

from a “relational/interpersonal perspective” how the therapeutic alli-

ance is collaboratively established and negotiated (Locher 2015: 6).  

To do this, I investigate two specific concepts that belong to in-

terpersonal pragmatics: relational work and the construction of 
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identities. Relational work refers to “the work people invest in negoti-

ating their relationships in interaction” (Locher and Watts 2008: 78). 

Previous research has shed light on such relational strategies as apolo-

gizing, criticism, praise, mitigation, or appealing for and dis-playing 

empathy, as well as the impact that such strategies have on ongoing 

interactions and the construction of identities. I approach identity from 

a social-constructivist perspective in which identity is seen as “the so-

cial positioning of self and other” (Bucholtz and Hall 2005: 586, em-

phasis removed). In other words, identity is “intersubjectively rather 

than individually produced and interactionally emergent rather than as-

signed in an a priori fashion” (Bucholtz and Hall 2005: 587).  

It has previously been shown that such relational and identity 

work can best be studied in context (Bolander 2013; Lindholm 2017; 

Locher 2006; Morrow 2006, 2012; Placencia 2012; Rudolf von Rohr 

2018). The context can, for example, be taken into account by including 

an analysis of the thematic content of a social practice as well as the 

discursive moves that are used in it. A discursive move refers to “the 

kind of contribution that the entry made to the ongoing interchange” 

(Miller and Gergen 1998: 192). Previous studies have found discursive 

moves such as assessments, advice-giving, metacomments, or problem 

statements, as well as greetings and farewells. The set of discursive 

moves used within a specific social practice can help distinguish it from 

other practices. In addition, it can serve as a backdrop for further analy-

ses that focus on such issues as relational work or the construction of 

identities. Previous research has also shown that an analysis of specific 
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social practices benefits from including the practitioner’s perspective in 

the research to arrive at a more accurate and deeper understanding of 

the social practice (Pick 2011). Based on insights from these previous 

studies, I apply a mixed methodology that includes qualitative and 

quantitative steps and careful consideration of content, discursive 

moves and the form and function of linguistic expressions, as well as a 

triangulation of the data with a practitioner interview. With these meth-

odological steps, I aim to answer the following research questions:  

- What are the medium and situation characteristics of email 

counseling?  

- What types of themes are discussed? 

- What types and patterns of discursive moves can be found?  

- What types of relational work come up and how are they 

employed?  

- What types of identities are constructed, and how?  

- Are there links between discursive moves, relational work 

and identities?  

Answers to these research questions will provide a holistic description 

of the collaborative work in the email counseling exchanges in my cor-

pus. The results will advance our understanding of interpersonal prag-

matics in general and relational work and identity construction in 

particular. In addition, they will facilitate our understanding of the ther-

apeutic alliance as well as the under-researched online social practice 

of email counseling.  
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 This study consists of eleven chapters: the introduction and ten 

chapters that are organized into four parts. Part I includes an outline of 

how my study is situated in previous research (Chapter 2), a description 

of the data (Chapter 3) and an overview of my methodology (Chapter 

4). My study incorporates three research fields: interpersonal pragma-

tics, computer-mediated communication and (mental) health discourse. 

Chapter 2 gives an overview of each research field and foreshadows 

how my study contributes to previous research. The chapter ends with 

a description of the research niche and a repetition of my research ques-

tions presented above.  

In Chapter 3, I describe the five email counseling exchanges I 

analyze in my study. My data consist of email exchanges that focus on 

improving the clients’ well-being through counseling. I provide des-

criptions of the data from a computer-mediated communication per-

spective and from a counseling perspective. The description of the latter 

perspective is facilitated by my training in psychology, which makes it 

possible for me to provide a comprehensive description of the counse-

ling approaches that are utilized and offer insight into how these can 

influence counseling interactions.  

How I analyze the data will be outlined in Chapter 4. I utilize a 

mixed methodology that consists of four methodological steps: a con-

tent analysis, a discursive moves analysis, a form and function analysis 

of linguistic expressions, and the inclusion of a practitioner interview 

and techniques from corpus linguistics. Each step builds on and takes 

results from the previous steps into account. The content and discursive 
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moves analyses are quantified in specific ways. Finally, the practitioner 

interview serves to triangulate my data and to gain insight into the data 

from the practitioner’s perspective.  

 Part II focuses on the results of the content and the discursive 

moves analyses. These results are presented in three chapters that des-

cribe the themes and discursive moves that occur in the corpus (Chapter 

5), the distribution and sequence of themes and discursive moves 

(Chapter 6) as well as the linguistic realization of the four most fre-

quently used discursive moves (Chapter 7). The results in Chapter 5 

will facilitate a description of the social practice of email counseling, 

for I will show which themes are discussed and which discursive moves 

are employed by the interactants. In addition, this description facilitates 

a comparison of email counseling with other social practices.  

Chapter 6 deals with the distribution of themes and the distribu-

tion and sequence of discursive moves. I analyze the distribution of 

themes and discursive moves in terms of the entire corpus, individual 

interactants, and different stages of the counseling process. The analy-

sis of the sequence of discursive moves focuses on the four most fre-

quent moves in my corpus. Previous research has identified a stepwise 

entry to advice (see e.g. Heritage and Sefi 1992; Lindholm 2010; 

Locher 2006; Rudolf von Rohr 2018; Silverman 1997). Analyzing the 

sequential patterns of the discursive moves in email counseling reveals 

whether such a stepwise entry is also practiced by the counselor in my 

corpus. In addition, the collaboration between the clients and the coun-

selor can only be analyzed by closely tracking how the interactants 
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structure their responses to each other. The analysis of the sequence of 

moves facilitates the description of the collaborative work between the 

interactants.  

In Chapter 7, I will show how the four most frequent discursive 

moves are linguistically realized by the interactants on a syntactic and 

a lexical level. I will also provide an analysis of the sub-functions that 

the four most frequent discursive moves fulfill. This thorough analysis 

of themes and discursive moves within the email counseling exchanges 

will serve as a foundation for the analysis of forms and functions of 

specific linguistic expressions in Part III.  

 As my succinct description of the example given at the beginning 

of this introduction has shown, even brief extracts of the interaction be-

tween the counselor and a client involve many distinct ways in which 

interpersonal effects are created. The richness of such interpersonal ef-

fects in my data did not allow for an exhaustive analysis of relational 

work and identity construction in the entire corpus. Instead, I focused 

on “crucial moments” in which “subtle negotiations of positioning” and 

relational work occurred (Locher 2015: 8). Part III includes three chap-

ters that each deal with interpersonal-pragmatic aspects within such 

crucial moments: narratives (Chapter 8), a specific text block that oc-

curs in several of the exchanges and focuses on building up the clients’ 

self-esteem (Chapter 9), and the closure process of the email counseling 

exchanges (Chapter 10).  

In Chapter 8, I analyze the relational work and positionings that 

occur within and around personal narratives. I have chosen to analyze 



1 Introduction 

 

12 

narratives as they are a vital aspect in counseling (Bercelli et al. 2008b; 

Boothe 2015; Capps and Ochs 1995; Ferrara 1994; Labov and Fanshel 

1977). In addition, personal narratives are employed from the beginning 

until the last stages in the email counseling exchanges in my corpus. In 

other words, analyzing the relational work employed and the position-

ings that are created in and around such narratives allows me to track 

the transformation of the constructed identities throughout the entire 

exchanges.  

Chapter 9 then zooms in even further as it presents results from 

the analysis of a specific text block that the counselor uses to help cli-

ents’ increase their self-esteem. Within this text block, the counselor 

uses a metaphor to explain the abstract notion of self-esteem and makes 

various suggestions as to how clients can improve their self-esteem. 

The exact same text block is used in the exchanges of three different 

clients, which facilitates a comparison of how the ensuing interaction 

after the text block differs with each client. As this text block and its 

subsequent discussion occur at the beginning stages of the counseling, 

its analysis provides an opportunity to describe how the therapeutic al-

liance is collaboratively established at such an early stage of the coun-

seling process.  

Chapter 10 focuses on the opposite end of the counseling ex-

changes as it deals with the closure process of the email exchanges. The 

counseling service from which the data of this study originate provides 

short-term therapy. In other words, the counselor is under pressure to 

finish the email counseling after a certain number of exchanges. I report 



1 Introduction 

 

13 

on how the counselor introduces the closure process. In addition, I spe-

cifically pay attention to how closure is accomplished through the col-

laborative work between the clients and the counselor.  

 Finally, Part IV consists of Chapter 11, which provides the reader 

with concluding remarks. In this chapter, I pull the strands of my argu-

mentation in previous chapters together and present a concise descrip-

tion of the online health practice of email counseling. I show how my 

research adds to previous research on interpersonal pragmatics. In ad-

dition, I also provide a summary of how I tried to include the practi-

tioner’s perspective and how insights from my study will flow back to 

practitioners – and actually already have been doing so. Finally, I 

acknowledge the limitations of my study and point out how these could 

be addressed with future research.



 

PART I 
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Chapter 2 From Theory and the Literature Review to 
the Research Niche 
I aim to shed light on the interpersonal aspect of the language used to 

negotiate the therapeutic alliance in email counseling. As I have men-

tioned in the introduction, the therapeutic alliance is “the collaborative 

bond between [counselor] and [client]” (Krupnick et al. 1996: 532). 

From a research perspective, this translates into an interface of three 

research fields (Figure 2.1). First, interpersonal pragmatics addresses 

the interpersonal aspect of language use. Second, computer-mediated 

communication (CMC) tackles online interactions, such as email ex-

changes. Third, health discourse calls attention to any communicative 

action that revolves around health, including mental health.  

 
Figure 2.1 The interface of the three research fields 

Within each research field, I focus on specific issues. In interpersonal 

pragmatics, I investigate two fundamental notions: relational work and 

identity construction. Relational work is “the work people invest in ne-

gotiating their relationships in interaction” (Locher and Watts 2008: 

Interpersonal 
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78). In the context of email counseling, relational work is the work that 

the clients and the counselor invest in negotiating the therapeutic alli-

ance. My aim is to explore the relational strategies that are used to ne-

gotiate this alliance. Previous research has examined strategies such as 

displaying empathy, praise, bonding, humor and so on in various social 

practices and contexts. The second notion of interpersonal pragmatics 

that I focus on is the construction of identities. I adopt a social construc-

tivist perspective on identities, meaning that I understand identity as 

socially constructed through various means, one of them being lan-

guage. Social constructivism sees identity as emerging in interaction 

and as fluid. In the case of the email counseling exchanges, the con-

struction of the therapeutic alliance as well as the identities of the cli-

ents and the counselor is, in fact, achieved entirely through the use of 

written language, as other means such as physical comportment, gazes, 

gestures and so on are not readily available. I will demonstrate that the 

clients and the counselor use various kinds of relational strategies to 

negotiate the therapeutic alliance and to construct a diverse set of nu-

anced identities. I will also provide empirical evidence to explain the 

link between relational work and the construction of identities. Section 

2.1 gives an overview of interpersonal pragmatics in more detail.  

 The second research field, computer-mediated communication 

(CMC), addresses the medium in which the interactions that I examine 

take place. Email can be characterized as written, asynchronous, pri-

vate, one-on-one communication. I investigate how the clients and the 

counselor utilize the medium to achieve their goals in the therapeutic 
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alliance. My analyses will show that, on the one hand, the interlocutors 

face specific challenges when conversing via email. On the other hand, 

they frequently succeed in finding creative solutions to such challenges. 

Additionally, the interlocutors also take advantage of specific af-

fordances that the medium of email makes available, such as the per-

sistence of the transcript. As a result of this affordance, emails are not 

of an ephemeral nature, but rather persist until the interlocutors delete 

them. This persistence makes it possible for the interlocutors to consult 

the entire content of the interaction long after it has taken place. I will 

provide an overview of previous research on CMC in Section 2.2.  

 The third research field deals with the investigation of health dis-

course. My focus lies on mental health, which has so far received less 

attention than other health areas in linguistics. The treatment of mental 

health issues relies heavily on language. While there is a growing ac-

ceptance of the bio-medical origins of mental health issues, psychother-

apy and counseling are still fundamentally language-based activities in 

which clients talk about their mental health. The importance of lan-

guage to psychotherapy and counseling is clear from how the work be-

tween counselors and clients is often called the “talking cure” (Launer 

2005: 465). The particular counseling exchanges that I examine aim to 

improve the clients’ well-being. In other words, this is not counseling 

focused on providing information to the clients. Rather, the mental 

health of the clients is foregrounded – and especially how it can be im-

proved. I will demonstrate how the therapeutic alliance is negotiated in 

email counseling and how this negotiation helps the clients and the 
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counselor to improve the clients’ well-being. In Section 2.3, I will re-

view previous research on (mental) health discourse before delineating 

the research niche I aim to fill (Section 2.4).  

 

2.1 Interpersonal Pragmatics 
My overall focus is on interpersonal pragmatics. As I have highlighted 

above, I focus on two specific notions: relational work and identity con-

struction. I am further interested in how these two notions are linked.  

 
Figure 2.2 Interpersonal pragmatics in the research interface 

Interpersonal pragmatics is a sub-field of pragmatics, which comprises 

the study of language in use. This very broad definition of pragmatics 

calls for a refinement. However, as various linguists have pointed out 

(Crystal 1997; Locher and Graham 2010; Taavitsainen and Jucker 

2010; Verschueren 2009), researchers within pragmatics do not all 

agree on one specific definition. Within interpersonal pragmatics, re-

searchers often cite Verschueren’s (2009) definition of pragmatics, 
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which advocates for a broad approach to the analysis of language in 

use. Verschueren (2009) defines pragmatics as 
a general functional perspective on (any aspect of) language, i.e. 

as an approach to language which takes into account the full 

complexity of its cognitive, social, and cultural (i.e. meaningful) 

functioning in the lives of human beings. (Verschueren 2009: 19, 

italics removed)  

Locher and Graham (2010: 1) describe the advantage of this broad def-

inition: It “includes the study of language in use from a social and cul-

tural point of view” and “allows us to examine the complexity of 

language use from a rich array of perspectives.” Central to my study is 

the functional perspective, as I am interested in the functions or effects 

that interlocutors realize with their linguistic choices.  

 Verschueren (2009: 19) notes that pragmatic research investi-

gates “any aspect of … language.” I focus on the interpersonal aspect. 

Locher (2012: 37, emphasis in original) describes this as a “focus … 

not so much on what (informational aspect) is being said, than on how 

(relational aspect) it is being said and what effects the choices of the 

interlocutors create.” In my study, attention is given to how the clients 

and counselor converse. The “how” (in Locher’s words) creates the in-

terpersonal effects that are highly relevant to the negotiation of the ther-

apeutic alliance. I thus adopt a “relational/interpersonal perspective” 

(Locher 2015: 6) to investigate the counseling exchanges.  

In their introduction in Interpersonal Pragmatics, Locher and 

Graham (2010) define interpersonal pragmatics as  
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examinations of the relational aspect of interactions between 

people that both affect and are affected by their understandings 

of culture, society, and their own and others’ interpretations. 

(Locher and Graham 2010: 2)  

They further assert that the aim of interpersonal-pragmatic research is 

to  
explore facets of interaction between social actors that rely upon 

(and in turn influence) the dynamics of relationships between 

people and how those relationships are reflected in the language 

choices that they make. (Locher and Graham 2010: 2)  

Locher and Graham (2010: 2) utilize Janet Holmes’ (1992) often-cited 

example of how address terms can be used to create interpersonal ef-

fects. Holmes (1992: 3) has shown that a woman leaving her office ad-

justs the use of address terms and farewell formulas depending on who 

she says goodbye to. These different types of address terms create spe-

cific interpersonal effects, such as indexing the type of relationships 

that interactants have with each other. Address terms are an excellent 

example of how language can be used to create such effects. For exam-

ple, a mother saying Hi Jamie to her son when he comes home from 

school conveys a different interpersonal effect than when she says 

James to the same son in a loud and stern voice when he comes into the 

house after he broke a window with a soccer ball while playing outside 

(see Holmes (1992) for more details on her example and Locher and 

Graham (2010: 2) for a discussion of how Holmes’ example can be re-

flected on from an interpersonal-pragmatic perspective). As Locher and 
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Graham (2010: 2) concisely put it, “people adjust their language to their 

addressees and the situation in order to achieve interpersonal effects.”  

Locher explicitly asserts elsewhere (Locher 2014) that Locher 

and Graham (2010) did not aim to propose a new theory of the inter-

personal aspect of language. Rather, they wanted to “bring together re-

searchers from different theoretical strands and fields in order to discuss 

topics and themes that are relevant to the study of the interpersonal side 

of language in use” (Locher 2014: 312). The collection of articles in the 

handbook Interpersonal Pragmatics (Locher and Graham 2010) exhib-

its the diverse approaches through which interpersonal aspects of lan-

guage can be studied. Locher and Graham divided the handbook into 

three parts, the first focusing on theoretical approaches, the second on 

linguistic strategies that create interpersonal effects, and the third on 

practices and contexts in which interpersonal issues are examined.  

In the second part, four researchers discuss specific linguistic 

strategies that can be used to “fulfill different social and interpersonal 

functions” (Locher and Graham 2010: 7). Schneider (2010) focuses on 

the linguistic strategy of mitigation, Haugh (2010) discusses respect 

and deference, Stapleton (2010) demonstrates the multifunctionality of 

the linguistic strategy of swearing, and Schnurr (2010) shows that hu-

mor can be utilized to create such distinct effects as solidarity, mitiga-

tion, and demarcating in- and out-groups. This focus on linguistic 

strategies resembles my emphasis on the use of specific relational strat-

egies in the counseling exchanges. Stapleton’s and Schnurr’s conclu-

sions that individual strategies are multifunctional especially 
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influenced my analysis of relational strategies used by the clients and 

the counselor.  

The work that Locher and Graham (2010) collected shows the 

diverse ways in which researchers can approach the relational/interper-

sonal side of language. Locher and Graham (2010: 10) note, though, 

that “the issues covered in this collection are far from exhaustive.” They 

argue that “ultimately, every set of linguistic data can be looked at from 

the perspective of interpersonal pragmatics” (ibid.: 10). In the follow-

ing pages, I will focus my overview on the two notions that are central 

to my analysis: relational work (Section 2.1.1) and identity (Section 

2.1.2.). I will also consider how they are linked (Section 2.1.3). 

 

2.1.1 Relational Work 
Krupnick et al. (1996: 532) defined the therapeutic alliance as “the col-

laborative bond between [counselor] and [client]3.” I aim to uncover 

how the clients and the counselor negotiate the therapeutic alliance in 

the counseling exchanges. The framework I use to analyze this negoti-

ation is relational work as proposed by Locher and Watts (see e.g. 

Locher 2004, 2006, 2008, 2012; Locher and Watts 2005, 2008; Watts 

2003). I have given Locher and Watts’ (2008: 78) brief definition of 

relational work in the introduction: “the work people invest in 

 
3 Krupnick et al. (1996: 532) use the terms “therapist” and “patient”, whereas 
I use the terms counselor and client. These are the technical terms that are used 
in the type of counseling that is practiced in the data that I study.  
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negotiating their relationships in interaction.” They refined their defi-

nition three years later:  
Relational work refers to all aspects of the work invested by in-

dividuals in the construction, maintenance, reproduction and 

transformation of interpersonal relationships among those en-

gaged in social practice. (Locher and Watts 2008: 96) 

Relational work originally derived from politeness research. Locher 

and Watts (2005, 2008) called for researchers to look beyond politeness 

and examine “the entire spectrum of the interpersonal side of social 

practice” (Locher and Watts 2008: 78). Locher (2004: 51) describes this 

entire spectrum as consisting of “verbal behavior [ranging] from direct, 

impolite, rude or aggressive interaction through to polite interaction” 

and that it “encompass[es] both appropriate and inappropriate forms of 

social behavior.” It is this entire spectrum of interpersonal work that is 

of interest in my analysis of the therapeutic alliance. I concur with 

Locher (2012) when she outlines the main goal of research on relational 

work: 
to better understand how people create relational effects by 

means of language, comprehend how this process is embedded 

in its cultural and situated context, and recognize how this is in-

terrelated with social and cognitive processes. (Locher 2012: 45)  

I investigate such processes and show how they are embedded in the 

social practice of email counseling. Moreover, I demonstrate how the 

clients and the counselor “create relational effects” (ibid.: 45) that help 
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negotiate the therapeutic alliance and, as a consequence, help the clients 

to improve their well-being.  

 Relational work is based on several underlying key concepts (see 

e.g. Locher 2004, 2012, 2014), such as face, frames, norms, and judge-

ments of behaviors. I will briefly explain these notions and their rele-

vance for relational work as an overview of the framework. More 

detailed descriptions are available in Watts (2003), Locher and Watts 

(2005, 2008), or Locher (2004, 2006, 2008, 2012) among others.  

Central to Locher and Watts’ framework of relational work is the 

notion of face. Locher and Watts adopt Goffman’s (1967) definition of 

face:  
The term face may be defined as the positive social value a per-

son effectively claims for himself [sic] by the line others assume 

he [sic] has taken during a particular contact. Face is an image of 

self delineated in terms of approved social attributes – albeit an 

image that others may share, as when a person makes a good 

showing for his [sic] profession or religion by making a good 

showing for himself [sic]. (Goffman 1967: 5)  

Locher (2012: 46) emphasizes the dynamic nature of face when she ar-

gues that “face relies on the other interactants and their uptake of the 

‘line’ that the interlocutors wish to project.” Locher (2004: 52) further 

“equate[s face] with a mask [or] image”. She elaborates on this point 

elsewhere (Locher 2008: 514) when she explains that face is “an image 

a person gives him- or herself during a particular interaction, and that 

this face is not fixed but negotiated.” This understanding of face justi-

fies Scollon and Scollon’s (2001) argument that there is no 



2 Theory, Literature Review and the Research Niche 

 

25 

communication in which face does not play a role: interlocutors always 

give themselves an image during any conversation. Locher (2008: 514) 

references Goffman (1967: 13) when she argues that “considerations of 

face will influence interactions between people.” This also correlates 

with Locher and Graham’s (2010) argument that any linguistic dataset 

can be studied from an interpersonal-pragmatic perspective, as any in-

teraction always contains considerations of face.  

In the therapeutic alliance, though, face concerns are especially 

salient. For the clients, the struggle with sensitive and very personal 

aspects of their lives leads them to seek counseling in the first place but 

talking about personal struggles can be highly threatening to someone’s 

face. For the counselors, in turn, it is necessary to understand clients as 

best as they can, which includes trying to understand the image that 

clients project in the interaction and their perspective on themselves as 

well as on their struggles. Face is therefore a central aspect of the inter-

action in the therapeutic alliance.  

 The second important notion in connection with relational work 

is that of frames. Tannen (1993: 53) defines frames as “structures of 

expectation based on past experience.” As Locher (2012) explains in 

more detail:  
the frame functions as a cognitive skeleton that structures expec-

tations with respect to action sequences (e.g., rules of turn-tak-

ing), but also understandings of roles and the respective rights 

and obligations (e.g., boss and employee; chair persona and com-

mittee members; husband and wife; parent and child). (Locher 

2012: 47) 
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Locher (2012) further argues that frames have a cognitive dimension 

and are learnt through socialization. They are then drawn on during in-

teraction. Even in new interactions, people can draw on already existing 

frames of interactions that are similar to the new ones. In other words, 

interactants have structures of expectations they can rely on even for 

new situations. They are also culturally embedded, since they are con-

stituted by previous interactions and learnt through socialization. 

Locher (2012: 47) emphasizes that frames and the roles that are in-

scribed in them are enacted in interaction and are therefore “dynamic 

and emergent.” In the context of email counseling, the interlocutors in 

the counseling exchanges bring (a set of) frames to the interaction – 

even if they have never participated in email counseling. And then a 

(new) frame, that of email counseling, is negotiated throughout the 

counseling exchanges through the enactment of the previously existing 

frames. During this process, the frames likely also change, for they are 

not static, but are always influenced by each new interaction that takes 

place.  

 Finally, through socialization people learn about norms – that is, 

the rights and obligations of specific social practices. As Locher (2012: 

47) argues: “People have an understanding of the roles that are tied to 

the practices they are engaging in and a tacit knowledge of what rights 

and obligations come with these roles.” Norms are thus linked to par-

ticular frames. Locher (2012: 47) highlights that these norms, too, are 

not static, but are “dynamic and based on negotiations.” It is within in-

teractions that norms are negotiated. They are therefore discursively 
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constructed. Consequently, they are highly embedded and emergent at 

the same time (Locher 2014).  

This can be observed especially well in practices that are partly 

new to interlocutors, who bring along frames and norms that are famil-

iar to them from similar social practices. As interlocutors interact in this 

newly encountered social practice, they establish, enact and negotiate 

new frames and norms, so that the previous frames and norms change 

and take on new forms. It might seem that this implies that there are 

two distinct roles in email counseling: the client who seeks support and 

the counselor who provides support. According to Comer (2010), how-

ever, the aim of the therapeutic alliance can be an egalitarian relation-

ship in which the counselor is a collaborator rather than an expert in 

specific counseling approaches. In such cases, the roles in the therapeu-

tic alliance need to be established and negotiated (I explain the notion 

of the relationship between a counselor and a client further in Chapter 

3).  

As I have pointed out, none of these notions on which relational 

work is based are static. As a result, the links between them are also 

neither static nor linear. Instead, they comprise a dynamic process 

which can both constitute interaction and be influenced by interactions 

at the same time. Interactants do not project a face out of a vacuum. 

Rather, they bring along frames, i.e., “expectations with respect to ac-

tion sequences [and] understandings of roles and the respective rights 

and obligations …” (Locher 2012: 47). It is through the help of these 

frames that interactants then project a face in the emergent interaction. 
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This projected face depends on the uptake of the interactants and can 

be accepted, challenged, saved, or even enhanced. This uptake depends 

on the frames and norms that the other interactants bring along to the 

interaction. They judge behavior in the interaction according to those 

norms. The interactants then respond to the face that the first interactant 

projected, or which they assumed the interactant projected. In the pro-

cess, face is influenced by the frames and norms and the interaction 

itself, and in turn, projections of face can influence interactants’ frames 

and norms.  

Research on relational work is concerned with the negotiation of 

face, frames, norms and judgements of behavior and how they are dis-

cursively constructed by interlocutors in a given interaction. Research-

ers investigate how and why face can be challenged, enhanced or saved. 

For Locher (2014), such considerations of face result in pragmatic var-

iation in interaction. More precisely, she calls such linguistic choices 

“pragmatic intra-speaker variation” (ibid.: 317) and argues that inter-

actants choose linguistic styles in order to “maintain, challenge, or en-

hance their standing towards other interactants” (ibid.: 317). Such 

linguistic behavior that either challenges, maintains, saves or enhances 

the face of an interlocutor is one of the principal aspects of my study. 

 Relational work has been applied and investigated by various re-

searchers. Watts, for example, has analyzed relational work in family 

discourse (1991, 2003). Zayts and Schnurr (2011, 2014) and Schnurr 

and Zayts (2017) have studied relational work in genetic counseling 

contexts. In an online context, Bolander (2013) has researched 
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relational work on blogs, while Placencia (2012) focused on Ya-

hoo!Respuestas, a peer-to-peer question and answer site on which in-

teractants talk about beauty and styling tips. Locher (2004) uses the 

framework of relational work to explain how power is enacted in un-

folding disagreements in various contexts, while her analysis of an ad-

vice column on the Internet (Locher 2006) highlighted relational 

strategies used by a team of advice-givers to tailor their responses to 

the individual advice-seekers and the broader audience of the advice 

column more generally. These are only a few of the studies that inves-

tigate relational work. Instead of reviewing more literature on relational 

work in general, I will review research that applies relational work in 

CMC research in Section 2.2 and health discourse research in Section 

2.3.  

 

2.1.2 Identity Construction 
The second interpersonal aspect that I focus on is the construction of 

identities. As we have noted elsewhere, the transformation of the self is 

one of the aims in email counseling (Thurnherr et al. 2016). Mendoza-

Denton (2002) gives the following definition of identity:  
the active negotiation of an individual’s relationship with larger 

social constructs, in so far as this negotiation is signaled through 

language and other semiotic means. Identity, then, is neither at-

tribute nor possession, but an individual and collective-level pro-

cess of semiosis. (Mendoza-Denton 2002: 475).  
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Mendoza-Denton describes how identity is seen in a postmodernist or 

social-constructivist view. I subscribe to such a social-constructivist ap-

proach, meaning that I understand identity as “a social, discursive, 

emergent and relational phenomenon” (Thurnherr et al. 2016: 451; see 

also Thurnherr 2017).  

This approach is based on work by Bucholtz and Hall (e.g. 2005) 

and Davies and Harré (1990). For Bucholtz and Hall (2005: 587), iden-

tity is “intersubjectively rather than individually produced and interac-

tionally emergent rather than assigned in an a priori fashion.” They 

draw on the work of Davies and Harré (1990) and see identity as “the 

social positioning of self and other” (Bucholtz and Hall 2005: 586, em-

phasis removed). Davies and Harré (1990) approached identity from a 

discursive-psychological perspective and proposed the notion of posi-

tioning. In my analysis, I apply the concept of positioning and show 

how it can be used to explain the construction of identities in email 

counseling. I will first elaborate on Davies and Harré’s (1990) position-

ing theory, before highlighting some relevant aspects of Bucholtz and 

Hall’s (2005) approach that are salient to my interpretation of identity 

as a discursive phenomenon.  

 

Davies and Harré’s “Positioning: The Discursive Production of Selves” 

Davies and Harré (1990) sought to provide an understanding of how 

personhood or the self is constructed in discourse. They criticized es-

sentialist, or in their terms transcendentalist, views of the self. Instead, 

they promoted a discursive approach to identity in which “an individual 
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emerges through the processes of social interaction” and “is constituted 

and reconstituted through the various discursive practices in which they 

participate” (1990: 46). They explain the emergence of individuals by 

using the concept of “positioning”, which is “the discursive process 

whereby selves are located in conversations as observably and subjec-

tively coherent participants in jointly produced story lines” (ibid.: 48). 

This is clearly in line with the way Locher and Watts (2005, 2008) ap-

proached the notion of face as a discursive construct.  

 Davies and Harré (1990: 48) further distinguish between “inter-

active” and “reflexive” positioning, the former occurring when “what 

one person says positions another” and the latter when “one positions 

oneself.” In other words, interlocutors position themselves or position 

others in conversations. Additionally, when one interlocutor positions 

her-/himself, this might position other interlocutors at the same time, 

and perhaps even in distinct ways. While the terminology used by Da-

vies and Harré – interactive and reflexive positioning – has not been 

widely used by researchers, it is generally accepted that interlocutors 

can position themselves or others, or even do both at the same time. 

 Davies and Harré also raise our awareness with regards to the 

consequences of positioning in interaction:  
Once having taken up a particular position as one’s own, a person 

inevitably sees the world from the vantage point of that position 

and in terms of the particular images, metaphors, story lines and 

concepts which are made relevant within the particular discursive 

practice in which they are positioned. (Davies and Harré 1990: 

46)  
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In other words, interlocutors act in and interpret a conversation from 

the position that they have taken up. In a mental health context, this can 

be easily illustrated: clients who position themselves as advice-seekers 

will likely see what a counselor says as advice. This is so because cli-

ents interpret the ongoing conversation from a position as an advice-

seeker. Even for an observer, the counselor’s suggestions will likely 

come across as advice, as the observer probably assumes that the coun-

selor made the suggestions from a position as an advice-giver. Of 

course, this is a rudimentary and not a very nuanced illustration, but it 

shows how interlocutors can view aspects of conversations from the 

position they have taken up or the position they assume the speaker has 

taken up when producing the specific utterance. Davies and Harré 

(1990: 45) concisely summarize that “the social meaning of what has 

been said will be shown to depend upon the positioning of interlocutors 

… .” This is highly salient for an analysis of the interpersonal aspect of 

(mental) health discourse. 

 For Davies and Harré (1990: 53-54), frames are static and inde-

pendent of ongoing conversation, and that makes them a rather essen-

tialist tool that is unusable in a discursive approach to the construction 

of identities or selves. However, I argue against their static, essentialist 

interpretation of frames. In the framework of relational work developed 

by Locher and Watts (2005, 2008), frames are dynamic and emergent 

and are (re-)negotiated in interaction. I believe that this view of frames 

as dynamic and emergent fits well with the notion of positioning from 

Davies and Harré (1990). Interlocutors not only draw on frames to 
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understand their own positioning, but can also draw on frames in the 

sense of how such positionings can be performed. In fact, Davies and 

Harré (ibid.: 51) themselves have argued that interlocutors draw on past 

experience to interpret and understand positionings in the present.  

It is important to note that Locher and Watts’ (2005, 2008) inter-

pretation of frames does not preclude interlocutors from linguistic 

choice in interactions. Simply because an interaction is interpreted from 

one specific frame does not mean that the interlocutors have to interact 

in pre-determined ways. On the contrary, interlocutors can draw on the 

structured knowledge contained in frames to position themselves in 

several ways, including the contradiction of what is expected. Further, 

an ongoing interaction also influences and renegotiates interlocutors’ 

frames and thus might even facilitate new possible positionings in a 

frame. I argue that frames can thus be readily incorporated into a theory 

of positioning.  

 Davies and Harré (1990: 62) summarize their approach as fol-

lows:  
The focus is on the way in which the discursive practices consti-

tute the speakers and hearers in certain ways and yet at the same 

time is a resource through which speakers and hearers can nego-

tiate new positions. ... [P]osition is what is created in and through 

talk as the speakers and hearers take themselves up as persons. 

These statements clearly indicate the discursive nature of positioning. 

In addition, Davies and Harré share a specific understanding with 

Locher and Watts: that interpersonal work is created through discursive 
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practices, which means that language is always salient. This salience is 

also notable in Bucholtz and Hall’s (2005) approach to identity.  

 

Bucholtz and Hall’s “Identity in Interaction: A Sociocultural Linguistic Ap-

proach”  

Bucholtz and Hall (2005: 586, italics removed) define identity as “the 

social positioning of self and other” and thereby draw on the work of 

Davies and Harré (1990). In comparison to Davies and Harré’s discur-

sive-psychological approach, Bucholtz and Hall (2005: 586) utilize a 

“socio-cultural linguistic perspective” which means that they focus “on 

both the details of language and the workings of culture and society.” 

Both publications thereby give center stage to how language is used for 

the construction of identity. Like Davies and Harré (1990), Bucholtz 

and Hall disapprove of a view of identity as essentialist and static. In-

stead, they see it as “a discursive construct that emerges in interaction” 

and as an “intersubjective accomplishment” (Bucholtz and Hall: 587).  

 Bucholtz and Hall (2005: 586) postulate “five principles that 

[they] see as fundamental to the study of identity.” These principles are 

“the emergence principle” (ibid.: 587), “the positionality principle” 

(ibid.: 591), “the indexicality principle” (ibid.: 593), “the relationality 

principle” (ibid.: 598), and “the partialness principle” (ibid.: 605). As I 

do not apply Bucholtz and Hall’s framework in its entirety to my data, 

I will not explain these principles in detail (the interested reader can 

consult Bucholtz and Hall’s (2005) seminal paper, which includes an 

explanation and empirical illustrations for each principle). Instead, I 
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draw on Bucholtz and Hall’s work to further explain my understanding 

of identity as a discursive and emergent product of interaction.  

 The first principle addresses the emergence of identity in inter-

action and is reminiscent of Davies and Harré’s argument against es-

sentialist perspectives on identity. Bucholtz and Hall (2005: 588) align 

themselves with this argument when they state that identity is “funda-

mentally a social and cultural phenomenon” and should be viewed as 

“the emergent product rather than the pre-existing source of linguistic 

and other semiotic practices.” Bucholtz and Hall (2005: 588) explicitly 

mention that they see identity “not simply as a psychological mecha-

nism of self-classification” but instead as “something that is constituted 

through social action, and especially through language.” Both Davies 

and Harré (1990) and Bucholtz and Hall (2005) thus clearly advocate 

for a social-constructivist view of identity in the sense that it emerges 

in and through discursive practices.  

 Bucholtz and Hall (2005: 592) further postulate that identity 

must be viewed not just from “macro-level demographic categories,” 

but also from more “local, ethnographically specific cultural position-

ings” as well as “temporary and interactionally specific stances and par-

ticipant roles” (positionality principle). This echoes Davies and Harré 

(1990) and their interest in subtle and situated acts of positioning. Im-

portantly, Bucholtz and Hall (2005) do not dismiss all influence of such 

macro-level demographic categories as gender, class, or race on the 

construction of identity. On the contrary, they see these categories as 

important but insufficient on their own to explain linguistic behaviors 
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and identities. In other words, they encourage researchers to look at 

macro-level and micro-level categories to understand the construction 

of identities. Moreover, Bucholtz and Hall (2005: 593) argue that “dif-

ferent kinds of positions typically occur simultaneously in a single in-

teraction” and that researchers need to “conside[r] multiple facets in 

order to achieve a more complete understanding of how identity 

works.”  

 With their indexicality principle, Bucholtz and Hall (2005: 593) 

refer to mechanisms that index positionings or identities, with the spec-

ification that “an index is a linguistic form that depends on the interac-

tional context for its meaning.” Bucholtz and Hall (2005: 594) list four 

types of related indexical processes through which identity can emerge. 

First, interactants can overtly mention an identity category or a label. 

Second, they can use implicatures and presuppositions to index a posi-

tion or identity. Third, they can display an “evaluative and epistemic 

orientatio[n] to ongoing talk, as well as interactional footings and par-

ticipant roles” (ibid.: 594). Fourth, they can utilize “linguistic structures 

and systems that are ideologically associated with specific personas and 

groups” (ibid.: 594) and thus position themselves or others as either 

belonging or not belonging to such personas or groups. With this prin-

ciple, Bucholtz and Hall (2005: 598) heighten our awareness of “the 

wealth of linguistic resources that contribute to the production of iden-

tity positions.”  

 Further, Bucholtz and Hall (2005: 598) see identity as an inher-

ently “relational phenomenon” (relationality principle). They explain 
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that “identities are never autonomous or independent but always ac-

quire social meaning in relation to other available identity positions and 

other social actors” (ibid.: 598). Naturally, this aspect of identity is 

highly salient to my analysis of the therapeutic alliance and the identi-

ties that are projected within the alliance. Identities are always depend-

ent on the other identity present in the therapeutic alliance: Clients and 

counselors create their identities together and in relation to each other. 

Additionally, clients also position themselves in specific ways when 

talking about their lifeworld experiences. For example, interpersonal 

issues are a prominent topic in psychotherapy or counseling, and talk-

ing about such interpersonal issues involves the clients positioning 

themselves and others in specific and related ways (e.g. a client talking 

about their loved one). For Bucholtz and Hall (2005: 598), identity re-

lations cannot simply be viewed from a perspective of “sameness and 

difference” as had been done in previous literature. Instead, they list 

three different types of identity relations: in addition to sameness and 

difference, they identify “genuineness” and “artifice”, as well as “au-

thority” and “delegitimacy” (ibid.: 598), but they explicitly add that this 

list “is not intended to be exhaustive but rather suggestive of the differ-

ent dimensions of relationality created through identity construction” 

(ibid.: 599). 

 Finally, Bucholtz and Hall (2005: 605) acknowledge that the 

construction of identity is only partial: “Because identity is inherently 

relational, it will always be partial, produced through contextually 
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situated and ideologically informed configurations of self and other.” 

Bucholtz and Hall argue that identity construction  
may be in part deliberate and intentional, in part habitual and 

hence often less than fully conscious, in part an outcome of in-

teractional negotiation and contestation, in part an outcome of 

others’ perceptions and representations, and in part an effect of 

larger ideological processes and material structures that may be-

come relevant to interaction. (Bucholtz and Hall 2005: 606)  

Locher (2008: 513) describes the partialness principle in terms of how 

“identity construction should not be understood as a fully rational and 

always conscious process since there are undoubtedly aspects that are 

habitual.” The partialness of the construction of identity should not just 

simply be kept in mind during analysis, for it can also be used as a tool 

to understand why specific aspects of identity are foregrounded in a 

given situated encounter. In their discussion of the partialness principle, 

Bucholtz and Hall (2005: 607) conclude that researchers should “con-

side[r] how some [aspects of identity] or all of them may potentially 

work with and against one another in discourse.”  

 Both Davies and Harré (1990) and Bucholtz and Hall (2005) 

clearly advocate for a discursive approach to identity. Further, both 

publications heavily foreground the idea that identity is “the social po-

sitioning of self and other” (Bucholtz and Hall 2005: 586, italics re-

moved) and that such positioning takes place in situated interactions 

and not in a vacuum. Moreover, these authors also focus on the emer-

gent nature of identity and thus disagree with an essentialist view in 
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favor of a discursive or constructivist perspective in which identity is 

the product of interactants’ semiotic choices. It is precisely at this point 

where relational work and the construction of identity can be linked 

together.  

 

2.1.3 The Link between Relational Work and Identity Con-

struction 
The study of relational work and a social-constructivist approach to 

identity can be fruitfully combined to analyze the relational aspect of 

language use in general and the therapeutic alliance in particular. While 

I did not explicitly refer to all of them so far, there are clear connections 

between those two approaches to the interpersonal aspect of interaction. 

I want to briefly foreground some of these connections before I explain 

the link between relational work and identity construction. When 

Locher (2008) discussed how discursive approaches to (im)politeness, 

such as the framework of relational work, can be combined with a con-

structivist approach to identity, she specifically referred to Bucholtz 

and Hall’s sociocultural linguistic approach as ideal because it shows 

“how intricate and dynamic such processes of identity construction are” 

(Locher 2008: 513). Relational work and identity construction can, for 

one, be linked through their common discursive nature. For example, 

the discursive approach to (im)politeness advocated by Locher and 

Watts (2005, 2008) in the framework of relational work foregrounds 

the emergent nature of face, frames and norms. These notions are all 

discursively negotiated in social practices; that is, they emerge via 
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social practices and are changed in those practices. Similarly, the first 

of the principles outlined by Bucholtz and Hall (2005: 587) is the emer-

gence principle which postulates that identities are “interactionally 

emergent rather than assigned in an a priori fashion.” Both these ap-

proaches thus highlight the emergent nature of the interpersonal, be it 

relational work or the construction of identities.  

Moreover, Locher (2008: 521) explains that there is no inherent 

link between “linguistic form” and “linguistic function.” In other 

words, an utterance cannot be inherently polite or impolite. She argues 

that  
we have to be very careful in taking into account the context of 

the linguistic utterance and any evidence from the interactants 

themselves that they may have wanted to use relational work in 

a particular way. (Locher 2008: 521) 

As she goes on to point out, this is in line with the positionality principle 

that Bucholtz and Hall (2005) identified; it suggests that we cannot 

simply take macro-level demographic categories as explanations for 

linguistic choices. Instead, we need to look at the contexts of a social 

practice. Thus, all these researchers call for an examination of linguistic 

choices in particular situated contexts.  

Finally, both research on relational work and identity construc-

tion draws heavily on the notion of positioning. Bucholtz and Hall 

(2005: 586) define identity as “the social positioning of self and other,” 

a concept which is further developed in the positionality principle. Po-

sitioning theory is also applied in studies on relational work (see among 
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others Bolander and Locher 2015; Locher 2006; Rudolf von Rohr et al. 

2019; Thurnherr et al. 2016).  

Several researchers (such as Garcés-Conejos Blitvich et al. 2013; 

Hall and Bucholtz 2013; Locher 2008; Locher and Schnurr 2017) have 

called for research on (im)politeness and identity construction to be 

combined. Of special interest in such a combination is how the link can 

be made between (im)politeness, or in my case relational work, and the 

construction of identities. It is not a novel approach to find synergies 

between these two research areas. One of the first researchers to explore 

this connection is Tracy (1990), who links her interpretations of face-

work and face. Her definitions of these two concepts explain the con-

nection. Tracy (1990: 210) defines face as a “social phenomenon; it 

comes into being when one person comes into the presence of another; 

it is created through the communicative moves of interactants.” In turn, 

facework “references the communicative strategies that are the enact-

ment, support, or challenge of those situated identities” (Tracy 1990: 

210). In contrast to other early researchers of the relational aspect of 

language, Tracy was not first and foremost interested in politeness, but 

rather in “the ways in which interactants negotiate meaning and con-

struct social identity in emergent social practice,” as Watts (2010: 54) 

puts it.  

There are similarities between Tracy’s work and Locher’s. Like 

Tracy, Locher (2015) is also interested in more than (im)politeness and 

has turned her attention towards a more holistic examination of the re-

lational aspect of language in use. Further, Tracy’s explanation of the 
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link between what she calls facework and face is similar to what Locher 

has suggested for relational work and identity.  

Locher’s interpretation of the link between relational work and 

identity construction is, for example, based on three important points I 

have discussed above. First of all, Locher subscribes to “a constructivist 

theory of human behavior” (Watts 2010: 55). This means that she calls 

for a discursive approach to (im)politeness phenomena. She clearly 

agrees with Bucholtz and Hall’s notion of identity as socially con-

structed and emergent in interaction. Locher, like Bucholtz and Hall 

(2005: 586, emphasis removed), sees identity as “the social positioning 

of self and other.” Second, Locher interprets identity as inherently re-

lational, just as Bucholtz and Hall do through the relationality principle. 

Third, Locher argues (along with Scollon and Scollon 2001) that there 

is no face-less communication. These points are the foundation for 

Locher to summarize the link between relational work and identity: 
Relational work refers to the ways in which the construction of 

identity is achieved in interaction, while identity refers to the 

“product” of these linguistic and non-linguistic processes. 

(Locher 2012: 511)  

That is, relational work is the actual work, whether it is linguistic or 

non-linguistic, that interactants use to create specific identities. In a 

later publication, Locher (2013) develops this connection further:  
The work [interactants] invest, i.e. the choices they make in in-

teraction in situ, is what we term relational work, and the result 

of their choices is identity construction. (Locher 2013: 146) 
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In this clarification, Locher adds the aspect of agency: Interactants can 

choose particular relational work in order to create a specific identity. 

Importantly, relational work and the resulting identities are always pro-

duced in specific social interactions and not in a vacuum.  

The key notions on which relational work is based can explain 

this situatedness of identities in a straightforward way. As I have dis-

cussed in the section above on relational work, interactants do not come 

to an interaction with a tabula rasa. Rather, they bring along their past 

experiences. These experiences have shaped interactants’ frames in 

general and the features of those frames in particular, including the typ-

ical action sequences for each specific social practice, the norms of ap-

propriate and inappropriate behavior, the roles of the participants, as 

well as their rights and obligations. These frames give interactants an 

idea of what kind of identities could be performed in a social practice, 

while they do not determine that interactants have to position them-

selves in specific ways. Within the actual interaction, interactants pro-

ject a face, an image of themselves, both through semiotic means and 

through specific relational work that aims to bring out that specific face. 

Other interactants can judge this behavior (or, according to Goffman, 

the line the initial interactant appears to have taken). They do so ac-

cording to the norms that are contained in the frames that they bring 

along to the interaction. These do not necessarily need to be the same 

frames as the initial interactant’s. The second interactant can now either 

confirm, enhance, save, or challenge the initial interactant’s face or 

identity. In the process, they also project an image of themselves as they 
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do their own relational work. In other words, interactants position them-

selves and their interlocutors through specific relational work that al-

ways takes face (both their own face and the face of the other 

interactants) into consideration, either consciously or unconsciously. In 

turn, what ensues in the interaction can influence interactants’ frames 

and thus also change expectations about the participant roles available 

in social practices.  

Despite all these connections and apparent synergies between the 

framework of relational work propagated by Locher and Watts and the 

sociocultural linguistic approach to identity by Bucholtz and Hall, 

Locher (2015) raises some problems in how the two approaches have 

been connected by researchers so far. Locher has adopted Bucholtz and 

Hall’s approach into her own research and has shown in several publi-

cations how one can do so. In turn, Hall and Bucholtz (2013) have also 

acknowledged the importance of the concept of face and call for re-

searchers interested in identity construction to take note of it. Locher, 

however, points out that Hall and Bucholtz (2013) fail to acknowledge 

that insight from (im)politeness research should be incorporated into 

examinations of the construction of identities. I can only speculate why 

Hall and Bucholtz (2013) seem hesitant to acknowledge the usefulness 

of (im)politeness research. One reason might be that they feel the same 

restriction of the label (im)politeness as Locher has felt in recent years:  
I have tried to free myself from what I have come to perceive as 

a somewhat restrictive theoretical label (i.e. ‘politeness’ as a the-

oretical concept without its emic connotations), that is no longer 
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adequate for what I want to explore (practices and their relational 

component more holistically). (Locher 2015: 8)  

Clearly, researchers interested in relational work aim to explore “prac-

tices and their relational component” from a “more holisti[c]” perspec-

tive. Consequently, their insights should be easily combinable with 

research on identity.  

 The link between relational work and identity construction also 

explains why these two notions lend themselves perfectly to the study 

of the therapeutic alliance. As I have previously mentioned, the thera-

peutic alliance is “the collaborative bond between [counselor] and [cli-

ent]” (Krupnick et al. 1996: 532). From an interpersonal-pragmatic 

perspective, the therapeutic alliance (along with the identities of the in-

teractants) is the product of the relational work that the counselor and 

the client invest. To really understand the therapeutic alliance, it is 

therefore vital to understand the work that the interactants invest to cre-

ate this specific relationship. This can be done through an examination 

of the relational work that the counselor and the client carry out in the 

counseling exchanges. Additionally, counseling is often concerned 

with the transformation of the self (Thurnherr et al. 2016). The trans-

formation of the clients’ identities (e.g. from an advice-seeker towards 

an active self-helper) is facilitated in counseling. Green (2010: 2) ex-

plains that “the therapeutic relationship … is undoubtedly at the heart 

of successful counselling interaction” and adds that prominent psy-

chologists such as “[Carl] Rogers maintained that this relationship does 

not merely facilitate the process of therapy, it is the therapy” (Green 
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2010: 2, emphasis in original). Clearly, investigating the therapeutic al-

liance and how it is negotiated through relational work can shed light 

on the therapeutic process itself.  

To illustrate how relational work and its product can be exam-

ined, I want to briefly introduce Locher’s (2006) analysis of an Ameri-

can advice column on the Internet and how it showcases the link 

between the relational work that the team of advisors invest in creating 

a fictional advice-giver identity that they call Lucy. The advice-seekers 

and the team of advisors position themselves as well as each other and 

the audience in specific ways through the use of such relational strate-

gies as mitigation, bonding, praising, or displaying empathy. For exam-

ple, the relational strategy of humor is immensely important in giving 

Lucy an authentic voice. Further, when they display empathy towards 

the advice-seekers, the team constructs Lucy’s identity as a caring ag-

ony aunt who takes the presented problems and the advice-seekers se-

riously. Overall, Locher demonstrates that it is in fact through the 

specific and intricate interplay of relational strategies that the team of 

advisors constructs the (fictional) identity of Lucy. I will review this 

study in more detail in Section 2.3.2 on online health discourse. First, I 

will introduce my second research field and review studies that have 

examined interpersonal-pragmatic aspects in an online environment.  

 

2.2 Computer-Mediated Communication 
The second field in the research interface (see Figure 2.3) is computer-

mediated communication (henceforth CMC). This is a broad field that 
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has gained momentum ever since the 1980s. Naturally, the research 

field has extensively evolved and expanded, just as the technologies, 

web services and applications available to consumers have also evolved 

at lightning speed. This rapid change is evident in Herring’s description 

of CMC in her article “Computer-mediated discourse” in which she 

stated in 2001 that “most CMC currently in use is text-based, that is, 

messages are typed on a computer keyboard and read as text on a com-

puter screen …” (2001: 612, emphasis in original). Needless to say, the 

rapid technological evolution has influenced the analysis of CMC in 

turn.  

 
Figure 2.3 Computer-mediated communication in the research interface 

I want to briefly review this evolution of CMC and email research, as 

it sheds light on research issues and helps to situate my study (Section 

2.2.1), before I focus more on interpersonal-pragmatic research in CMC 

and email communication (Section 2.2.2).  
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2.2.1 From Recurrent Themes of CMC Research to Waves 

and Classification Schemes  
Research on CMC can be traced back to its origin in the early 1980s 

(Herring 2001; Herring et al. 2013; Locher 2014). While this research 

field can be viewed as relatively young compared to others, it has been 

thriving over the past four decades and has brought forth compelling 

research on many different subjects. As Locher (2014) and Geor-

gakopoulou and Spilioti (2016) point out, this plethora of research is 

not least visible in an ever-growing number of publications: dedicated 

research journals (e.g. Journal of Computer-mediated Communication, 

language@internet, Discourse, Context & Media), special issues dedi-

cated to CMC in other journals (e.g. in the Journal of Sociolinguistics 

or the Journal of Politeness Research), edited collections (e.g. Garcés-

Conejos Blitvich and Bou-Franch 2019; Thurlow and Mroczek 2011), 

monographs (e.g. Bolander 2013; Crystal 2006; Locher 2006; Page 

2012; Rudolf von Rohr 2018; Stommel 2009) and handbooks (e.g. 

Georgakopoulou and Spilioti 2016; Herring et al. 2013; Hoffmann and 

Bublitz 2017). Instead of reviewing all these individual publications 

here, I want to highlight some of the changes that have taken place in 

research on CMC since the 1980s. I will do this with the help of six 

publications released between 2001 and 2019 that aimed to showcase 

the state-of-the-art research on CMC at the time of their publication.  

In 2001, Herring contributed a chapter called “Computer-medi-

ated discourse” to The Handbook of Discourse Analysis (Schiffrin et al. 

2001). Herring (2001: 613) discusses four research areas that were 
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prominent at the time: the “classification of CMD”, the “structural 

properties of CMD”, the “interaction management imposed by CMC 

systems”, and “social practice”. Herring argues that these research areas 

show that  
text-based CMC takes a variety of forms … whose linguistic 

properties vary depending on the kind of messaging system used 

and the social and cultural context embedding particular in-

stances of use. (Herring 2001: 612)  

By pointing out the “variety of forms” that occur in CMC, Herring 

clearly foregrounds that the early aim to find a universal language of 

the Internet (see e.g. Crystal 2006) has to be abandoned and that social 

and cultural factors need to be given prominence alongside technical 

factors. For example, Herring notes that  
language use is highly variable in computer-mediated environ-

ments, even within a single mode. This variation reflects the in-

fluence on the linguistic choices of CMD users of social factors 

such as participant demographics and situational context. (Her-

ring 2001: 621) 

Herring (2001: 624) comes to the conclusion that the “discursive nego-

tiation and expression of social relations in cyberspace, including asym-

metrical relations, constitutes one of the most promising areas of future 

investigation” and adds that “further specialization in CMD research is 

desirable and inevitable, given that the field covers a vast array of phe-

nomena.” Clearly, a move towards an approach of CMC as consisting 

of situated practices has been spreading since the early 2000s.  
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Androutsopoulos (2006: 419) advanced Herring’s argumentation 

in favor of a “move from the ‘language of CMC’ to socially situated 

computer-mediated discourse.” He specifically called for the use of so-

ciolinguistic methodology to “demythologiz[e] the alleged homogene-

ity and highligh[t] the social diversity of language use in CMC” (ibid.: 

421). Androutsopoulos suggested that an entry point to research on 

CMC is the notion of community and identity and argued that these two 

notions had not been researched extensively with regards to language 

use on the Internet. He went on to propose several sociolinguistic issues 

that should be researched: “online ethnography” (ibid.: 423), “language 

variation” (ibid.: 424), “social interaction” (ibid.: 426), “language and 

social identity in CMC” (ibid.: 427), and “multilingualism on the Inter-

net” (ibid.: 428). These issues also exemplified Androutsopoulos’ vi-

sion of moving from a “mode-centered” approach to CMC towards a 

“user-centered” one (ibid.: 430). This is also visible in the ‘waves’ ap-

proach that Androutsopoulos presented in the paper, which I will dis-

cuss further below. All in all, Androutsopoulos (2006: 430) called for 

research to “demonstrate the contribution of sociolinguistics to the 

study of the new forms of communication and community.” 

A few years later, Herring et al. (2013) edited a handbook en-

titled Pragmatics of Computer-Mediated Communication. This collec-

tion contains 29 chapters that cover a broad range of pragmatic topics 

occurring in CMC. In the introduction, Herring et al. suggest that there 

are three broad “recurrent theoretical issues” that persist in CMC: 

“technological determinism” (ibid.: 7), “Internet genres” (ibid.: 9), and 
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“pragmatic norms, variability and language change” (ibid.: 11). They 

further introduced Web 2.0 as an “environmen[t that] raises many is-

sues for pragmatic analysis” (ibid.: 13). Herring et al. succinctly sum-

marize the collection in the following way:  
Part 1 shows important variation across CMC modes, Part 2 

forcefully demonstrates how analyses of classic pragmatic phe-

nomena in CMC data suggest developments to pragmatic theory, 

and Part 3 identifies a small number of unevenly distributed prag-

matic phenomena that may be labeled CMC-specific … . Part 4 

raises the issue of the applicability to CMC data of models de-

vised for the analysis of spontaneous face-to-face communica-

tion, and Part 5 addresses the broader metapragmatic issues of 

code alternation and genre in CMC. (Herring et al. 2013: 23) 

Thus, not only did a large variety of research exist at that, but the editors 

and contributors were also able to show how theories and approaches 

developed in or for communication that is not mediated by computers 

can be applied to CMC. More importantly, the collection showed that 

pragmatic research on CMC not only advances our understanding of 

CMC, but also allows us to engage with established concepts in prag-

matics in novel ways that broaden our understanding of pragmatics as 

a whole.  

 As with the contribution by Herring (2001) to the Handbook of 

Discourse Analysis, Locher (2014) contributed a chapter on CMC to 

the edited collection Pragmatics of Discourse (Schneider and Barron 

2014). Locher (2014: 559) summarizes four “large research strands” 

that were especially fervent in the early 2010s: the development of a 
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“theoretical framework by providing tools which allow us to describe 

and understand the developing patterns of CMC language use more 

generally” (ibid.: 559, emphasis in original); research on “particular 

modes of computer-mediated communication” (ibid.: 560, emphasis in 

original); research that “focus[es] on how well-established linguistic 

topics like interactional organization and different activities are man-

aged in online contexts” (ibid.: 561, emphasis in original); and research 

on “particular online practices to understand the complex emergence of 

situated relational and interpersonal language use” (ibid.: 562, empha-

sis in original). This fourth aspect includes research on, for example, 

relationships, community, identity, and solidarity, but also on conflict 

and (im)politeness. Locher’s overview shows how research on CMC 

has become more nuanced and has clearly moved from medium-cen-

tered to user-centered approaches.  

 Georgakopoulou and Spilioti (2016) edited The Routledge Hand-

book of Language and Digital Communication. 28 papers are presented 

in seven different sections on such diverse issues as key methods and 

perspectives (part 1), language resources, genres, and discourses (part 

2), digital literacies (part 3), digital communication in public (part 4), 

digital selves and offline-online lives (part 5), communities, networks, 

and relationships (part 6) and new debates and further directions (part 

7). Georgakopoulou and Spilioti highlight some further important work 

by including a section that highlights debates on the public aspect of 

the Internet and how it influences or is influenced by language use. The 

collection includes several studies that deal with interpersonal-
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pragmatic issues. Importantly, Georgakopoulou and Spilioti (2016: 5) 

propose that the field of CMC research “is mature enough to adopt a 

self-reflexive and critical stance towards the digital discourses and ide-

ologies.” They further argue that while the “centrality of ethics in cur-

rent and future research is prevalent in [publications]” (ibid.: 5), it is 

now time to not only “poin[t] out challenges” but rather to “offer solu-

tions” (ibid.: 6) in order to be able to conduct ethically minded research.  

 Finally, and most recently, Garcés-Conejos Blitvich and Bou-

Franch (2019) edited Analyzing Digital Discourse: New Insights and 

Future Directions. Besides a chapter providing an “Overview of past, 

present and future research” on CMC (Herring 2019), the collection co-

vers the topics of multimodality and multisemioticity, identity, and ide-

ologies in digital texts. The first topical cluster on multimodality and 

multisemioticity showcases how far the research field has come from 

its early concern with the ‘language of the Internet’ and the notion of 

CMC being mainly text-based (Herring 2001). Researchers now not 

only distinguish several modes, but also take into account that they can 

intersect in specific social practices. The second topic – identity – has 

been (and I argue will continue to be) an issue that has been extensively 

researched in CMC. After all, it is humans who communicate via elec-

tronic devices and thus always project an identity and negotiate rela-

tionships in such communicative efforts. And finally, the focus on 

ideologies in digital texts resonates with Georgakopoulou and Spilioti’s 

(2016) call for a critical examination of the field itself.  
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Clearly, research on CMC has undergone a transformation since 

the 1980s and will likely continue to be transformed in the coming 

years. This is due to the speed at which new technologies and, with 

them, new social practices have been introduced. But research ap-

proaches and research questions have also been undergoing changes 

due to new insights. This transformation of research on CMC has been 

documented by Androutsopoulos’ (2006) description of research waves 

(see also Garcés-Conejos Blitvich and Bou-Franch 2019; Geor-

gakopoulou and Spilioti 2016; Locher 2014). Herring (2007: N/A) ar-

gues that research in the first wave of CMC went about “as if CMD4 

were a single, homogeneous genre or communication type.” Geor-

gakopoulou and Spilioti (2016: 3) suggest that a main focus of first 

wave CMC was “technological determinism.” Technological determin-

ism is defined as “the role of the technological medium in shaping the 

behavior of users of that medium” (Herring et al. 2013: 7). While we 

should be critical of much first-wave research from today’s point of 

view, Georgakopoulou and Spilioti (2016: 5) compellingly point out 

that “the first wave of research understandably gave priority to justify-

ing and legitimating the object of inquiry.”  

The second wave of CMC research foregrounds social and cul-

tural issues and a general tendency to focus more on users. At the fore-

front of research are now 
the interplay of technological, social, and contextual factors in 

the shaping of computer-mediated language practices, and the 

 
4 CMD is an abbreviation for computer-mediated discourse.  
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role of linguistic variability in the formation of social interaction 

and social identities on the Internet. (Androutsopoulos 2006: 

421) 

This clearly indicates a “shift of focus from medium-related to user-

related patterns of language use”, according to Androutsopoulos (2006: 

421). Instead of researching the language of the Internet and technolog-

ical determinism, “the question is how these communications technol-

ogies are locally appropriated to enact a variety of discourse genres” 

(ibid.: 421). Garcés-Conejos Blitvich and Bou-Franch (2019: 4) de-

scribe second wave research as a focus on “linguistic variability, social 

diversity, issues of identity, and community formation and mainte-

nance” and add that second-wave research is “a collection of studies 

more specifically concerned with the study of digital social practices.” 

Again, Georgakopoulou and Spilioti (2016: 5) contextualize second 

wave research within the overall research development of CMC: “there 

has been a tendency towards more celebratory and empowering ac-

counts of digital communication, while attesting to its linguistic and 

cultural diversity… .”  

Finally, Georgakopoulou and Spilioti (2016: 5) and Garcés-

Conejos Blitvich and Bou-Franch (2019: 4) argue that the third wave 

of CMC research seems to be upon us. Georgakopoulou and Spilioti 

(2016: 5) interpret the arrival of two new research agendas as an indi-

cation of the third wave: “the critical and the ethical agendas”, along 

with a “self-reflexive and critical stance towards the digital discourses 

and ideologies.” Garcés-Conejos Blitvich and Bou-Franch (2019: 4) 
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add that “the third wave should further take into consideration issues of 

‘translocality’ [and] ‘transmediality’.” They distinguish how translo-

cality accounts for the locality of practices that occur in global spaces, 

while transmediality describes “how users transcend different media” 

(ibid.: 4); hence, research should foreground multimodal analyses. Both 

Georgakopoulou and Spilioti (2016) and Garcés-Conejos Blitvich and 

Bou-Franch (2019) attest that this third research wave is slowly taking 

form and that present research can often still be regarded as second-

wave in nature, but that researchers “have taken [steps] to help establish 

the so-called third wave of research” (Garcés-Conejos Blitvich and 

Bou-Franch 2019: 18).  

Within CMC research, I specifically focus on the medium of 

email. Etymologically, the word email is an abbreviation of the term 

“electronic mail”, according to The Oxford English Dictionary (OED). 

The OED provides the following definition: “A system for sending tex-

tual messages (with or without attached files) to one or more recipients 

via a computer network (esp. the internet)” and “a message or messages 

sent using this system.” Linguists studying email have provided defini-

tions as well: “electronic mail (‘email’) … conveys messages written at 

a computer keyboard … in near-real time” (Baron 1998: 134); “elec-

tronic mail” or “the use of computer systems to transfer messages be-

tween users – now chiefly used to refer to messages sent between 

private mailboxes (as opposed to those posted to a chatgroup)” (Crystal 

2006: 3); or “electronically transmitted mail via computer” (Frehner 

2008: 37). Needless to say, these definitions reflect not only what email 
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is, but also hardware that is employed to access or use it (computer key-

board, computer systems, computer). Nowadays, emails can also be 

sent via smartphones, tablets, and so on. What has persisted is the fact 

that email can still be seen as an electronic form of old-fashioned mail.  

 Email was initially developed by the US Military Defense Sys-

tem (Baron 2000; Frehner 2008). During the Cold War, the US military 

wanted to develop a network of computers with which they could send 

information across the United States in case of a nuclear attack (Baron 

2000: 223-225). This system was called the Advanced Research Project 

Agency network (ARPANET) and was established in 1968. With AR-

PANET, the US military could send data on a local network from one 

computer to another (Frehner 2008). Those computers needed to be 

connected on the local network, however, making the original AR-

PANET system quite different from today’s email systems. According 

to Frehner (2008), it was Ray Tomlinson who first managed to send 

messages between computers that were not linked to a local network in 

1971. Tomlinson used the symbol @ to distinguish messages that were 

sent to non-local networks from locally-sent ones. Frehner (2008) re-

ports that once ARPANET was decommissioned by the United States 

Department of Defense in 1990, email became publicly available. Since 

then, it has become one of the most wide-spread modes of communica-

tion (Frehner 2008), especially in business communication (Dürscheid 

and Frehner 2013; Schnurr 2013: 41).  

Like research on CMC in general, research on email communi-

cation has also undergone changes that can be explained in terms of the 
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research waves identified by Androutsopoulos (2006). Early research 

focused on finding the language of email (see e.g. Baron 1998; Crystal 

2006; Sherblom 1988). Crystal (2006: 99), for example, aimed to “de-

velop a sense of the range of linguistic features which any characteri-

zation of e-mail would have to include.” Clearly, such research belongs 

to the first wave of CMC research. Since then, research on email com-

munication has seen a shift from medium-based research to user-based 

research just as other CMC research has. As Dürscheid and Frehner 

(2013: 43) note, this shift has come with a noteworthy interest in prag-

matic features of email communication.  

One type of research on email communication that can serve as 

a paradigm of this shift is research on openings and closings used in 

emails. Early research tried to establish whether openings and closings 

are paralinguistic features of ‘the language of email’ (e.g. Baron 1998; 

Sherblom 1988). Later studies, in contrast, focus on social and cultural 

contexts that seem to have an effect on whether an opening or closing 

sequence is employed (e.g. McKeown and Zhang 2015; Waldvogel 

2007). Finally, more recent studies on openings and closings in email 

have examined patterns in communities of practice and extended their 

definitions of openings and closings to account for idiosyncrasies of 

such communities of practice (e.g. Bou-Franch 2011). These later stud-

ies, which highlight the diversity and complexity of structural elements 

in emails rather than finding universals, take the varied nature of com-

municative activities in email communication into account. Addition-

ally, they focus on the relational aspect of language use; after all, 
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salutations and greetings “perform [an] important … social role in 

email”, as Waldvogel pointed out (2007: 456). All in all, then, research 

on email communication has moved from a focus on the medium to its 

users and to the idiosyncratic practices of specific communities.  

One aspect I want to briefly highlight is the classification of 

CMC modes. The move away from first-wave research towards the sec-

ond wave resulted in a need to find better classification schemes than 

simply the labeling of the mode in which communication takes place. 

Herring (2007), for example, provides a classification scheme that con-

tains social and technical factors and allows researchers to describe the 

practices they study in more precise ways:  
This scheme classifies discourse samples in terms of clusters of 

variable dimensions, thereby preserving their complexity … and 

allowing for focused comparisons within and across samples. 

(Herring 2007: N/A) 

Social factors include, for example, participation structure, purpose, 

tone, activity, or norms. Technical factors are synchronicity, the persis-

tence of the transcript, anonymous and private messaging, quoting, and 

so on. This classification scheme can also serve as a reminder to re-

searchers to not overlook any factors and to steer clear of technological 

determinism. In other words, schemes such as Herring’s can help re-

searchers accurately describe the online social practice that they study 

without giving priority to any particular aspect of the practice. I apply 

Herring’s framework in Chapter 3 when I describe the email counseling 

exchanges in more detail. In the following section, the 
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relational/interpersonal aspect is brought to the fore in my review of 

previous research on interpersonal pragmatics in online communica-

tion.  

 

2.2.2 Interpersonal Pragmatics in CMC and Email Communi-

cation 
It goes beyond the scope of my study to provide an exhaustive overview 

of all the interpersonal-pragmatic research that deals with CMC. In-

stead, I will provide the reader with an overview of literature that deals 

with specific themes that are relevant to my work. Several of the above-

mentioned overview articles on CMC (e.g. Garcés-Conejos Blitvich 

and Bou-Franch 2019; Georgakopoulou and Spilioti 2016; Locher 

2014) address such interpersonal-pragmatic themes as identity, com-

munities of practice, or relationship building. Locher et al. (2015a: 6) 

identify the following salient themes in CMC research from an inter-

personal-pragmatic perspective: “the importance of social relationships 

online; the notion of community and community building; the negotia-

tion of norms online; and work that has either a pronounced politeness 

or identity construction focus.” They conclude that there are still many 

challenges remaining at the intersection between language, interper-

sonal pragmatics and CMC. For example, they argue that “follow[ing 

social practices] over longer periods of time to document the dynamics, 

negotiations and developments of interpersonal practices” (Locher et 

al. 2015a: 13) is an important aspect that needs attention. In addition, 
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Locher and Bolander (2017) identified the following themes as salient 

in research specifically on identity in CMC:  
the importance of (im)politeness; the impact and negotiation of 

gender; the construction of expertise, authenticity and trust; the 

surfacing of emotions; the creation of in- and out-groups and 

community building; and the intertwining of offline and online 

acts of positioning. (Locher and Bolander 2017: 407) 

In their overview, Locher and Bolander demonstrated that previous re-

search has advanced our understanding of theoretical concepts and no-

tions in interpersonal pragmatics, but also that further research is 

needed. Some of the themes that all of these researchers mentioned are 

highly salient for my study: the construction of identities, the use of 

relational work and particular relational strategies to manage online re-

lationships, speech activities (see below for an explanation of this term) 

such as advice-giving, apologizing, or requesting, or the use of narra-

tives in an online context. I will review some of the studies that fore-

ground these themes. My review is by no means exhaustive, and readers 

are referred to the overview articles presented above for more exhaus-

tive lists of references for each theme.  

 

Identity 

Identity has been researched in CMC from the beginning (see e.g. Gar-

cés-Conejos Blitvich and Bou-Franch 2019; Georgakopoulou and 

Spilioti 2016; Locher 2014). An initial focus in online identity research 

was gender (see e.g. Androutsopoulos 2006). Herring’s (1996) study of 
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the style of online interaction included an analysis in terms of gender 

as a variable. While she later qualified her findings regarding gendered 

styles, gender has nevertheless continued to be researched in a variety 

of online contexts. A recent example is Vásquez and Sayers China’s 

(2019) analysis of the utilization of gender ideologies online. They 

compared 50 real and 50 parody reviews (in English) of products avail-

able on Amazon. Vásquez and Sayers China (2019: 212) demonstrate 

that the writers of both types of reviews “make use of stereotypical ide-

ologies and normativities” of gender, but with different goals. For ex-

ample, serious reviewers praise how the color (brown) of an advertised 

diaper bag is also suitable for fathers because it is not a ‘feminine’ color. 

On the other hand, a pen that is advertised as especially for women is 

mockingly reviewed as particularly suitable for writing down recipes 

and outfit ideas, i.e., activities that are traditionally associated with 

women. Vásquez and Sayers China expose how the use of such stereo-

types “help[s] to habituate gender and gender roles as normal” (ibid.: 

213) in the bona fide reviews, while “the exaggeration and implausibil-

ity in parody reviews disrupt such performances” (ibid.: 213). They ar-

gue that the parody reviews “destabili[ze] fixed and essentialist notions 

of gender” (ibid.: 213) and thus contribute to a constructivist under-

standing of gender and identity performance.  

The constructivist approach to identity has, in fact, been preva-

lent in many studies examining identities in online contexts. Graham 

(2007) studied a conflict in which the construction of individual and 

group identities is highly salient from an interpersonal-pragmatic 
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perspective: the performance of identities in the online practice 

“ChurchList, an unmoderated, tightly-knit e-mail discussion list which 

provides a forum for the discussion of issues affecting the Anglican 

Church” (ibid.: 745). Her close analysis of a conflict that came up be-

cause the actions of one user were deemed impolite shows how it re-

sulted in a discussion of the norms applicable to the ChurchList. 

Graham compellingly identifies how users who are positioned as not 

being competent users of the list can be accused of breaching netiquette 

rules; that is, users position not only themselves, but also other inter-

locutors. In addition, the ensuing negotiation of norms among the inter-

actants also becomes a negotiation of the group’s identity in general.  

Self and other positioning has been researched in various con-

texts, including social media. Maíz-Arévalo (2019), for example, re-

searched face-repairing strategies used in a Facebook group about a 

common interest. She analyzed “412 conversational turns in Spanish” 

(ibid.: 289) that occurred on the group’s page. She posed the question 

whether self-repair or other-repair was more frequent and identified 

eight face-repairing strategies: expressing ignorance, remediation, hu-

mor, accounts, apologies, aggression, expressing support and appealing 

to the group’s unity. Maíz-Arévalo links all of these strategies not only 

to the construction of individual identities but also to an established 

group identity on the Facebook page. For example, she shows that the 

strategy of expressing support can be used to conduct other-repair and 

is frequently employed by the users in the Facebook group. According 

to Maíz-Arévalo (2019: 305), the users resort to this strategy to “… 
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[repair] the group’s harmony, which indicates they highly value the 

group’s unity.” What makes this even more striking is that the group 

does not consist of users with strong offline connections with each 

other, but are mainly fans of a singer to whom the Facebook group is 

dedicated.  

A further study that analyzes how relational strategies are used 

to construct specific identities is Gordon and Luke’s (2012) analysis of 

emails in the course of school counseling supervision. In their dis-

course-analytic study of how professional identities were constructed 

through politeness strategies, they examined 112 emails written in Eng-

lish by a supervisor and eight counseling students on their progress in 

internships in school counseling. The study shows that the interactants 

constructed their professional identities via four relational strategies: 

the use of constructed dialogue, first person plural pronouns, the dis-

course marker that being said, and repetition. Further, not all four strat-

egies are used by both the supervisor and the supervisees. For example, 

only the supervisor uses first person plural pronouns. According to Gor-

don and Luke, she does so to create involvement and alignment be-

tween herself and the supervisees. In addition, Gordon and Luke 

convincingly argue that it is the interplay of all four strategies that con-

structs the supervisee’s professional identities. All in all, their study 

demonstrates that interactants use relational strategies to interactively 

and collaboratively construct specific identities that stand in relation to 

others.  
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Finally, Locher and Bolander have studied a number of aspects 

with regards to identity construction in a research project that was fo-

cused on Facebook. They analyzed two networks of friends, one based 

in the UK and one based in Switzerland. Bolander and Locher (2015: 

110) analyzed acts of positioning and identified five broad categories 

of such acts of positioning: “[h]umor, pastime, personality, relationship 

and work.” Their results confirmed their hypotheses that “the more an 

individual performs similar acts of positioning over time, the more cen-

tral [those acts] will become to the identity s/he constructs” (ibid.: 115). 

Bolander and Locher’s study shows how identities are performed inter-

actionally and that their “gradual construction” (ibid.: 118) can be 

traced over time. In another study, Locher and Bolander (2014) inves-

tigated the multifunctionality of code-switching. They found that the 

Swiss users specifically positioned themselves as multilinguals to con-

struct in- and out-groups, “index a particular addressee”, express their 

“alignment towards [the addressee]” or “mark that [status updates] or 

[reactions to status updates were] humorous” (ibid.: 185). Locher and 

Bolander (2014: 184-185) argue that code-switching is a “joint action, 

which is co-constructed” and that this is “compatible with [their] un-

derstanding of identity construction as intersubjectively emergent.” In 

a third study, Locher and Bolander (2015) examined the relational strat-

egy of humor and found that each user employed an idiosyncratic mix 

of humor strategies. They demonstrated that the repeated use of an in-

terplay of humor strategies can “result in a more solid understanding of 

a person’s identity construction, both with respect to humour, as well 
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as in regard to other identity claims” (ibid.: 150). Importantly, Locher 

and Bolander (2015: 15) argue that “we can only understand the role of 

humour when also looking at the other acts of positioning”, which reit-

erates Bucholtz and Hall’s (2005) relationality principle. Locher and 

Bolander’s work demonstrates how identity and acts of positioning can 

be studied by looking closely at the relational work that is performed.  

As my eclectic review of research on online identities shows, 

many researchers have utilized a social-constructivist perspective. Fur-

ther, the study of identity in such online contexts has shown that both 

medium and social factors contribute to how identities are performed. 

These findings suggest that each online social practice with its unique 

interplay of medium and situation factors should be studied in its own 

right with regards to identity. Moreover, identity research in CMC has 

also confirmed that identities should always be viewed in relation with 

other identities or with regards to the relationships in which they are 

performed. Several studies have also suggested that relational strategies 

are used to create identities. This issue has received further attention in 

CMC research.  

 

Relationships and Relational Strategies 

Research that examines the use of relational strategies and the negotia-

tion of relationships is particularly relevant to my study of the thera-

peutic alliance. While the therapeutic alliance in online counseling has, 

to my knowledge, not been researched from an interpersonal-pragmatic 

perspective as of yet, other online relationships and ways to negotiate 
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them have. Some studies have looked at specific strategies and others 

have investigated more general types of strategies (such as impoliteness 

strategies). Yet others have analyzed the strategies that occur in a spe-

cific online social practice. I will review some of these studies to con-

sider how they examined relational work or strategies and what findings 

they produced.  

Planchenault (2010) describes how interactants use specific lin-

guistic devices to create solidarity online. She analyzed a website that 

serves as a “virtual community [for] transvestites in a French-speaking 

[context]” (ibid.: 91). She argues that solidarity is shown through lin-

guistic devices, such as feminine identity markers (e.g. the use of fe-

male forms of address: amie, copine, etc.) and the use of the first person 

plural pronoun (e.g. nous, notre, etc.), which indexes similarity and 

serves as an in-group marker. Moreover, she found that the transvestites 

expressed their solidarity and empathy by “display[ing] a willingness 

to help” (ibid.: 97). Specific linguistic devices that introduce such dis-

plays include “I give encouragement”, “give some advice” or “share 

my experience with others” (ibid.: 97). Planchenault concludes that 

such relational strategies help create solidarity by building a sense of 

community and constructing the users’ identities as fellow transvestites.  

 Angouri and Tseliga (2010) show how relational strategies can 

be used for non-supportive relational work. They specifically look at 

“impoliteness strategies” (ibid.: 57) and how these are dependent on the 

situational context in which they occur. Angouri and Tseliga compare 

impoliteness strategies in two different Greek online fora, a student 
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forum and a professional academics forum. Having analyzed 200 posts 

from the two fora, Angouri and Tesliga found that the negatively 

marked strategies were more common and accepted as normal behavior 

in the students’ forum. If the negatively marked strategies occurred 

within the professional academics’ forum, there was an immediate re-

action by the forum members to the breach of the norms of the forum. 

Angouri and Tseliga explain that the context in which these breaches 

of norms occur, including who committed them, influences the reaction 

to the breaches. For example, one participant in the professional aca-

demics forum is positioned as young and possibly inexperienced. This 

positions the other participants as being not only older but also more 

knowledgeable and experienced. The relational strategies are therefore 

used to position participants in specific ways.  

 Finally, Bolander (2013) explored a whole range of relational 

strategies employed by bloggers and their audiences on eight English-

language blogs and the corresponding comments sections. Bolander 

conducted a content and discourse analysis to not only reveal the rela-

tional strategies used, but also in which context they were employed. 

She identified a range of relational strategies that the bloggers and the 

commenters used in the blogs. Bolander (2013: 163-164) identified, for 

example, strategies such as “boosting”, “mitigation”, “admittance of er-

ror”, “creat[ion of] community feeling” or “expression of annoy-

ance/frustration.” Bolander makes an important distinction in some of 

these relational strategies with regards to the person or persons that the 

interpersonal effect is aimed at. For example, the relational strategy of 
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expressing annoyance/frustration can either be concerned with frustra-

tion over other interactants’ behavior (“expression of annoyance/frus-

tration other” (ibid.: 163)) or over the speaker’s own behavior 

(“expression of annoyance/frustration self” (ibid.: 163)). I adopt this 

distinction between relational work that is aimed at one’s own actions 

or at other interactants’ actions. Overall, Bolander found that face-

maintaining and face-enhancing interpersonal work was preferred on 

the blogs, but that face-threatening work also occurred. Bolander was 

able to show that “the same relational work form can have different 

functions”, which confirms that relational work should always be stud-

ied within its context.  

These publications have demonstrated that relational work is 

used to create relationships and identities. My review has shown that a 

diverse range of strategies has been researched, from humor (Locher 

and Bolander 2014, 2015) and solidarity (Planchenault 2010) to impo-

liteness strategies (Angouri and Tseliga 2010), as well as an interplay 

of a range of strategies (Bolander 2013). The publications I have so far 

reviewed either focused on the construction of identity or on relational 

work. I have not provided an exhaustive review of research on identity 

and relational work here, however. For example, I have only given a 

brief introduction to studies that analyze specific relational strategies 

used in CMC contexts. As some relational strategies, such as empathy, 

are specifically analyzed in online practices that focus on health, Sec-

tion 2.3 on (mental) health discourse contains further references to 
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research that focuses on relational work and identity construction in an 

(online) health context.  

 

Speech Activities 

A further recurrent theme in CMC research is the analysis of speech 

activities. By speech activity I mean an activity that centers around a 

specific type of interaction, such as requesting, apologizing or advising. 

I use the term activity rather than speech act so as to highlight interac-

tivity and its negotiation within the activities, including aspects of turn-

taking, speaker-change and the build-up within a speaker’s turn. The 

concept of the speech act is often associated with a single sentence and 

thus does not automatically include the collaborative aspect of the in-

teraction that is my focus. The studies that I review here (and in further 

sub-sections of Section 2.3 on (mental) health discourse) look at vari-

ous facets of such speech activities, for example the interactive se-

quence, the interactive use of relational strategies occurring within the 

speech activities, or linguistic realizations of specific aspects of the in-

vestigated speech activity.  

Morrow (2012) and Placencia (2012) have, for instance, ana-

lyzed the speech activity of advising in a CMC context. Morrow (2012) 

investigated advice on a Japanese discussion forum that centers on the 

topic of divorce. He examined 26 threads that consisted of a problem 

message and subsequent advice messages, all written in Japanese. Mor-

row (2012: 255) was especially interested in “the relational aspects of 

advice-giving” with regards to stance and the establishment of a 
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relationship between advisor and advisee. He found that the participants 

in the forum frequently used assessments in combination with advice to 

show that they understood the advisee’s problematic situation. Accord-

ing to Morrow (2012: 275), these assessments contained displays of 

empathy and bonding instances, while advice was often indirect and 

formulated “as requests or as suggestions” and never in “imperative 

forms.” Morrow argues that the reason for these relational strategies 

might be that the advice was given among peers, who wanted to per-

form solidarity rather than authority.  

In a similar type of analysis, Placencia (2012) examined peer-to-

peer advice in a Spanish context. She studied Yahoo!Respuestas, a ser-

vice offered on Yahoo.com where “subscribers can ask questions on a 

wide range of topics and receive replies to their questions from other 

subscribers” (ibid.: 281). Placencia specifically focused on the Argen-

tinian version of Yahoo!Respuestas. She analyzed 60 responses to 

questions in the beauty and style domain of the website. Placencia iden-

tified affiliative and disaffiliative strategies that the subscribers used. 

The five affiliative strategies are seeking closeness, conveying warm 

feelings, offering reassurance and encouragement, conveying empathy, 

and the use of humor. The disaffiliative strategies were less prominently 

used and were bald-on-record face attacks, off-record face attacks, and 

“two [users] simply displayed uncooperativeness without any mitiga-

tion” (ibid.: 300). Placencia reports that the interactants used relational 

work that was mainly used to build a friendly space. She adds that the 

peers often used direct ways to give advice. This is in contrast to 
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Morrow’s (2012) findings discussed above. Placencia argues that there 

could be various reasons for this direct style of giving advice, such as 

the peer-to-peer nature of the advice setting, the online context, the con-

tent (beauty and style) or cultural influences. Placencia’s study not only 

reveals that several relational strategies can be used for interpersonal 

effects in one specific social practice, but also that technical and social 

factors can influence the choice of relational strategies.  

Apologies are a further speech activity that has received attention 

especially in email communication. Harrison and Allton (2013) exam-

ined how participants apologized in emails, what types of offending ac-

tions they apologized for and whether there were any differences 

between male and female participants. They analyzed 260 apologies 

from eight different academic or professional email discussion lists 

written in English. Harrison and Allton found four broad categories of 

apologies:  
apologies accompanying trivial offences deliberately committed 

…; retrospective apologies for minor offences …; retrospective 

apologies for more serious offences …; and instances in which 

the form of the apology is subverted and used for challenges, sar-

casm, or joking. (Harrison and Allton 2013: 322-323) 

Harrison and Allton analyzed the broader context in which these of-

fenses and apologies occurred and uncovered, for example, that apolo-

gies for trivial offences were not acknowledged by other participants. 

This absence of acknowledgements can be explained through the notion 

of appropriateness. The apologies were appropriately used for the 
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trivial offenses that made them necessary, so they did not need any 

acknowledgement. Furthermore, Harrison and Allton revealed that the 

person apologizing often explicitly referred to the offence to ensure that 

readers knew what the apology was meant for. Harrison and Allton ex-

plained that such contextualizations are a distinct feature of apologies 

in emails and occur because of their asynchronous nature. Overall, Har-

rison and Allton identified the local practices that were established 

within the different email lists, as well as the fact that those practices 

clearly influenced how apologies were performed.  

 Examining 100 emails sent between students and their lecturers, 

Davies et al. (2007: 39) analyzed “situated apologies”, meaning that 

they examined the “linguistic function”, the “social role” and the “struc-

tural properties of the phenomenon” along with an analysis of other 

speech activities, such as requests or providing information. They ex-

plored how the speech activity of apologizing was influenced by and in 

turn influenced other activities. Only 29 percent of the emails in their 

corpus contained only an apology; that is, apologies were usually ac-

companied by other speech acts. Davies et al. (2007: 53) thus conclude 

that apologies can be used to “… improve the odds of the main function 

of the e-mail… .” As almost 80 percent of the emails that included other 

speech acts along with an apology contained requests, they also argue 

that apologies are used to create an equilibrium or equity between the 

interactants. By apologizing, students positioned themselves as good 

students and therefore as knowledgeable about and accommodating of 

their institutional role as students. Apologies, then, are “a mode of self-
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enhancement as well as mitigation for an offence” (ibid.: 60) and “can 

therefore be an important resource for identity construction” (ibid.: 61).  

 Requesting is a further speech activity that has been researched 

in email communication (see e.g. Duthler 2006; Economidou-Ko-

getsidis 2011; Ho 2010, 2011; Merrison et al. 2012). Ho (2010) exam-

ined email requests he analyzed with regards to the type of identities 

that are constructed in them. The 115 email requests were sent from 

leaders to subordinate teachers at a Hong Kong language school. The 

requests were written in English. Ho (2010: 2255) found that the leaders 

of the school constructed five types of identities in their email requests: 

“an accountable leader, a rational leader, an authoritative leader, an un-

derstanding, considerate and polite leader, and a capable leader.” Ho 

shows that the leaders, despite having institutional power, used specific 

relational work to get the teachers to fulfill requests. Ho’s study shows 

that a sender does not perform just one kind of identity to accomplish 

one specific type of speech activity. Rather, a sender can construct var-

ious kinds of identities to get others to comply with requests, depending 

on what type of identity might best persuade others to fulfil the task 

they are asked to perform.  

 Merrison et al. (2012) shed further light on how requests are con-

structed in emails. They investigated 190 emails sent from Australian 

and British students to their lecturers. These emails contained 264 re-

quests. Merrison et al. identified internal and external modifications 

through which these requests were constructed. Internal modifications 

were, for example, the degree of directness or the “marking [of] 
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syntactic contingency with ‘wondering if’ [-structures]” (ibid.: 1086, 

emphasis in original). External modifications are speech activities that 

accompanied and thereby modified the requests, such as apologies, the 

use of accounts (e.g. stories) or self-enhancing strategies such as justi-

fications. Merrison et al. (2012: 1093, emphasis in original) demon-

strated that British students performed requests by “display[ing] an 

orientation towards deferential dependence” whereas Australian stu-

dents aimed “towards interdependent egalitarianism”. This study con-

vincingly showed that by orienting themselves towards particular 

relational facets, the students constructed culturally distinct identities 

for their lecturers as well as for themselves: “British students construct 

themselves as dependents who are not always able to manage their in-

stitutional role as student effectively”, while “Australian students build 

for themselves a professional identity both within and [outside of] the 

institutional context” (ibid.: 1095). Merrison et al. demonstrate in an 

exemplary way that the students carefully construct their email requests 

and thereby their identities; that is, it is clear that culturally influenced 

audience design was at play in their data.  

 These studies of speech activities have shown that within each 

activity, specific patterns of relational work are carried out. Addition-

ally, each of these studies also takes into account how those patterns 

affect the interactants, and more precisely their identities. Morrow 

(2012), Placencia (2012), and Bolander (2013) have further demon-

strated how effective it is to investigate relational work while keeping 

the speech activities in which relational work occurs in mind. 
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Consequently, it will be important to take the context in which rela-

tional work and identities are performed into account and not just the 

specific social practice in which they occur.  

 

Narratives 

CMC research has also substantially contributed to the analysis of nar-

ratives. Narratives are a specific social practice (Georgakopoulou 2013) 

that occurs in various contexts, mediated or not. Much research has 

been conducted on narratives that occur in face-to-face encounters, but 

recent years have also seen an influx of research on online narratives. 

This research has had an impact on the definition of narratives. In face-

to-face contexts, Labov and Waletzky (1967) and Labov (1997, 2013), 

for example, researched narratives that include abstract, orientation, 

complicating action, evaluation, resolution and evaluation. Other re-

searchers, especially but not exclusively ones that work in CMC con-

texts, have shown that not all narratives consist of all of these 

components. This research has broadened our understanding of what 

counts as a narrative. This is especially visible in small story research 

(Bamberg and Georgakopoulou 2008; Georgakopoulou 2007, 2013) 

and tiny story research (Bolander and Locher 2015; Dayter 2015), both 

of which were also conducted in a CMC context. For example, Dayter 

(2015) explored narratives on Twitter. She found that some fully-

fledged narratives occur. However, she also identified fragmented sto-

ries that could not be explained through traditional narrative research. 

Dayter used the small story framework to explain how narratives 
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emerge over several tweets and while the reportable event is still ongo-

ing. Further, she reported that the resolution of a story might not be 

known to the teller at the start of the telling. Rather, the story can be 

influenced by further events that occur and by the participation of other 

tellers, who were traditionally called the audience. In this way, research 

on online narratives has contributed to a more refined understanding of 

narratives in general.  

 A second aspect that has recently been given attention in research 

on online narratives is the fact that narratives are multifunctional (see 

e.g. Georgakopoulou 2013: 701). Researchers have examined various 

functions of stories in CMC contexts (see e.g. Page 2012; Thurnherr et 

al. 2016). Page (2012) showed that stories do not appear independent 

of context. Rather, some stories occur predominantly in particular 

places within an interaction and are used for specific purposes, such as 

suggestions for a previously reported problem. This is also salient for 

narratives in a health context. I elaborate on this in Section 2.3 in more 

detail.  

Several researchers have also explored how tellers use narratives 

to position themselves within an ongoing interaction (and not just 

within the story world). For example, Mühleisen (2016: 437) demon-

strates how users of online dating advertisements use stories “to con-

struct their persona to attract and initiate responses from the desired 

other.” Mühleisen (2016: 444) analyzed 150 Caribbean dating ads from 

the website “Connecting Singles.” In the rather unique relational con-

text of dating ads, she observes that “the augmentation of one’s own 
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image through largely positive self-descriptive attributes is part of the 

convention” (ibid.: 438). In contrast to counseling where the focus of 

the discussion could superficially be interpreted as being the problems 

of the clients, self-promotion is not only present, but actually aimed at 

in such dating ads. However, narratives in dating ads and in a counsel-

ing context are similar in that narrators in both contexts tell parts of 

their life stories through fragmented narratives. Mühleisen (2016: 448) 

argues that the online context of the dating ads allows users to employ 

the narratives “together with visual cues” to create a profile that aims 

to “entice the viewer to read more.” Like Page (2012), Mühleisen 

(2016) thus shows that a social-constructivist perspective of identity is 

particularly suited to analyzing and contextualizing narratives.  

Within Section 2.2, I have discussed how research within CMC 

and email communication has evolved since the early 1980s. I have 

then reviewed several themes within CMC research that are salient to 

my study. These themes are part of an interpersonal-pragmatic perspec-

tive on CMC. This is especially clear for the analysis of identity and 

relational strategies. My review has further shed light on the themes of 

speech activities and narratives. Previous research on these two themes 

within CMC contexts has revealed that they provide fertile grounds to 

study relational strategies and identities. In the next section, I will pro-

vide the reader with a similar overview focused on health discourse.  
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2.3 (Mental) Health Discourse 
The last field of research that completes the research interface is that of 

health communication or health discourse. Health discourse is a broad 

field of study that includes mental health discourse. I will introduce the 

research field of health discourse first in broad terms (Section 2.3.1), 

before zooming in on previous literature that focuses on online health 

discourse (Section 2.3.2). Within mental health discourse, my focus 

specifically lies on well-being counseling. In other words, I examine 

counseling exchanges that focus on improving the clients’ well-being. 

I will first review research on face-to-face mental health interaction 

(Section 2.3.3) and finally provide insight into research on online men-

tal health (Section 2.3.4).  

 
Figure 2.4 Health discourse in the research interface 

 

2.3.1 Face-to-Face Health Discourse 
Health discourse has been researched since the 1950s (see e.g. Collins 

et al. 2011) and has been an ever-growing field of research in 
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linguistics. This is not least reflected by the inception of journals such 

as Communication and Medicine, which was first published in 2004. In 

the course of four years, between 2011 and 2014, three overviews were 

published in linguistics on the subject of health communication: Collins 

et al. (2011), Harvey and Koteyko (2013) and Hamilton and Chou 

(2014).  

Collins et al. (2011: 96) state that “the main arena for medical 

communication can be most comprehensively viewed in terms of the 

doctor-patient relationship.” One of the main current issues that they 

identify is the language used in “the general practice consultation” 

(ibid.: 97), but there are also issues that aim to “exten[d] the view be-

yond the general practice consultation” (ibid.: 99), such as “cultural and 

linguistic diversity” (ibid.: 100), “linguistic analysis as a diagnostic re-

source” (ibid.: 101), “the patient’s illness experience” (ibid.: 101), and 

“influences of new technology” as well as “cultural models, broader 

discourses and media representations” (ibid.: 102). These further issues 

suggest that research has spread to social practices and sites other than 

the GP consultation. Nevertheless, Collins et al. still see the medical 

consultation as the clear prototype of medical communication. In the 

last pages of their study, Collins et al. consider how linguistic research 

can influence health intervention and should be integrated into medical 

education. All in all, they provide an overview of a wide range of re-

search on medical and consultation practices and how linguistics could 

be of use to practitioners. An earlier book with a similar focus on the 

practitioner-patient interaction is Heritage and Maynard’s (2006) 
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excellent Communication in Medical Care, whose 13 articles on the 

interaction in primary care visits use conversation analysis to present 

comprehensive analyses of the medical consultation in primary care.  

 In contrast to those publications, Harvey and Koteyko’s (2013) 

Exploring Health Communication: Language in Action approaches 

health communication from a different perspective. Their book’s three 

sections on spoken health communication, written health communica-

tion, and computer-mediated health communication foreground the di-

versity of research sites in the field of health discourse. While they 

acknowledge the importance of the practitioner-patient relationship, 

Harvey and Koteyko include other sites of health communication as 

well. One chapter, for example, focuses on patients’ narratives of health 

and illness. They further discuss the language used in the collaborative 

practice of the writing of patient records and highlight the challenges 

and dangers of linguistic choices in patient information leaflets on med-

ications. Next, the section on computer-mediated health communica-

tion offers insight into the thriving field of online peer-to-peer 

interaction in forums that aim to provide support to their members. Fi-

nally, they also turn to research that focuses on how professionals pro-

vide health advice online. Overall, Harvey and Koteyko draw special 

attention to all the research methods that have been used to analyze 

health communication, from conversation analysis, discourse analysis, 

and Critical Discourse Analysis to corpus-linguistic approaches and 

discursive psychology.  
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 Hamilton and Chou (2014) edited the interdisciplinary Routledge 

Handbook on Language and Health Communication. In the introduc-

tion to the handbook, Hamilton and Chou (2014: 1) identify five foci in 

research on language and health: (1) patient-provider interaction; (2) 

mental health and counseling; (3) narratives; (4) discourse of public 

health; and (5) health and risk communication. They point out that most 

research has focused on one of these issues, rather than providing an 

analysis of some or all of them at once. The handbook is organized 

around the three issues of “individual’s everyday health communica-

tion”, “health professionals’ communicative practices” and “patient-

provider communication in interaction” (ibid.: 3). This structure stems 

from how “communicative problems can arise due to mismatches be-

tween speakers’ intentions and listeners’ inferences” (ibid.: 3) and “the 

distinction between the ‘voice of the lifeworld’ and the ‘voice of med-

icine’” (ibid.: 3). The voice of the lifeworld is usually ascribed to the 

patients’ voice, whereas the voice of medicine is usually the practition-

ers’. Hamilton and Chou, therefore, begin with contributions that deal 

with the voice of the lifeworld and then continue with contributions that 

focus on the voice of medicine, before addressing how these voices do, 

or in some cases do not, fruitfully collaborate in interactions between 

patient and provider. Overall, Hamilton and Chou focus on the inter-

personal aspect of health discourse and contextualize it as a social ac-

tivity between social actors that are in a relationship with each other. It 

is further important to note that Hamilton and Chou (2014: 8-9) identify 

three key themes that “are likely to continue to gain in importance” and 
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that are “explored by multiple contributors” to the handbook: the “im-

pact and implications of changes in technology-mediated communica-

tion”, “the narrative turn in health communication”, and the 

“observation of health communication within authentic contexts” 

(ibid.: 9) All three of these key themes were also (implicitly) present in 

Harvey and Koteyko’s (2013) discussion of health communication.  

All four of the above-mentioned overviews provide vital insight 

into specific aspects of health communication and the research field of 

health discourse overall. Taken together, their collective insights com-

bine to provide a comprehensive overview of the richness of health dis-

course research. All four publications convincingly show how 

important language is in health and healthcare, and how linguistic 

choices can be systematically analyzed through a range of research 

methodologies and for a variety of distinct purposes.  

There is one important point that needs to be mentioned, how-

ever, about all four publications: the relative shortage of linguistic re-

search on mental health in comparison to health overall. Collins et al. 

(2011) only briefly tap into the area of mental health communication 

when they mention one study that focuses on psychiatric interaction. In 

their chapter on the practitioner-patient relationship, Harvey and Ko-

teyko (2013: 26) mention that the psychiatric consultation has not been 

extensively researched. Still, they do make it a point to include psychi-

atry as a mental health practice throughout their book. However, their 

focus on psychiatric interaction as the prototypical site of mental 

healthcare is reminiscent of the focus in Collins et al. on the GP-patient 
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interaction in medical communication. Harvey and Koteyko do briefly 

touch upon further mental health contexts by including Locher’s (2006) 

research on the online advice column Lucy Answers and Harvey’s 

(2013) work on the health advice website Teenage Health Freak that 

both include mental health aspects. Nevertheless, mental health dis-

course remains less prominent in Harvey and Koteyko (2013) than 

health discourse. Finally, Hamilton and Chou (2014) may refer to coun-

seling and mental health as one of the foci of research they reviewed. 

However, only a small number of contributions to their handbook actu-

ally discuss mental health. Clearly, mental health discourse is un-

derrepresented in such overview works. It would be misleading to 

suggest, however, that mental health has not received any attention 

from linguists, as I will show in Sections 2.3.3 and 2.3.4 for face-to-

face and online contexts, respectively.  

Researchers interested in interpersonal pragmatics have also 

turned to health discourse in recent years. Two overviews deserve par-

ticular mention: the special issue on health and (im)politeness in the 

Journal of Politeness Research edited by Mullany in 2009, and Locher 

and Schnurr’s chapter on “(Im)politeness in health settings” in The Pal-

grave Handbook of Linguistic (Im)Politeness from 2017. Both of these 

publications address the research that (im)politeness researchers con-

duct in health settings.  

 Mullany (2009) implores researchers to consider five vital points 

when studying health discourse. First, she explicitly points out that “po-

liteness currently remains an under-researched area of investigation” in 
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healthcare communication, even though “there is a real necessity for 

empirical investigation to be produced” (ibid.: 1). Second, she calls for 

a diversification of the healthcare settings studied from a politeness per-

spective, among them specifically computer-mediated healthcare com-

munication. Third, Mullany argues that the newer theoretical 

approaches to politeness are especially suited to the study of healthcare 

communication. Fourth, she pushes for more politeness research on au-

thentic and naturally-occurring data in health contexts. And finally, she 

promotes the contributors’ applied approaches in the special issue. All 

of them attempted to  
find knowledge which can be of practical relevance and applied 

value to those parties who have allowed their communicative 

practices to be researched. (Mullany 2009: 3)  

All in all, the special issue edited by Mullany exemplifies the fruitful 

cross-collaboration of research on politeness and health discourse based 

on her five points.  

 Eight years later, Locher and Schnurr (2017: 689) still agree with 

Mullany’s viewpoint that there needs to be much more empirical re-

search into (im)politeness phenomena in a wide range of health care 

settings. In their comprehensive review of such research, Locher and 

Schnurr discuss how researchers are increasingly widening the scope of 

research to go beyond “traditional institutionalized contexts” (ibid.: 

692), including culturally diverse settings and what they call “e-health” 

practices (ibid.: 693). In such studies, researchers have applied an “im-

mense diversity [of] methodological and theoretical approaches” (ibid.: 
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696). Locher and Schnurr further identify four themes in health dis-

course that are especially interesting from an interpersonal-pragmatic 

perspective:  
- the face-threatening potential of many interactions in a 

health context; 

- the negotiation of roles pertaining to health interaction in dy-

namic encounters; 

- the creation and maintenance of trust and expertise; 

- the importance of counselling, providing advice, providing 

information, etc.  

(Locher and Schnurr 2017: 698)  

Locher and Schnurr particularly foreground the usefulness of an inter-

personal-pragmatic approach to “practices in computer-mediated con-

texts” (2017: 705). They also highlight that “the potential of CMC for 

emotional and psychological counselling is clearly booming” (2017: 

705) and that examinations of such interactions need to be conducted. 

Locher and Schnurr (2017: 705) strongly advocate combining “the 

study of identity construction and role negotiation together with face 

concerns” – a position with which I wholeheartedly agree.  

Instead of providing an exhaustive review of health discourse re-

search from an interpersonal-pragmatic perspective, I refer the reader 

to the overviews discussed in this section. In the next section, I will 

focus my literature review on studies that deal with research on online 

health practices, which are more relevant to my study. 
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2.3.2 Online Health Discourse 
As we have mentioned elsewhere (Locher and Thurnherr 2017: 3), it is 

nowadays a “fact that computer-mediated communication (CMC) is 

used to disseminate, find and negotiate health-related content” (see also 

Office for National Statistics 2016). In the introduction to a special is-

sue on “the study of linguistic online health practices” (ibid.: 3), we 

identified recurrent themes that have been addressed by researchers 

who are interested in the intersection of language, health, and CMC.  

First, there are recurrent themes that are concerned with the 

online aspect of the language used in online health practices (Locher 

and Thurnherr 2017: 13). One such theme is the participation structure 

of online health practices and its influence on interactions. Participation 

structure refers, for example, to the number of participants, the type of 

participants (e.g. peers vs. professionals), or whether the interaction oc-

curs in public or in private. A further recurrent CMC theme is anonym-

ity. For sufferers of some health issues, anonymity can be an advantage, 

as it allows for more open disclosure about topics that might be taboo. 

A third recurrent theme in CMC health analysis is the synchronicity or 

asynchronicity of the interaction and how it influences, for example, 

turn-taking and turn design. Researchers have analyzed these recurrent 

themes and have revealed that interactants usually find creative ways to 

deal with such affordances (Locher and Thurnherr 2017: 13).  

Second, we identified recurrent themes from a health perspective 

(Locher and Thurnherr 2017: 13). For example, studies that look at lay 

people’s use of language in health contexts can shed light on an “emic 
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perspective of health issues” (ibid.: 11). Other researchers have uncov-

ered health ideologies that explain cultural differences in how 

healthcare is provided (see e.g. Al Zidjaly 2017). Finally, we also iden-

tified the recurrent theme of patient empowerment, which is defined as 

the “active participation in health decisions by patients and clients” 

(Locher and Thurnherr 2017: 14). Such findings on health themes can 

enable researchers to inform health professionals about specific conclu-

sions that might improve health practices overall.  

Finally, we also highlighted some of the recurrent linguistic 

themes in online health research (Locher and Thurnherr 2017: 14). Re-

searchers of online health practices have considered the construction of 

identities in a wide range of settings and for practices with all kinds of 

purposes. Such issues as trust, credibility, expertise or authority have 

been foregrounded. Many studies have employed a social-constructivist 

approach, and several have utilized the notion of positioning. Further, 

we identified the construction of shared experiences as a further lin-

guistic theme in such practices (ibid.: 15). This theme is especially 

prominent in research on peer-to-peer interaction. Additionally, the In-

ternet is an ideal place for clients, patients and health consumers to con-

nect with people who are concerned about or suffer from the same 

health issues, even when the health issue is rare and interactants are not 

close to each other geographically. Finally, we turned to the theme of 

narratives in online health practices (ibid.: 16). In the rest of this sec-

tion, I will discuss some of these themes in more detail while also in-

troducing some further themes that are relevant to the present study.  
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Comprehensive Interpersonal-Pragmatic Research 

Two studies that explicitly look at the intersection of health, CMC and 

interpersonal pragmatics with a focus on relational work and identity 

construction are Locher (2006) and Rudolf von Rohr (2018), both of 

which are part of the SNF-project this study is also part of. Locher’s 

(2006) work Advice Online: Advice-Giving in an American Internet 

Health Column served as a starting point for my own project in several 

ways: in terms of data with its focus on online health practices; meth-

odologically with its combination of content and discourse analysis of 

such online health practices; and thematically because of an interest in 

the interpersonal-pragmatic issues of relational work and identity con-

struction. I will therefore review Locher’s (2006) study in more detail 

here.  

 Locher (2006) analyzed an online advice column that centers 

around health issues. Overall, she aimed to “identify the strategies of 

advice-giving used in the particular social practice established in ‘Lucy 

Answers’ by analyzing its question-answer units in depth” (ibid.: 56). 

Conducting a content and a discourse analysis, Locher shed light on 

interpersonal-pragmatic aspects of the advice column from a holistic 

perspective. She was particularly interested in the content structure of 

the advice column, the relational work employed within it, how the pub-

lic and private dimensions of an advice column are realized, and finally 

how the advisory team managed to portray an identity for the fictional 

advice giver persona Lucy. With a corpus of 2,286 question-answer se-

quences, she conducted a quantitative content analysis and a discourse-
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analytic examination of 12 percent of the entire corpus: 40 records from 

each of the seven different topics that are discussed on Lucy Answers. 

These topics were produced by the team of advisors that managed the 

advice column, and each question-answer sequence was assigned to one 

of the topic categories. This type of analysis allowed Locher to give an 

overview of the content structure of the advice column, while also being 

able to present detailed analyses of the more subtle linguistic choices 

made by the interactants. Locher showed that specific interpersonal-

pragmatic patterns occurred and that these patterns varied according to 

the content. As a result, Locher raised our awareness of how to analyze 

and interpret interpersonal-pragmatic issues while keeping the content 

structures of specific practices in mind.  

 To characterize the content structure, Locher (2006) identified 

the discursive moves that the interactants employed. Miller and Gergen 

(1998: 192) defined discursive moves as “the kind of contribution that 

the entry made to the ongoing interchange.” Noting that discursive 

moves were utilized in specific patterns, Locher (2006: 224) found, for 

example, that problem letters frequently contained the following dis-

cursive moves: “questions (38%), background information (21%) and 

problem statements (21%).” Further, the answer letters were mostly 

made up of “advice and referral moves” (47%), “general information 

(19%)”, and “assessments (15%)” (ibid.: 85). Another important find-

ing from Locher’s study (2006: 86) is that, in answers by the advisory 

team, assessments were often followed by advice or general infor-

mation. This corroborates previous findings of a stepwise entry to 
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advice (see e.g. Heritage and Sefi 1992: 379). Importantly, Locher iden-

tified how the content structure can differ for the individual topics to 

which the question-answer sequences were assigned. All in all, she pre-

sented a holistic overview of the content structure of the question-an-

swer units through analyses of the discursive moves, their sequence and 

their linguistic realization. Locher’s results will be compared to the re-

sults of my own content analysis in Chapters 5 to 7.  

Locher’s subsequent analyses of interpersonal-pragmatic aspects 

such as relational work were based on the results of her content analy-

sis. She identified the relational strategies that occurred within the prob-

lem and answer letters. While some strategies, such as bonding, 

boosting, or hedging, occurred in both problem and answer letters, 

Locher also found that certain strategies, such as praising or appealing 

for empathy, occurred only in one or the other type. Locher chose to 

study two strategies further: appealing for empathy, which only oc-

curred in problem letters, and displaying empathy, which was only used 

in answer letters. This led her to identify a connection between these 

two relational work strategies (ibid.: 245): when there is no appeal for 

empathy in the problem letter, there is a tendency for there to be no 

display of empathy in the response letter. This correlation was espe-

cially strong in question-answer units that were concerned with advice-

seekers’ emotional health and their sexuality. This is of significance to 

my study, since those are topics that are also discussed in the counseling 

exchanges. Locher also considered whether particular relational strate-

gies occurred more frequently in particular discursive moves. In the 
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answer letters, for example, empathizing, praising and bonding oc-

curred more frequently in one particular discursive move, namely as-

sessment, while hedging and boosting were frequently employed in 

advice-giving moves (ibid.: 148). In this way, Locher provided an in-

depth analysis of relational strategies that identified distinct patterns ac-

cording to the content in which relational work occurred.  

Locher went on to analyze the construction of the fictional advi-

sor persona Lucy. Lucy is not an actual person who gives advice in the 

advice column. Rather, a team of health professionals answers the prob-

lem letters. However, they portray themselves as one specific advisor 

who goes by the name Lucy. Locher (2006: 183) shows that Lucy is 

constructed through the language used by the professionals and 

“emerges interactively.” Locher (2006: 184, italics in original) identi-

fies the following seven strategies that are used to construct Lucy’s 

voice: (1) “Lucy’s name, self reference and address terms”, (2) “Lucy 

presents herself as a competent and knowledgeable source of accurate 

information”, (3) “Lucy makes readers think and gives options when 

she presents her advice”, (4) “Lucy chooses an easily accessible, infor-

mal and inoffensive range of vocabulary”, (5) “Lucy has an opinion 

(positive and negative evaluations)”, (6) “Lucy shows awareness of dif-

ficult situations (empathy)”, and (7) “Lucy has a sense of humor.” 

Locher (2006: 204-205, italics in original) shows that “it is the sum of 

these strategies within the discursive practice ‘Lucy Answers’ which 

form Lucy’s identity as a puzzle or a mosaic.” She adds that 
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Lucy’s identity only emerges in the readers’ minds when they use 

the site repeatedly by reading the latest exchanges of questions 

and replies, browsing the archives or even by engaging in reader 

responses. (Locher 2006: 205, italics in original)  

It is thus the repeated acts of positioning (see also Bolander and Locher 

2015) that create a coherent, competent and trustworthy advisor iden-

tity.  

 Overall, Locher’s study established how a content analysis can 

be fruitfully combined with a discourse analysis that centers on inter-

personal pragmatics and that this mix can shed light on online health 

discourse. Locher’s combination of these types of analyses is well 

suited to gain a holistic picture of a social practice under scrutiny. Ad-

ditionally, Locher demonstrated that it is paramount to consider the 

context in which relational strategies are used and identities are con-

structed. Her assessment of which relational strategies occur within 

which discursive moves and topic categories made it possible to un-

cover tendencies and to illustrate patterns between relational work, 

identity construction, discursive moves and topic categories.  

Due to the fact that Lucy Answers is an online advice column that 

mainly consists of question-answer sequences, Locher (2006) could not 

address how such patterns would manifest themselves in interactions 

with higher and longer interactivity between participants. Further, Lucy 

Answers deals with a broad range of health concerns, including emo-

tional health, relationships and sexuality. However, the setup of the ad-

vice column, with its focus on health and as a public column, clearly 
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limits its potential for a discussion of personal mental health issues. 

These two issues will be addressed by my study of private online coun-

seling exchanges.  

 Like my work, Rudolf von Rohr’s (2018: 1) is also inspired by 

Locher’s; it investigates the “communicative or persuasive strategies 

[that] are employed in smoking cessation online in a UK setting, adopt-

ing an interpersonal pragmatic approach.” Based on Locher’s approach, 

Rudolf von Rohr conducted a combination of content and discourse 

analyses to reveal interpersonal aspects of the language used on web-

sites and peer-to-peer forums that focus on smoking cessation. Rudolf 

von Rohr found a similar set of discursive moves to those found by 

Locher, such as advice-giving or general information moves (for a de-

tailed comparison, see Chapter 5). She further found that some topics 

contained some discursive moves more frequently. For example, Ru-

dolf von Rohr (2018: 368, emphasis in original) found that the topic of 

“requesting help was characterized by its use of discursive moves re-

lated to advising; e.g. advice and own experience.” She linked these 

discursive moves to the construction of expertise that is highly preva-

lent in requesting help threads. Interpreting her findings with regards to 

persuasion, Rudolf von Rohr (2018: 368) concluded that emotional in-

volvement was especially present in topics that dealt with personally 

difficult experiences, such as the topic of relapsing on the forums. On 

the other hand, displaying expertise was preferred in the topic of re-

questing help on the forums and in sections that address common ques-

tions on the website. These contexts contain less personally sensitive 
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discussions, which means that displaying expertise does not come 

across as face-threatening.  

Rudolf von Rohr (2018: 368) demonstrates that comparisons 

could be drawn between the peer-to-peer forums and the professional 

websites she examined; for example, participants used different types 

of relational strategies in the different datasets, even as these strategies 

resulted in comparable identity positions. Rudolf von Rohr’s study 

therefore corroborates Locher’s (2006) finding that a combination of 

content and discourse analyses can reveal a holistic picture of a social 

practice. She further demonstrates that while interactants in different 

social practices may have the same goal – to persuade people from quit-

ting smoking – they might not pursue this goal in the exact same way 

from an interpersonal-pragmatic perspective. While certain similarities 

can be found, it is the subtle differences that are especially noteworthy 

when looking at interpersonal-pragmatic aspects of situated practices.  

 Both Locher (2006) and Rudolf von Rohr (2018) are situated in 

the same three research fields as my study. However, their work focuses 

more on health rather than on mental health (Locher touches on the 

subject of mental health, but it is not her main focus). In addition, 

Locher (2006) zoomed in on the aspect of advice-giving, while Rudolf 

von Rohr (2018) addressed issues of persuasion. In contrast, my study 

focuses on the collaboration in the therapeutic alliance. Other studies 

that deal with online health discourse have not identified themselves as 

interpersonal-pragmatic studies. However, they still deal with the inter-

personal aspect of the language used in online health practices. I will 
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discuss some of these studies that are relevant to my work in the fol-

lowing pages.  

 

Identity  

In Locher and Thurnherr (2017), we identified identity construction as 

a recurrent theme in online health research. In addition to the two stud-

ies reviewed above, Armstrong et al. (2011), Cochrane (2017), Rich-

ardson (2003) and Sillence (2017) also analyzed identity construction 

in online health contexts. Richardson (2003) and Sillence (2017) con-

sidered how trust, credibility and expertise are created. Richardson 

(2003) examined how lay people construct an expert identity online. In 

a study of Usenet newsgroups about health risks when using mobile 

phone handsets, Richardson analyzed 1,000 messages written in Eng-

lish from 93 threads in 45 different newsgroups. Richardson found that 

lay people use warranting strategies to give their claims more legiti-

macy. She identified the following warranting strategies: “warranting 

by source” (ibid.: 176), “warranting by reference to personal experi-

ence” (ibid.: 178), “warranting by reference to status” (ibid.: 179), and 

“warranting by use of technical register” (ibid.: 180). Even using a dis-

claimer can be seen as at least showing one’s awareness that a warrant-

ing device would be necessary. Richardson reports, however, that such 

warranting strategies can be challenged by either suggesting that the 

claim lacks a source or by challenging the credibility of the source 

given. She found, though, that defending a source after such a challenge 

did not occur frequently. Overall, Richardson showed that the 
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participants in the Usenet groups displayed expertise in many different 

ways, even though there were no contextual or institutional character-

istics available that would signal expertise in an a priori fashion. Rich-

ardson saw this as evidence of the performativity of an expert identity.  

 Sillence (2017) analyzes the construction and recognition of ex-

pertise by interviewing 18 English-speaking members of peer-to-peer 

forums on health and by investigating two YouTube videos (in English) 

and the comments below them from a discursive-psychological per-

spective. In her analysis of the interviews from the forum members, 

Sillence identifies homophily as an important factor in whether a source 

is judged as credible and trustworthy. In other words, peers manage to 

establish credibility and trust when their input resonates with others in 

a meaningful way. This can be based, for example, on demography (e.g. 

age, gender) or on similarities in the stories that are told. In the 

YouTube analysis, Sillence identifies motivation as a highly relevant 

factor to create trust. YouTubers can establish trust when they project 

an authentic and personal stance and distance themselves from gaining 

financially through their videos. Sillence’s further analysis of the com-

ments on the videos demonstrates how trust and expertise are interac-

tionally achieved rather than simply characteristics of individual posts. 

She also shows that depending on the medium, the interactants choose 

different strategies to create trust and expertise.  

Armstrong et al. (2011) and Cochrane (2017) explore group iden-

tities rather than individual ones. This is relevant to my study as I in-

vestigate not just the individual identities of the interactants, but the 
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therapeutic alliance as well. Armstrong et al. (2011) examined an online 

forum that centers around diabetes. They reveal how the identity of the 

forum was interactionally established and how peers negotiate author-

ity. Using a discursive-psychological approach to analyze 219 postings 

written in English by 17 patients who suffer from diabetes, Armstrong 

et al. (2011: 6) found that the interactants talked about three specific 

topics: self-management of their disease, new possibilities for treat-

ments, and how to cope psychologically. Armstrong et al. demonstrated 

that the group clearly established the identity of the forum as a place 

where information was more prominent than socializing. Armstrong et 

al. identified a range of strategies used to create expertise and authority, 

such as the use of “brief stories to make indirect suggestions” (ibid.: 

14); such stories “demonstrate[d] shared concerns and experiences as 

well as authority” (ibid.: 14). All in all, Armstrong et al. corroborated 

that online interaction can be efficiently used to promote better self-

management and self-efficacy.  

Cochrane (2017) performed a discourse analysis of three Eng-

lish-language blogs written by wheelchair users. She convincingly ar-

gues that the bloggers created an “imagined community of practice” 

(ibid.: 151) through their blogging activity. Cochrane demonstrates that 

by constructing their identities as belonging to a community, the blog-

gers at the same time construct the identity of the community overall. 

She reports how the bloggers constructed their identities by referencing 

their disability practices. However, they also positioned themselves be-

yond such disability practices and thus constructed “constellations of 
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identities” (ibid.: 160) rather than just one type of identity. Cochrane 

(2017: 160) also highlights how the bloggers used “in-group collective 

terms” and engaged in shared sense-making with other disabled blog-

gers to construct an imagined community. Cochrane’s study raises our 

awareness that identities are not just constructed in relation to others. 

Rather, as she convincingly illustrates, interactants also construct and 

negotiate their relationships when engaging each other. Both Arm-

strong et al. (2011) and Cochrane (2017) reveal the link between iden-

tities and relationships. They thus empirically show that identities are 

not just an interactional achievement; rather, interactants negotiate re-

lationships between each other through the positionings they perform. 

They do so by employing relational strategies.  

 

Relational Work and Relational Strategies 

As I have mentioned above, Locher (2006) and Rudolf von Rohr (2018) 

have specifically analyzed relational work in an online health context. 

Harrison and Barlow (2009) and Eichhorn (2008) are further studies 

that look at interpersonal strategies in online health practices. Harrison 

and Barlow (2009) studied politeness strategies that are used in an 

online arthritis workshop in which peers support each other. They ex-

amined 455 messages written in English. Those messages were feed-

back messages written by peers in response to participants’ action 

plans. Harrison and Barlow (2009: 94) examined “how … participants 

handle the potentially conflicting demands of showing empathy and 

giving advice” at the same time. They found that peers prefer to give 
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indirect advice, for example in the form of personal narratives. They 

argue that the narratives allow participants to show empathy and give 

advice by recounting what they did in a similar situation. Narratives 

allow posters to construct an expert identity which legitimizes their ad-

vice, while simultaneously avoiding giving direct advice. Additionally, 

since the posters portray themselves as going through similar troubles, 

they also create solidarity and a positive bond. Harrison and Barlow 

conclude that giving advice indirectly serves multiple functions, such 

as displaying empathy, creating solidarity and constructing the poster 

as an expert. In addition, the context of the communicative event, here 

a supportive peer group, actively shapes this interaction.  

Eichhorn (2008) explores how social support is solicited and pro-

vided. She analyzed 490 postings from 5 discussion boards that focused 

on eating disorders. Her data is written in English. Eichhorn (2008: 77) 

coded the 490 postings according to the type of support provided (e.g. 

informational, emotional, esteem, and so on) and the type of solicitation 

for support (e.g. requests for information, sharing experiences, self-

deprecating comments and so on). She found that overall 55.7 percent 

of the messages contained the provision of “some type of social sup-

port” (ibid.: 77) and 53.8 percent of messages contained solicitations of 

such support. Further, Eichhorn (2008: 73) reports that the type of sup-

port that occurred most frequently, namely 29.7 percent, was informa-

tional support; that is, “providing … advice or guidance concerning 

possible solutions to a problem” (ibid.: 69). The strategy that occurred 

almost as frequently was emotional support (27.8 percent): “the ability 
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to receive comfort and security during times of stress from others, lead-

ing a person to feel that he or she is cared for” (ibid.: 68). For the solic-

itation aspect of social support, sharing experiences was the most 

frequent strategy, which included “statements of self-disclosure” (ibid.: 

75). In her thematic analysis, Eichhorn (2008: 75) found that messages 

were most frequently about positive affect, which involves “providing 

feedback and encouragement to another member.” Eichhorn’s study 

shows that social and emotional support are important interpersonal 

features of interactions on discussion boards that deal with eating dis-

orders. Harrison and Barlow (2009) and Eichhorn (2008), but also other 

studies, along with Locher (2006) and Rudolf von Rohr (2018), provide 

some empirical evidence that relational strategies are frequently used 

to create certain effects and to construct specific identities in online 

health settings.  

 

Speech Activities 

In Section 2.2.2 on research about online social practices, I have dis-

cussed how different kinds of online speech activities, such as advising, 

apologizing or requesting, have been researched from an interpersonal-

pragmatic perspective with regards to the linguistic realization of rela-

tional strategies, the construction of identity, or the interactive sequence 

over several turns. Such speech activities have also been investigated 

in an online health context. Locher (2006) demonstrated that relational 

strategies always need to be analyzed in context. Locher accounted for 
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the context by cross-referencing relational work with discursive moves, 

which can be compared to speech activities researched in other studies.  

In a health context, advice-giving has received attention in face-

to-face encounters (see e.g. Heritage and Sefi 1992; Limberg and 

Locher 2012; Silverman 1997) as well as in online contexts (Kouper 

2010; Lindholm 2010; Locher 2006; Rudolf von Rohr 2018). Kouper 

(2010), for example, investigated how peers solicit and give advice in 

an English-language online LiveJournal community centered on moth-

erhood. Analyzing 136 initial posts and 215 comments, Kouper found 

that 32 percent of initial posts contained a solicitation for advice and 51 

percent of comments employed advice in some form. In the initial posts, 

advice (n=102) was mostly solicited through three strategies (ibid.: 9): 

request for opinion or information (n=44), problem disclosure (n=38), 

and request for advice (n=18). According to Kouper (2010: 9), “mes-

sages that sought advice often resembled narrations or stories, rather 

than requests or other short speech acts.” Also, “additional information 

generated emotional reactions and expressions of understanding and 

support, in addition to advice” (ibid.: 9). For advice-giving, “the most 

popular forms of advice were direct advice and descriptions of personal 

experience” (ibid.: 12). Kouper (2010: 16) further reports, for example, 

that “direct advice was common in situations that were straightforward 

and could have relatively simple solutions.” In contrast, “in situations 

that were more sensitive or complex, [the users] employed the strategy 

of sharing personal experience more often than the strategies of hedged 

or indirect advice” (ibid.: 16). Kouper (2010: 17) concludes that an 
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analysis of advice “should be grounded in the broader context of rela-

tional and sense-making activities.” I would argue that this can be ac-

complished through an interpersonal-pragmatic analysis.  

 

Narratives 

The final recurring theme in research on online health I want to mention 

is narratives. Several studies I previously reviewed (see e.g. Armstrong 

et al. 2011; Harrison and Barlow 2009; Kouper 2010; Sillence 2017) 

have hinted at the importance of narratives in online health discourse. 

Narratives have been analyzed in online health practices for various 

reasons, most prominent among them as indirect ways to give advice. 

Researchers who have explicitly focused on narratives are, for example, 

Hamilton (1998), Lindholm (2010, 2017) and Thurnherr et al. (2016).  

Hamilton (1998) examined how narratives are used to construct 

identities in an online discussion list about bone marrow transplanta-

tion. Specifically, Hamilton (1998: 54) addresses “how individuals with 

life-threatening illnesses, whose recommended treatment is also life 

threatening, come to present themselves as survivors, rather than as vic-

tims.” Hamilton (1998: 56) argues that the “linguistic choices that a 

narrator makes work to construct not only the storyworld but some as-

pect of the narrator’s identity as well.” She analyzed narratives that re-

ported a conflict between a medical professional and patients or their 

relatives. As Hamilton’s focus within narratives was reported speech, 

she studied 61 English narratives that contained 151 instances of re-

ported speech. Hamilton found that the function of the stories was often 
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to share experiences or information. The tellers used the narratives to 

construct an identity as survivors. They utilized reported speech to 

show that they were assertive when dealing with doctors who were de-

picted as adversaries. Moreover, Hamilton discovered that tellers pro-

duced doctor’s utterances predominantly through direct reported 

speech and thus shared exactly “how a particular doctor-figure alleg-

edly said something to the patient-figure” (ibid.: 64, emphasis in origi-

nal). Doctor’s negative utterances thereby gained more force. The 

patients were portrayed as having overcome the doctor’s negative im-

pact. Hamilton concluded that users employed narratives to construct 

strong survivor identities and that they tried to socialize newcomers to 

the lists in the same way.  

 More recently, Lindholm (2010, 2017) analyzed narratives by lay 

advice-givers on an American discussion forum that centers around par-

enting. In her 2010 article, Lindholm examined 27 forum threads that 

contained 200 messages. She aimed to reveal the functions of narratives 

offered by advice-givers in a peer-to-peer context. Using a discourse 

analysis, Lindholm identified the discursive moves that occur within 

these messages, one of them being narratives. She proceeded to analyze 

the sequence of narratives and their function within the interaction. Nar-

ratives were used for argumentative and relational purposes. Partici-

pants of the forum used stories to support either advice or assessments 

that they delivered to initial posters. Further, Lindholm (2010: 235) 

showed that the narratives “can also do relational work through the 

sharing of similar experiences and establishing common ground.”  
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While the 2010 contribution focused on parenting in general, her 

later article (Lindholm 2017) turned to health-related issues on the same 

forum. She examined 28 narratives that occur in 17 discussion threads. 

On the basis of a content and thematic narrative analysis, Lindholm cat-

egorized narratives as either “unresolved problem stories” or “success 

stories” (ibid.: 2) that fulfill four functions: “1) give implicit advice in 

the form of success stories, 2) legitimize preceding or upcoming advice, 

3) show and support dis/agreement with other contributors’ assess-

ments or advice, and 4) give a diagnostic opinion” (ibid.: 29). Lindholm 

(2017: 38) concluded that the participants construct (among others) 

“shared situated identities” and expert identities on specific health is-

sues through the narratives. Lindholm (2017: 38) also considered the 

relational work conveyed by the narratives: “empathy and support 

[which] orien[t] to relationship building.” The work by Hamilton 

(1998) and Lindholm (2010, 2017) clearly connects personal online 

narratives with interpersonal-pragmatic issues by highlighting how nar-

ratives are situated activities that facilitate the construction of identities.  

 My review has illustrated that several facets of online health 

practices have been analyzed from an interpersonal-pragmatic perspec-

tive – the construction of identities, the use of relational strategies, 

speech activities such as advising, and illness narratives. Importantly, 

all of these studies have taken the online context of the interaction into 

account and have tried to address how challenges and affordances of 

the medium have influenced the ensuing interaction. However, my re-

view has also made it clear that online social practices have rarely been 
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researched from a holistic perspective. In many cases, the focus of stud-

ies was one particular aspect of a practice, such as those mentioned 

above. Locher (2006) and, to some extent, Rudolf von Rohr (2018) are 

exceptions as they tried to approach practices in their entirety. As I 

mentioned, however, they did so with a focus on advice-giving and per-

suasion, respectively, while my focus lies on collaboration and the ther-

apeutic alliance. Nevertheless, it is positive to see the advances in our 

understanding of online health practices and the amount of research that 

is being conducted into such practices. As my review of (online) mental 

health discourse will show, more research still needs to be conducted 

on this particular component of health discourse. 

 

2.3.3 Face-to-Face Mental Health Discourse 
Health discourse that focuses on mental health includes a broad range 

of interactions. As my focus lies on the institutionalized interaction be-

tween a counselor and a client, my literature review on mental health 

discourse will mainly focus on such interactions as well, namely coun-

seling and psychotherapy. The latter is linked to mental health in a 

straightforward way. But counseling is an umbrella term and is not al-

ways clearly focused on mental health. The Oxford English Dictionary 

(OED) defines counseling as “the giving of advice on personal, social, 

psychological, etc., problems as an occupation.” They add that in psy-

chology, counseling is “a form of psychotherapy in which the counsel-

lor adopts a permissive and supportive role in enabling a client to solve 

his or her own problems.” While I clearly focus on this latter type of 
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counseling, insights from research on other types of counseling have 

nonetheless influenced my study. For example, linguists have looked at 

HIV/AIDS counseling (see e.g. Peräkylä 1995; Silverman 1997) or ge-

netic counseling (see e.g. Arribas-Ayllon et al. 2011; Sarangi 2014). 

Among such research from other types of counseling, Zayts and col-

leagues (see e.g. Pilnick and Zayts 2012; Zayts and Kang 2009; Zayts 

and Schnurr 2011, 2014, 2017) have done work on genetic counseling 

that is especially relevant for my study.  

For example, Pilnick and Zayts (2012) have researched the prin-

ciple of non-directiveness which is also relevant in well-being counsel-

ing. They examined 14 English-language consultations in a prenatal 

genetic counseling context at the University of Hong Kong. In these 

consultations, two doctors from Hong Kong interacted with participants 

that originated from Asia, North and South America, Europe, as well as 

New Zealand and Australia. Through a conversation analysis, Pilnick 

and Zayts aimed to establish whether patients could freely choose 

which prenatal tests they would like to take. Results from previous so-

ciological studies had reported that women felt restricted in their choice 

due to their socioeconomic status. Pilnick and Zayts (2012: 279) argue 

that “differences in what are seen to be acceptable reasons for accepting 

or refusing testing do seem strongly linked to the different socioeco-

nomic circumstances” of the patients. Pilnick and Zayts thus show that 

contextual cues can influence adherence to non-directiveness in genetic 

counseling. In another study with a similar dataset, Zayts and Kang 

(2009) report that understanding is prioritized over non-directiveness in 
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genetic counseling with non-native speakers of the English language. 

In other words, making an informed decision is prioritized over non-

directiveness. These studies unearth whether and how non-directive-

ness is enacted in actual counseling interactions.  

 Moreover, the work of Zayts and colleagues is also especially 

relevant for my study as they apply the framework of relational work to 

genetic counseling and examine interpersonal-pragmatic concerns. For 

example, Zayts and Schnurr (2011) analyze the use of laughter in 34 

prenatal genetic screening consultations between Chinese doctors and 

nurses and Filipina patients (the interactants spoke in English in the 

consultations). They discovered, for example, that doctors and nurses 

employ laughter to reframe the patients’ attempts to seek direct advice 

on which test to take. The use of laughter helps the medical providers 

to position themselves not as advice-givers, but rather as information-

providers. Through their analysis Zayts and Schnurr not only demon-

strate that laughter is a multifunctional relational strategy, but also em-

pirically show how the use of relational work can result in the 

construction of specific identities.  

 Linguistic research on mental health has focused on several re-

current themes. The first recurrent theme I will discuss is speech activ-

ities. Researchers have analyzed such activities as therapist’s 

formulations of clients’ talk, self-disclosure by clients, or specific prac-

tices of a particular psychotherapeutic approach. Some of these speech 

activities deal with the organization of talk and turn design. Naturally, 

conversation analysts were especially successful in advancing our 
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understanding of such activities in a mental health context (for excellent 

overviews on conversation-analytic research on psychotherapy see e.g. 

Peräkylä 2013, 2019; Peräkylä et al. 2008).5 In fact, conversation ana-

lysts have foregrounded the “interactional accomplish-ment” of such 

activities as the “formulating, reformulating and negotiating [of the cli-

ent’s] ‘problem’” in psychotherapy and counseling (Mondada 1998: 

157). Other researchers have focused on activities that are specific to a 

particular psychotherapeutic approach, such as the analysis of home-

work (see definition below) in cognitive behavioral therapy. Another 

current theme of research is the analysis of empathy. Empathy is under-

stood to be an essential component of effective counseling. It comes as 

no surprise, then, that it has been researched from various perspectives, 

including linguistics. A last recurrent theme that is relevant to my study 

is that of narratives. Narratives and storytelling are an integral part of 

counseling and therapy. As I have shown previously, they are in fact 

essential in any health discourse and are prominent in online health 

practices as well. Studies that focus on counseling or psychotherapy 

from a more holistic perspective are rather rare. I will review a particu-

lar exception, however.  

 

  

 
5 I am aware that conversation analysts do not usually call formulations or 
therapist responses speech activities. However, the research referenced here 
can best be subsumed within this theme in my review.  
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Speech Activities 

A classic study of what transpires in psychotherapy was conducted by 

Labov and Fanshel (1977). They performed a discourse analysis of 

“five episodes from a single therapeutic session” between a patient suf-

fering from anorexia nervosa and a “highly experienced social worker” 

who “had been exposed to the psychoanalytic tradition through many 

formal and informal educational channels” (ibid.: 329). Labov and 

Fanshel (1977: 349) aimed to “discover what takes place in the conver-

sation between a therapist and her patient” and more generally to “ex-

tend the scope of linguistic analysis to conversation as a whole.” 

Mondada (1998: 155) summarizes their overall aim: “developing a gen-

eral model for discourse analysis.” Labov and Fanshel focused their at-

tention on the turn by turn interaction that the therapist and the patient 

produced. They analyzed such discourse phenomena as requests, chal-

lenges, coherence or narratives. They further analyzed prosodic cues, 

such as intonation. Labov and Fanshel’s detailed examination of fifteen 

minutes of therapeutic interaction demonstrates the diversity of speech 

activities that are present within therapeutic discourse overall. While 

Labov and Fanshel described the psychoanalytic practice of interview-

ing, more recent work has expanded research to other types of thera-

peutic interaction that are more relevant to my own study. Nevertheless, 

Labov and Fanshel is an impressive analysis of what transpired in part 

of a session between a therapist and a patient.  

In Conversation Analysis and Psychotherapy, Peräkylä et al. 

(2008) gathered contributions from CA researchers on a variety of 
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discourse phenomena in several types of psychotherapy. Researched 

discourse phenomena included formulations (Antaki 2008), responses 

to reinterpretative statements by the therapist (Bercelli et al. 2008a), or 

the sequential interaction that occurs when clients resist the therapists’ 

proposed actions (Halonen 2008; Peräkylä 2008; Vehviläinen 2008). 

For Vehviläinen et al. (2008: 196-197), the volume is “an effort towards 

systematization of the conversation analytical explication of psycho-

therapy”, and the studies have “identified and explicated a number of 

key actions” that occur within psychotherapy. I review some of the con-

tributions in Peräkylä et al. (2008) here, along with other studies that 

focused on speech activities in counseling or psychotherapy. 

One speech activity that has been extensively examined is the 

formulation of clients’ talk by therapists. Following Heritage and Wat-

son (1979, 1980), Antaki (2008: 26) defines formulations as “a refer-

ence to the practice of proposing a version of events which (apparently) 

follows directly from the other person’s own account, but introduces a 

transformation.” According to Antaki, there are several ways to propose 

an alternative to what someone else has said, including not only formu-

lations but also extensions, reinterpretative statements, corrections, and 

challenges. Antaki argues that they range from collaborative to com-

bative respectively. Antaki (2008) reviewed research on formulations. 

He summarizes that formulations have three different functions: they 

can serve therapeutic interpretation, manage the progress of the session, 

or facilitate the taking of the patient’s history. Antaki (2008: 42) con-

cludes that formulations are “a powerful rhetorical move” because of 
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their “ostensibly cooperative link between the formulator’s version and 

that of the previous speaker.”  

In Bercelli et al. (2008a), the focus is on another type of therapist 

response: reinterpretative statements. In contrast to formulations, rein-

terpretative statements not only provide “a candidate reading of the per-

spective expressed by the client” (ibid.: 46), but also “something that, 

though grounded in what the client has said, is caught and expressed 

from the therapist’s own perspective – therefore something possibly 

different, and ostensibly so, from what the client meant” (ibid.: 47). 

Bercelli et al. examined such reinterpretations and clients’ reactions in 

cognitive and relational-systemic psychotherapy sessions. Clients can 

respond to reinterpretative statements by agreeing, disagreeing or not 

responding at all. Clients account for their agreement or disagreement 

through acknowledgement tokens, mere agreements, and extended 

agreements, with the latter being especially important: “[Clients] can 

display their understanding of and agreement with therapists’ reinter-

pretations, provide evidence supporting them … and thus develop, en-

rich and partly modify therapists’ interpretations” (ibid.: 61). This leads 

to an interactive pattern between clients and therapists:  
Therapists, for their part, firstly allow for and even pursue such 

extended responses, and then, when they are provided by clients, 

welcome and deal with them as important contributions to the 

therapeutic work. (Bercelli et al. 2008a: 61)  
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Both Antaki (2008) and Bercelli et al. (2008a) highlight the collabora-

tive work in the therapeutic alliance and illustrate the therapists’ efforts 

to involve the clients as active participants within the alliance.  

Ekberg and LeCouteur (2012, 2014, 2015) examined the context 

of another type of speech activity that therapists perform: proposals for 

behavior change. They examined 20 one-on-one sessions of cognitive 

behavioral therapy (CBT) in which 19 clients and 9 therapists partici-

pated. In Ekberg and LeCouteur (2012), they analyzed the linguistic 

realization of therapists’ proposals and how the epistemic rights of both 

the therapists and the clients were displayed in these proposals. This led 

them to identify the following formats: “hedged recommendations”, 

“interrogatives”, and “information-giving” sequences (ibid.: 231). In 

the first two, the therapists emphasized that the clients could accept or 

reject the proposals and in this way acknowledged the epistemic rights 

of the clients. In information-giving sequences, the therapists “pro-

posed behavioural change as a generalized solution that would be given 

to anyone in that circumstance” (ibid.: 236). In such cases, clients can 

display their epistemic authority by rejecting the solution as inapplica-

ble to their personal situation. Ultimately, for Ekberg and LeCouteur 

(2012: 237), all three types of proposals “can lead to localised client 

resistance.” 

In a later article, Ekberg and LeCouteur (2015) then identified 

three prototypical responses to the therapist proposals researched in the 

above-mentioned study. The three types of responses were “appeals to 

restrictive situational factors”, “appeals to a fixed physical state”, and 
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“assertions of previous effort to do what the therapist was proposing” 

(ibid.: 15). In the first case, clients demonstrated with expert knowledge 

of their own experiences that the action that the counselor suggested is 

“out of their personal control” because of “a specific, restrictive contin-

gency in their life” (ibid.: 15). The second strategy consisted of “de-

scriptions of experiences that are internal to [the clients]”; that is, they 

were the only ones to know those experiences. The clients then pro-

ceeded to suggest that the experiences were “caused by external factors 

and are, thus, out of the client’s control” (ibid.: 15). The last strategy 

involved assertions that the proposed action has already been tried by 

the clients, but that it did not help. The clients regularly utilized three 

specific linguistic devices to emphasize their epistemic right: “high mo-

dality terms and primary tense”, “non-conforming responses to inter-

rogatives”, and “direct reported speech” (ibid.: 22). Ekberg and 

LeCouteur concluded that therapists should not use such therapist pro-

posals to facilitate behavioral change as they were regularly met with 

resistance.  

 In another study, Ekberg and LeCouteur (2014) analyzed infor-

mation-soliciting questions that therapists use to induce behavioral 

change. They demonstrated how such questions are more successful in 

facilitating change. Ekberg and LeCouteur (2014: 64) identified “con-

versational resources that are recurrently drawn on by therapists to co-

implicate clients in the accomplishment of [behavioural change] … .” 

Such co-implications usually consist of three turns: the therapist solicits 

a suggestion for the behavioral change from the client, the client 
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provides a suggestion, and the therapist accepts this suggestion. The 

suggestion is jointly produced and is consequently more readily ac-

cepted by the client. Overall, Ekberg and LeCouteur explicate the intri-

cate work that the therapist invests in facilitating behavioral change 

and, in effect, how the solutions for the clients’ troubles are jointly ne-

gotiated by the client and the therapist. Ekberg and LeCouteur’s work 

compellingly shows how linguistic analyses can aid practitioners to 

identify linguistic choices that advance the therapeutic process. 

 The research presented so far on speech activities utilized con-

versation-analytic methods. The collaborative work in counseling and 

psychotherapy has also been researched through other approaches, such 

as discourse analysis. Pawelczyk and Erskine (2008), for example, 

demonstrated that self-disclosure in psychotherapy sessions is an inter-

actional achievement. They examined 65 hours of psychotherapy ses-

sions in which an experienced therapist and 25 clients participated 

(ibid.: 37-38). In the sessions, the therapist talked with one client, but 

several other clients were present as well. Pawelczyk and Erskine ex-

plored strategies the therapist used to facilitate the clients’ self-disclo-

sure in moments in which clients had abruptly stopped. They analyzed 

“the discourse marker you know, the expression I don’t know, and rep-

etitions …” (ibid.: 38) and were able to show, for example, that the 

functions of you know and I don’t know differ according to their con-

text. They further demonstrated that reactions to these discourse mark-

ers are essential in facilitating further self-disclosure from the clients. 

For example, when clients terminate their self-disclosure with you 
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know, the therapists’ I don’t know can facilitate the continuation of the 

clients’ self-disclosure. Pawelczyk and Erskine’s analysis of the inter-

actional complexity of such instances shows empirically that “the same 

language form can perform different interactional work” (ibid.: 46). 

They concluded that “the verbalization of the client’s experience is the 

effect of joint interactional effort of both parties” (ibid.: 45). Pawelczyk 

and Erskine’s study foregrounds the importance of the collaborative 

work in the therapeutic alliance.  

 A crucial development in research on counseling and psychother-

apy has been the inclusion of the psychotherapeutic approach utilized 

when examining such interactions. Three studies look at speech activi-

ties in cognitive behavioral therapy and solution-focused therapy 

(Beckwith and Crichton 2014; Fitzgerald and Leudar 2012; MacMartin 

2008). These psychotherapeutic approaches are utilized by the counse-

lor in my data as well. All three studies explicitly draw on these psy-

chotherapeutic approaches to explain linguistic choices and patterns. 

Beckwith and Crichton (2014) analyzed one specific practice of 

cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT): homework. Homework refers to 

activities that clients are supposed to perform between individual ses-

sions. Homework in CBT includes such activities as “recording one’s 

thoughts and challenging them”, performing “an exposure task to re-

duce anxiety” or “psychoeducation in which the client reads about the 

condition and its treatment to better understand [it]” (ibid.: 92). Beck-

with and Crichton (2014: 91) investigated “the expertise of the therapist 

in using discursive strategies to put into practice the therapeutic model 
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of CBT.” Homework is an essential aspect of CBT, and therapists need 

to convince clients to commit to it. Beckwith and Crichton used dis-

course analysis to examine one entire therapeutic treatment (a total of 

10 CBT sessions) of a man suffering from generalized anxiety disorder. 

They focused on three “critical moments” in which “homework is in-

troduced” for the first time, “the first homework task is set” and “the 

first homework task is reviewed” (ibid.: 95). Beckwith and Crichton 

demonstrate how the therapist strategically invokes the institutional or 

professional frame of CBT to mitigate the imposition of giving the cli-

ent homework. In addition, the therapist uses constructed dialogue to 

invoke the clients’ perspective on the homework and to be able to fur-

ther mitigate possible resistance. Beckwith and Crichton equate the use 

of these discursive strategies with expertise, for they allow the therapist 

to convince the client to commit to the homework. While they 

acknowledge that their analysis of only one therapist-client dyad limits 

possibilities for generalizations, their study still gives insight into how 

a specific task in a specific type of therapy is interactionally enacted 

and can be linguistically analyzed (ibid.: 99-100).  

Fitzgerald and Leudar (2012) analyzed formulations in person-

centered, solution-focused short-term psychotherapy. This type of ther-

apy is also similar to the one the counselor in the data of my study prac-

tices. Fitzgerald and Leudar were interested in whether formulations 

were used according to the principles of person-centered therapy (with 

its focus on non-directiveness) and solution-focused short-term therapy 

(which aims to promote clients’ strengths and positive qualities). They 
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studied 50 sessions of one therapist. They found that despite many suc-

cessful formulations the therapist at times produced some that were not 

only interactionally misplaced but also contradictory to the principles 

of the psychotherapeutic approach utilized. For example, the therapist 

clearly directed the content of the therapy when highlighting specific 

positive feelings and ignoring the clients’ negative feelings. This leads 

Fitzgerald and Leudar (2012: 17) to argue that “from a person-centred 

perspective there may be a loss of empathy and unconditional positive 

regard … .” Conversely, when the therapist reflects back on “the nega-

tive expressions [from the client]” (ibid.: 16), the therapist “deals more 

with the problem than the solution” (ibid.: 17) and does not adhere to 

the principles of solution-focused therapy. Fitzgerald and Leudar con-

vincingly demonstrate that formulations and other psychotherapeutic 

tools need to be considered within the specific psychotherapeutic prac-

tice as “formulations can have different meanings depending on the 

therapeutic approach” (ibid.: 21). 

Finally, MacMartin (2008: 80) analyzes optimistic questions, 

which are “questions [that] asked clients about their strengths, abilities, 

and successes in addressing the issues that brought them to therapy.” 

These are typical for solution-focused therapies. MacMartin employed 

a conversation analysis to study one session of such therapeutic treat-

ment. MacMartin (2008: 91) has found that clients mostly misaligned 

with optimistic questions by using “answer-like responses” and “non-

answer responses”. Answer-like responses downgraded the optimism 

of the questions with jokes or sarcastic remarks; they also refocused the 
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optimistic resource as “factors or persons other than [the clients them-

selves]” (ibid.: 91), such as external circumstances or family members. 

Non-answer responses contained complaints about the optimistic ques-

tions or a direct refusal to cooperate with the optimistic elements of the 

questions. MacMartin argues that a reason for the misalignment might 

be the fact that in solution-focused therapy clients are encouraged to 

focus on their resources rather than their troubles. If clients are not 

ready to focus away from their troubles, they might reject optimistic 

questions that focus on their positive qualities and resources. According 

to MacMartin (2008: 97), reiterating their difficulties serves to legiti-

mize their need for help and is “a call for ongoing therapeutic support.” 

While the resistance to optimistic questions might be interpreted as 

non-collaborative at first glance, MacMartin illustrates that even re-

sistance can ensure further collaborative work between client and ther-

apist.  

 All in all, my review has shown that various speech activities 

have been analyzed in counseling and psychotherapy. And while the 

collective endeavor provides us with vital knowledge about individual 

speech activities, there is to my knowledge little research that looks at 

all the speech activities interacting within a clients’ entire treatment 

from start to finish. Further research is needed to demonstrate this in-

terplay of speech activities and to uncover whether patterns occur.  
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Relational Strategies: Empathy 

Several conversation-analytic studies have further looked into one par-

ticular relational strategy in a counseling or psychotherapeutic context: 

empathy. Pudlinski (2005) looked at empathy in telephone-mediated 

communication on peer support lines. He studied 44 calls to three dif-

ferent telephone helplines. Pudlinski identified eight methods of doing 

empathy and/or sympathy and describes not only their interactional 

characteristics, but also their sequential occurrence within troubles 

tellings. Two points of Pudlinski’s study are especially noteworthy. 

Pudlinski argues that we should not simply look at concepts such as 

empathy and sympathy from a theoretical perspective and find in-

stances of their occurrences. Instead, we should examine how these in-

teractional effects are performed within actual interaction. Further, he 

argues that empathy and sympathy are a “mutual achievement” (ibid.: 

286) between participants. Empathy is not simply done by the one who 

expresses it. Rather, it is created by both interactants when they set up 

empathic opportunities. Once a participant expresses what could be em-

pathy, the respondent still has the opportunity to not ratify the expres-

sion as empathy. Pudlinski calls for further analysis of this mutual 

interactional achievement. 

Wynn and Wynn (2006) analyzed 20 video recordings of psy-

chotherapeutic consultations between therapists (n=4) and their patients 

(n=15). After identifying sequences in which empathy played a role, 

Wynn and Wynn categorized these instances into three ways of display-

ing empathy: cognitive empathy, defined as “utterances whereby the 
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therapist directly expresses understanding of the thoughts, feelings, or 

behaviour of the patient” (ibid.: 1389); affective empathy, which occurs 

when “the therapist demonstrates that he/she partakes in the patients’ 

feelings” (ibid.: 1390); and sharing empathy, which “is characterized 

by the patient perceiving his/her therapist as expressing that they have 

something in common” (ibid.: 1392). Wynn and Wynn add that empa-

thy is an interactional achievement in which the therapist displays em-

pathy and the patients react to it. When this reaction is positive, Wynn 

and Wynn argue that empathy has occurred. When the patients do not 

react to the therapists’ display of empathy or react negatively to it, 

Wynn and Wynn argue that interactional trouble has occurred and that 

empathy has not been achieved. This perspective echoes Pudlinski’s 

idea (2005) that empathy is collaborative work. While Wynn and Wynn 

show that such empathic sequences can occur within psychotherapeutic 

sessions, they conclude that they cannot tell whether such sequences 

are a requirement for psychotherapeutic interaction.  

Muntigl et al. (2014) also call for an understanding of empathy 

as an interactional achievement. Drawing on examples from previous 

literature, they identify three kinds of discursive issues that are espe-

cially important in accomplishing empathy collaboratively: the em-

pathic opportunity, the empathic response, and turn design. The first is 

created through the client’s troubles tellings. These client-created em-

pathic opportunities then invite professionals to produce an empathic 

response. The turn design comes into play because the empathic re-

sponse needs to be appropriately designed to accurately respond to the 
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empathic opportunity. A critical point is the affiliation between the 

stance expressed by the client in the troubles telling and the stance ex-

pressed by the therapist in the response. Further, based on the work of 

Pudlinski (2005), Muntigl et al. identified the following empathic prac-

tices in their study: emotive reactions, assessments, naming another’s 

feelings, formulating the gist of the trouble, formulating the upshot of 

the trouble, and co-completing the client’s utterance. Muntigl et al. 

(2014: 54) offer an excellent summary of the collaborative nature of 

empathy: Achieving empathy, therefore, is a co-ordinated activity in 

which client displays of affectual stance and therapist empathic re-

sponses occur in synchrony.” In addition, this activity “require[s] on-

going collaborative work from both participants” (ibid.: 54). 

Empathy is the most researched relational strategy in a counsel-

ing and psychotherapy context. All three studies have highlighted the 

collaborative work necessary to achieve empathy and thereby fore-

ground the salience of the therapeutic alliance. It remains to be seen 

whether other relational strategies work in similar ways in an email 

counseling context. I will also examine empathy and complement pre-

vious research with analyses of further relational strategies such as crit-

icism, praise or encouragement. 

 

Narrative 

Finally, a last recurrent theme in counseling and psychotherapy re-

search that is highly salient for my study is that of narratives. As I have 

mentioned, storytelling is an integral part of any counseling or 
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psychotherapeutic interaction. Labov and Fanshel (1977) and Capps 

and Ochs (1995) are prominent examples of research on narratives in a 

mental health context. Boothe (2015) and Bercelli et al. (2008b) have 

further analyzed narratives and their specific function within therapy 

sessions.  

Capps and Ochs (1995), for example, analyzed narratives told by 

an agoraphobic mother (Meg) and her daughter. Agoraphobia is a men-

tal disorder that centers around a fear of encountering situations in 

(open) spaces in which help is not easily procured. Capps and Ochs did 

not analyze counseling or psychotherapy, but interviewed Meg to find 

linguistic patterns in the way she talks about herself. Capps and Ochs 

investigated linguistic patterns that came up in Meg’s narratives in the 

interviews and that seemed to reinforce and continually recreate her ag-

oraphobia. From the combined perspectives of a clinical psychologist 

and an applied linguist, Capps and Ochs (1995: 182) argued that Meg’s 

narratives routinely contained a setting, a problematic event, an attempt 

to resolve the problematic event, consequences, and a psychological re-

sponse. They found that, depending on how these story parts are com-

bined, causal links between particular aspects of a story could be 

emphasized or hidden. Moreover, Capps and Ochs (1995: 187) illus-

trated how Meg positioned herself in specific narratives to emphasize 

herself as the object of the story who could not help but feel agorapho-

bic. Finally, they demonstrated how semantic choices could maintain 

an agoraphobic perspective. Meg repeatedly chose words that portrayed 

her as an “experiencer” or “patient”, rather than as an “agent” (ibid.: 
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187). Such semantic choices can maintain and continually construct a 

life story, in Meg’s case that of an agoraphobic patient. Capps and Ochs 

(1995: 187) concluded that attention to linguistic choices within psy-

chotherapy can be helpful for the therapeutic process and that we should 

see “therapy as a reconstructive process.” 

Bercelli et al. (2008b) analyzed narratives in 100 psychothera-

peutic sessions from cognitive and systemic therapy. They aimed to 

identify what stages the narratives occur in, whether they were elicited 

by the therapist or volunteered by clients, and finally what the narra-

tives aimed to accomplish in the ensuing interaction from a therapeutic 

perspective. They found that narratives occur, first of all, in the inquiry 

phase of the therapeutic process, in which the therapist aims to gather 

information from the clients. In this phase, the therapist elicits narra-

tives with a specific goal in mind: “[The narratives] are provided by 

clients on therapists’ requests and are in the service of therapists’ in-

quiring strategies or agendas” (ibid.: 294). The second type of narra-

tives that Bercelli et al. (2008b: 295) identified were what the authors 

called “co-elaborative [personal narratives.]” These narratives, which 

were typically told in the elaboration phase of therapy, occurred after 

therapists’ reinterpretations of the clients’ talk and often aimed to agree 

or disagree with the reinterpretation:  
When clients’ narratives occur in the phase of elaboration, they 

are regularly self-initiated and volunteered by clients, and are 

usually produced to negotiate agreement and show clients’ un-

derstandings of the therapists’ previous reinterpretations. (Ber-

celli et al. 2008b: 301)  
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Bercelli et al. not only demonstrated the “interactional complexity of 

personal narratives” (ibid.: 300) but also showed that the utilization of 

narratives goes beyond “telling and hearing stories”, for interactants 

“are also, actually, doing therapy” (ibid.: 301) through storytelling. For 

Bercelli et al. (2008b), like Capps and Ochs (1995), narratives are not 

just used to report an event or depict characters within a storyworld. 

The interactants do much more when they tell a story. And especially 

in counseling and psychotherapy, narratives are an essential tool that 

helps mutual understanding and the expression of emotions and expe-

riences, as well as the construction of identities within the stories and 

within the counseling or psychotherapy context. Narratives are in this 

way used to perform important relational work and thereby facilitate 

the therapeutic process. 

 

Holistic Approach to Studying Counseling and Psychotherapy 

A rarity in the linguistic analysis of counseling and psychotherapy is 

the holistic study that looks at a range of discursive phenomenon within 

the same dataset. I want to conclude my review of research on face-to-

face counseling and psychotherapy by mentioning a study that aimed to 

provide such a holistic examination of psychotherapy. Ferrara’s (1994) 

book on Therapeutic Ways with Words is one of the few studies that 

approached the analysis of psychotherapy in this way. She performed a 

discourse analysis of 48 hours of face-to-face psychotherapy sessions. 

Ferrara’s aim was precisely to shed light on discourse phenomena in 

those psychotherapy sessions. She examined narratives, two types of 
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repetitions (i.e., echoing and mirroring) and the collaborative construc-

tion of metaphors as well as joint productions (i.e., instances in which 

interlocutors complete sentences for each other). Methodologically, 

Ferrara incorporated a triangulation of the data: she audio-recorded the 

sessions and produced transcripts for each of them; she interviewed 

some of the therapists she worked with; and she attended training ses-

sions for trainee psychotherapists to arrive at a better understanding of 

what transpires in psychotherapy. Ferrara’s results advanced our under-

standing of psychotherapy in several ways. Her analysis of narratives, 

for example, revealed that retellings of the same event or the same 

theme can be indicative of clients’ changing emotions and attitudes to 

such events or themes. Ferrara corroborated that the use of repetitions 

does important interactional and relational work. By repeating the cli-

ents’ words, for example, therapists can demonstrate their understand-

ing of clients’ points of view and thus express empathy. More 

specifically, Ferrara demonstrated, among other things, that when they 

extend clients’ metaphors, therapists not only showed their understand-

ing of clients’ reported circumstances but also built rapport. Ferrara’s 

main message is that psychotherapy is therapeutic because of the col-

laborative work between therapists and clients and that meaning is cre-

ated interactively by the interlocutors. All in all, Ferrara’s book is an 

excellent contribution to research on psychotherapy and expertly high-

lights the importance of collaboration in psychotherapeutic interaction.  

I could only review a selection of studies that have looked into 

counseling and psychotherapy here due to space. This review has 
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nevertheless clearly illustrated the importance of the collaborative and 

interactive work between the clients/patients and the counselors/thera-

pists in counseling and psychotherapy. In other words, the therapeutic 

alliance is always highly salient in counseling and psychotherapeutic 

interaction. My review also makes clear that previous researchers have 

often looked at very specific aspects of psychotherapy (Ferrara (1994) 

is a notable exception). Despite the fact that we have knowledge about 

many different aspects of counseling and psychotherapy, a holistic 

analysis of entire counseling experiences, i.e., an analysis of all the ses-

sions occurring between one counselor and one client from the begin-

ning until the end, has not yet been conducted to my knowledge. This 

is where my study can complement the very valuable results of previous 

research.  

 

2.3.4 Online Mental Health Discourse 
Research on online mental health discourse has been scarce. I could not 

agree more with Locher and Schnurr (2017: 705) that “the potential of 

CMC for emotional and psychological counseling is clearly booming.” 

This potential has been recognized by practitioners as well as the public 

(see e.g. Berger 2017; Guardian 2019; Knaevelsrud and Maercker 

2007). Norcross et al. (2013: 368-369) state that “the top five predicted 

changes in therapy interventions are online therapies, smart phone ap-

plications, self-help resources beyond books, virtual realities, and so-

cial networking interventions.” Clearly, research needs to tackle this 

field as well to show how online mental health practices work. And we 
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have seen a modest influx of studies concerned with the language of 

such practices since the 2010s. Early work on online mental health fo-

cused in many cases on peer-to-peer and public interaction. I will re-

view some of these early studies here before outlining research on 

online counseling and psychotherapeutic exchanges in more detail.  

 

Peer-to-Peer Interactions  

Miller and Gergen (1998), Morrow (2006), and Giles and Newbold 

(2013) discuss forum interactions that center around mental health is-

sues. Miller and Gergen (1998) were some of the first authors to look 

at mental health communication in an online context by researching the 

therapeutic potential of a message board where peers talk about suicide. 

They analyzed the “conversational moves” (ibid.: 192) that occur on 

the message board. Classifying the interactions as help-seeking, in-

formative, supportive, growth-promoting, and punitive interchanges, 

Miller and Gergen (1998: 198) state that help-seeking and support-giv-

ing take the forms of “self-revelation … on the one hand, and empathic 

and encouraging responses on the other.” However, they interpret these 

aspects as belonging to the realm of conversations characteristic of “in-

timate friendship [or as] neighborly” (ibid.: 198) rather than to thera-

peutic work. The “communication more typically identified with extant 

schools of therapy [occurs] far less” (ibid.: 198). Miller and Gergen 

(1998: 198) concluded that “participants were more content to help 

each other through the dark times than propel each other to change the 

conditions or courses of their lives”; they see the exchanges on the 



2 Theory, Literature Review and the Research Niche 

 

129 

message board, then, as “more sustaining than transforming” (ibid.: 

198). This early work by Miller and Gergen shows that we need to be 

careful of the comparisons we draw. While the message board might be 

interpreted as the online equivalent of a self-help group, we cannot 

straightforwardly compare such interactions with counseling or psy-

chotherapy. However, Miller and Gergen’s work is still valuable as it 

shows a way of looking at mental health conversation from a holistic 

perspective.  

Morrow (2006) analyzed messages posted on a forum about de-

pression. He conducted a discourse-analytic examination of 85 mes-

sages written in English and found that they can be categorized into 

three types of messages: problem messages (n=20), advice messages 

(n=50) and thanks messages (n=15). Morrow identified typical linguis-

tic patterns in each type of message. Problem messages contained de-

scriptions of problems that were interlaced with elaborate accounts of 

the posters’ feelings. Strikingly, these problem messages rarely con-

tained overt requests for advice. Morrow argues that requesting advice 

in general, but especially in the context of the depression forum, carries 

face-threatening potential. Posters tried to position themselves as hav-

ing at least some competence in dealing with their troubles. Responses 

to such problem messages often contained advice. The given advice 

was framed and constructed carefully to account for the potential face-

threat to the advice recipients. Advice-givers used “numerous expres-

sions of empathy, encouragement and reassurance” (ibid.: 547) to facil-

itate the uptake of the advice. The thanks messages were brief messages 
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that expressed appreciation for the advice that had been provided. Ac-

cording to Morrow (2006: 547), “in none of them did a writer indicate 

that they acted upon the advice they had received.” Morrow argues that 

the peer-to-peer nature of the forum led users to invest considerable 

work into creating equal status in supportive relationships.  

Two threads from forums on depression and anxiety, respec-

tively, were examined with regards to identity construction by Giles 

and Newbold (2013). They analyzed a thread from each forum, one 

consisting of eight messages, the other of ten messages and all were 

written in English. They applied discursive psychology, conversation 

analysis and membership categorization analysis to examine the two 

threads. Giles and Newbold demonstrated how new users to the threads 

employed specific terms that belong to particular categories (for exam-

ple, terms such as rage, depression or bipolar) to legitimize their iden-

tity as new users on the forum. At the same time, they also positioned 

themselves as sufferers from the mental health condition that the forum 

was dedicated to. By repeating such categories in subsequent posts, 

other forum users not only confirmed the original poster’s identity, but 

also reinforced aspects of the specific mental health condition itself. For 

example, the repetition of rage and bipolar disorder links rage to the 

mental health condition of bipolar disorder. Through such “categorical 

work” (ibid.: 482), users construct not only their own identities and the 

identities of other users, but also the identity of the forum. Giles and 

Newbold showed that such work, often conducted through the use of 
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second stories, helped to create a supportive environment for the users, 

in which they recognized that they were not alone.  

 As these studies show, mental health has received some attention 

in a CMC context in recent years. However, this attention has mainly 

focused on online mental health in a Western context. In other parts of 

the world, it has not as of yet received much attention. Al Zidjaly (2017) 

is a notable exception with her study of how mental health is con-

structed in online psychological consultations on Islamweb.net. She an-

alyzed 200 examples of psychological consultations from the website, 

where users can send in questions that are then answered by profession-

als and posted on a public website. Her discourse analysis demonstrates 

how the answers are formulated to construct mental health as something 

that should be dealt with through religion rather than psychological 

treatment or therapy. Al Zidjaly (2017: 183) shows that “consultants 

construct themselves as religious experts” rather than as psychological 

or medical experts. She concludes that the interaction positions the ad-

vice-seekers as sinners who should adhere better to Islamic traditions 

and practices. Al Zidjaly (2017: 184) further argues that this results in 

“a top-down relationship where the high status of medical and religious 

authorities in Islamic contexts is never to be questioned … .” This is in 

stark contrast to how Western cultures see the therapeutic relationship 

between professionals and clients. Al Zidjaly raises our awareness of 

avoiding generalizing the Western idea of what constitutes mental 

health, its treatment and especially the therapeutic alliance. Yet her 

work is still an exception as an examination of mental health in non-
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Western contexts. Clearly, it suggests that further attention should be 

given to this research area. It is, however, not part of my study.  

 

Online Counseling and Psychotherapy  

There are to my knowledge three groups of researchers who have stud-

ied professional online counseling and psychotherapy in more detail. A 

group of Australian researchers (see e.g. Danby et al. 2009; Harris et al. 

2012) analyzed online counseling as part of their examination of Kid-

sHelpline, an Australian service that provides telephone and online 

counseling to kids and teenagers. Further, a group of Dutch researchers 

(see e.g. Jager and Stommel 2017; Stommel 2012; Stommel and van 

der Houwen 2014) have studied two types of online counseling in the 

Netherlands. One service provided counseling for clients suffering from 

mild depression and anxiety, whereas the second offered information-

based counseling about drugs and alcohol. Finally, a third group of re-

searchers has studied Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) adminis-

tered online (see e.g. Ekberg et al. 2013; Ekberg et al. 2016). All of 

these researchers utilized conversation-analytic techniques.  

KidsHelpline offers telephone and online counseling, which nat-

urally makes it an ideal place to compare the two types of counseling. 

Danby et al. (2009), for example, examined how ‘active listening’ is 

achieved in 50 telephone and 50 chat counseling sessions on KidsHelp-

line. They found that in telephone counseling, the counselors habitually 

used minimal responses to demonstrate listening and understanding. 

They argued that such minimal responses “encourage the clients to keep 
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talking” (ibid.: 109) and therefore have direct consequences for the 

turn-by-turn interaction. In chat counseling, the clients regularly posted 

one “extended turn” (ibid.: 98) to describe their problem. The counselor 

does not have the opportunity to insert minimal responses in such cases. 

This was particularly salient when clients posted lengthy turns, as it 

took them several minutes to compose a post before the counselor could 

see it. While in some cases such long pauses between posts were not a 

problem, in other cases the counselors posted a message that referred to 

this long pause. Clearly, the use of minimal responses differs between 

telephone and online counseling. Nevertheless, Danby et al. (2009: 

109) found that “formulations are often the first thing done by the coun-

sellors after the callers’ presentations of their reasons for contacting the 

service.” They argue that formulations are a way to demonstrate ‘active 

listening’ and that they are used in both types of counseling. Through 

their comparative analysis of telephone and chat counseling, Danby et 

al. corroborate findings from other studies that the affordances of the 

medium in which the counseling takes place need to be taken into ac-

count.  

Harris et al. (2012) found that the affordances of the medium 

were sometimes explicitly mentioned by the counselors on KidsHelp-

line. Harris et al. examined how counselors in email counseling tried to 

persuade clients to shift to telephone counseling. Their analysis of three 

email counseling threads – “a series of chained e-mail exchanges be-

tween a counselor and a client over an extended timeframe” (ibid.: 25) 

– shows that counselors at times tried to convince clients to switch from 
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email to telephone counseling. Counselors used three approaches to re-

quest such a shift: “a preface to ‘build a case’ for the proposed modality 

shift”, “an indirect design” of the request, and in some instances a “con-

tingency focused” request made by the counselor (ibid.: 26). Harris et 

al. argue that all three approaches aim to safeguard the therapeutic alli-

ance. First, the preface, which might refer to the usefulness of telephone 

counseling or display the limits of email counseling, is used to frame 

the request in a positive light and as offering an additional option. Sec-

ond, the indirect design of requests mitigates the imposition of the re-

quest itself. It further emphasizes the clients’ agency, for they are 

invited to decide whether they would like to change to telephone coun-

seling. Finally, the third approach of focusing on a contingency allows 

clients to respond to the request by saying that they do not have the 

ability to use telephone counseling. Denying a request because one is 

not able to realize it is less face-threatening than denying it because one 

does not want to comply with it. Harris et al.’s study shows how coun-

selors invest extensive work in creating a positive environment in 

which the clients feel comfortable and empowered rather than being 

asked to simply do something the counselor wants them to. In this way, 

Harris et al. demonstrate how counselors are oriented to the therapeutic 

alliance and work to negotiate it in a positive way.  

 Stommel and colleagues have looked at Dutch online counseling. 

They first examined online counseling provided to patients with mild 

depression and anxiety, with a focus on such aspects as recipient design 

(Stommel 2012), formulations (Stommel and van der Houwen 2013), 
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complaining (Stommel and van der Houwen 2014), problem presenta-

tions (Stommel and van der Houwen 2015), or how counselors promote 

self-directedness in clients (Lamerichs and Stommel 2016). I review a 

selection of these studies here.  

Stommel (2012) examined recipient design in email counseling. 

She focused on three specific aspects in which recipient design occurs: 

salutations, closings, and forms of address. Her analysis of 34 threads 

of emails written in Dutch revealed that clients only explicitly request 

a more informal style of forms of address in two cases. However, clients 

show their preference for more informal forms of address by simply 

starting to use them. In the Dutch data, this is most obvious in the use 

of first names in greetings and closings and in the use of T instead of V 

pronouns. In Stommel’s data, some counselors responded to these 

changes positively and used more informal styles of address in re-

sponse. However, Stommel (2012: 156) also points out that “counsel-

lors sometimes fail to attend to recipient design … when clients initiate 

a more informal recipient design.” Stommel attributes this failure partly 

to the complexity of the online environment in which the interaction 

takes place, as some email messages are sent from a message board and 

others from an email system. This might result in counselors not re-

membering that the specific client prefers a more informal style. While 

Stommel (2012: 156) argues that clients seem to “accept” this failure in 

recipient design, “this does not mean that clients are indifferent about 

counsellors’ recipient design.” Stommel (2012: 156) does not further 

elaborate on the clients’ perspectives, but admits that “the way 
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counsellors salute and address their clients plays a part in the clients’ 

general perception of a too-distant counselling relationship.”  

Stommel and van der Houwen (2014: 183) analyzed 20 Dutch 

email threads with regards to “complaining and the management of face 

in online counseling.” They examine three occurrences of complaints 

in their data and show that both interactants orient to face concerns. Due 

to the asynchronicity of email, clients could not manage the counselor’s 

face turn by turn in complaints, but rather had to anticipate and thus 

preemptively manage the counselor’s possible reactions. In addition, 

complaints about the perceived impersonal nature of the counseling 

were often formulated in a way that assigned culpability to the medium, 

rather than the counselor. Stommel and van der Houwen argue that the 

impersonal aspect might also be emphasized through the way the coun-

selors summarize the clients’ input. They suggest that the practice of 

summarizing therefore needs further examination. Finally, Stommel 

and van der Houwen (2014: 191) point out how the counselors “did not 

take responsibility for the complaints” and thereby possibly weakened 

the counseling relationship. Stommel and van der Houwen (2014: 192) 

suggest that counselors should “not deflect” complaints and instead 

should improve how they “mirro[r] the client’s own words” in order to 

strengthen the therapeutic alliance and decrease dropout rates.  

Finally, Lamerichs and Stommel (2016: 287) aimed to “show 

how [counselors] orient to the dilemma of promoting self-directedness 

in their clients while also giving ear to clients’ concerns.” Having ana-

lyzed 200 emails, Lamerichs and Stommel (2016: 287) identified five 
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strategies that the counselors regularly use: “demonstrating reading”, 

“optimistic formulations and questions”, “agency ascribing compli-

ments”, “‘depersonalising’ problem descriptions”, and “contrastive 

questions.” Lamerichs and Stommel are particularly critical of the use 

of contrastive questions. In such questions, counselors aim to reduce 

the problem or the impact of the problem the clients have described. 

This is perceived by the clients as disalignment. As a result, clients fur-

ther legitimize and justify their troubles in replies to such strategies. 

This in turn further emphasizes and realizes the problems of the clients. 

Lamerichs and Stommel demonstrate how a linguistic analysis of actual 

counseling data can shed light on interactional difficulties that might 

not be overtly clear to practitioners.  

 In more recent work, Stommel and colleagues (e.g. Jager and 

Stommel 2017; Stommel and te Molder 2015; Stommel 2016) have fo-

cused on chat counseling that provides users “with accurate information 

about alcohol and drugs” (Stommel and te Molder 2015: 281). In other 

words, this type of online counseling is concerned with providing in-

formation rather than with well-being counseling per se. Nevertheless, 

the use and especially abuse of alcohol and drugs belong to mental 

health discourse. It is necessary to mention that these counseling ses-

sions are single sessions. In other words, the counselor and the client 

interact only in one session. 

Stommel and te Molder (2015) analyzed preclosing devices in 

such chat counseling. The analysis focused on 40 chat logs of the coun-

seling service. Stommel and te Molder (2015: 287) found that “chat 
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closings … regularly lack an advice acknowledgment that is sufficient 

to work as a preclosing.” They identified three typical preclosings that 

counselors use: “questions projecting the client’s future action”, “elici-

tations of direct advice acknowledgement”, and “offers of a new advice 

sequence” (ibid.: 287). Stommel and te Molder showed that through 

these preclosing sequences, the closing could be accomplished as an 

interactive co-construction. However, in some of their examples, pre-

closing questions failed. In such cases, counselors had to unilaterally 

close the chat sessions without having received an advice acknowledge-

ment. Failed co-constructed closings are an obvious issue in chat coun-

seling sessions, as counselors cannot be sure whether their advice was 

helpful or not. A failed closing sequence might also indicate a weak 

therapeutic alliance. Unsurprisingly, counselors regularly invest exten-

sive work in eliciting advice acknowledgements as they attempt to find 

a way to co-construct a closing sequence with the clients. 

Jager and Stommel (2017) investigated metacommunicative acts 

that aimed to deal with interactional trouble in the chat sessions. They 

analyzed 46 sessions in which such metacommunicative acts were used 

when interactional trouble occurred. Jager and Stommel observed that 

it is difficult for counselors to spot interactional trouble before clients 

log out of the chat prematurely. First, the text-based nature of chat does 

not provide counselors with additional information, such as non-verbal 

cues. Further, clients’ pauses are difficult to interpret, as they could ei-

ther be resistant behavior to advice or simply be due to a possible lag-

ging of the chat itself. Jager and Stommel put the metacommunication 
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they found into three categories. The first type of metacommunication 

is self-criticizing; it occurs when “the counselor is regretting (s)he was 

not being able to help” (ibid.: 208). The second type is an accusation, 

which occurs when “the counselor is questioning the client’s advice re-

cipiency” (ibid.: 208). The third metacommunicative act is explaining: 

“The counselor explains the institutional tasks and responsibilities, 

thereby implicitly accusing the client of having unrealistic expecta-

tions” (ibid.: 208). Jager and Stommel argue that self-criticism can save 

the therapeutic relationship as it functions as an apologetic meta-

communication. The other two types of metacommunication, however, 

can threaten the client’s face as counselors accuse clients of either not 

being cooperative or of having unrealistic expectations of what the 

counseling service provides. In both cases, the metacommunication can 

damage the therapeutic relationship. Jager and Stommel therefore ad-

vice counselors to avoid metacommunication in single session counsel-

ing. 

 Ekberg and colleagues (Ekberg et al. 2013; Ekberg et al. 2014; 

Ekberg et al. 2016) explored online Cognitive Behavioral Therapy 

(CBT). They analyzed 183 (only 22 in the 2013 study) therapist-client 

dyads that were conducting CBT via instant messaging. These dyads 

consisted of 183 clients and 15 therapists. The clients suffered from de-

pression and were directed towards this type of counseling by their pri-

mary carer.  

Ekberg et al. (2013) focused on early sessions in which the ther-

apists aimed to elicit clients’ mental health history and examined 
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therapists’ responses to client input in question-answer sequences. An-

alyzing 22 client-therapist dyads, they discovered that therapists could 

expand on question-answer sequences with a “third position object” 

(ibid.: 6). In other words, instead of producing a new question after a 

clients’ answer to a previous question, the therapist produces a response 

to the clients’ answer. Ekberg et al. (2013: 6) found two different types 

of such third position objects: “thanking and commiseration.” Thanking 

the clients for their input treats the clients’ contribution simply as infor-

mation. In contrast, commiserating is oriented to the affective stance 

that the input from the clients conveyed. In both cases the therapists 

immediately moved “in a task-focused direction” (ibid.: 12) by includ-

ing a second component in their turn, i.e., asking further questions. Ek-

berg et al. argue that this contrasts with face-to-face psychotherapy 

where this second component of moving the interaction towards further 

tasks would not occur within the same turn. Instead, clients would at 

least minimally respond to the thanks or the commiseration. Only after 

this turn by the clients would the therapist then move the interaction 

towards the next therapeutic task. Ekberg et al. thus showed how the 

quasi-synchronous nature of instant messaging influences the turn-by-

turn interaction.  

 In Ekberg et al. (2014), the analysis was centered on the manage-

ment of clients’ expectations of the therapeutic process. They analyzed 

the opening moments of 176 therapeutic dyads (seven dyads out of the 

total of 183 were excluded, as their opening sequences were missing in 

the datalogs). Ekberg et al. (2014: 560) identified three different ways 
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that therapists approached client expectations: by outlining the process 

of the first and following sessions (20%), by outlining only the process 

of the first session (61%), or not at all (18%). When therapists did not 

manage clients’ expectations, they simply did not elaborate on how the 

therapeutic process develops. Rather, they immediately asked clients to 

start talking about their problems. Ekberg et al. report that in such cases, 

interactional trouble could occur when clients were not familiar with 

the psychotherapeutic process, as in cases of “clients displaying uncer-

tainty about how to respond to their therapist’s first assessment ques-

tions” (ibid.: 566). In contrast, such interactional trouble rarely 

occurred when therapists managed the clients’ expectations, whether 

they outlined only the first or also subsequent sessions. Ekberg et al. 

(2014: 566) conclude that this type of management “is a clear way for 

therapists to enhance the likelihood that clients will engage in the ther-

apeutic process from its outset.” They argue that it “may help to make 

both therapists and clients accountable to the process they have agreed 

to follow” (ibid.: 566). Ekberg et al. thus made clear what the benefits 

of managing clients’ expectations in online CBT are.  

 Finally, Ekberg et al. (2016: 310) delved deeper into the interac-

tion by focusing on “how therapists design references to clients’ emo-

tional experiences.” They uncovered two specific ways in which 

therapists orient to clients’ emotional experiences. First, they do so by 

commiserating with clients. This was already established in the 2013 

article discussed above: therapists explicitly referenced the negative 

emotional impact of the information that the clients had delivered, and 
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then they immediately elicited further information. Second, therapists 

oriented to clients’ emotional experiences with affective inferences. In 

such cases, the clients deliver their troubles tellings without mentioning 

the emotional impact the troubles have. Through affective inferences, 

which according to Ekberg et al. (2016: 316) often start with “That/it 

sounds…” phrases, therapists make the emotional impact of the clients’ 

troubles explicit. Such affective inferences include “a mental state for-

mulation … that is marked as an inference through the inclusion of an 

evidential verb” (ibid.: 316). In this way, therapists can display their 

understanding of the clients’ emotional experiences without taking 

away the clients’ epistemic rights to those emotions. Just as with com-

miserations, affective inferences are often followed by further questions 

that are task-oriented. Ekberg et al.’s work provides empirical evidence 

that CBT therapists working online can readily deal with the emotional 

side of therapy. Further, Ekberg et al. also show how counselors include 

multiple activities in one turn or post as a way to take advantage of the 

affordances of the medium of instant messaging to efficiently conduct 

CBT.  

 My review of these publications reveals the overall development 

of research on online counseling and psychotherapy. Early research into 

this particular social practice resembles first-wave research on CMC. 

Researchers focused on the ‘new’ practice of online counseling and 

psychotherapy by comparing it to its traditional counterparts. While the 

focus was not on the language of online counseling or psychotherapy 

per se, many studies still aimed to find differences between counseling 
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and psychotherapy delivered face-to-face or online. A second step in 

the evolution of online counseling research came when researchers 

started to compare different types of online counseling, such as email 

and chat counseling. The focus was still on the medial aspects of online 

counseling, but no longer on a comparison with face-to-face practices. 

In the past few years, however, a further step has been taken by re-

searchers with respect to two specific issues: on the one hand, research-

ers have increasingly taken the psychological approach that the 

counselors and therapists utilize into account. This is itself a clear shift 

towards a more user-centered rather than medium-centered type of re-

search. On the other hand, there is a clearer emphasis on studying online 

counseling and psychotherapy as social practices. Within such social 

practices, attention is being given to specific speech activities, such as 

formulations and elicitations. It seems, then, that research on online 

counseling and psychotherapy is catching up with not just the second 

or even third wave of CMC research identified by Androutsopoulos 

(2006), but also with previous research on face-to-face counseling and 

psychotherapy that has provided us with a rich picture of what tran-

spires in face-to-face counseling and psychotherapy. Nevertheless, in 

research on online counseling and psychotherapy, this picture is still 

very fragmented, and more research clearly needs to be conducted. To 

address these issues, I provide a holistic approach to online counseling 

that analyzes entire email counseling exchanges. 
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2.4 The Research Niche 

2.4.1 Interpersonal Pragmatics and the Therapeutic Alliance 

in Online Counseling 
I have provided an overview of my theoretical framework (Section 2.1 

on interpersonal pragmatics) as well as previous research that focuses 

on interpersonal-pragmatic aspects in CMC (Section 2.2) and (mental) 

health discourse (Section 2.3). I want to briefly draw together some 

strands from these sections to clearly outline the research niche I aim to 

fill with my study.  

 To begin with, I introduced interpersonal pragmatics overall and 

provided a detailed description of relational work and identity construc-

tion in particular. I have outlined how relational work and identity con-

struction can be linked to explain linguistic patterns that occur in 

interactions. I further provided an overview of how the individual no-

tions of relational work and identity construction, and in some cases 

other aspects of interpersonal pragmatics overall, have been researched 

so far in a CMC and health context. I have demonstrated that some 

studies have also aimed to explain the link between relational work and 

identity construction (see e.g. Bolander 2013; Locher 2006; Rudolf von 

Rohr 2018). I still concur with Locher (2008: 533); further empirical 

evidence needs to be provided to explicitly demonstrate this link be-

tween relational work and identity construction. I aim to add to previous 

research in order to contribute to the theoretical underpinnings of inter-

personal pragmatics in general. 
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Figure 2.5 The interface of the three research fields revisited 

In addition, my review of research on CMC (and email communication) 

has shown that excellent work has been done to understand various as-

pects of this research field since its inception in the early 1980s. My 

overview has made clear that the analysis of online social practices is a 

fruitful endeavor. My analysis of email counseling exchanges adds to 

this research with an examination of a previously under-researched so-

cial practice in a mental health context taking place online, i.e., email 

counseling.  

I also aim to answer recent calls for a third wave of CMC re-

search. Georgakopoulou and Spilioti (2016) advocated for self-reflex-

ive and ethically-minded research that provides solutions rather than 

simply presenting current ethical problems. I have carefully devised 

ethical guidelines for my study with respect to several issues: how I 

contacted counseling interactants to ask whether they would agree to 

take part in my study; how the anonymization of the data was con-

ducted; how I have stored the data and presented it in workshops, data 
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sessions or presentations at conferences; and finally how I could pro-

vide the participants who have unselfishly let me study their very per-

sonal exchanges with my results so that they benefit from the study. I 

outline all of these aspects in detail in Chapters 3 and 4 in order not 

only to be transparent about my research, but also to provide future re-

searchers with possible ideas on how to conduct ethically-minded re-

search on sensitive online data.  

 Finally, I aim to contribute to previous research on online coun-

seling and psycho-therapy. My goal is twofold. First, my overview has 

highlighted that much research on online counseling practices still 

needs to be conducted. I want to complement the valuable research that 

has been undertaken so far with an examination of online counseling 

from a holistic perspective. Such a study has to my knowledge not been 

produced yet. My interpersonal-pragmatic analysis, which combines a 

content and a discourse analysis, suits this goal well. Additionally, my 

analysis of relational strategies can also complement previous research 

that has mainly focused on empathy in a counseling or psychotherapeu-

tic context. My focus on a range of strategies will provide further in-

sight into the strategies used to create the therapeutic alliance. Second, 

I aim to make my results available to practitioners. I clearly see this as 

my responsibility when conducting research on counseling and psycho-

therapy. I believe that my findings are useful for practitioners as I de-

scribe the work they invest in counseling. I have already started to work 

with counselors in workshops and presentations that have led to pro-

ductive discussions about the examined exchanges and how linguistics 
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could help counselors to better understand how they negotiate the ther-

apeutic alliance.  

 

2.4.2 The Research Questions 
I have proposed the following overarching research questions in the in-

troduction to my study. I reiterate them here. To fulfill the goals I have 

presented above, I aim to answer them through a combination of a sys-

tematic content and discourse analysis (see Chapter 4 on methodology):  

- What are the medium and situation characteristics of email 

counseling?  

- What types of themes are discussed? 

- What types and patterns of discursive moves can be found?  

- What types of relational work come up and how are they 

employed?  

- What types of identities are constructed, and how?  

- Are there links between discursive moves, relational work 

and identities?  

In order to answer these overarching questions, I have devised sub-

questions that are answered in individual chapters of my study. These 

can be found in the introductions of each chapter. In my conclusion in 

Chapter 11, I will draw the strands from the individual chapters together 

and show how they answer these overarching questions.
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Chapter 3 The Characteristics of the Email Counseling 
Data  
The data consist of five email counseling exchanges written in English 

and were obtained from a counseling service of a British higher educa-

tion institution (henceforth BEI). Participants in the exchanges are one 

counselor, who works in the counseling service at BEI, and five stu-

dents, who are enrolled at BEI. Each of the five exchanges is conducted 

between the counselor and one of the five clients and consists of ten to 

twelve messages. In these messages, the clients and the counselor talk 

about the clients’ troubles and work collaboratively to improve the cli-

ents’ well-being. Topics range from relationship troubles to depression, 

anxiety, self-esteem and sexuality. In this chapter, I provide a detailed 

description of the email counseling conducted in the exchanges. In ad-

dition to facilitating the later discussion of results, this chapter will an-

swer the first research question outlined in Chapter 2:  

• What are the medium and situation characteristics 

of email counseling? 

Answering this research question will allow me to characterize the so-

cial practice of email counseling in detail. This is essential in order to 

contrast the practice with other practices and to highlight salient fea-

tures that might influence interpersonal aspects of the language used. 

Section 3.1 sheds light on my data collection process. In Section 3.2, I 

discuss the data from a counseling perspective in order to shed light on 

its embeddedness in the counseling service of BEI and provide some 

information on the therapeutic approaches the counselor utilizes. Sec-
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tion 3.3 is written from a computer-mediated communication perspec-

tive: I elaborate on the medium of email and I explain the differences 

between the two types of exchanges that are present in my corpus. I 

focus on the participants in Section 3.4 to familiarize the reader with 

each interactant. Section 3.5 contains a summary of the findings I pre-

sent in this chapter.  

 

3.1 Data Collection 
Collecting data to study email counseling involves several hurdles. To 

begin with, counseling exchanges are usually private and one-on-one 

interactions. People other than the two interactants that participate in 

the counseling do not normally have access to such interactions. Sec-

ond, counseling exchanges are of a sensitive nature, as they deal with 

clients’ personal troubles. Third, online counseling deals with specific 

problems concerning ethical and legal issues as it is a relatively new 

practice (e.g. what software is best used to safeguard the confidentiality 

of the exchanges; where, in what form, and for how long do online 

counseling exchanges need to be safely stored, etc.). Conducting re-

search on online counseling naturally provokes further ethical and legal 

considerations (such as the anonymization process of the exchanges, 

how researchers store the data safely, etc.). In the next section (Section 

3.1.1), I review how the three research fields (linguistics, CMC, and 

mental health) approach ethics and the ethical practice of research. In 

the following section (Section 3.1.2), I explain how I applied the in-

sights from Section 3.1.1. to the development of specific measures to 
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collect, analyze, and store the data, as well as to publish results from 

my study in an ethical way. I present these measures to answer the call 

for transparency in Bolander and Locher (2014: 18): “Crucially, the 

reader of scholarly output should be made aware of the decisions that 

the researcher took with respect to ethical decisions.” In addition, I hope 

to provide other researchers with ideas how email counseling ex-

changes can be studied in an ethically mindful way.    

 

3.1.1 Ethics in the Research Interface: A Brief Literature Re-

view 
Researchers from all three research fields I touch upon in my study have 

discussed ethical considerations in research. Focusing on sociolinguis-

tic research, Johnstone (2000: 41-51) introduces five ethical considera-

tions: (1) informed consent; (2) anonymization of data; (3) 

“debriefing”, i.e., researchers should “[tell] research participants … 

what [their] results were” (ibid.: 48); (4) the observer’s paradox, i.e., 

“people sometimes talk differently if they know their talk is being rec-

orded” (ibid.: 40); and (5) the inclusion of participants in the research, 

i.e., whether research should simply be “on the researched”, “not only 

on but also for subjects”, or be “on, for, and with the researched” (ibid.: 

49-50). She concludes that:  
The best we can do in planning sociolinguistic research (as in any 

other endeavor) is to think conscientiously about issues such as 

the ones raised [above] and decide in advance how we will deal 

with them. (Johnstone 2000: 55)  
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The Association of Internet Researchers (AOIR) provide guidelines 

(Markham et al. 2012) for ethically-minded research on online data. 

AOIR is a body of researchers from a wide variety of theoretical and 

methodological backgrounds working on or with online data. With a 

clear focus on online research, Markham et al. (2012) aim to facilitate 

researchers’ decision-making with regards to ethics. They list six as-

pects to consider: (1) the vulnerability of the subjects, i.e., the more 

vulnerable the subjects, the more careful researchers need to be; (2) 

minimization of harm; (3) remembering that the research is dealing 

with human subjects; (4) the balance of possible benefits for the re-

searched versus the rights of subjects; (5) the need to deal with ethical 

issues in all stages of the research; and (6) ethical decision-making as a 

“deliberative process” (ibid.: 5). These guidelines add two important 

points to the considerations that Johnstone (2000) proposed. First, the 

nature of locally displaced interaction on the Internet can lead research-

ers to forget that they are dealing with real people. Second, Markham 

et al. (2012) highlight how important it is for ethical considerations to 

guide research and be deliberated throughout the entire research process 

and not simply during data collection. Mondada (2014: 181) goes into 

more detail when she argues that “ethical concerns do not stop with 

recordings, as they also involve the way in which recorded data are 

transcribed, described by meta-data, and anonymized, the way in which 

they are archived, made accessible, circulated and disseminated… .” 

Sveningsson (2004, 2008) and McKee and Porter (2009) have further 

advocated that it is a necessity to ask for informed consent when the 
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online data is private, the content is sensitive and the interactants might 

be vulnerable.  

The American Psychological Association (APA 2010) and the 

British Association of Counseling and Psychotherapy (BACP 2018) 

have proposed the guidelines listed in Table 3.1 to support practicing 

counselors, psychologists, and psychotherapists. In my opinion, these 

guidelines can also be consulted when doing research, regardless of the 

discipline of the researcher.  
Table 3.1 Ethical guidelines of the APA and the BACP 

American Psychological Association*  British Association for Coun-
seling and Psychotherapy+ 

Beneficence and non-maleficence (Prin-
ciple A) 

Beneficence 
Non-maleficence 

Fidelity and responsibility (Principle B) Being trustworthy 
Integrity (Principle C) 
Justice (Principle D)  Justice 
Respect for people’s rights and dignity 
(Principle E) 

Autonomy 

 Self-respect 
* Ordered as listed in the APA ethical guidelines 
+ Ordered to most accurately correspond with the APA ethical guidelines on the left 

 

Both the APA and the BACP list points that the previously cited authors 

have mentioned as well, such as beneficence and non-maleficence and 

a respect for people’s rights and dignity. Additionally, both the APA 

and the BACP foreground the counselor’s identity and actions. For ex-

ample, the counselor should behave in a trustworthy, principled, and 

just way. I argue that researchers should also adhere to these principles, 
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and to do so myself, I have taken the measures that I present in the 

following section.  

 

3.1.2 The Process of Finding, Collecting, Storing and Pub-

lishing the Data 
During an exploratory search for online counseling in a UK context, I 

developed specific criteria that the counselors and counseling services 

needed to fulfill to be contacted. These were guided through specific 

ethical considerations from my point of view, but also through finding 

certain qualifications that online counselors regularly listed on their 

websites. The Association for Counselling and Therapy Online 

(ACTO) provide a search engine on their website to find counselors 

working online (https://acto-org.uk/seeking-a-therapist/). Each counse-

lor has an individual subpage on which specific points are listed: cre-

dentials, qualifications, areas of expertise, and types of online 

counseling they offer. Hence, I selected individual counselors listed on 

the ACTO website who fulfilled the following criteria: (1) accreditation 

at a professional association, such as the British Association for Coun-

selling and Psychotherapy (BACP) or the UK Council for Psychother-

apy (UKCP 2019); (2) documented training in online counseling; and 

(3) work experience in online counseling.  

 After my exploratory search for online counselors and counsel-

ing services, I contacted around 30 counselors practicing independently 

and 20 counseling services of higher education institutions in the UK. 

In an initial message, I outlined my research and my ethical 
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considerations, and indicated how the exchanges would be analyzed 

and published. I invited the contacted individuals and services to ask 

any further questions they might have (the outline of the research pro-

ject that was sent to counselors and counseling services can be found in 

Appendix A). While most counselors and services were highly inter-

ested in the study and particularly the findings, only two counseling 

services agreed to participate. Reasons given for declining participation 

were ethical and legal uncertainty about sharing counseling content and 

a lack of time (e.g. to anonymize the exchanges before sending them to 

me, which I will further elaborate on below). Two services responded 

positively to my inquiry whether they would like to participate. Due to 

staff changes and budget cuts, one of the counseling services withdrew 

their participation before being able to share any exchanges. The insti-

tution that finally agreed to participate is a counseling service of a Brit-

ish higher education institution (BEI). One senior counselor agreed to 

provide examples of email counseling. Before sending any data, she 

contacted the institution’s record management office to gain consent 

from the institution to share exchanges.  

The next step consisted in contacting some of the counselor’s cli-

ents to inquire whether they would be willing to share their exchanges. 

The counselor contacted several clients to ask for informed consent. I 

did not contact any clients myself to protect the clients’ confidentiality 

and anonymity. Additionally, after careful deliberation with the coun-

selor, we believed that the clients’ autonomy to freely choose whether 

they would like to participate would be greater if they were contacted 
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by the counselor, a person they have come to trust during the counsel-

ing. The counselor explicitly stated in her inquiry that declining partic-

ipation would not affect any future counselling they might have at BEI. 

Since the counselor did not have any face-to-face contact with the cli-

ents either, she gained informed consent via email. The counselor sent 

along a letter I had written. In this letter, I identified myself as a re-

searcher at the University of Basel and explained my research. I ex-

plained that I would publish linguistic examples from the data, but that 

all information would be anonymized (the letter of intent can be found 

in Appendix A). The counselor only contacted clients who had com-

pleted their counseling sessions. In other words, we gained retrospec-

tive informed consent, meaning that the counseling was genuine and 

took place without any involvement on my part. In addition to the ben-

efit of my being able to do research on naturally occurring counseling, 

this also prevented the observer’s paradox (see e.g. Johnstone 2000). 

Apart from limiting the clients to students (BEI staff can also attend 

counseling at the service), I did not stipulate any specific requirements 

about the type of clients the counselor should contact.  

 Once clients consented to share their exchanges, the counselor 

anonymized all the texts. Any type of identification marker, such as 

names (for ease of reading, I have given the clients pseudonyms), 

places, years of study, course names, and sometimes dates or names of 

illnesses clients or their relatives suffered from, were deleted. Clients 

were presented with these anonymized exchanges and could further de-

lete passages that they did not want to share (although none of the 
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clients opted to delete further passages). In this way, I aimed to include 

the participants in the anonymization process of the data collection (see 

Mondada 2014 for an explanation on emic perspective of data anony-

mization). Finally, the counselor copied the email exchanges into a 

word document in order to not share any of the information that was 

contained in the email software (such as email-addresses). After these 

steps, the counselor sent the exchanges to me in individual word docu-

ments, attached to an email. Three of the exchanges were each in a word 

document that was password-protected. The counselor sent the pass-

word in an additional email.  

A check before the analysis confirmed that there was no reveal-

ing information left in the exchanges. All five exchanges have been 

stored on a password-protected computer throughout the research pro-

cess. As I presented some results at research conferences, research col-

loquia, as well as workshops, some linguistic examples were shown on 

presentation slides at these events. However, no data, for example in 

the form of handouts, was handed out to participants of public events. 

In workshops, where participants needed a handout with text passages 

to work with, these handouts were collected immediately after the 

workshops and were safely disposed of.  

 Finally, I have been publishing results of my research in several 

publications (Rudolf von Rohr et al. 2019; Thurnherr 2017; Thurnherr 

et al. 2016). These publications contain linguistic examples from the 

exchanges. Further, I have given a workshop at BEI and at other insti-

tutions for counselors who work online to be able to benefit from my 
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research. I aim to continue publishing results and conducting work-

shops to maximize the benefits to practitioners (and indirectly to cli-

ents). While these benefits do not specifically help the five clients who 

so generously shared the data, my hope is that the research presented 

here as well as elsewhere will help practitioners overall. In any of the 

past and possible future publications, the linguistic examples are and 

will be anonymized and will contain pseudonyms only.  

 

3.2 The Data and its Embeddedness in its Institutional 

Context 
The email counseling exchanges I study were conducted at the counsel-

ing service of BEI. In other words, they are embedded in an institutional 

context at BEI. Further, the counselor practices counseling from a spe-

cific therapeutic background. I elaborate on these institutional aspects 

of the counseling exchanges because they explain certain linguistic 

choices. For example, the counseling service offers short-term therapy, 

which limits the number of exchanges a counselor can have with a cli-

ent. This necessarily influences the language (see Chapter 10, for ex-

ample, on the closure process). In addition, certain therapeutic 

approaches promote specific practices, such as a focus on the clients’ 

positive qualities in solution-focused therapy. As a result, the counse-

lor’s linguistic choices reflect this focus on the positive aspects of the 

clients’ experiences. Section 3.2.1 describes the counseling service and 

Section 3.2.2 explains the therapeutic approaches the counselor em-

ploys.  
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3.2.1 The Counseling Service at BEI 
The counseling service is an official facility of the BEI. Both off- and 

online, this is recognizable for potential clients in several ways. In an 

offline context, for example, the service is located within buildings of 

the university campus and its services are advertised on noticeboards in 

BEI university buildings. In an online context, the service has its own 

web presence on the university website, a Twitter account, and a Face-

book page. On all three platforms, the service is clearly embedded as 

an official service of the university through explicit mention of this fact, 

but also through more implicit signals. For example, the website is 

clearly aligned with the university through its URL, as it contains the 

university’s web address. Further, all three platforms contain official 

logos of the university and have the same style (such as font, color and 

other style features) as the university website. This embeddedness 

within the realm of the university is important as it signals the official 

capacity of the service. Sillence and Briggs (2015: 472) highlight how 

important “the branding of the site” is to establish trust and signal ex-

pertise online. The branding of the counseling service clearly aims to 

establish its affiliation and therefore credibility as a legitimate service 

of BEI.  

Each individual counselor of the service is presented off- and 

online. Offline, a board in the lobby of the counseling service depicts 

all team members by name and photograph. The location of the board 

within the counseling service building serves as an important factor in 

establishing the credibility of individual counselors. Face-to-face 
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counseling takes place in offices that are located in the same building. 

Online, the service’s intranet lists the individual counselors, their cre-

dentials (such as professional qualifications and accreditation) and their 

areas of expertise. This establishes the credibility of the individual 

counselors. While I will not analyze the counseling service’s website 

due to ensuring the confidentiality of the service and the participants, it 

is essential to point out that the relationship between client and counse-

lor starts before any emails are exchanged. Students are likely to en-

counter the service off- and online. The relationship between the 

counselor and the clients begins as soon as the clients visit the website 

or the counseling service. The embeddedness of a counselor’s work in 

a credible and trustworthy counseling and health service at a university 

can help to establish a trusting tone for the following interaction (for 

more see Rudolf von Rohr et al. 2019).    

The service offers counseling for a range of topics that focus on 

general well-being, such as relationship troubles, bereavement and de-

pression, but also for troubles that are focused more on finances, exam 

anxiety, peer pressure and so on. Counseling is offered in a variety of 

ways: workshops for a range of topics, group meetings that offer guided 

peer-to-peer exchanges for specific troubles such as self-management, 

or an in-house library that contains a variety of information and self-

help sources. Finally, the service provides individual counseling for stu-

dents who would like to have one-on-one sessions with a professional 

counselor. These one-on-one sessions are provided in diverse formats: 

face-to-face or online via email, instant messaging or Skype. Clients 
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can freely choose the format. However, counselors reserve their right 

to suggest another format if they believe it would be more beneficial to 

a client’s well-being. Before counseling begins, clients need to fill out 

a questionnaire on the website so that the service has some information 

and can decide whether they can help the clients with their specific 

problems. All of these services are free of charge for students that are 

officially enrolled at BEI.  

One-on-one counseling is offered as short-term therapy6. In other 

words, counseling usually consists of three to six sessions. In an email 

counseling context, this practice is adhered to as well. One session con-

sists of two emails, one by the client and one by the counselor (for more 

details see Section 3.3). The short-term therapy in email counseling 

consists of a maximum of twelve emails. There is no minimum. If cli-

ents feel they have received enough support in one session, it is their 

prerogative to not schedule additional sessions. On the other hand, 

counselors are under a certain amount of pressure to wrap up counseling 

within twelve emails. Within short-term therapy, various types of ther-

apeutic approaches can be utilized. I elaborate on the effect of the coun-

selor’s approaches on my data in the next section.  

 

 
6 Despite the fact that the data are counseling exchanges, I use the technical 
term short-term therapy. Both the service as well as the individual counselor 
participating in the exchanges refer to their approach in this way.    
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3.2.2 The Counselor’s Therapeutic Approaches 
According to her profile on the counseling service website, the counse-

lor in my data utilizes a humanistic-existential approach and practices 

solution-focused brief therapy (SFBT) and cognitive behavioral ther-

apy (CBT). According to Comer (2010: 69), the humanistic-existential 

approach entails that people are “more than the sum of [their] psycho-

logical conflicts, learned behaviors, or cognitions.” It promotes a holis-

tic view of human nature and advocates that people “pursue 

philosophical goals such as self-awareness, strong values, a sense of 

meaning in life, and freedom of choice” (ibid: 69). Comer (2010: 69, 

emphasis removed) stresses that humanists believe in the constructive-

ness and goodness of humans, and that they “are driven to self-actualize 

– that is, to fulfill this potential for goodness and growth.” According 

to Comer (2010: 69), the existential approach postulates that through 

“accurate awareness of themselves” and through living “authentic [and] 

meaningful” lives, people are well adjusted and can master internal and 

external conflicts. Overall, proponents of the humanistic-existential 

model of psychotherapy pay special attention to “the question of life’s 

meaning” (ibid.: 69).  

The humanistic-existential approach influences specific aspects 

of the counselor’s work. For example, a clear focus in this model is 

finding a client’s strengths and weaknesses. In other words, the clients 

and their attributes are more important than their symptoms. This means 

that the focus within a counseling session is not on the problem, but 

rather on finding solutions or highlighting the clients’ strengths. 
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Further, in humanistic-existential counseling, the lay person and the 

counselor are both assigned specific roles. Comer (2010: 84) mentions 

that the lay person of the interaction is labelled “client” rather than “pa-

tient”, which avoids the traditional ‘sick-person’ aspect of being a pa-

tient and balances out the power aspect between the two interactants. 

According to Comer (2010: 84), the counselor is an “observer” who 

reflects on the clients’ input or a “collaborator” working with the client. 

This further strengthens the client’s position as an equally important 

member of the therapeutic alliance. These roles influence the interac-

tion that takes place in counseling. For example, the counselor uses re-

lational strategies that encourage clients to actively participate in the 

interaction. This is explored throughout the chapters in Part III.  

The counselor practices solution-focused brief therapy (SFBT), 

which subscribes to many of the humanistic-existential views on human 

nature. As Kim (2008: 107) explains: “[It] is a strengths-based inter-

vention that is founded in the belief that clients have the knowledge and 

solutions to solve their problems.” He adds the following on the inter-

active pattern between client and counselor:  
Collaboration and co-construction of answers are important com-

ponents of the change process used by the practitioner. Solutions 

are changes in perceptions and interactions, which are not to be 

solved by the practitioner but rather co-constructed with the cli-

ent. … The active role of the practitioner is to ask questions to 

help the client look at the situation from a different perspective 

and to use solution-focused techniques to look for clues where 
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the solution is already occurring in the client’s life. (Kim 2008: 

107-108) 

Gingerich and Wabeke (2001: 34) refer to this solution-focused aspect 

of SFBT as a “dominance of solution talk” and the relative absence of 

“problem talk.” Gingerich and Wabeke (2001: 34-35) stress that this 

focus on solutions enhances clients’ self-efficacy, which refers to “the 

belief that one can master and perform needed behaviors whenever nec-

essary” (Comer 2010: 67). The foregrounding of solutions rather than 

problems is reminiscent of the humanistic-existentialist model.  

According to DeShazer and Berg (1997: 123), some characteris-

tics of SFBT are the use of scaling questions and the provision of com-

pliments. Scaling questions are used to ask about such issues as general 

well-being or current improvements concerning a specific issue (Iveson 

2002: 151). Clients are asked to rate their well-being or their improve-

ment. Scaling questions occur in several of the exchanges in my corpus. 

They are discussed in more detail in Chapter 10 in terms of the closure 

process of the counseling exchanges. Gingerich and Wabeke (2001: 36) 

explain that SFBT counselors use compliments to “provide an oppor-

tunity for the [counselor] to support and ‘cooperate’ with the client’s 

change efforts.” The counselor thereby takes on the role of encourager 

of progress and compliments the client’s active role in their improve-

ment to better mental health (this aspect is discussed in more detail in 

Chapters 7 to 10).  

The second therapeutic approach the counselor employs is cog-

nitive behavioral therapy (CBT). The main goal of this therapy is to 
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challenge dysfunctional or unhelpful thoughts that can result in nega-

tive emotions or harmful behavior (Comer 2010). Calkins et al. (2016: 

5) explain that “[CBT] is designed to build a set of skills that increase 

awareness of thoughts and behaviors and help [clients] understand how 

thoughts and behaviors influence emotion.” Calkins et al. (2016: 5) add 

that “CBT uses a collaborative process in which the [counselor] and 

[client] work together to problem-solve” and that “the [counselor] 

teaches the appropriate skills to address the clinical problem and then 

the [client] works to apply these skills more generally outside of [the] 

session.” Calkins et al. thus emphasize the importance of collaborative 

work in CBT.  

As I mentioned at the beginning of this section, the counselor 

claims to use these approaches within her counseling work. My analysis 

revealed that some linguistic choices can, in fact, be explained through 

the humanistic-existential approach as well as SFBT and CBT. In the 

analysis chapters of Part II and Part III, I will show how the counselor’s 

therapeutic background is manifested in her linguistic choices. After 

this counseling perspective on the data, I provide a detailed description 

of the exchanges from a CMC perspective in the next section. 

 

3.3 Email 
In a nutshell, the data consist of five naturally occurring email counsel-

ing threads – a thread being defined here as “a series of chained e-mail 

exchanges between a counselor and a client over an extended 

timeframe” (Harris et al. 2012: 25). Email counseling consists of a 
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client and a counselor exchanging therapeutic content via email. In the 

case of the email counseling studied here, the client and the counselor 

never meet face-to-face. Each thread is written by a dyad of one client 

and the counselor. Each of the 5 threads in my corpus consists of ten to 

twelve emails, resulting in a total of 57 emails (approximately 52,000 

words). Since there are two different types of email counseling in my 

corpus (some threads contain the content of the counseling in the body 

of the email, whereas in others a word document is utilized for the con-

tent), I will refrain from calling individual contributions of interactants 

‘emails’. Rather, I call them ‘entries’. Hence, my corpus consists of five 

threads, each thread consists of ten to twelve entries, resulting in 57 

entries in total.  

 I mentioned in Chapter 2 that researchers have aimed to provide 

classification schemes that help researchers describe the online social 

practices they study. Herring’s (2007) classification scheme facilitates 

a description of email counseling very well, because it allows me to 

describe the practice in detail and to differentiate it from other practices. 

Additionally, some characteristics, such as the asynchronous nature of 

the medium, influence the interaction between a client and the counse-

lor in specific ways. The classification can therefore serve to find ex-

planations for specific patterns of linguistic occurrences within the data. 

Herring establishes medium and situation factors. In Section 3.3.1, I 

will highlight salient medium factors of email counseling, but I will not 

discuss all of the medium factors Herring lists in detail. Section 3.3.2 

explains the differences between the two types of exchanges, i.e., the 
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differences between the exchanges in which the counseling content is 

conducted in the body of the email and the ones in which the content of 

the counseling is written in a separate word file. The situation factors 

are discussed in Section 3.4 when I introduce the reader to the partici-

pants in my study.  

 

3.3.1 Medium Factors 
Herring (2007) established the ten medium factors shown in the second 

column in Table 3.2. In the third column of Table 3.2, the correspond-

ing medium characteristics of email counseling are listed. In the table, 

medium factors are listed in the order that was presented in Herring 

(2007). I will highlight which medium factor I discuss through naming 

it specifically and by providing the medium factor numbers that are 

listed in the left column in Table 3.2.  

To begin with, the email counseling practiced at the service of 

BEI is private (M7) but not anonymous (M6). While other practices that 

are conducted via email, such as list-serves or discussion-boards, can 

be more public, the interaction in the email exchanges analyzed here 

are conducted between one client and one counselor. Since clients need 

to verify that they are enrolled students at BEI and are, therefore, eligi-

ble for the counseling, clients are required to provide their official email 

address of the BEI. This results in the interaction not being anonymous. 

While both of these medium factors are relevant in describing the prac-

tice, they are also salient in establishing trust and credibility between 
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both participants. They actively contribute to the establishment of the 

therapeutic alliance.  
Table 3.2 Medium factors (amended from Herring 2007) in email counseling 

Me-
dium 
fac-
tor # 

Herring’s factors 
(2007) 

Email counseling 

M1 Synchronicity Asynchronous 
M2 Message transmis-

sion 
One-way (message by message) 

M3 Persistence of tran-
script 

Endless (until interactant deletes thread) 

M4 Size of message 
buffer 

Limitless 

M5 Channels of com-
munication 

Text-based, possibility to attach/include 
visuals, audio, etc. 

M6 Anonymous mes-
saging 

Not anonymous 

M7 Private messaging Private 
M8 Filtering Possible, but not practiced 
M9 Quoting Possible in email, superfluous in word 

document 
M10 Message format Reverse chronological order in email, in-

termittent chronological order in word 
document 

 
Further, the email counseling exchanges are asynchronous (M1). Inter-

actants are “not require[d] [to] be logged on at the same time to send 

and receive messages” (Herring 2007: N/A). However, the interactants 

do schedule a deadline for when the client needs to send a new entry. 

The counselor then responds within 48 hours of having received the 

new entry. This is specifically agreed upon by the clients and the coun-

selor. The asynchronous nature of email counseling poses several inter-

actional challenges that the participants need to manage. This is the 
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case, for example, in how the counseling process is brought to an end 

over several entries (see Chapter 10). However, there are also beneficial 

aspects of the asynchronous nature of email counseling. Email counsel-

ing allows interactants to review their entries before sending them. In 

addition, writers can read up on older entries. In this way, all the previ-

ous information is available to them when they compose their current 

response (see below for my discussion of the persistence of the tran-

script as well). This means that interactants can draft a response more 

carefully. The counselor indicates within one client’s thread that she 

does revise if she feels the necessity. She adds in the interview, though, 

that she tries to answer the clients’ entries spontaneously, as she is un-

der a certain amount of time pressure to finish her entry. The revision 

of entries could be analyzed through complementary offline ethno-

graphic observation of the interactants (see e.g. Androutsopoulos 

2008). However, from an ethical (and even practical) point of view, this 

is rather difficult to achieve when analyzing email counseling, espe-

cially in the case of clients. 

Further, interactants do not see when the other interactant is 

“composing a message until it is sent and received” (Herring 2007: 

N/A) as the transmission is message-by-message, i.e., one way (M2). 

This contrasts with other mediums such as chat in which interactants 

are able to see at least turn by turn transmission. In addition, email is 

text-based (M5) in the sense that the majority of the content is usually 

in textual form. Email also allows participants to add attachments (such 

as pictures, videos, audio, etc.) in other channels. This is not routinely 



3 The Characteristics of the Email Counseling Data 

 

169 

done in the exchanges studied here. However, I cannot say why partic-

ipants do not make use of such possibilities. The counselor adds a num-

ber of hyperlinks to other material, which creates intertextuality. Often, 

these hyperlinks refer clients to further sources of information, such as 

self-help websites, YouTube videos, or book recommendations on Am-

azon.co.uk. For example, the counselor provides a client, Mel, with a 

hyperlink where she can find examples of affirmations. As the counse-

lor asked Mel to write down some personal affirmations, the link to the 

website is meant as a source for inspiration. Example (3.1) shows the 

counselor’s use of the hyperlink:  

(3.1)  Counselor (Thread: Mel; Entry 6) 
If you were to write a mantra or affirmation  Mel, 
what would it be? These might help you to find one 
that fits your life: 
http://www.getselfhelp.co.uk/affirmations.htm 

The website mentioned in the example is a source that Mel can use to 

actively participate in the therapeutic alliance. It allows her to present 

her personal affirmations in the exchanges. The counselor also makes 

use of email attachments. She attaches handouts on specific topics, such 

as exam anxiety, which the clients are urged to use as material to work 

with outside of the sessions. Such instances of intertextuality in email 

communication (Schnurr 2013: 46) serve not only to provide clients 

with further information and additional sources, but also to encourage 

their active reflection and confrontation with their problems and their 

involvement in the therapeutic alliance.  
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The three factors I have just mentioned – the medium is asyn-

chronous, one-way, and text-based – clearly distinguishes email coun-

seling from previously studied online counseling, such as chat 

counseling (see e.g. Jager and Stommel 2017; Stommel 2012; Stommel 

and te Molder 2015) or video counseling (see e.g. Simpson and Morrow 

2010).  

The persistence of the transcript (M3) is not limited in email 

counseling. Looking at the medium of email, Herring (2007: N/A) ob-

serves that “email is persistent by default, remaining in users’ mail 

queues or files until deleted by the users”. While some email programs 

(I do not know the type of email program the interactants employ) de-

lete messages after a certain amount of time, many programs do not 

delete messages automatically. In the threads that use the word docu-

ment, interactants need to save the document to make changes in it. This 

means that interactants need to manually delete the document if they 

want to erase it from their hard drive. This is in stark contrast to tradi-

tional face-to-face counseling or possibly also chat counseling, which 

are both more ephemeral in comparison to email counseling. The per-

sistence of the transcript allows clients to consult the exact words that 

they and the counselor produced. This makes progress much more vis-

ible since clients have a written record of it.  

Moreover, while filtering (M8) is technically possible, none of 

the interactants seem to have filtered out an entire entry. As clients spe-

cifically solicit counseling, filtering out answers is not expected. Fur-

ther, the counselor is obligated by best practice guidelines to respond to 
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the client (Green 2010). Still, it needs to be said that any interactant has 

the option to not respond to specific text passages within an entry. This 

rarely happens on the counselor’s side, as the counselor usually pro-

vides feedback on all text passages the clients write. Clients, in contrast, 

do not respond to all of the counselor’s text passages on a regular basis. 

But this is not an automatic technical process.  

In addition, three medium factors (M4: size of message buffer; 

M9: quoting; M10: message format) differ to some degree depending 

on whether the counseling is conducted in the body of the email or in 

an attached word document. The size of the message buffer (M4), 

which refers to the number of characters the system allows in a single 

message, is most likely limitless in both types of email counseling, i.e., 

there is no word count limit in the body of the email or the word docu-

ment. However, there is a tendency of word-document entries to be 

longer than the entries written in the body of the email. The clients write 

an average of 563 words in the entries in which the content of the coun-

seling is written in the body of the email. In comparison, the clients 

write an average of 836 words in the word-document entries. The coun-

selor writes an average of 1,077 words in the entries that contain the 

counseling content in the body of the email compared to an average of 

1,281 words in the word documents. There are individual differences 

between interactants, which I take into account in more detail when dis-

cussing the individual participants in Section 3.4. While the size of the 

message buffer might be limitless in both types, interactants might feel 
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that there is a specific length that they should adhere to in a specific 

type of medium (i.e., body of the email vs. word document).   

Finally, quoting (M9) and message format (M10) are two me-

dium factors that vastly differ according to whether the counseling con-

tent is in the body of the email or in a word document. For example, 

many email programs facilitate quoting of previous messages by 

providing the text of the message being replied to in the new message 

as a default. Copy-pasting text passages is also rather easily done. In a 

word document, quoting becomes superfluous, since the text remains 

in the word document unless one party specifically deletes it.  

The message format (M10), i.e., “the order in which messages 

appear, what information is appended automatically to each and how it 

is visually presented” (Herring 2007: N/A), is different for clients who 

write in the body of the email versus the ones who use the word docu-

ment. The newest message usually appears on top in emails, i.e., new 

input is added in reverse chronological order (this might differ in some 

email programs, but most email software adds new text in a reverse 

chronological order). This is not the case in the word document. Rather, 

text is interwoven into previous text as well as added at the bottom of 

the word document. I call this type of order intermittent chronological 

order as some text passages occur in chronological order, while others 

do not. This influences the interaction, because clients who write the 

counseling content in the body of the email might only read the newest 

message from the counselor. The clients who write in the word docu-

ment need to manually search for the newest input from the counselor, 
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making it more likely that they read through text from several previous 

entries. I will consider this further in the next section. 

To sum up, the email counseling in my corpus can be character-

ized as written, asynchronous, one-way, private and non-anonymous 

communication between a client and a counselor that aims to improve 

clients’ overall well-being. However, I have pointed out above that 

some of the computer-mediated aspects I investigated differ depending 

on whether the counseling was conducted within the body of the email 

or in a word document.  

 

3.3.2 The Two Types of Exchanges 
This section focuses on the different interactive patterns in the ex-

changes in which the content of the counseling is in the body of the 

email versus the exchanges in which the content is written in a pass-

word-protected word document that is attached to the email. It is rele-

vant to discuss the differences between these two types of exchanges 

because they affect the unfolding interaction both on an interactional 

and an interpersonal level.  

 

Type One: Body of the Email 

Two of the five threads contain the content of the counseling directly in 

the body of the email. Figure 3.1 shows an example of how an entry 

sent from the counselor to a client could look like in a generic email 

program. For reasons of anonymity and confidentiality, I cannot show 

a screenshot of an email in its original form. I do not know what type 
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of email software the interactants use. Figure 3.1 depicts a mock exam-

ple of the second entry, i.e., the first response by the counselor, in 

Anna’s thread. Figure 3.1 shows the entire window in which this new 

entry could be composed. 

 
Figure 3.1 Entry 2 in a body-of-the-email thread 

For ease of referencing, I have added boxes with numbers for the reader 

to find the specific aspect I highlight. The red boxes highlight technical 

aspects of the medium email and the yellow boxes indicate specific fac-

ets of the unfolding interaction. At the top of the figure, some font op-

tions are visible in the ribbon. For example, the style, the size, or the 
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color of the font can be chosen manually (box 1). Further, typical ele-

ments of an email message are visible, such as the email address of the 

sender (From) or receiver (To). These are blacked out in Figure 3.1 to 

highlight that this information has not been passed on to me. Addition-

ally, the Subject is also visible, which serves as a header for the email 

(box 2). A further element of an email program is, for example, the send 

button (box 3). In most email programs, the majority of the window is 

taken up by the body of the email into which interactants write their 

messages, i.e., a blank space into which interactants can write text (box 

4). In Figure 3.1 the run-on text in green and black color is the message 

that the counselor intends to send to the client.  

I briefly explain some of the salient medium characteristics that 

are specific to this type of email counseling with the help of Figure 3.1. 

While the persistence of the transcript (Herring 2007: N/A) is not lim-

ited, the message format influences the way in which these messages 

are stored, and possibly read as a result. Email can have a reverse chron-

ological message format, meaning that the newest message usually ap-

pears at the top of the body of the email (email programs do not 

consistently use a reverse chronological message format, but in many 

well-known programs, such as Microsoft Outlook, this is the standard 

message format). Interactants can simply read the message that appears 

on top to view the newest input from the other interactant. It is likely 

that the interactants do not always read through the entire thread again 

to reply to a new entry. The counselor even went so far in the interview 

to say that she “simply does not have the time to read through the entire 
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[thread] again” in the time she is allotted for a given session. Neverthe-

less, the persistence of the transcript ensures that the interactants have 

a written record of their entire interaction, allowing them to read 

through the interaction again as long as they have not deleted it from 

their inbox.  

Further, quoting is often facilitated in email programs as the pre-

vious message or messages are automatically appearing in the body of 

the email when replying. This means that the text from the previous 

entries is in the blank space in which the interactants write. However, 

the counselor copy-pastes the content (but not the greetings or fare-

wells) of the client’s previous entry into the top space in the message in 

order to interweave her answer within the client’s text. This is visible 

in Figure 3.1 as follows: the counselor starts with a greeting and makes 

some initial points, such as what color she uses in the specific entry 

(box 5). The next text block is in black and stems from the client’s first 

entry (box 6). The counselor has copy-pasted one of the client’s text 

passages into this space in order to respond to the specific topic ad-

dressed by the client in the passage. The following green text is a direct 

answer to the black text (box 7). This pattern is repeated throughout the 

counselor’s entry (box 8). It is important to note that the counselor reg-

ularly copy-pastes previous text into her messages. Clients mostly write 

a traditional ‘email’ in the sense of only their text appearing in the top 

part of the message.  

While some medium factors, such as the reverse chronological 

order, facilitate the ease of reading of the newest entry, they impact 
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other aspects in a less constructive way. For example, clients do not 

copy-paste specific questions the counselor posed in the previous entry 

into their new entry. As a result, it can be difficult for the counselor to 

know which questions clients intend to answer. The counselor needs to 

carefully consider the context in such cases. Further, the counselor pre-

sents the clients with step-by-step guides to specific coping techniques. 

These guides contain direct questions that the counselor wants the cli-

ents to answer. However, these are often not answered in this type of 

email counseling.  

 

Type Two: Word Document  

The exchanges in which the content of the counseling is written in an 

attached and password-protected word document differ in very specific 

ways from the interaction discussed above. It is important to note that 

one and the same word document is sent back and forth between the 

clients and the counselor, i.e., interactants do not use a new word doc-

ument every time they answer a previous entry. Instead, they add new 

text within the same document from the beginning until the end of the 

counseling process. This automatically means that copy-pasting text be-

comes superfluous, as all text will be persistently present within the 

word document unless an interactant intentionally deletes something (it 

is not clear whether any interactants deleted any text passages in the 

exchanges of my corpus, but the counselor reported that she does not 

usually notice any deletions in the word documents). In contrast to the 

previously discussed type, text does not occur in reverse chronological 
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order. Interactants usually do not add new text at the top of the docu-

ment. However, responses to previous entries are also not simply added 

at the bottom of the page. Rather, interactants interweave their re-

sponses into the text where it is relevant. To highlight new text, though, 

most interactants use different colors for each new entry. While this is 

not explicitly requested by the counselor, she says that she will do so in 

her first entry to the clients. Most clients then follow her lead and use 

different colors as well.  

To illustrate the interactive process more clearly, Figures 3.2 to 

3.6 depict an evolution of one email counseling exchange over six en-

tries within the word document. Figure 3.2 shows the word document 

for the first and the second entry. On the left side in Figure 3.2, the 

client’s first entry is presented, in which she has described her initial 

problem in a brown font. On the right side in Figure 3.2, the counselor’s 

response is shown. Notably, the brown text from the client is still pre-

sent. The counselor added her response in green in chronological order, 

i.e., after the brown text.  

 
Figure 3.2 Entries 1 and 2 in a word-document thread 

Entry 1: Client Entry 2: Counselor 

1 

2 

1 
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Figure 3.3 Entry 3 in a word-document thread 

Figure 3.3 shows the client’s next response, i.e., entry 3. The brown and 

green text passages are still present. The client adds her new input in a 

black font. Instead of adding all her new text after the counselor’s input, 

i.e., the green text, the client interweaves her answers directly where it 

is relevant. This results in black text occurring in between green text. I 

have called this intermittent chronological order, because text passages 

of entry 3 (black text) occur after text passages of entry 2 (green text). 
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However, some green text (from entry 2) appears to follow black text 

(from entry 3).   

 
Figure 3.4 Entry 4 in a word-document thread 

The counselor’s response is shown in Figure 3.4 and is in a blue font. 

Strikingly, the counselor responds to all text passages that were written 

by the client in the immediately preceding entry 3. This is visible be-

cause any text that was written in a black font (entry 3) is answered with 

a text passage in a blue font (entry 4). This is important to note as post-

ing an answer to all input from the previous entry ensures to clients that 

the counselor has seen and read all of the clients’ input.  
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Figure 3.5 Entry 5 in a word-document thread 

Figure 3.5 shows the client’s response in entry 5. It further highlights 

the asymmetrical aspect with regards to interactional obligations and 

rights. The client does not answer all of the counselor’s input from the 

immediately preceding entry 4. Rather, the client only responds to the 

last three of the five text passages written by the counselor. This is vis-

ible in Figure 3.5 as the first two text blocks do not contain a violet-

colored response after the blue text. This shows that clients have the 

interactional right not to respond to every input from the counselor.  
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Figure 3.6 Entry 6 in a word-document thread 

The counselor, on the other hand, responds to all of the client’s input. 

This is visible in Figure 3.6. All three of the client’s violet text passages 

from entry 5 are responded to by the counselor in orange text (entry 6). 

This interwoven and colorful interaction occurs in all three of the 

threads in which the content of the counseling is written in a word 
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document. Figures 3.2 to 3.6 show that the document can become rather 

‘busy’ in the sense of having a complicated organizational structure.  

The interwoven structure of the document complicates the read-

ing process for the interactants in comparison with the email counseling 

in which the content is written in the body of the email. In a sense, text 

is added neither in a chronological nor in a reverse chronological order. 

Instead, I have called this interactive pattern intermittent chronological. 

Interactants have to actively search for the newest text passages accord-

ing to the newest color. Due to the persistence of the transcript, this also 

means that interactants might be much more likely to read through text 

passages of previous entries and therefore see their potential progress 

in a much more concrete way. In other words, they might be continu-

ously confronted with their progress due to the fact that they have to 

read through previous text to find the newest input. The characteriza-

tions of both types of email counseling have thus highlighted a few dif-

ferences and their effects. In the next section, I will look more closely 

at the situation factors of email counseling and will introduce the reader 

to the counselor and the clients.  

 

3.4 Participants 
Herring’s (2007) second type of factors in her classification scheme are 

situation factors. Table 3.3 lists these situation factors in the second 

column. In the right-hand column, their specific idiosyncrasies for 

email counseling are highlighted. I will review and discuss salient fac-

tors. Some are specific to individual interactants, and I will elaborate 
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on them in Section 3.4.1 when talking about the counselor and Section 

3.4.2 that introduces the five clients. I will refer to the situation factors 

listed in Table 3.3 in these sections as well. It is, nonetheless, important 

to first establish certain situational characteristics of email counseling 

in general. In my discussion, I will refer to the specific factor by men-

tioning its name and by providing the factor number listed in the left-

hand column in Table 3.3.  
Table 3.3 Situation factors (amended from Herring 2007) in email counseling 

Situa-
tion 
factor 

Herring’s 
factors  
(2007) 

Email counseling 

S1 Participation  
structure 

- one-to-one 
- private 
- not anonymous 
- variance between amount, rate, and balance of 

participation 
S2 Participant  

characteris-
tics 

- demographics: counselor and students at BEI 
- proficiency: possibly high 
- experience: varies between participants 
- role/status: client and counselor 

S3 Purpose - counseling: improvement of clients’ well-being  
S4 Topic - well-being 
S5 Tone - varies, but more serious 

- varies, but more formal 
- friendly 
- cooperative (mostly) 

S6 Activity - therapeutic exchange: problem-solving and so-
lution-focused 

S7 Norms - partly established through frame of counseling, 
CMC norms need to be established at times 

S8 Code - English 
- font: varies (variation is on purpose) 

 
To begin with, part of the participation structure (S1) is given through 

the format of email counseling: it is one-on-one and private 
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communication. It is also not anonymous, because clients need to verify 

that they study at BEI. Moreover, the fact that the counseling service is 

located at BEI establishes that the clients are students, possibly very 

proficient with email interactions and well-educated, giving us some 

indications of participant characteristics (S2) of the clients. The profes-

sional set-up of the counseling service further provides us with some of 

the counselor’s characteristics, such as being a professionally trained 

counselor. The roles are – in general terms – established as client and 

counselor, and therefore at the beginning of the interaction as advice-

seeker and advice-giver. However, the interactants position themselves 

in various ways, and a range of identities are constructed. I discuss these 

identities in detail in Part II and especially in Part III.  

Several of the situation factors are clearly linked to the counsel-

ing activity (S6) of the interaction. I have provided a brief introduction 

to the therapeutic approaches the counselor utilizes above. I have also 

discussed how these approaches might influence linguistic choices. 

Furthermore, the purpose (S3) of the interaction is the improvement of 

the clients’ mental well-being by talking about problems and solutions, 

while the topic (S4) depends on whatever troubles the clients struggle 

with. Because the interactants are dealing with serious issues, the tone 

(S5) is mostly serious, but also friendly. However, there is variation in 

the formality of the clients’ language. For example, one client – Taylor 

– uses less formal language in her thread.  

There are some situation factors that need to be established dur-

ing the interaction, since participants are likely not familiar with email 
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counseling. This can be seen in how interactants establish norms (S7). 

For example, it can be observed in the exchanges that interactants ne-

gotiate the way in which they greet each other in the word-document 

exchanges. The counselor greets the clients in the word documents, and 

clients take up this practice with time. The dialogic and conversational 

nature of the content might facilitate the use of such greetings. Never-

theless, from an interactional perspective it is unusual because the email 

to which the word document is attached most likely already contains a 

greeting and a farewell from the interactants. The greeting within the 

word document is therefore a duplication. However, this duplication 

might also reflect the interactant’s awareness that the other interactant 

possibly reads the content of the word document without paying much 

attention to the message within the body of the email. The content of 

the word document might also be read at a different time than the mes-

sage in the body of the email. Overall, some norms are established dur-

ing the interaction, while others might be given due to the format of 

counseling (such as being able to ask questions, and receiving feedback 

from a counselor).  

Finally, since the counseling takes place at BEI (albeit in BEI’s 

virtual space), certain characteristics of “code” (S8) are given. For ex-

ample, the interaction is carried out in English. Additionally, other as-

pects of this factor, such as font, become tools that are used to facilitate 

the interaction. I have briefly touched upon this above when highlight-

ing the counselor’s use of different colors of font for specific effects. 

She uses colored font to distinguish her input in each new entry from 
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the previous text. In the body-of-the-email exchanges, it is often the 

color green. In the word-document exchanges, she chooses a new color 

in each new entry. She further uses italics to highlight questions that 

she would like clients to answer, signaling clearly where the client is 

expected to respond. And finally, albeit rather infrequently, she uses 

bold font when she wants to highlight a specific text passage. The coun-

selor references the choice of color and the italicized questions in her 

first entry in each thread. Here is an example of this reference taken 

from Anna’s thread:  

(3.2)  Counselor (Thread: Anna; Entry 2) 
As you can see I am writing in a coloured font, and 
as we proceed I will interweave my replies into 
your emails.  This will make it easier for you read 
my replies and see that I am responding to a spe-
cific part of your email.  Also you will see that I 
write questions in italics so that they stand out for 
you.  

This introductory paragraph explains the use of these font affordances. 

As a result, they do not need to be recognized or negotiated over time. 

The fact that they are of an organizational nature, i.e., they facilitate the 

interaction from an organizational point of view, might explain their 

explicit explanation. In none of the word documents, for example, does 

the counselor inform clients that she will greet them each time within 

the document. Such explicit mentioning of interpersonal aspects of the 

interaction seems less appropriate than mentioning technical or organi-

zational aspects. It is notable, however, that the counselor does not pre-

scribe clients to follow suit with the same practice. She does not tell 
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clients that they have to use a different color of font as well, for exam-

ple. She leaves it up to the clients whether they want to take up this 

practice.  

The counselor further utilizes emoticons. As Dresner and Her-

ring (2010) have shown in their study of emoticons, these can be used 

for a variety of interpersonal effects. In the counselor’s entries, they can 

signal positive emotions or mitigate a face-threatening question (some 

instances of this are explored in Chapters 7 to 9).  

Not all of the participants utilize such affordances to the same 

degree. It is thus important to look at each individual participant in more 

detail. In the next section, I will first look at the counselor before high-

lighting several features of the interaction for each individual thread.  

 

3.4.1 The Counselor 
My discussion of the counselor focuses on her characteristics as a par-

ticipant in terms of her professional identity. Counselors are encour-

aged to avoid revealing personal information as a matter of professional 

conduct (Green 2010: 8). The counselor in my corpus holds a Master’s 

degree in counseling. She has been working as a counselor for fifteen 

years, and she completed her training as an online counselor three years 

prior to the time of data collection. Since completing her online coun-

seling training, she has regularly worked as an online counselor and as 

an online supervisor for other counselors working online. Further, she 

is a senior accredited member of the British Association of Counselling 

and Psychotherapy (BACP) and is a member of the Association for 
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Counselling and Therapy Online (ACTO). While it might be obvious 

that the counselor is a qualified professional and is proficient in the ac-

tivity of counseling, it is important to highlight that her training and 

experience in online counseling makes her an experienced and profi-

cient online counselor. This is especially relevant in comparison to her 

clients, who are most likely relatively new to online counseling. This 

becomes apparent, for example, in the counselor’s persistent use of 

greetings within both types of exchanges, whereas clients in the word-

document exchanges gradually take up this practice. The counselor’s 

persistent use of greetings, even within the word documents, reflects 

her experience and knowledge of how to create a positive “emotional 

space” for her clients (Green 2010: 8). The counselor does not reveal 

any personal information, and the content of the threads focuses on the 

clients’ experiences, behaviors and emotions.  

 

3.4.2 The Clients and their Individual Threads 
In this section, I will present an overview of each individual client and 

their thread. To begin with, I will give a brief summary of the topics 

that are raised in the individual threads. These topical summaries are 

kept brief on purpose, as I highlight the content of the exchanges in Part 

II. In a second step, I will briefly discuss the structure of the individual 

threads, i.e., who contributes how much in each entry. In a third step, I 

discuss how the interactants use technical affordances within their 

threads. These overviews of individual threads serve to complement the 

overall picture of email counseling I presented above. I will not provide 



3 The Characteristics of the Email Counseling Data 

 

190 

any demographical summaries of the interactants in order to safeguard 

the clients’ anonymity7.  

 

Anna 

Anna’s thread is one of two threads in which the content of the coun-

seling was written in the body of the emails. Anna, a student at BEI, is 

momentarily on placement elsewhere (meaning that she is studying or 

fulfilling an internship at a different institution for at least one term and 

is therefore away from her usual surroundings). She struggles with her 

new surroundings and the absence of her friends or people in general to 

talk to. As the content of her thread further reveals, she also suffers 

from stress and anxiety, especially in connection to her life as a student 

(e.g. anxiety about upcoming exams).   

Figure 3.7 shows the number of sessions Anna and the counselor 

conduct, and how many words each interactant contributed in each ses-

sion. While Anna and the counselor hold three sessions overall (equal-

ing six entries), they exchange twelve entries in total. This is because 

Anna and the counselor exchange six more entries in which they nego-

tiate the date for next sessions (these are labeled ‘organizational’ in Fig-

ure 3.7). While the content of these entries focuses on this specific task, 

the interactants at times include brief inputs of the client’s current well-

being.  

 
7 I do not have extensive demographical information of the clients as this is not 
apparent from the interaction, and, for ethical reasons, I did not ask for any 
such information in the interview or in any other communication with the 
counselor.  
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Figure 3.7 Number of words used in individual sessions in Anna's thread 

Anna and the counselor conduct the lowest number of sessions out of 

all five clients. Anna uses 2,243 words overall; however, 269 are writ-

ten in the organizational entries. The counselor uses 3,423 words over-

all (183 are used in the organizational entries). In both cases, the copy-

pasted text passages were not counted. Anna contributes extensively in 

the second session (n=1,111). The counselor adds the most in the first 

session, but also contributes extensively in the second one. Both inter-

actants post less text in the last session, which mainly functions as a 

final report on progress as Anna has overcome many of her troubles by 

that time.  

Both Anna and the counselor greet each other and use a goodbye 

formula at the beginning and end of each entry respectively. Anna uses 

the copy-paste function in the second session, i.e., she copy-pastes cer-

tain questions the counselor formulated into her own entry and replies 
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to these questions directly. In contrast to the counselor, she does not 

necessarily copy-paste entire paragraphs or sentences. Example (3.3) 

shows the copy-pasted text passage in purple and Anna’s answer in 

black.  

(3.3)  Anna (Thread: Anna; Entry 6) 
taking a minute or two at the end of each day to 
write down three things that were good about the 
day 
Thanks for reminding me of this! I used to do this 
all the time when I was doing CBT. It made me feel 
calmer before going to sleep. Also what you said 
about associations makes a lot of sense to me. 

Only the concrete suggestion the counselor made in the previous entry 

is copy-pasted. In her other entries, Anna does not use the copy-paste 

function, nor does she insert any hyperlinks or other media. Anna also 

does not choose to respond in any colored font, though I do not know 

whether this option might not be available to her depending on the spe-

cific email software she employs. She uses one emoticon (“J”) in the 

entire thread, but does not utilize any other technical affordances that 

might be available to her. Overall, the interaction between Anna and 

the counselor can be summarized as brief in terms of number of ses-

sions, but as progressing rapidly with regards to Anna’s improved well-

being.  

 

Ellie 

Like Anna’s thread, Ellie’s contains the content of the counseling in the 

body of the emails. Ellie is momentarily away from university (in a 
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geographical sense), as she visits her family during term break. The text 

reveals that her mother is ill and needs to be cared for by her family, so 

that the family members struggle with responsibilities and their emo-

tional reaction to their mother’s (or wife’s) illness. As Ellie is the only 

family member who is at times away due to her studies at university 

(which is in a different location than the family home), being at home 

during term break means that Ellie has to get used to this environment 

again.  

 
Figure 3.8 Number of words used in individual sessions in Ellie's thread 

The number of sessions and how many words are used by Ellie and the 

counselor within these sessions are visible in Figure 3.8. Ellie and the 

counselor conduct four sessions (eight entries). This thread contains ten 

entries overall, though, as Ellie sends two entries that do not contain 

any counseling content, and are therefore labeled as organizational in 

Figure 3.8. In the first organizational entry, Ellie informs the counselor 
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when she can send back her next reply. The final entry from Ellie (the 

organizational entry on the very right in Figure 3.8) contains Ellie’s 

consent that her exchanges can be used in the present study. The coun-

selor did not respond to these two organizational entries.  

Ellie uses 1,805 words in all four sessions (as well as 100 words 

in her organizational entries). The counselor further contributes 4,299 

words in her responses. Anna’s entry in the second session is the longest 

with 681 words. This is similar to the pattern in Anna’s thread, as Anna 

also contributed the largest number of words in the second session. El-

lie’s other three entries in sessions 1, 3 and 4 are similar in length and 

run between 320 and 470 words. The counselor uses roughly 1,500 

words each in session 1 and 2, thereby providing extensive input in both 

sessions. The input decreases continuously in session 3 and 4. Overall, 

it is noteworthy that the counselor uses more words than Ellie in all 

sessions.  

Ellie and the counselor greet each other and say goodbye through 

formulaic phrases in the entries. Ellie does not use the copy-paste func-

tion, colored font, emoticons, or any other technical affordances, but 

we do not know whether such affordances would have been available 

to her. One striking point is that Ellie sends her first entry via her iPh-

one, as indicated at the bottom of her message (sent via my iPhone). It 

highlights the fact that in the type of email counseling in which the con-

tent of the counseling is in the body of the email, clients can easily send 

(and read) counseling messages from other devices than a computer. 

This is of course salient for several reasons. On the one hand, it raises 
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confidentiality questions with regards to whether email programs on 

phones or other devices have enough security measures. On the other 

hand, it means that clients can potentially access counseling content 

from any place, e.g. while on a bus or while in a restaurant. This poses 

the question whether it is possibly harmful for clients to receive coun-

seling messages in such places. Altogether, Ellie’s thread resembles 

Anna’s in some ways related to the fact that they both conducted the 

content of the counseling in the body of the email.   

 

Chris 

Chris and the counselor use a word document to send the content of the 

counseling back and forth. The thread reveals that Chris is struggling 

with three things when he first contacts the counseling service: depres-

sion, anxiety, and sexuality. Early in the thread, it becomes clear that 

Chris’ main interest lies in finding coping techniques for his depression 

and anxiety. While Chris partly attributes his anxiety to his sexuality, 

he does not seem to be focused on discussing it at the time of writing. 

Rather, he and the counselor work on finding ways to cope with the 

anxiety in order to lead a less stressful and more balanced life. As Chris’ 

anxiety is linked to low self-esteem, the counselor provides him with 

coping techniques to combat this issue in particular.  

Chris’ thread contains five sessions, as shown in Figure 3.9. 

The organizational aspect of when to send a new entry is handled in the 

emails to which the word document is attached. Overall, Chris contrib-

utes 4,078 words to the sessions, while the counselor posts 5,492 words. 
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While the interactants in the previously described exchanges contrib-

uted roughly 2,000 (clients) and 4,000 (counselor) words, both Chris 

and the counselor use more words in Chris’ thread. This is true for both 

Mel’s and Taylor’s threads as well, who also worked with the word 

document rather than writing the content of the counseling within the 

body of the email (see below). Chris contributed 636 words in his first 

entry, before posting more input in session 2 (n=1,249) and session 3 

(n=1,341). Session 4 and session 5 are briefer. The counselor contrib-

utes the most in session 1 (n=2,620), with her input decreasing towards 

the end of the thread.  

 
Figure 3.9 Number of words used in individual sessions in Chris' thread 

I have highlighted above how certain aspects of the dialogic interaction 

need to be established within the word document, such as greetings and 

farewells. This is clearly visible in Chris’ thread, in which the counselor 

posts a greeting and a farewell in the word document for each new 
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entry, but Chris does so only sporadically. In one entry, Chris greets the 

counselor before explaining that he uses bullet points to link previous 

text passages with new ones added at the bottom of the document. He 

further uses a date stamp to indicate where he started to add new text in 

sessions 4 and 5. He posts a farewell in the last session only (Many 

thanks, Chris). Chris’ use of greetings and farewells seems to focus 

more on signaling interactional or organizational aspects than interper-

sonal ones. Chris further utilizes other technical affordances to structure 

his entries. For example, in his first entry, Chris uses headers for the 

three types of troubles he wants to talk about, as shown in example (3.4) 

for anxiety.  

(3.4)  Chris (Thread: Chris; Entry 1) 
Anxiety 
I currently suffer from anxiety, which seems to 
be getting worse. I constantly over analyse my 
close friendships and wonder whether my 
friends actually like me, or whether they are 
just putting on a front (I know with certainty 
that my friends genuinely like me and I highly 
value my friendships, but this mindset seems 
impossible to shake). 

Chris also posts such headers when he introduces new content at the 

bottom of the word document (e.g. Update:). He employs bullet points, 

as mentioned above, and indicates with short organizational phrases to 

which previous text the current one is linked (Point 3). Also, Chris dis-

tinguishes his newest entry from previous text by choosing a different 

color of font, despite not being instructed by the counselor to do so. All 

in all, Chris’ thread contains an average number of sessions and he and 
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the counselor often contribute in similar length per session (an excep-

tion is session 1). They also use medium affordances in similar ways.  

 

Mel 

As becomes clear from the text in Mel’s thread, Mel contacts the coun-

seling service because of her struggles with depression, her anxiety over 

confrontations with others, including her boyfriend, and the emotional 

repercussions of her own health problems and her mother’s newly di-

agnosed illness. She further describes her struggles at work and past 

problems in her relationship with her stepfather. The counselor tries to 

bundle some of the problems that Mel presents and suggests some com-

mon causes, such as low self-esteem. She supports Mel by providing 

her with coping techniques that aim to decrease Mel’s anxiety and in-

crease her self-esteem. From entry 7 (occurring in session 4) onwards, 

Mel and the counselor mostly discuss Mel’s relationship with her boy-

friend. Mel reports in the thread that she and her boyfriend had a heated 

argument immediately before Mel writes entry 7. Dealing with the ram-

ifications of the argument becomes the central focus of the later inter-

action. The counselor suggests various ways to deal with the situation 

and Mel reports back in each entry.  

Looking at the number of words overall and in each entry reveals 

specific patterns in Mel’s thread (see Figure 3.10). Overall, Mel writes 

5,919 words in total. The counselor contributes 7,916 words. As they 

use the word document, no copy-pasting of previous text is necessary. 

Mel’s first entry is roughly 1,500 words and her second entry 1,400 
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words. While she writes a longer entry in session 4 again (n=1,118), the 

other three entries are briefer. Overall, Mel contributes the most com-

pared with the other clients. The counselor contributes almost 3,000 

words in her first entry. She continuously contributes less the longer the 

interaction goes on, and her final entry contains only 236 words. While 

the counselor contributes considerably more in sessions 1 to 3, it is Mel 

who writes more in the last three sessions. Especially in the very last 

session (session 6), Mel takes up a large part of the interaction, summa-

rizing her progress, which the counselor praises in the last entry of the 

interaction.   

 
Figure 3.10 Number of words used in individual sessions in Mel's thread 

With regards to technical affordances, several specific things stand out 

in Mel’s thread. She uses different colors to mark her newest entries. 

She employs headers in the beginning in a similar fashion to Chris. She 

breaks up her initial entry into Long-Term, Current Problems, and 
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Past Problems, which are written in bold font. Mel further posts two 

emoticons (J). Additionally, Mel (except for entry 1) and the counselor 

greet each other in every entry. In fact, posting a greeting and mention-

ing what color is used becomes a ritual in Mel’s thread. Figure 3.11 

shows how this is negotiated in the document.  

 
Figure 3.11 The opening sequence of Mel's thread 

In the excerpt shown in Figure 3.11, the interaction needs to be read in 

reverse chronological order, i.e., the newest entries are on top (as can 

also be seen in the timestamps that were added by the client to each 

session, e.g. 6th January 2014). The negotiation of this first step in the 

interaction moves from saying hello in a more formal way to simply 
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adding the timestamp and introducing the color used in the specific en-

try. That is, this introduction is negotiated over time, and it reflects the 

growing positive therapeutic alliance between Mel and the counselor. 

Finally, Mel’s input in Figure 3.11 also highlights the asynchronous 

nature of email counseling. For example, her entry for 13 January 2014 

reads Hi Counselor, I’ve written in purple this time. Best wishes, Mel. 

In an email or a letter, one would expect the order of ‘greeting’ followed 

by ‘content’ and finalized by a ‘farewell’. In other words, the content is 

book-ended by a greeting and a farewell. In Mel’s case, the order be-

comes ‘greeting’, ‘farewell’, and ‘content’, i.e., the content is further 

down the document and appears in several places as well as after the 

farewell. Altogether, Mel’s thread is the longest overall, and both Mel 

and the counselor contribute extensively and use various affordances 

available in the word document. 

 

Taylor 

Taylor writes in her first entry that she is contacting the counselor be-

cause she feels lonely. Her first entry is rather brief, but we learn in the 

counselor’s response that Taylor attended face-to-face counseling with 

a different counselor at BEI before. This other counselor referred Tay-

lor to the present counselor because she conducts online counseling. 

The present counselor specifically mentions in the thread that she re-

ceived a referral form from Taylor’s previous counselor. From this 

form, the counselor knows about some problems that Taylor struggles 

with. In her first reply, the counselor raises several topics and asks 
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Taylor whether she has trouble with them. Taylor addresses further is-

sues in entries 7 and 9. Taylor and the counselor talk about several of 

these issues. The counselor provides Taylor with extensive input 

throughout the first session (see below), but Taylor leaves many 

stretches of suggestions about coping techniques unanswered. The 

counselor does not respond in any negative way to this lack of response. 

Looking at the contribution rate, one point that stands out is that 

Taylor only uses 62 words in her initial entry. In session 2, 4 and 5, on 

the other hand, she writes around a thousand words each. Entry 5 (ses-

sion 3) and entry 11 (session 6) are briefer. The brief initial entry does 

not deter the counselor from providing an elaborate response. On the 

contrary, this is the counselor’s longest first response (n=2,860) in the 

entire corpus. As the counselor is under a certain amount of time pres-

sure due to the short-term format of counseling offered at BEI, she 

might not want to waste this first session and wait until Taylor brings 

up further troubles. So, she raises several themes that might be prob-

lematic for Taylor. After the first response, the counselor contributes 

less in the following entries. As Taylor adds considerably in session 4, 

the counselor’s response in that session is longer as well. The counse-

lor’s longer entry in session 6 (compared to Taylor’s input) might stem 

from the fact that Taylor’s troubles are not resolved by that time, but 

they have reached the maximum number of sessions allowed. Hence, 

the counselor provides Taylor with input about how to continue from 

this point on without her support (see Chapter 10 for more details).  
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Figure 3.12 Number of words used in individual sessions in Taylor's thread 

Taylor and the counselor also utilize several technical affordances. Tay-

lor, for example, uses different colors for her answers and posts six 

emoticons. Twice, she adds text passages that deal with new topics at 

the end of the document, as Chris does, but without any overt links to 

previous text passages. The counselor’s responses are similar to her re-

sponses to the other four clients (bold, italic, colored font, 17 emoti-

cons, etc.). She adds hyperlinks to self-help websites and at one point 

provides Taylor with a list of websites on several different topics. She 

also attaches a power-point presentation she used in an anxiety work-

shop in entry 4. Additionally, Taylor and the counselor also negotiate 

the greeting aspect in the word document much as Mel and the counse-

lor did. Taylor says goodbye only in entry 7 and 9 through a thank you. 

The counselor says goodbye in every entry. Last but not least, it is im-

portant to point out that Taylor stands out with her less formal tone 
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compared to the other clients, such as less formal punctuation or even 

a complete lack of punctuation. It is not clear why Taylor uses less for-

mal punctuation, but it is notable in comparison to the other interact-

ants. The counselor does not comment on the less formal use of 

language, but she does not accommodate with less formal language in 

return.  

Overall, Taylor and the counselor write extensively in this thread 

with regards to number of words. Taylor’s thread has certain particu-

larities that distinguish it from the other threads, however. For example, 

the rather brief initial entry is in stark contrast to her later extensive 

contributions. Her use of more informal language stands out not just in 

comparison to the other clients, but also due to the fact that the counse-

lor does not accommodate. In addition, Taylor does not answer long 

stretches of the counselor’s input, which also includes questions in ital-

ics. This is noteworthy as the counselor specifically asked the clients to 

respond to questions written in italics.  

 

3.5 Summary 
In this chapter, I have given a comprehensive description of the email 

counseling threads in my corpus and provided an answer to my first 

research question with regards to the medium and social factors of the 

online social practice of email counseling. First, however, I outlined the 

data collection process. Due to the private and sensitive nature of email 

counseling, gaining access to data was challenging. I discussed in detail 

the ethical considerations I have taken into account to collect, store and 
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publish on such sensitive data. In this way, I answered Bolander and 

Locher’s (2014: 18) call for transparency with regards to decision-mak-

ing in research on online social practices and hope to have provided 

ideas for future researchers on online counseling about how to tackle 

research on such sensitive data.  

I proceeded to describe the data from two perspectives: a coun-

seling and a CMC perspective. The description from a counseling per-

spective revealed that the exchanges can be characterized as well-being 

counseling that is delivered in short-term format. The analysis further 

revealed how email counseling is embedded within the counseling ser-

vice at BEI. I have explained how the service signals its affiliation with 

the university offline as well as online, such as through the “branding 

of the site” (Sillence and Briggs 2015: 472) by using logos or the same 

style of font that the university website uses. This facilitates the nego-

tiation of a trusting relationship between the clients and the counselor. 

I have also put the therapeutic work of the counselor in context and 

established that she adheres to a humanistic-existentialist approach on 

human nature and applies two types of therapeutic practices: solution-

focused brief therapy and cognitive behavioral therapy. I have sug-

gested ways that these types of approaches and therapies could influ-

ence the linguistic choices of the counselor. I will further discuss their 

influence when I present results about a variety of linguistic choices in 

Part II and Part III.   

The description of email counseling from a CMC perspective 

was facilitated through Herring’s (2007) classification scheme of online 
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sources according to medium factors. Email counseling can be de-

scribed as private and non-anonymous interactions. The asynchronous 

interaction poses challenges but also offers benefits. The interaction is 

mainly text-based. Some degree of intertextuality occurs in all five 

threads with the use of hyperlinks. One of the most salient medium fac-

tors in email counseling is the persistence of the transcript (Herring 

2007: N/A). As a result, the interactants have a record of their entire 

interaction. This is in stark contrast to other formats of counseling, such 

as face-to-face or chat counseling. From a technical point of view, the 

persistence of the transcript is highly salient. However, the counselor 

points out in the interview that due to time constraints, she does not 

have the opportunity to read through whole exchanges before respond-

ing to a new entry. Nevertheless, the clients could utilize the persistence 

of the transcript by looking through their threads a long time after the 

interaction took place. The revelation from the counselor with regards 

to the persistence of the transcript raises our awareness that simply be-

cause a medium factor might seem beneficial for a particular activity, 

it does not necessarily mean that this benefit is or even can be taken 

advantage of.  

Further, I have highlighted the two types of exchanges in my cor-

pus. Two of the five threads contain the content of the counseling in the 

body of the email, while three threads contain the counseling content in 

an attached and password-protected word document. The types can also 

be differentiated according to medium factors. For example, the coun-

selor copy-pastes most text passages of the client’s previous entry into 
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her own message and answers directly after them in the two threads that 

contain the content of the counseling in the body of the email. In this 

way, her entries are interwoven structures of the client’s and her own 

text. Within the word document, copy-pasting becomes superfluous as 

new text is continuously interwoven into the entire text in the docu-

ment. Further, the message format in the body-of-the-email exchanges 

are in reverse chronological order, whereas the word documents consist 

of what I have called intermittent chronological order. This results in 

word documents being more difficult to read, as newest entries need to 

be manually found. On the other hand, having to read through text from 

previous entries to find the text passages from the newest entry might 

facilitate the therapeutic process, as clients can continuously see their 

progress.  

The second type of Herring’s (2007) factors is situational. Some 

of these factors facilitate the characterization of email counseling over-

all. Some others need to be looked at in individual threads or for indi-

vidual interactants. Overall, email counseling can be characterized as 

professional-lay interaction that is institutionalized. The roles of the cli-

ents and the counselor are clearly assigned. Nevertheless, several iden-

tities are performed, and the types of identities constructed can change 

drastically over time (see also later chapters in Part III). The activity of 

counseling can explain several of Herring’s situation factors. The pur-

pose of the interaction is to support clients in improving their well-be-

ing. The topics discussed are the clients’ troubles and how they could 

be overcome. Finally, due to the institutionalized nature of the activity 
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of counseling, the tone is rather serious. Because the counseling is lo-

cated at a BEI, the interaction takes place in English. While the coun-

selor has experience with email counseling, the clients are new to it. As 

a result, some norms need to be established. These can be explicitly 

established, as when the counselor explains some features of email 

counseling at the beginning of each thread. Others are implicitly nego-

tiated over time, such as whether and for what purposes greetings can 

be used within the word-document exchanges.  

Other social factors, especially participant characteristics, were 

looked at in individual threads or for individual interactants. The main 

characteristic of the counselor’s professional identity, for example, is 

that she is a qualified and experienced online counselor. I further ex-

plained that the counselor makes use of specific affordances, such as 

changes in font and the use of hyperlinks, to create intertextuality and 

refer clients to further sources of information and support. For the cli-

ents, it was established that they are all students at BEI and that all seek 

help for troubles that affect their well-being. I have deliberately ab-

stained from going into detail about their demographic characteristics 

to maintain their anonymity.  

With respect to their use of affordances, we can categorize the 

interactants according to the type of email counseling they were ex-

posed to. Anna and Ellie, the two interactants that write the content of 

the counseling within the body of the email, do not make use of many 

medium affordances. They do not change any aspects of font and do 

not copy-paste previous entries within their own entries (one exception 
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is Anna’s second entry). Chris, Mel and Taylor are the three interactants 

who work with the attached word document. All three make more use 

of medium affordances than the other two clients. They change the 

color of the font in each new entry, they interweave their answers di-

rectly where they are relevant, and they even use bullet points and head-

ers within the document. One aspect that needs to be negotiated within 

the word document is the use of greetings and farewells. Chris only uses 

greetings in an organizational way to indicate where he started to add 

new text, whereas in Mel and Taylor’s threads, the greeting (which in-

cludes mentioning which color the interactants are presently using) be-

comes a ritual at the beginning of every entry. This ritual can be 

interpreted as a bonding activity at the beginning of each entry.  

Throughout this chapter and in this summary, I have highlighted 

how the five threads in my corpus can be characterized from a counsel-

ing perspective and a CMC perspective. While there are general char-

acteristics of email counseling that can be highlighted, there are also 

various idiosyncrasies within individual threads. This needs to be kept 

in mind, especially in the later chapters, as individual differences be-

tween threads need to be taken into account. Nevertheless, the present 

chapter has presented a clear description of the medium and situation 

factors of the five email counseling threads in my corpus.  
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Chapter 4 Methodology: An Overview 
The literature review in Chapter 2 has revealed that language in an 

online health context has been addressed through a range of methodo-

logical approaches that resulted in many distinct aspects being studied 

for several different purposes. Many of these studies have informed the 

present study with respect not only to choices of topics to consider but 

also to the choice of the methodology that I employ. In particular, 

Locher’s (2006) study served as a starting point for my choice to em-

ploy a combination of a linguistic and a content-based analysis of an 

online health practice. Bolander and Locher’s (2014) article on “Doing 

sociolinguistic research on computer-mediated data: A review of four 

methodological issues” influenced several steps in my consideration of 

methodology as well as my execution of the steps of the analyses. In 

addition, Pick’s (2011) call to include the practitioners’ standpoint 

strengthened my aspiration to include the counselor’s perspective. 

While I do not want to advocate my choice of methodology as the best 

to study language and health online per se (see Bolander and Locher 

(2014) and Jucker (2009) for discussions of finding the right methodol-

ogy for specific research questions), I want to highlight throughout this 

chapter why I think a combination of a content- and discourse-analytic 

approach is especially suited to answer the research questions I have 

outlined at the end of Chapter 2.  

In the following pages, I will highlight my overall approach be-

fore going into more detail about the individual steps, such as the con-

tent analysis or the form and function analysis of specific linguistic 
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expressions. Section 4.1 introduces the reader to discourse analysis and 

some of its salient features. In Section 4.2, I will present the four ana-

lytical steps of my methodology. This section serves as an overview 

and provides a rationale for the methodological steps I have chosen. 

The more technical aspects of the application of my methodology 

within each step will be further explained in the methodological sec-

tions in later chapters. As these more technical aspects of my method-

ology require knowledge of the preceding steps (including some 

results), I will not discuss these here. I will present a brief summary of 

my methodology in Section 4.3.  

 

4.1 Discourse Analysis 
My overall approach to examining the email counseling threads is of a 

discourse-analytic nature. Schiffrin et al. (2001) discuss the many dif-

ferent meanings discourse analysis can have. In their attempt to include 

as many meanings as possible, they suggest that discourse-analytic 

studies are “empirically grounded studies of language” (ibid.: 5) before 

specifying further that the “pervasive understanding of discourse anal-

ysis [is] the examination of actual (not hypothetical) text and/or talk” 

(ibid.: 7). The empirical examination of actual text is foregrounded in 

Schiffrin et al.’s discussion. Johnstone (2000: 126) gives a similarly 

open definition when she states that “discourse analysis is the close, 

systematic analysis of written texts or records of speech or signing.” 

She refers to the systematicity of analysis when she says that “[it] in-

volves systematic reading and listening” (ibid.: 104), meaning that 
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discourse analysts should “[think] systematically … about a variety of 

… reasons … why texts have the forms and functions they do, and not 

other forms and functions” (ibid.: 124). Combining Schiffrin et al.’s 

(2001) and Johnstone’s (2000) definitions of discourse analysis, we can 

say that discourse analysis is the empirical, systematic search for rea-

sons why certain stretches of texts take a specific form and function.  

I have already pointed out that Schiffrin et al. (2001) address the 

diversity of discourse analysis. Johnstone (2000: 123) reiterates this 

when she says that “there are, of course, many ways to analyze dis-

course.” Finally, Bolander (2013: 87) mentions that “since the analysis 

of what individuals do through language use is multi-faceted, research-

ers can focus on different dimensions of language use.” My focus lies 

on the interpersonal aspect of the language used in the email counseling 

exchanges. The discourse analysis employed in my study is, therefore, 

the empirical, systematic search for reasons why stretches of texts in 

the exchanges take a specific form and interpersonal function as the 

participants negotiate the therapeutic alliance. As Locher (2006) estab-

lished, interpersonal aspects should always be examined in context. It 

is therefore necessary to determine what the exchanges are about and 

what the interactants try to achieve. Interpersonal-pragmatic aspects 

such as relational work and identity construction can then be examined 

in context. My analysis therefore includes the following four methodo-

logical steps (adapted from Locher and Thurnherr 2017: 18), which I 

will explain in more detail in the next section:  

(1) Content analysis 
(2) Discursive moves analysis 



4 Methodology 

 

213 

(3) Form and function analysis of linguistic expressions in 
context 

(4) Widening of the scope by including a participant interview 
and techniques from corpus linguistics 

 

4.2 The Four Methodological Steps: An Overview and 

Rationale 
I will briefly explain and then compare these four steps to previous re-

search to highlight similarities and differences.  

 

Content Analysis 

In a first step, I have established what interactants talk about in their 

exchanges. In other words, I was interested in the content of the coun-

seling exchanges. For this reason, I have conducted a qualitative con-

tent analysis (Saldaña 2013) that consisted of coding stretches of text 

with labels that were developed bottom-up. This type of analysis allows 

me to describe the content that the interactants focus on. Not only is this 

relevant for my later analysis, which deals with more fine-grained as-

pects of the language used in these topics, but it can also be utilized 

from an applied perspective. As we have put it elsewhere: “Health prac-

titioners often benefit from knowing what range of topics a collection 

of texts covers” (Locher and Thurnherr 2017: 19). It is, for example, 

salient for counselors to know that the clients in my corpus bring up 

and especially focus on similar issues. In addition, Locher (2006) has 

shown that the results of a content analysis can facilitate the search for 

and serve as an explanation for the occurrence of patterns of discursive 
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moves (see below) and linguistic expressions in context (see also be-

low). It is feasible to assume that counselors employ relational strate-

gies very carefully to establish a positive therapeutic alliance. The topic 

of discussion might partly influence the counselors’ choice of relational 

strategies. For example, the counselor might use more mitigation when 

talking about a taboo topic compared to a topic that might carry less 

face-threatening potential. Keeping track of the overall content of an 

investigated text passage is therefore essential from an interpersonal-

pragmatic perspective.  

While I will outline my coding process for the content analysis 

in more detail in Chapter 5, I want to briefly foreshadow some broad 

steps. I have used a combination of “elemental methods of coding” 

(Miles et al. 2014: 74, emphasis in original). For the labels of the codes, 

I used linguistic expressions that the clients and the counselor used in 

the exchanges. In some cases, there was no linguistic expression within 

the text that easily lent itself for a label. At such times, I generated a 

label that seemed more appropriate and to the point than any linguistic 

expression in the exchanges. To generate such labels, I relied upon my 

knowledge of specific psychological concepts that I acquired as part of 

my degree in psychology. Section 5.1 in Chapter 5 includes a discussion 

of my coding process in more detail. Once the codes were established, 

I exhaustively coded the entire corpus for content. This allowed me to 

establish a clear descriptive framework of the content of the exchanges. 

It further allowed me to analyze the distribution of content within and 

across individual threads (I go further into this in Section 6.1).  
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Before moving on to the next step in my analysis, I want to 

briefly put this first step into context with regards to previous research. 

As I have mentioned, Locher’s (2006) study informed the methodology 

of the present study. Locher also included the content as a specific level 

of analysis in her examination of the interpersonal dimension of an 

online health advice column. In Locher’s case, however, the topics were 

system-given in the sense of being headers under which individual con-

tributions were listed in the archive of the health advice column. It was 

not Locher herself who assigned the topics to individual entries, but the 

team of counselors behind the agony aunt Lucy who categorized prob-

lem letters that were sent in and filed them under a specific topic. To 

acknowledge this difference, I have chosen to refer to the different types 

of content that the interactants in my corpus talk about as ‘themes’ ra-

ther than ‘topics.’ Bolander (2013), who used a similar stepwise analy-

sis of personal/diary blogs, also coded for content. While Bolander 

(2013: 138) used the topic tags the bloggers employed as guidance, she 

“devised [further] descriptive labels for the topics” in order to facilitate 

comparability between blogs. Locher (2006), Bolander (2013) and Ru-

dolf von Rohr (2018) used a content analysis to describe their data in 

more detail and “as an explanation for differences found through later 

analytical steps … such as the composition and linguistic rendition of 

texts” (Locher and Thurnherr 2017: 18). I aim for a similar description 

of my data.  
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Discursive Moves Analysis 

In a second step, I have analyzed the types of discursive moves the in-

teractants use in the email counseling exchanges. This type of analysis 

aims to establish the composition of a text or text type. As previously 

mentioned, Miller and Gergen (1998: 192) define a discursive move as 

“the kind of contribution that the entry made to the ongoing inter-

change.” Whereas the first step in my analysis was concerned with what 

the interactants talk about, this second step looks at the discursive 

moves they use to deliver the content. In other words, at this stage I am 

interested in finding out how the interactants talk about the themes I 

have found through the previous analytical step. Discursive moves in-

clude advice-giving, requests for advice, metacomments, or greetings 

and farewells and so on. This type of analysis is more fine-grained than 

the analysis of themes. Most often, several discursive moves, some-

times of distinct types, are used to discuss one theme. As with my anal-

ysis of themes, my discursive moves analysis serves more than one 

purpose. For one, the set of discursive moves that are found can be used 

to characterize the specific practice being examined. Further, the quan-

tification of discursive moves gives us an opportunity to examine the 

distribution of such discursive moves within a practice. In addition, as 

I also look at the sequence of discursive moves, i.e., which discursive 

moves follow one another, I can examine the composition of the email 

counseling exchanges. This allows me to provide a more comprehen-

sive picture of the specific social practice I examine, but also facilitates 
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a comparison to other text types that have been studied with a discursive 

moves analysis.  

A discursive moves analysis is a time-consuming procedure that 

consists of several steps and revision cycles, along with reliability test-

ing and a quantification of results. I will give an overview of the steps 

here, but I discuss each step in more detail in the introductory sections 

of Chapters 5 to 7. First, I devised a catalogue of discursive moves that 

occur in my corpus. This catalogue was developed bottom-up, but I 

consulted previous studies on discursive moves for ideas with respect 

to naming the discursive moves (e.g. Bolander 2013; Locher 2006; 

Morrow 2012; Placencia 2012; Rudolf von Rohr 2018). Second, I tested 

the reliability of the discursive moves through coder-agreement. Both 

of these points are explained in detail in Section 5.1. Once coder-agree-

ment was achieved, I coded the corpus exhaustively. After the comple-

tion of the coding process, I analyzed the corpus for distribution and 

sequence patterns of discursive moves (i.e., which discursive moves 

regularly follow each other). Section 6.1 explains step by step how I 

arrived at the results of distribution and how I manually analyzed the 

sequence patterns. Finally, I looked at the syntactic and lexical realiza-

tion of the most frequently occurring discursive moves in more detail, 

as well as possible sub-functions of these moves. A detailed description 

of the methodology can be found in Section 7.1. Each step of the dis-

cursive moves analysis always included a consideration of which theme 

the discursive moves occur in and whether the theme might influence 

the discursive move’s distribution, sequence, or linguistic realization.  
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Comparing my methodological approach of the discursive moves 

analysis with others, it is necessary to highlight that each social practice 

consists of its own specific set of discursive moves. For example, 

Locher (2006) analyzed an online advice column. Naturally, discursive 

moves that are somehow linked to advice, such as requests for advice, 

advice-giving, and general information, occur in this practice. Lind-

holm (2010, 2017) was interested in storytelling. Naturally, one of the 

discursive moves in her study was labeled narrative. Bolander (2013) 

analyzed dis/agreements on blogs. She generated labels for such discur-

sive moves as criticism or frustration, but also explicit agreement or 

disagreement. Nonetheless, I believe it is possible to compare the cate-

gories of discursive moves across social practices, as the focus still lies 

on how the interaction is achieved. Further, all researchers focus on 

specific features inherent to the particular interactions they examine. In 

other words, their research questions are always linked to the practice 

and therefore reflect how the interactants perform specific activities that 

are inherent to the practice itself. In my case, this focus lies on the lin-

guistic realization of the construction of identities and the creation and 

negotiation of the therapeutic alliance. This focus becomes especially 

relevant in the consideration of those linguistic expressions that are 

used to perform relational work and identity construction in email coun-

seling.  

 

  



4 Methodology 

 

219 

Form and Function Analysis of Linguistic Expressions in Context 

The third step in my analysis centers around the link between the form 

and function of linguistic expressions. I look at these expressions 

through the lens of interpersonal pragmatics, or more precisely with a 

focus on the performance of relational work and the construction of 

identities. While, for example, the analysis of discursive moves already 

reveals some aspects of the interpersonal dimension of the exchanges 

(such as the fact that advice-giving moves are often preceded by assess-

ment moves to lessen the face-threatening potential of advice), rela-

tional work and identity construction can be carried out with minute 

linguistic choices. Bolander (2013: 162) is very precise about the rela-

tional aspect of language use: “Interpersonal information about the ide-

ational content can be conveyed through a single word, the altering of 

a font, the addition of an exclamation mark, or emoticon.” Locher also 

highlights the diversity through which relational work can be accom-

plished when she notes that there are “various forms that are used” to 

realize specific “relational work” (Locher 2006: 52).  

Both Bolander and Locher also foreground that one form does 

not always correspond to the same function. In other words, one form 

can have one function in one context, and another function in another 

context. Bolander (2013: 162) mentions that “these forms can have var-

ious functions and effects depending, for example, on the linguistic 

context they are embedded in, the relationship entertained between the 

interlocutors and the interlocutors’ aims.” Locher (2006: 117) high-

lights an additional difficulty when she says that “the same linguistic 
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expression may at times have more than one relational function.” That 

is to say that one situated or contextualized form or linguistic expres-

sion can have several relational functions all at once. Bolander con-

cludes that the complexity of relational work thus demands “a close 

analysis” which she sees as consisting of a “bottom-up qualitative … 

analysis.” These issues demand, in Locher’s (2006: 115) words, “qual-

itative close readings.”  

The bottom-up qualitative analysis through close readings in my 

study was conducted in specific ways. First, an initial broader reading 

of the entire corpus served to find instances of relational work and iden-

tity construction. This resulted in a catalogue of different types of rela-

tional work that the interactants carry out in the exchanges and a list of 

possible identities the interactants perform. These were also inspired by 

previous literature, such as the studies reviewed in Chapter 2. The initial 

broader readings revealed that the exchanges are so rich in relational 

work and acts of positioning that it would not be possible to examine 

the entire corpus in detail. As my focus lies especially on the collabo-

rative work within the interaction and my aim was to find interactive 

patterns of relational work and identity positionings, I had to zoom in 

on what Locher (2015: 8) calls “crucial moments” in which “subtle ne-

gotiations of positionings” are taking place. In particular, I look at three 

such crucial moments in more detail in my study: (1) narratives (see 

Chapter 8), (2) a text block that the counselor uses in three different 

threads to help clients tackle low self-esteem (see Chapter 9), and (3) 

the closure of the counseling process (see Chapter 10). While all three 
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of these crucial moments were chosen for their relevance to both a 

health perspective and a linguistic perspective, all three are also salient 

from a methodological perspective.  

First, narratives are pervasive within all five threads and at every 

stage of the counseling process. In other words, looking at narratives 

allowed me to look at patterns of relational work and positionings from 

the beginning to the end of the interaction. This is relevant as there is 

noticeable change in both relational work and positionings over time. 

While narratives can be seen as a micro-cosmos within the exchanges, 

they are still reflective of what occurs at a specific moment within the 

interaction. Narratives turned out to be an ideal location to examine 

how language is used not only to appeal for empathy or to construct a 

legitimate identity as an advice-seeker, but also to perform face-en-

hancing relational work, such as self-praise, when clients position 

themselves as active, and successful, self-helpers. This broad spectrum 

allowed me to track positionings and patterns of relational work at sev-

eral stages within the exchanges. This contrasts with the other two foci, 

in which I zoom in on specific times within the exchanges.  

The interaction that centers around low self-esteem is generated 

through text blocks that the counselor uses. To be more precise, the 

counselor uses the exact same (pre-written) text block in three threads. 

Examining the collaborative work of the counselor with each of the 

three clients allows for a very specific comparison of how the interac-

tion unfolds after the same input from the counselor. For example, since 

the counselor uses the same text block in the three threads in a very 
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similar context, the relational work carried out by the counselor in those 

text blocks can be assumed to be very similar in all three threads. The 

analysis of the responses from the clients can then reveal whether they 

are also similar with regards to the relational work that is carried out by 

the clients. This type of analysis allows me to shed light on whether 

specific relational work in the counselor’s text block elicits the same 

kind of relational work from three different clients in their responses.  

Third, closures of the counseling process occur in each thread, 

i.e., each thread comes to an end at some point. This end is collabora-

tively negotiated. The data shows that this collaborative work includes 

various kinds of relational work. For example, the counselor uses spe-

cific pivots, such as inquiring whether an additional session is neces-

sary, to introduce the closure of the counseling process. These pivots 

come in several different forms, and they carry out distinct functions 

that are all connected to the closure process within the exchanges. I 

have used the pivots that I found in the five threads as cornerstones to 

look at the interpersonal context in which they occur and to identify 

patterns with regards to why a specific form or function was chosen by 

the counselor. The fact that the collaborative work of the client and the 

counselor guides the choice for a specific pivot foregrounds the rele-

vance of the therapeutic alliance.  

While these three aspects are “crucial moments” (Locher 2015: 

8) within the exchanges, they are certainly not the only ones. However, 

due to the abundance of relational work within the exchanges, I could 

not look at additional ones in more detail. While broadly speaking the 
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analysis of relational work and positionings were conducted through 

discourse-analytic close readings in all three chapters, I briefly discuss 

how I have performed the close readings in the introductions in each 

chapter (see Chapters 8 to 10).  

In other literature focusing on interpersonal pragmatics and uti-

lizing a similar step by step analysis of specific practices, researchers 

have aimed at finding all the types of relational work used and, there-

fore, analyzed a representative sample of the entire corpus of the spe-

cific practice (see e.g. Bolander 2013; Locher 2006). While it is, of 

course, of interest to find all the types of relational work used in a prac-

tice, especially in Locher’s (2006) case as it served as the first compre-

hensive analysis of an online health practice with regards to content 

structure and interpersonal pragmatics, I have chosen a different ap-

proach. Based on the importance of the collaborative work within the 

therapeutic alliance in email (or any type of) counseling, my focus lies 

squarely on the interactive work. Thus, I was most interested in finding 

interactive patterns of relational work, or in other words, how and in 

what ways the interactants influence each others’ relational work.  

Furthermore, identity can be studied in several ways. Benwell 

and Stokoe (2006) give an overview of analytical methods of identity 

research. Studies that have been conducted from other methodological 

perspectives, such as conversation analysis or discursive psychology 

(see Benwell and Stokoe 2006: 35-39; Harvey and Koteyko 2013), have 

informed my study. In order to answer the research questions I have 

outlined in the previous chapter, I believe that a discourse-analytic 
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examination of identity, viewed from a social-constructionist perspec-

tive, allows me to look at the construction of identities in email coun-

seling from a holistic perspective. In this way, my study can hopefully 

complement the vital work that has already been carried out by other 

researchers with different methodologies.  

Before I go on to the fourth step (i.e., widening the scope), I want 

to briefly recapitulate the three methodological steps I have described 

so far: (1) a content analysis; (2) a discursive moves analysis; and (3) a 

form and function analysis. Table 4.1 gives an overview of the steps in 

a hierarchical order.  
Table 4.1 Methodological steps 1 to 3 

Type of analysis Focus of analysis 
Content analysis of themes Types 

Distribution 
Discursive moves analysis Types 

Distribution 
Sequence 
Linguistic realization 

Form and function analysis of linguistic 
expressions 

Relational work and posi-
tionings 

 
These three steps represent a hierarchical analysis of thematic, compo-

sitional, and interpersonal issues that are expressed in various forms 

and functions. The analysis is hierarchical in the sense that each new 

step takes the results of the previous one(s) into account. The results are 

therefore always used in two ways: as descriptions of the practice of 

email counseling, but also as a foundation for the next steps of the anal-

ysis.  

 



4 Methodology 

 

225 

Widening the Scope: Interview and Corpus Linguistic Tools 

While the previous three steps focused on a hierarchical analysis of the-

matic, content, and interpersonal-pragmatic aspects which become 

more fine-grained with each step, the widening of the scope comple-

ments the findings with additional perspectives or tools. On the one 

hand, I have included the practitioner’s perspective through an inter-

view that I conducted with the counselor who provided the data. On the 

other hand, I have also employed techniques from corpus linguistics to 

gain a better understanding of the linguistic particularities of the ex-

changes, namely word frequency analysis and collocation and cluster 

analyses.  

I conducted an interview with the counselor who provided the 

data for the present study. This follows Pick’s (2011) explicit call to 

include the practitioner’s perspective when looking at such practices as 

counseling or coaching from a linguistic perspective: 
During the analysis, findings should be continuously discussed 

with … practitioners to ensure an intersubjectively valid inter-

pretation and to critically reflect the analyst’s assumptions and 

experiences. … In my opinion, the knowledge of the practitioner 

is a resource which has so far not been given enough attention in 

research on discourse. Linguists should finally acknowledge and 

efficiently use the resources and expertise of those who are rou-

tinely exercising linguistic activities within the researched field. 

(Pick 2011: 79, my translation) 

I want to foreground two aspects that Pick highlights. First, she rightly 

states that discussions with practitioners can help analysts to see further 
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into the data than their own discipline might allow them and can thereby 

ensure a more valid interpretation. I believe this to be especially true 

when the practitioner is one of the interactants within the data studied. 

Second, Pick also recognizes that practitioners have resources and ex-

pertise that researchers, as outside observers, simply do not have. To 

not access these resources, i.e., the knowledge and expertise of the prac-

titioners, seems contradictory to linguists’ desire to comprehend com-

plex and intricately nuanced practices. I therefore wholeheartedly agree 

with Pick’s call to include the practitioner perspective in research. 

I interviewed the counselor who provided the data for my study 

for around an hour and fifteen minutes via Skype. The interview was 

held after a large part of the analysis was completed. In other words, I 

conducted an informed interview in which I asked the counselor spe-

cifically about the topics that I had examined through all steps of my 

analysis. I carried out the interview in an open format, but I asked ques-

tions on the following five broad issues: (1) online counseling in gen-

eral; (2) the content structure of email counseling; (3) the use of 

narratives; (4) the text blocks on self-esteem; and (5) the closure pro-

cess in the counseling exchanges. The counselor was asked to talk about 

these aspects freely and to answer specific questions about certain find-

ings. In addition, I asked her to comment on specific data extracts with-

out first informing her about the linguistic findings. Throughout the 

following chapters, I draw on the interview data to provide the practi-

tioner perspective. I will always mention the context in which the 
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counselor made the comment, i.e., whether it was a comment on a piece 

of data or on my findings.  

Finally, at very specific points throughout my research, I have 

supplemented individual steps of my analysis with corpus-linguistic 

analyses to gain a better understanding of the linguistic patterns that 

occur. I have done this in two specific ways. First, I have conducted 

word frequency analyses for the discursive moves which were under 

closer scrutiny. The word frequency analyses allowed me to reveal 

which lemmata occur in high frequency. Second, I have conducted col-

location and cluster analyses of the most frequently used lemmata in 

order to identify patterns of linguistic expressions. Both types of cor-

pus-linguistic analyses have allowed me to uncover specific linguistic 

patterns within the discursive moves. Their description is relevant since 

I am interested in very small differences in the form and function of 

linguistic expressions that can carry out vital relational work and subtle 

negotiations of positionings. 

Last but not least, I want to briefly make the reader aware of the 

types of software that were used to facilitate individual steps of the 

analysis. The coding of the content and discursive moves analysis was 

carried out with the help of “Computer Assisted Qualitative Data Anal-

ysis Software” (CAQDAS) (Bolander and Locher 2014: 19; Saldaña 

2013). The CAQDAS used for the present study is NVivo, which is 

“software that supports qualitative and mixed methods research. It’s 

designed to help … organize, analyze and find insights in unstructured, 

or qualitative data” (QSR Website 2014). While I am aware of the 
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existence of other CAQDAS, I chose NVivo for two primary reasons. 

First, it allows for multiple coding of the same source, i.e., the same 

text can be coded multiple times. These multiple codes can then also be 

cross-referenced, i.e., matrix coding queries can be conducted. This al-

lowed me, for example, to search for the distribution of discursive 

moves across themes. Second, with NVivo, it is possible to check coder 

agreement. In other words, a stretch of text can be independently coded 

by two individuals. Their codings can then be checked for agreement. 

As I aimed for coder agreement in the discursive moves analysis, this 

aspect of NVivo was a key element in my choice. As for the corpus-

linguistic analyses, they were conducted with AntConc (Anthony 

2016), “a freeware corpus analysis toolkit for concordancing and text 

analysis.” NVivo does allow for word frequency analysis. Instead, one 

can only search for stemmed words. To arrive at a more precise corpus-

linguistic analysis, I chose AntConc instead.  

 

4.3 Summary 
To research the data I presented in Chapter 3 and to answer the research 

questions I outlined at the end of Chapter 2, I employ a discourse-ana-

lytic approach. A discourse analysis centers around the empirical and 

systematic study of why text passages take a specific form and function. 

I specifically look at text passages from an interpersonal-pragmatic per-

spective to uncover linguistic patterns in which interactants negotiate 

the therapeutic alliance and construct identities. As I am further inter-

ested in the relational work that is carried out in the entire practice of 
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email counseling rather than only in specific moments, I chose a meth-

odology that allows me to move from broader perspectives that focus 

on the content overall towards more fine-grained attention to minute 

linguistic expressions that can have interpersonal effects. To be able to 

cover such a broad spectrum in my analysis, I have combined aspects 

of several methodological approaches. The resulting analytical steps are 

built on a hierarchical combination, i.e., each new analytical step takes 

the results of the preceding step(s) into account.  

 The four methodological steps I have presented are the follow-

ing:  

(1) Content analysis 
(2) Discursive moves analysis 
(3) Form and function analysis of linguistic expressions in 

context 
(4) Widening of the scope by including a participant interview 

and techniques from corpus linguistics 

The content analysis uncovered which themes the interactants talk 

about in the exchanges. The discursive moves analysis then examined 

which speech activities are used to talk about the themes found in the 

content analysis. Both the content and the discursive moves analysis 

required qualitative coding of the entire corpus. The resulting cata-

logues of codes allowed me to identify the set of themes and discursive 

moves that are specifically used in the exchanges. For both themes and 

discursive moves, I further calculated numerical distributions to find 

the most frequent themes and discursive moves. Finally, I also looked 

at the sequence of the four most frequent discursive moves and how 

they are linguistically realized. The combination of the content and the 
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discursive moves analyses resulted in a holistic description of the con-

tent and the composition of the exchanges.  

 The third hierarchical step in my methodology is the analysis of 

the form and function of linguistic expressions in context. A broad ini-

tial reading to identify types of relational work and positionings re-

vealed the richness of interpersonal effects in the exchanges. This 

methodological step was, therefore, carried out through qualitative 

close readings of “crucial moments” (Locher 2015: 8) in which such 

interpersonal effects were prevalent. These three crucial moments are 

narratives, a text block that tackles low self-esteem, and the closure of 

the counseling process. In all of them, patterns of relational work and 

positionings were identified and looked at in connection with the results 

of the content and the discursive moves analysis. This step of the anal-

ysis thus focused on minute details and differences in linguistic choices 

from an interpersonal-pragmatic perspective.  

 Finally, to widen the scope of my analysis and my understanding 

of the practice of email counseling, I conducted a practitioner interview 

with the counselor who contributed the data for my study. I thereby 

addressed Pick’s (2011) argument for calling on the practitioner’s 

knowledge and expertise. As I conducted the interview after already 

establishing most of the results, I was able to ask the counselor specific 

questions regarding not just the data, but also my findings. As Pick ex-

plains, this allows for a more valid and intersubjective interpretation of 

the findings. And finally, I included some corpus-linguistic analyses to 
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gain a clearer understanding of linguistic patterns within the four most 

frequent discursive moves. 

 While I do not want to claim that my methodology is the best to 

analyze language employed in an online health context per se, I believe 

that the methodological steps presented in this chapter have provided 

me with a sound methodology to answer the research questions I out-

lined in Chapter 2. Further, with the description above (and further in-

put on individual methodological steps in the introductory sections of 

later chapters) I hope to have responded to Bolander and Locher’s 

(2014) and Jucker’s (2009) call to outline the methodological steps of 

a study in a transparent way. 



 

PART II
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Chapter 5 Themes and Discursive Moves Employed by 
the Clients and the Counselor 

5.1 Introduction and Methodology  
In this chapter, I present a description of the themes and the discursive 

moves that are employed by the interactants in the email counseling 

exchanges. Such a description is beneficial from an applied, a compar-

ative, and a methodological point of view. From an applied point of 

view, the clear description allows me to characterize the practice of 

email counseling from a broad perspective. This is relevant as it enables 

me to show practitioners what they talk about with their clients and 

what types of discursive moves they use. As I have mentioned in the 

previous chapter, as well as elsewhere (Locher and Thurnherr 2017), 

practitioners benefit from seeing, for example, what clients would like 

to talk about in email counseling exchanges.  

A clear definition of the themes discussed within a practice such 

as counseling is also helpful to distinguish between different types of 

counseling. I have discussed in Chapters 2 and 3 that counseling is an 

umbrella term. By establishing what themes occur in the exchanges, I 

can distinguish the type of counseling I examine – well-being counsel-

ing – from other types of counseling, such as the drug and alcohol in-

formation counseling studied by Jager and Stommel (2017). Further, I 

pointed out in Chapter 4 that some previous studies utilized a similar 

hierarchical analysis (content, discursive moves, form and function of 

linguistic expressions in context) of other online social practices. A 

clear description of the practice allows me to compare email counseling 



5 Themes and Discursive Moves 
 

 

234 

with other practices that have been researched, such as an Internet 

health advice column (Locher 2006), online sources on smoking cessa-

tion (Rudolf von Rohr (2018), a peer-to-peer forum concerned with par-

enting tips (Lindholm 2010), or a Yahoo Request website concerned 

with style and beauty (Placencia 2012). Often these practices not only 

differ in topic(s) and the CMC medium utilized, but they also slightly 

differ from one another with regards to the sets of discursive moves that 

are employed. While the differences might be less pronounced than in-

tuitively expected, they nevertheless serve to distinguish practices in 

specific ways. Comparisons between related practices, such as the ad-

vice column in Locher’s study (2006) and email counseling, can be es-

pecially fruitful in order to uncover subtle differences.  

Finally, I develop the hierarchical analysis I described in Chapter 

4. The results of the current chapter are used in later steps of the analysis 

as a foundation for investigating further aspects of the interaction. 

Within the analysis of themes and discursive moves, this means that 

distribution and sequence patterns can be analyzed (Chapter 6). Further, 

the linguistic realization of specific discursive moves can be examined 

(Chapter 7). And finally and most importantly, the descriptive frame-

work of themes and discursive moves allows me to look at relational 

work and positionings in context (Chapter 8 to 10).  

With regards to my analysis of themes and discursive moves, I 

aim to answer the following two research questions in this chapter:  

• What themes are discussed in the exchanges? 

• What discursive moves are utilized in the exchanges?  
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The first research question concerns itself with what the interactants 

talk about, i.e., with the content. I also make a distinction whether 

themes are introduced by the clients or by the counselor. The second 

research question deals with the specific set of discursive moves that 

are used in the practice of email counseling. I have made a further dis-

tinction here as well and incorporate whether a discursive move is used 

only by the clients or the counselor, or whether both interactants utilize 

the discursive move.   

To answer these research questions, I have employed a content 

analysis to uncover themes and a discursive moves analysis to reveal 

the set of discursive moves the interactants use. Table 5.1 revisits the 

three methodological steps of the hierarchical analysis previously pre-

sented in Chapter 4. I have highlighted in green which steps were taken 

to arrive at the results of the present chapter.  
Table 5.1 Methodological steps 1 to 3 revisited: Types of themes and discursive 
moves 

Type of Analysis Focus of Analysis 
Content analysis of 
themes 

Types overall 
role-specific intro-
duction 

Distribution   
Discursive moves 
analysis 

Types overall  
role-specific utili-
zation 

 Distribution  
Sequence  

 Linguistic realization   
Form and function 
analysis of linguistic 
expressions  

Relational work and po-
sitionings 
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Overall, both the content and the discursive moves analysis are qualita-

tive analyses that were conducted through coding of the corpus. Before 

I go on to describe how I have conducted these types of analysis, I want 

to briefly explain what such a qualitative coding analysis is. While there 

are various types of qualitative analysis, Miles et al. (2014: 9) summa-

rize that some common features are that the aim is “to gain a holistic … 

overview of the context under study” and that “little standardized in-

strumentation is used” so that the “researcher himself or herself is es-

sentially the main instrument in the study.” Miles et al. (2014: 9) 

conclude that the “main task [of qualitative analysis] is to describe the 

ways people in particular settings come to … manage their … situa-

tions.” Despite pointing out the diversity of qualitative analysis, Miles 

et al. (2014: 10) still mention that there are “some analytic practices 

[that] may be used across different qualitative research types” and list 

“a fairly classic set of analytic moves.” I want to briefly refer to four of 

the moves they list that I follow in my analysis.  

Miles et al.’s (2014: 10) first analytic move is “assigning codes 

… to a set of [data].” They define codes as “labels that assign symbolic 

meaning to the descriptive or inferential information compiled during a 

study” (ibid.: 71); these labels “[are] usually … attached to data 

‘chunks’” (ibid.: 71). Saldaña (2013: 3-4) provides a similar definition 

in that “a code represent[s] and capture[s] a datum’s primary content 

and essence.” He further argues that a label for a code is usually “a word 

or short phase that symbolically assigns a summative, salient, essence-

capturing, and/or evocative attribute for a portion of language-based … 
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data.” Once these codes have been assigned to a specific set of data, the 

second analytic move, according to Miles et al. (2014: 10), is “sorting 

… through these coded materials to identify similar phrases …, pat-

terns, themes, … and common sequences.” This sorting should then, in 

a third analytic move, lead to the gradual identification of “a small set 

of assertions, propositions, and generalizations that cover the consist-

encies discerned in the database” (ibid.: 10). Miles et al. (2014: 10) con-

clude that the qualitative analyst’s fourth analytic move is to 

“compar[e] those generalizations with a formalized body of knowledge 

in the form of constructs or theories.”  

In both the content and the discursive moves analysis I followed 

these steps of coding the data, sorting through the coded corpus, iden-

tifying propositions and generalizations, which I then compared with 

findings from previous research. However, there are certain differences 

in the methodology employed for the content and the discursive moves 

analysis. To be as transparent as possible, I will now proceed to explain 

each step individually and in further detail.  

 

Content Analysis 

The content analysis aims to reveal the themes present in the corpus. 

The labels for the codes were generated, on the one hand, by reading 

the data carefully and paying attention to the linguistic expressions in-

teractants used when talking about the clients’ troubles. Some of these 

linguistic expressions were then used as the labels of the codes. On the 

other hand, in certain instances, none of the linguistic expressions used 



5 Themes and Discursive Moves 
 

 

238 

by the interactants seemed to concisely describe the content they were 

talking about. In such instances, I generated a label for codes myself in 

order to describe the content as best and as concisely as possible. To do 

this, I relied upon my expert knowledge in psychology. This combina-

tion of linguistic expressions from the interactants and the labels that I 

additionally generated allowed me to exhaustively code the entire cor-

pus for themes.  

Two important aspects that need to be considered while coding 

are whether there are specific units for coding, i.e., rules of how long a 

coding can be with regards to text length, and whether double coding is 

allowed. In the content analysis, I did not assign any a priori boundary 

units for a theme, i.e., there was no artificial cut-off point for when a 

coding should end. I examined each paragraph and assigned it to a 

theme. Then I analyzed the next paragraph and checked whether the 

same theme or a new theme was discussed. I paid close attention to the 

content and the lexis used in order to decide whether a text passage was 

still concerned with a specific theme.  

Secondly, I did not allow for double coding of text passages, i.e., 

all text passages were assigned to one specific theme. However, I used 

an open category into which text passages that did not fit any thematic 

code could be put (for example, text passages which focused on setting 

a date for a next session). I have decided against double coding because 

it would result in counting certain text passages twice in a matrix coding 

query with discursive moves. A matrix coding query can, for example, 

establish which discursive moves occur in which themes. If a text 
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passage was coded as belonging to two themes, the matrix coding 

would list the discursive moves that were coded within the two themes 

under both themes, resulting in counting the discursive moves twice. 

As I am specifically interested in finding out distribution patterns of 

discursive moves within themes, the double coding of themes would 

have resulted in skewed numbers. Furthermore, I did not encounter 

many instances in which a text passage was difficult to assign to a spe-

cific theme. In other words, conflict between two themes rarely oc-

curred. I argue, then, that I have done justice to the text even without 

allowing for double coding. 

The content analysis – in contrast to the discursive moves analy-

sis (see below) – was not checked for coder agreement. While there 

would have been benefits resulting from coder agreement, the costs out-

weighed those benefits. Since not all threads8 contain all of the themes 

that occur in the entire corpus and some themes only occur in one 

thread, both coders would have therefore needed to code the entire cor-

pus to check for coder agreement. This was simply not possible from a 

practical standpoint.  

 

Discursive Moves Analysis 

I aimed to establish the set of discursive moves that is used in the email 

counseling exchanges in my corpus. I developed a coding scheme of all 

 
8 I follow Harris et al.’s (2012: 25) definition of a thread being “a series of 
chained e-mail exchanges between a counselor and a client over an extended 
timeframe.”  



5 Themes and Discursive Moves 
 

 

240 

the discursive moves that occurred in the exchanges. The codes were 

generated bottom-up and with the help of the literature review, i.e., 

codes for discursive moves that were found in previous research (see 

e.g. Bolander 2013; Locher 2006; Morrow 2012) This dual approach 

allowed me to be flexible enough to combine labels for discursive 

moves that were found in other social practices (which facilitates a 

comparison) and newly generated ones that specifically fit what the in-

teractants do in my data.  

The coding process for discursive moves turned out to be more 

challenging than the content analysis. As I could not rely on the discur-

sive moves being utilized by specific performative verbs only (as 

Locher (2006: 51-52) explains for the discursive move advice-giving: 

“it manifests itself in many different linguistic forms and is by no means 

limited to the performative verb ‘advise’”), generating the labels for 

discursive moves turned out to be highly interpretative. MacQueen et 

al. (2008: 124) accurately point out that “[coding] adds information to 

the text … through a process of interpretation.” Additionally, and as I 

mentioned above, I tested the coding of discursive moves through coder 

agreement. Coding data via more than one coder is beneficial in two 

ways, as Miles et al. (2014: 84) observe: “[It] not only aids definitional 

clarity but also is a good reliability check.” If more than one person 

codes data, it is essential to develop “an explicit and systematic … 

codebook” (MacQueen et al. 2008: 119). MacQueen et al. (2008: 123) 

add that “the codebook functions as a frame or boundary that the analyst 

constructs in order to systematically map the informational terrain of 
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the text.” They further mention that the terrain “always reflects the im-

plicit or explicit research questions and theoretical constructs” (ibid.: 

123).  

To generate codes that are as reliable and transparent as possible, 

I created a codebook that, as suggested by MacQueen et al. (2008: 121), 

contained specific parameters for the codes: (1) the name of the code; 

(2) a clear definition; (3) examples; and (4) inclusive and (where nec-

essary) exclusive criteria. After these parameters were established for 

each code in a first draft, a student intern was trained to code samples 

of the exchanges with the help of the codebook. In other words, I tested 

for inter-coder agreement rather than intra-coder agreement. After 

training, the student intern and I independently coded a specified sam-

ple of the exchanges for discursive moves. Several revision cycles that 

always included careful revision of the codebook and further training 

were needed to arrive at coder agreement of at least 85% per individual 

code as suggested by MacQueen et al. (2008: 131). The final version of 

the codebook can be found in Appendix B.  

I have highlighted in my description of the content analysis 

above that two aspects concerning the coding need to be considered: 

whether there is a specific cut-off point in terms of length and whether 

double coding is allowed. First, while I did not specify a cut-off point 

for themes, I specified a minimum length for a discursive move, namely 

a full sentence. Coding for smaller units was not feasible given the goal 

of coder agreement. The maximum cut-off point for a discursive move 

was a paragraph length, i.e., one discursive move could not go beyond 
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the length of a paragraph. A careful analysis revealed that only a very 

few select cases occurred in which a discursive move continued over 

more than one paragraph. Additionally, it is safe to assume that writers 

purposefully decided when to end a paragraph, as starting a new para-

graph needs a keyboard action. In other words, paragraphs can also be 

interpreted as a writer intending to finish one point and to start a new 

point with a new paragraph. The limitation of a paragraph as a maxi-

mum unit for a discursive move therefore seems reasonable.  

Secondly, I did not allow for double coding of discursive moves, 

which reflects my practice in the content analysis of themes. In contrast 

to the coding of themes, however, there were more instances when a 

text passage could have been assigned to two possible codes. Some re-

lated discursive moves proved especially difficult to code, for example, 

in cases when an interactant aimed to convey two different things in 

one sentence. A client thanks (discursive move: thanks) the counselor 

for suggesting a strategy before proceeding to assess the strategy (dis-

cursive move: assessment). I have included specific guidelines within 

the description of these codes in the codebook in order to stay consistent 

in such cases. Other text passages that were clearly assignable to two 

different discursive moves were categorized in the open category.  

In addition to the coding of content (i.e., themes) and discursive 

moves, I coded the entire corpus for various variables, such as interact-

ant (counselor, Anna, Ellie, Chris, Mel, Taylor), a number for each en-

try (first entry, second entry, third entry, etc.), or role (counselor vs. 

clients). These attribute codings are what Miles et al. (2014: 79) call 
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“notation[s] of basic descriptive information”; they go on to add that 

such codings are especially appropriate for sources with “multiple par-

ticipants” and “cross-case studies” as they “provide essential partici-

pant information for … reference, and contexts for analysis and 

interpretation” (ibid.: 79). I have conducted these attribute codings to 

check distribution for specific parameters, such as discursive moves 

within all of the counselor’s text passages only, and to be able to extract 

text passages according to given parameters (e.g. extracting all problem 

statement moves that occur within the theme ‘depression’9 and that 

were written by one specific interactant). This allowed me to create var-

ious sub-corpora which could then be further analyzed, for example 

through the use of corpus-linguistic tools, while also serving the fine-

grained analysis of relational strategies and positionings.  

The results from this type of analysis aim to provide an overview 

of the content and composition of the social practice of email counsel-

ing and serve as the foundation for the next chapters. The present chap-

ter is organized into the following sections: in Section 5.2, I will show 

what kind of themes the clients and the counselor focus on. A distinc-

tion is made in terms of who introduces the themes in the corpus: coun-

selor, client, or both interactants. Section 5.3 focuses on the discursive 

moves used in the email threads. I will first discuss which discursive 

moves are solely used by the clients or the counselor (Section 5.3.1 and 

 
9 I am aware that in the APA style key terms are usually written in italics. 
However, since I frequently discuss discursive moves occurring within spe-
cific themes, I highlight labels of discursive moves in italics and labels of 
themes in single quotation marks for ease of reading.   
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Section 5.3.2 respectively). Next, I will turn to the discursive moves 

that are used by both interactants (Section 5.3.3). Section 5.3.4 briefly 

addresses whether the type of email counseling used influences the uti-

lization of discursive moves, i.e., whether there are differences in the 

discursive moves occurring in the threads that contain the counseling in 

the body of the email compared to the threads that utilize a word docu-

ment. Finally, Section 5.4 shows the results of a comparison to the ad-

visory contexts that were the focus of previous studies. I provide a 

summary of the results of this chapter in Section 5.5.  

 

5.2 Themes  
Themes are recurring topics that the client and the counselor discuss 

during their ongoing exchanges. While Locher’s (2006) study adhered 

to the system-given topics10 in which the problem letters were catego-

rized, the practice of email counseling does not have such system-given 

topics11. On the contrary, it is of particular significance to the counse-

lor’s work to recognize specific themes that cause the clients distress. 

 
10 Locher (2006: 10-11) says that the advice column was “organized into seven 
different topic categories” that were given as hyperlinks on the website.  
11 I focus here on Locher (2006) for two reasons: first, many of the studies 
specifically mentioned as comparisons for the content analysis focus on only 
one theme (such as Morrow’s study on a divorce discussion forum). Second, 
Locher’s (2006) study, despite its broader approach, is most easily comparable 
to my study in terms of their topics due to its setup as a student health service. 
However, I am aware that Bolander (2013), for example, has used first- and 
second-order labels for the topics occurring in her data. Nevertheless, her 
broad, albeit very deliberate, inclusion of multiple topics does not easily facil-
itate a thematic comparison to my corpus.  
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Only the themes that are recognized can subsequently be therapeuti-

cally discussed and managed. While the client may mention certain 

themes, others may only become explicit once the counselor recognizes 

and highlights them explicitly. In order to highlight the differences be-

tween Locher’s (2006) system-given topics and the counterparts that 

were established bottom-up in the corpus of my study, I use the label 

‘themes’ rather than topics. Themes are hence issues that either the cli-

ents or the counselor introduce in the threads. Text passages that did 

not deal with a specific theme in particular were coded into the ‘open’ 

category. Examples for such text passages are copy-pasted text chunks, 

or organizational or generic text passages, such as statements elaborat-

ing how online counseling works.  

Table 5.2 shows the eleven themes that occur in the corpus, in-

cluding some examples of phrases that were indicative of the thematic 

content of the utterances. The themes are individually discussed in the 

following sections in more detail. Themes typically occur over multiple 

entries; that is, interactants do not discuss one theme in one session and 

another theme in another session. Interactants also habitually discuss 

several themes at once, i.e., in the same entry, and no client only focuses 

on one theme alone. Rather, a specific interplay of themes occurs in 

each thread, which is further explained in Chapter 6.   

The clients as well as the counselor can introduce a theme. How-

ever, certain patterns do emerge. Most clients primarily introduce 

themes in their first entry. One client introduces themes later on as well. 

The counselor usually suggests specific themes in her first response, in 
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other words in the second entry. As with the client, there is of course 

no restriction on introducing themes later on. The themes that occur in 

my corpus are briefly introduced in the following three sections (in al-

phabetical order unless otherwise clearly stated); Section 5.2.1 centers 

around the themes that were solely introduced by clients, Section 5.2.2 

deals with a theme introduced by the counselor, whereas Section 5.2.3 

highlights the themes that were introduced by a client or the counselor. 
Table 5.2 Themes (ordered alphabetically) 

Theme Example phrases in data   
Abuse  I woke up in the night and found him in my room, watching 

me. 
Anxiety  I currently suffer from anxiety 

It’s very normal that you would be a little […] anxious. 
Depression  I’ve been feeling very depressed 

Ive been feeling quite down recently. 
Health issues In February I had a small operation  
Loneliness  I guess its lonleyness 
Other’s health 
issues 

my mum has been diagnosed with [illness] 
He always drank a lot but he developed a drink problem 

Panic attacks I’ve had what some would describe as panic attacks 
Relationships  I feel that the dynamics between myself and my family are 

very strained 
In the past month weve broken up so many times 

Self-esteem I probably don’t have the best self esteem, and Im certainly 
lacking in confidence 

Sexuality  A recent revelation in my mental health has been my confu-
sion over my sexuality. 

Stress  I’ve had an extremely stressful few months 
I’d like to focus on how to deal with stress being at home 
over the summer. 
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5.2.1 Client-Introduced Themes 
Abuse 

The theme ‘abuse’ only occurs in one thread and is discussed very 

briefly. Example (5.1) shows the moment in which Mel first talks about 

this theme, while the counselor’s immediate response is given in (5.2): 

(5.1)  Mel (Thread: Mel; Entry 3)  
One thing which bothered me in particular was 
that a few times I woke up in the night and found 
him in my room, watching me. Once he had his 
arm under the duvet but I don’t remember him 
actually touching me. It made me very nervous 
each night – I didn’t block the door because I 
didn’t want my mum to ask why but I remember 
putting things like a pencil by the door so that, if 
it had moved in the morning, I’d know if someone 
had been in and wearing lots of clothes so that he 
couldn’t touch my skin.   

(5.2)  Counselor (Thread: Mel; Entry 4)  
That sounds like a frightening time for you 
Mel, and even though you are unsure exactly 
what happened, what he did was completely 
wrong. […] You were very resourceful and did 
what you could to protect yourself. Naturally 
this experience would have also affected your 
self-esteem and sense of safety in the world.  

Neither Mel nor the counselor use the lexeme abuse, but Mel’s descrip-

tion makes it rather clear. The counselor steers the conversation towards 

the effects the abuse had on Mel rather than focusing on the actual abuse 

itself. In addition, she foregrounds Mel’s resourceful[ness] in dealing 

with the situation rather than the abuse itself. This is indicative of 
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solution-focused therapy, which focuses on “solution talk” rather than 

“problem talk” (Gingerich and Wabeke 2001: 34). As a result (and pos-

sibly also due to the difficulty of talking about such a difficult subject), 

the theme is not discussed at length by Mel and the counselor. Rather, 

the discussion ends with the counselor’s acknowledgement that writing 

about it might help.  

 

Health Issues 

While ‘health issues’ would be expected to appear in medical encoun-

ters, it might seem less obvious in a counseling exchange. However, 

Mel nicely illustrates how health issues can have a psychological effect 

on a person as well (5.3):  

(5.3) Mel (Thread: Mel; Entry 1)  
I have also had some of my own health problems 
this year. In February I had a small operation to 
see if I had [MEDICAL CONDITION]. They discov-
ered that I do have the condition, but not too 
badly, but also told me that they had found [MED-
ICAL TERM]. […] The hospital has sent me for three 
scans since to confirm and it all still seems fine 
but, although it’s not a great deal in itself now, it 
was very stressful at the time and has added to 
the weight of problems.  

(5.4) Counselor (Thread: Mel; Entry 2)  
That sounded like an incredibly stressful time 
Mel, and has just added to the depression you 
were already feeling.  While everything is ok 
now, all the waiting and the build-up of stress 
naturally would have had an impact on you.  
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The counselor responds to Mel’s text in example (5.4). She acknowl-

edges the impact of health issues on mental health by assessing and 

empathizing with Mel’s situation. She agrees with Mel that her health 

situation has led to an increase in stress and continues to focus on the 

resulting stressful feelings Mel is dealing with. Clearly, the counselor’s 

attention shifts to the psychological ramifications rather than the actual 

health issues. This is not surprising, as she is not an expert on medical 

health, but rather on mental health.  

 

Loneliness  

Taylor describes her emotional state in her first entry as feeling down 

and attributes it to loneliness. In fact, example (5.5) is the entire first 

entry that Taylor sends to the counselor. Example (5.6) shows part of 

the counselor’s response.  

(5.5) Taylor (Thread: Taylor; Entry 1)  
Ive been feeling quite down recently. I guess its 
lonleyness, but Ive had problems with feeling 
down before in the past even when I had friends, 
so its probably not all being by myself. I find my-
self feeling jealous of people back in [PLACE], and 
I feel somewhat resentful that all but few of my 
friends seem to have forgetten about me.  

(5.6) Counselor (Thread: Taylor; Entry 2)  
Having read your referral form, as well as this 
email Taylor, I am struck by how often you used 
the words lonely and loneliness.  I get the impres-
sion this is a very strong and really difficult feeling 
for you to be experiencing.  It also sounds as if it is 
a very familiar feeling. 
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As the counselor mentions in her response to Taylor’s initial message, 

the focus in Taylor’s entry lies on feeling lonely and loneliness in gen-

eral. This has obviously also become clear to the counselor from read-

ing the referral form. Taylor argues that she is feeling quite down 

because of her loneliness, indicating that her general well-being is not 

too robust either. In the ensuing discussion between Taylor and the 

counselor, it becomes clear that depression and relationship problems 

might be closely related to Taylor’s feeling of loneliness, so they are 

discussed more than loneliness itself.   

 

Other’s Health Issues 

Apart from their own health issues, some clients also deal with health 

issues of others, such as family members or friends. Instances in which 

a family member’s health deteriorates continuously can cause consid-

erable stress for relatives. This is especially true for severe health is-

sues, such as debilitating medical conditions. Mel talks about her 

mother’s recent diagnosis with such a severe medical condition in ex-

ample (5.7). The counselor’s response is given in example (5.8):  

(5.7) Mel (Thread: Mel; Entry 1)  
There has been quite a lot going on lately. One of 
the biggest shake-ups has been the news that my 
mum has been diagnosed with [MEDICAL CONDI-
TION]. She was told this a couple of weeks ago and 
it hasn’t been confirmed yet (she’ll get scan re-
sults soon) but it is almost certain. I can tell that 
she is very upset by it and I’m finding it difficult to 
come to terms with the fact that I’ll have to watch 
her get progressively worse symptoms which 
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might eventually cause her to become really quite 
disabled.  

(5.8) Counselor (Thread Mel; Entry 2)  
I can hear what a shock your Mum’s diagnosis 
has been for you Mel, and I’m conscious that 
there are a lot of unknowns at the moment, 
while you wait for the results of the scan, and 
more information about how the [MEDICAL 
CONDITION]’s may develop for her.  I’m won-
dering what support you have at this time, to 
talk about how you are feeling?  

The counselor first acknowledges and displays empathy for the difficult 

situation that Mel is in. Similar to her take on Mel’s own health issues 

in examples (5.3) and (5.4), the counselor immediately moves towards 

the client’s mental well-being and how it could be safe-guarded. While 

showing understanding for the medical situation at hand, the counselor 

therefore refrains from focusing on, and even less giving advice on, the 

medical situation itself. However, with her knowledge about how med-

ical issues (of one’s own or family members and friends) can affect the 

well-being of clients, she focuses on helping Mel establish a support 

network.  

 

Panic Attacks  

Anna specifically introduces the theme ‘panic attacks’ in her first entry 

to the counselor shown in example (5.9):  
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(5.9) Anna (Thread: Anna; Entry 1)  
I've had what some would describe as panic attacks 
while I've been here and they've been more fre-
quent in the past month. My heart races, my palms 
sweat, I can't think at all, and I start to cry, or I find 
myself unable to talk. This has happened in public 
and when I'm on my own.  

While Anna introduces a theme that at first seems relatively specific to 

expert knowledge of a counselor (Anna self-diagnoses the panic at-

tacks), we can see that she introduces the theme in a mitigated way. She 

remarks that some would describe her experiences as panic attacks and 

backs up her introduction of the theme with a detailed description of 

her symptoms. The counselor confirms Anna’s self-diagnosis:  

(5.10) Counselor (Thread: Anna; Entry 2)  
That certainly sounds like panic attacks Anna, 
and I'm aware of how frightening they can be, 
especially when you are away from home and 
the comfort and support of your family, boy-
friend and friends.  Help me to understand what 
you have done in these situations to help get 
through the panic?  

Given the counselor’s confirmation, Anna’s self-diagnosis is validated 

and the theme is recognized as something that they need to deal with 

during the counseling.   
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Sexuality  

Example (5.11) shows how Chris introduces his struggle with his sex-

uality and hints towards his wish to know how he fit[s] into [the] cate-

gories that he mentions:  

(5.11) Chris (Thread: Chris; Entry 1)  
A recent revelation in my mental health has 
been my confusion over my sexuality. I would 
be very happy to say that I am either straight, 
gay, bi, or asexual but I don’t feel like I fit into 
any of those categories. 

(5.12) Counselor (Thread: Chris; Entry 2)  
I can hear how confusing this is for you Chris, 
and that you have given your sexuality a lot of 
thought, trying to work out how you feel sex-
ually towards men and women and what that 
means for your future.  

Chris and the counselor talk about how his confusion over his sexuality 

influences his everyday life and well-being. In the continuation of the 

counseling, it becomes clear that Chris is not necessarily interested in 

resolving his confusion. Instead, the interactants discuss situations in 

which he feels uncomfortable and they subsequently come up with cop-

ing techniques for these situations.  

 

Stress  

‘Stress’ is a theme that is verbalized in three threads, and is introduced 

by the clients rather than the counselor. Ellie’s example illustrates how 

she introduces this theme by specifically mentioning ‘stress’ and illus-

trating the severity of it with an example (5.13):  
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(5.13) Ellie (Thread: Ellie; Entry 1)  
I'd like to focus on how to deal with stress being 
at home over the summer.  I finished my exams 
last week and moved back home on Friday. […] 
My mum is at the point that she cannot be left 
alone at all, so for me to maybe walk my dog I 
have to take my mum with me when in fact I 
would appreciate half an hour to myself as being 
with her is very intense and tiring.  

The counselor takes Ellie’s wish to find coping techniques into account 

and proceeds to suggest specific techniques for her to try out. One of 

these techniques is mentioned in example (5.14):  

(5.14) Counselor (Thread: Ellie; Entry 2)  
I'm very aware as well that you are also wanting 
to find some ways to manage the stress Ellie, 
when even going for a walk with the dog does 
not give you any space.  One strategy is to look 
at how you can change your environment to 
help you connect to feeling calm, hence you are 
focusing on what you can control, rather than on 
others actions which we cannot control.  A way 
to do this to use the associations we all have 
with our senses and feeling calm.   

The counselor and Ellie subsequently discuss how Ellie deals with the 

stressful situation of living at home during the term break.  

 

5.2.2 Counselor-Introduced Themes 
The themes discussed in the previous section can be acutely perceived 

by the clients, some of them even physically, such as ‘stress’ and ‘panic 
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attacks’. Nevertheless, these themes might have causes or associated 

symptoms that are less apparent to the clients. To deal with these, it 

might be necessary to bring them to light. In such cases, the counselor 

can explicitly mention the theme and see whether the clients would like 

to work on it.  

 

Self-esteem  

A theme that might be less apparent to the clients is ‘self-esteem’. To 

illustrate how the counselor recognizes and introduces a theme, a close 

look at the correlating themes ‘depression’ (which I will discuss in Sec-

tion 5.2.3) and ‘self-esteem’ is revealing. While several clients mention 

that they are feeling depressed, they rarely point towards specific 

causes. Throughout a thread, the counselor may identify and subse-

quently highlight specific underlying or contributing factors that exac-

erbate or cause the clients’ depression. In Chris’ case, an underlying 

factor of his depression is low self-esteem, which is not introduced ex-

plicitly by Chris himself, but rather identified and brought to the fore 

by the counselor. The counselor explains what self-esteem is and sug-

gests different ways how Chris can increase his self-esteem (for a de-

tailed discussion of the theme ‘self-esteem’ see Chapter 9):  

(5.15)  Counselor (Thread: Chris; Entry 2)  
Here’s the analogy I use to describe self-es-
teem; We all have an internal garden, full of 
flowers, shrubs, trees, maybe a water feature 
and ornaments, grassy areas, hedges and 
weeds.  The flowers, trees, ornaments etc re-
present our positive qualities, achievements, 
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happy memories, and things we like about 
ourselves.  The weeds represent our regrets, 
the things we don’t like about ourselves, the 
things we feel ashamed or uncomfortable 
about, the criticisms from others or ourselves 
over the years.  

The introduction of the theme ‘self-esteem’ is specifically relevant as 

‘depression’ is difficult to work with therapeutically. (Low) self-es-

teem, though, is known to be “a risk factor for depression” (Sowislo et 

al. 2014: 737) and can be therapeutically worked on. The introduction 

of such specific themes by the counselor is fully intended and aims to 

support the clients towards better mental health. It further provides the 

counselor with an opportunity to equip the clients with coping tech-

niques that can help them deal with the causes of their depression.  

 

5.2.3 Themes That are Introduced by the Clients and the 

Counselor 
Three themes are not introduced by only the clients or only the counse-

lor. These themes are ‘anxiety’, ‘depression’ and ‘relationships’. These 

three themes are introduced by clients in some threads and by the coun-

selor in others. I will provide an example of how the clients and the 

counselor introduce each of these three themes.  

 

Anxiety  

The counselor introduces the theme ‘anxiety’ in the second entry in 

Anna’s thread. This is shown in example (5.16). The counselor does not 
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specifically talk about anxiety as a problem, but rather delves right into 

an explanation of how anxiety works: 

 (5.16) Counselor (Thread: Anna; Entry 2)  
OK, let's focus on helping you find a different 
way forward.  The way I describe anxiety is that 
when we don't feel in control of a situation 
(whether other people's actions or events going 
on around us), we naturally experience anxiety, 
and then as we notice the anxious emotional 
and physical feelings, and thoughts, we don't 
feel as in control of our bodies and mind (panic 
attacks are a good example of this), increasing 
our anxiety further.  Does this make sense Anna?  

The counselor specifically makes a link to ‘panic attacks’, a theme that 

Anna introduced in her first entry. Anna confirms that she struggles 

with anxiety when she reports on how she applied some of the sug-

gested coping techniques. She positively evaluates such a coping tech-

nique in the extract shown in example (5.17):  

(5.17) Anna (Thread: Anna; Entry 3)  
This definitely helps! I've been catching up on brit-
ish tv when I feel like I want to go home, I find that 
this helps me feel better. Even watching BBC news 
makes me feel a bit calmer. Maybe it's because I 
associate it with being at home and feeling safe.  

Chris introduces the theme ‘anxiety’ himself in his thread. He clearly 

states that he suffers from anxiety and that it is getting worse:  

(5.18) Chris (Thread: Chris; Entry 1)  
I currently suffer from anxiety, which seems to 
be getting worse. I constantly over analyse my 
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close friendships and wonder whether my 
friends actually like me, or whether they are 
just putting on a front (I know with certainty 
that my friends genuinely like me and I highly 
value my friendships, but this mindset seems 
impossible to shake).  

Chris foregrounds throughout his thread that he has a basic knowledge 

and understanding of such psychological concepts as anxiety. This 

might be a reason why he introduces this theme himself rather than 

mentioning certain symptoms or associated mental health issues in-

stead.  

 

Depression  

The theme ‘depression’ occurs in three threads; it is introduced by two 

clients and once by the counselor. I first look at how Chris introduces 

this theme:  

(5.19) Chris (Thread: Chris; Entry 1)  
I have suffered from depression for a few 
years now. […] However, the nature of my de-
pression has recently changed and become 
less predictable. It no longer follows daily pat-
terns, so I do not experience it every night (just 
most nights). But there are times where I go to 
bed feeling very down, and then wake up still 
feeling very down. The lows have also be-
come more severe.  

Depression is a term that floats around in media and everyday usage 

(I’m feeling depressed, etc.) and has become part and parcel of our eve-

ryday vocabulary. It is no surprise that the clients touch upon this theme 
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as well. Feeling depressed is also something that clients acutely per-

ceive and can bring along for discussion.  

The counselor introduces the theme ‘depression’ in Taylor’s 

thread. Taylor then confirms it with a rating of her well-being.  

(5.20) Counselor (Thread: Taylor; Entry 2) 
I notice that you have not been to see your GP, 
so help me to get a clearer sense of how low you 
are feeling Taylor.  On a scale of 0 (feeling the 
worst you have ever felt, and suicidal) to 10 (eve-
rything is fantastic) where would you put yourself, 
and what are the reasons for that number?   

(5.21) Taylor (Thread: Taylor; Entry 3)  
This is one of the the thing I forgot to include be-
fore, I would say generally Im at a 4/5 (so just feel-
ing normal / abit low) sometimes maybe a 6 
(slighty more cheery) but its like sometimes I just 
get these crashes, when I hit like 2 (not suicidal) 
and I’ll be sat in my room not being able to sleep 
and crying and stuff.  

Taylor illustrates her general well-being with comparisons between 

mental states that she is experiencing. While the counselor’s request for 

a rating specifically triggers Taylor’s explanation, Taylor uses specific 

stance lexemes to describe her emotions and their severity in more de-

tail.  
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Relationships 

Finally, ‘relationships’ is a theme that is introduced by Ellie and Mel in 

their first entries. Ellie, for example, touches upon her difficult family 

dynamics and elaborates on how these play out in everyday life:  

 (5.22) Ellie (Thread: Ellie; Entry 1)  
Since being back at home I have found things in-
creasingly stressful and feel that the dynamics 
between myself and my family are very strained, 
especially with my older sister. I feel that with 
the situation with my mum, she is taking ad-
vantage of me and seems to think I should care 
of my mum all the time to almost make up for 
the time I spent away from home when at Uni.  

In Taylor’s thread, the counselor introduces this theme:  

(5.23) Counselor (Thread: Taylor; Entry 2)  
Help me to understand a bit more about what 
support you have Taylor, who you feel able to 
talk to when you are struggling?  You mention 
talking to your boyfriend, and sometimes friends, 
while I get the impression that you do not feel 
able to talk much (though I could be wrong).  

(5.24) Taylor (Thread: Taylor; Entry 3)  
Well.. that’s probably kinda tricky. I sometimes 
talk to my friends, though not often. At the start 
of [MONTH] I spoke to them more and told them 
quite how down I was and I used to ring them up 
more when I was upset, but Ive come to realise 
that actually if I don’t contact them I don’t really 
hear from them (and these are the friends that I 
feel as if Ive reached out to) I do hear from other 
friends, not that much though.  
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While Taylor mentioned being lonely in entry one, the counselor points 

more directly towards the people around Taylor. Taylor confirms that 

she struggles with her relationships with her friends.  

 

5.3 Discursive Moves 
The focus of this section is on the discursive moves that occur in the 

five email counseling threads. Discursive moves are characterized ac-

cording to the contribution they make to the overall text (Bolander 

2013; Locher 2006; Miller and Gergen 1998). Fifteen different discur-

sive moves were found in the email counseling corpus. They are listed 

alphabetically in Table 5.3 with a short explanation for each move.  

 I discuss each discursive move in detail with examples of how 

the interactants utilize it. Some discursive moves are used only by the 

clients, some only by the counselor, and some by both the clients and 

the counselor. I therefore specifically elaborate first on the moves that 

are only used by the clients (Section 5.3.1), before going on to discuss 

the discursive moves that are only employed by the counselor (Section 

5.3.2). In a third step, I will focus on the discursive moves that are used 

by both interactants (Section 5.3.3). Finally, I will touch upon how the 

differing setup of the two datasets (the content of the counseling is writ-

ten either in the body of the email or in the word document) influences 

the occurrence of some discursive moves.  
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Table 5.3 Discursive moves (ordered alphabetically) with explanations 

Discursive move Explanation 
Advice-giving Recommendation of introspection or action 
Apology Apology (content must be apology, lexeme ‘sorry’ is not 

enough) 
Assessment Evaluation of a particular situation / feeling / coping 

technique, etc.  
Farewell Farewell and signature 
General information Information that is general, i.e., no personal link to the 

client’s situation 
Greeting Greeting formula 
Introductory mes-
sage 

‘Standard’ message explaining online counseling, in-
cluding confidentiality issues 

Metacomment Remarks concerning structure of text / counseling 
Problem statement Explicit mention of a personal problem that requires 

counseling 
Quoting Copy-pasted text of (a) previous entry / entries 
Referral Referral to other (professional) help, including specific 

addresses, websites, etc.  
Request for advice Asking explicitly for advice on a specific issue 
Request for infor-
mation 

Asking for (more) information about a specific topic 

Scheduling  Setting up / agreeing on / confirming a date for a new 
entry 

Thanks Thanking  
 

5.3.1 Client-Specific Discursive Moves 
The two discursive moves that are only used by the clients are problem 

statements and requests for advice. These two discursive moves are 

closely connected to an advice-seeker role and are not used by the coun-

selor.  
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Problem Statement 

The discursive move problem statement is one of the first moves to oc-

cur in the threads. It is an explicit mention of a problem that troubles 

the client and therefore requires counseling. Specifically, a problem, 

such as situations, mental states, or feelings that cause the client stress, 

anxiety, or trigger other negative reactions, are presented in problem 

statements. They can be clearly distinguished from assessments insofar 

as a problem statement identifies something as being seen or felt as 

missing, wrong, or troubling. Problem statements can occur not only in 

early but also in later entries, as clients might come across further prob-

lems or feel a marked deterioration of their well-being. The following 

examples illustrate problem statements from the corpus:  

(5.25) Anna (Thread Anna; Entry 1)  
I've had what some would describe as panic attacks 
while I've been here and they've been more fre-
quent in the past month. My heart races, my palms 
sweat, I can't think at all, and I start to cry, or I find 
myself unable to talk. This has happened in public 
and when I'm on my own.  

(5.26)  Chris (Thread: Chris; Entry 3)  
I do feel almost completely helpless, and re-
cently I have completely stopped confiding in 
my close friends, in case they are judging me 
for what I am going through. 

(5.27)  Mel (Thread: Mel; Entry 5)  
I think I get too influenced by other people’s 
opinions of me and their opinions of what I 
think, sometimes to the point where I don’t 
know what I should think or don’t trust my 
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own thoughts and opinions. I find it difficult to 
believe that my contribution to anything is 
worthwhile. In some ways it’s like the ‘children 
should be seen and not heard’ philosophy has 
stayed with me into adulthood. I also worry 
that people don’t like me or think I’m boring 
because I’m quiet.  

Anna illustrates in detail how she experiences a panic attack after intro-

ducing it as a problem in example (5.25). Chris describes his reaction 

towards feeling helpless and how it influences his relationships in ex-

ample (5.26). In example (5.27), Mel talks about her low self-esteem. 

All three examples highlight the problematic situations that the clients 

experience. 

 

Request for Advice 

While there is a wide range of ways for clients to implicitly ask for help 

(for example, with problem statements), they can also use the discursive 

move request for advice, in which the client explicitly asks for advice 

about a situation or problem. A request for advice is usually written in 

interrogative form. This discursive move must be distinguished from a 

request for information (see Section 5.3.2), in which the counselor asks 

for information about a problem or situation, rather than for advice. Re-

quests for advice are rarely used by the clients in my data; these are all 

three examples that occur in the corpus:  

(5.28)  Ellie (Thread: Ellie; Entry 3)  
Should I speak to my sister? 
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(5.29)  Ellie (Thread: Ellie; Entry 5)  
Have you got any ideas how I can approach the 
subject and make sure that my dad is supportive 
of my choice? 

(5.30)  Taylor (Thread: Taylor; Entry 11)  
I know this is our last session so I was wonder-
ing if you could give me some tips for coping?  

These three requests for advice clearly confirm the role of the clients as 

advice-seekers.  

 

5.3.2 Counselor-Specific Discursive Moves 
The counselor uses five discursive moves that the clients do not use. 

These five discursive moves can be split into three categories them-

selves. First, the introductory message, which contains explanations as 

to how the online counseling unfolds. Second, moves that can be clas-

sified as different types of advice: advice-giving, general information, 

and referral. General information and referral can be seen as special-

ized advice-giving moves (see also Locher 2006). Third, the interactive 

nature of email counseling allows the counselor to request further in-

formation from the client. While requests for information do not neces-

sarily highlight the advice-giver role of the counselor, the other four 

moves clearly do.  

 

Introductory Message 

The introductory message is a text passage that occurs in the second 

entry of all five threads. These are the first entries written by the 
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counselor in each thread. The introductory message is a pre-written text 

block in which the counselor explains how email counseling works and 

asks clients whether they understood the confidentiality agreement. 

(5.31)  Counselor (Thread: Chris: Entry 2)  
As you can see I am writing in coloured font. 
This is so when you write back, my words will 
stand out, making it easy to spot what I have 
written. When I respond to your reply, I will in-
terweave my words into yours, so you can 
easily see what I am responding to. I will also 
write questions in italics so they are simple to 
spot. Hopefully this makes sense! 
When you write back, please feel free to ex-
press yourself in any way you think helpful. 
Some people are creative and like to include 
art work, lyrics, poems (their own or other’s), 
and links to music to help me understand them 
better. Others prefer to stick to writing in a let-
ter or journal style. Please just be yourself 
when you write to me Chris. 
My aim today is going to be to try to really 'get' 
where you are coming from. I'm likely to make 
mistakes, to get it a bit wrong sometimes. 
Please do clarify or correct me Chris, and 
guide me to focus on what you will find most 
helpful, because this will help me to under-
stand you better as we go along. Today I will 
focus on helping you identify the thoughts and 
feelings you are experiencing, and perhaps 
suggest some ways you could experiment 
with, in order to move forward in a more posi-
tive direction. I hope that's OK.  
Before I start to respond to you, I want to 
check that everything was clear with the con-
fidentiality and how this process works. I’m 
aware that you’ve had counselling with us 
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before, while I don’t like to assume that you 
will have remembered that information! 
Please do ask me to clarify if any of it wasn’t 
clear.  

 

Advice-giving 

Text passages in which the counselor recommends introspection or ac-

tion are advice-giving moves. It is important to note here that this is not 

meant as directive advice on what the client should do, but rather sug-

gestions or coping techniques that clients can choose to take up if they 

wish to do so. The counselor can give advice in various ways:  

(5.32)  Counselor (Thread: Ellie; Entry 4)  
Something I'm always aware of Ellie, when dis-
cussing difficult things with people, is to think 
about what will help them hear what I have to 
say. If we hear someone empathising and telling 
us the benefits of something they propose, we 
are more open to hearing it, than if they just tell 
us the problem and what they want us to do dif-
ferently. Then they can feel a bit got at.   

(5.33)  Counselor (Thread: Mel; Entry 8) 
I’m thinking Mel about situations where it might 
not matter too much to have a different opinion, 
while it gives you an opportunity to practice, and 
get used to hearing yourself express your own 
view.   

(5.34)  Counselor (Thread: Chris; Entry 2)  
Remember 'what we focus on gets bigger’! 
The more we listen to the anxious thoughts, 
the bigger the anxiety gets, the more we focus 
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on thoughts and actions that are calming, the 
calmer we feel!  

(5.35)  Counselor (Thread: Ellie; Entry 4)  
See my suggestions as things to experiment 
with, and see how you get on.  

(5.36) Counselor (Thread: Anna; Entry 10)  
Keep on doing what you doing, and you will 

continue to progress :-)  

Examples (5.32) and (5.33) illustrate how the counselor suggests cop-

ing techniques for the clients to try out. In example (5.34), the coun-

selor reminds the client of a specific coping technique that they have 

talked about previously. Further, example (5.35) illustrates the coun-

selor’s non-directive approach to advice in the sense of making it ex-

plicit that it is the clients’ choice which suggestions they would like to 

focus on. Finally, example (5.36) shows how the counselor praises 

Anna’s progress and urges her to continue with everything that has 

helped so far.  

 

General Information 

The discursive move general information12 designates that a text pas-

sage delivers information that is general; that is, it has no personal link 

 
12 The discursive move general information had coder agreement just below 
85%. A manual analysis showed, however, that the disagreement for general 
information stemmed from an overlap between the discursive moves general 
information and advice-giving. Collapsing these two codes into one for the 
coder agreement calculation resulted in agreement over 85%. Since providing 
general information can be interpreted as a specific type of giving advice, I 
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to the client’s specific situation. While of course all text passages refer 

to the client’s problems overall, the counselor at times illustrates spe-

cific mental health issues with general information, for example, on 

what can cause anxiety. While general information is not advice per se, 

in the specific practice of email counseling, it often functions as advice. 

However, the distinction centers around the fact that the nature of these 

general information moves differs with regards to interpersonal aspects 

(a marked difference is for example the pronounced use of plural first 

person pronouns, rather than second person pronouns as used in advice-

giving moves). The following examples illustrate these points:  

(5.37)  Counselor (Thread: Anna; Entry 2)  
When we are feeling low and anxious it is normal 
to find at the end of the day we focus on what 
we haven't finished or got done, or on what is 
still on our to do lists. Naturally this focus makes 
us feel even more anxious, stressed  and low! 

(5.38)  Counselor (Thread: Ellie; Entry 2)  
Basically, if we repeat the same clear, simple 
message (as if the record were broken and re-
peating the same line of music over and over), 
the other person cannot draw us into a conver-
sation, as the repeated phrase (polite and sim-
ple) acts as a brick wall.  

Whereas the examples for the advice-giving move advised the clients, 

for example, to experiment with certain techniques, general 

 
deemed the just below 85% agreement for the discursive move general infor-
mation negligible. 
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information moves are employed to explain concepts, feelings, or inter-

personal issues and so on.  

 

Referral 

Referral is the second discursive move that can be classified as a special 

case of advice-giving. When the counselor uses a referral move, she 

gives advice, but in a very specific form: she encourages the client to 

(additionally) seek personal or professional help elsewhere, and gives 

addresses, phone numbers, or hyperlinks in order for the clients to find 

more information on the topic at hand. Alternatively, she refers to spe-

cific documents that she attaches as further information (e.g. presenta-

tion slides of an exam anxiety workshop she held). Due to the electronic 

format of the interaction, referrals allow the counselor to include other 

genres, such as videoclips, music, or book recommendations:  

(5.39)  Counselor (Thread: Mel; Entry 6) 
Here’s another link to useful ideas of building 
self-esteem: 
http://www.getselfhelp.co.uk/esteem.htm 

(5.40)  Counselor (Thread: Mel; Entry 6)  
‘Live in the moment’! That’s a great mantra, and 
reminds me of a really good book called ‘The 
Power of Now’. http://www.ama-
zon.co.uk/Power-Now-Eckhart-
Tolle/dp/B0079UA8QU/ref=sr_1_2?s=books&ie=U
TF8&qid=1392368004&sr=1-2&key-
words=the+power+of+now  
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(5.41)  Counselor (Thread: Taylor; Entry 2)  
This video clip also describes this process really 
well: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?fea-
ture=player_embedded&v=VYht-guymF4  

All three discursive moves that were just introduced (advice-giving, 

general information, and referral) strongly confirm the counselor’s role 

as advice-giver. They are, therefore, the discursive moves that can be 

seen as opposite to the ones previously discussed that are only em-

ployed by the client (problem statements and requests for advice). They 

are, in fact, complementary to each other, as mentioning a problem and 

requesting advice can be responded to with such discursive moves that 

aim to give advice.  

 

Request for Information 

The final move that is only used by the counselor is a request for infor-

mation; it occurs when the client is asked to share more information 

about a specific theme. The counselor can, for example, ask for further 

information about a problem, situation, or a person, but also about cer-

tain hunches that she wants to corroborate with the client’s confirma-

tion. Comments in interrogative form in which the counselor asks the 

clients whether something was understood are also coded as requests 

for information as the counselor wants a reassurance that the clients 

really comprehended what she meant to convey. 

(5.42)  Counselor (Thread: Chris; Entry 2)  
Help me to understand what you think has 
changed Chris, as your anxiety with meeting 
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people you don’t know well seems to be a more 
recent issue for you.  

(5.43)  Counselor (Thread: Chris; Entry 4)  
I wonder how you think your friends would re-
act it they knew you were concerned about 
them judging you? What might they say to 
you?  

(5.44)  Counselor (Thread: Mel; Entry 8)  
How could you present this idea to your boyfriend 
in a way that would help him to see it as a posi-
tive, rather than you not wanting to spend time 
with him?  

(5.45)  Counselor (Thread: Anna; Entry 2)  
How does this sound as something to try 
Anna?  

(5.46)  Counselor (Thread: Taylor; Entry 4)  
Does that make sense Taylor?  

Example (5.42) illustrates how the counselor asks for clarification on a 

specific issue. In example (5.43), the counselor tries to encourage Chris 

to reflect on his friend’s reactions. In example (5.44), Mel is explicitly 

asked to think of a solution with the help of outlining the goal of how 

to present the idea. Examples (5.45) and (5.46) are requests for infor-

mation regarding the clients’ cooperation and comprehension.  

Some of the text passages that I coded as requests for information 

would possibly be interpreted as advice-giving moves in interrogative 

form in other studies. However, the counselor clearly says in the intro-

ductory statement that all the text passages written in italics should be 

interpreted by clients as questions. These questions are aimed to receive 

a response from the clients. I have therefore decided to code such 
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instances as requests for information, even if their content suggests that 

they could also have been coded as advice-giving moves. I believe that 

coding these text passages as requests for information gives credit to 

the counselor’s intended purpose in such text passages; it also keeps me 

from simply imposing my interpretation or that of other researchers on 

the data. Finally, this practice also accounts for the collaborative and 

interactive nature of counseling as requests for information are clearly 

used to trigger further interaction between the clients and the counselor.  

 

5.3.3 Discursive Moves Employed by Both the Clients and 

the Counselor 
There are, of course, discursive moves that are used by both the clients 

and the counselor. Many of these moves are not specific to a counseling 

context. In other words, they are not closely connected to the content of 

the counseling; rather, they are used to facilitate the communication and 

at times the relationship between the clients and the counselor. There is 

one notable exception, namely the discursive move assessment, which 

I will discuss first.  

 

Assessment  

The discursive move assessment refers to a text passage in which some-

thing is evaluated. The text passage contains a clear evaluative compo-

nent, but that does not mean that the content of the evaluation 

necessarily needs to be judged as good or bad. For example, the coun-

selor evaluates a problem, a narrative, or a client’s general progress:  
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(5.47)  Counselor (Thread: Anna; Entry 2)  
That certainly sounds like panic attacks Anna, 
and I'm aware of how frightening they can be, 
especially when you are away from home and 
the comfort and support of your family, boy-
friend and friends.  

(5.48)  Counselor (Thread: Chris; Entry 2)  
I can hear how tough this is for you Chris, and 
I get the sense that you feel less in control now 
the depression is not so predictable. It sounds 
as if the predictability of it helped you to cope 
and focus on knowing you would feel better in 
the morning, shifting the focus a little. Now it 
sounds as if you feel more helpless to deal 
with the depression. 

(5.49)  Counselor (Thread: Chris; Entry 8)  
Your determination and openness to challenge 
yourself and make changes is a real credit to 
you, and shows how much courage you have, as 
it’s not easy seeking help and acknowledging 
our struggles to others. J 

(5.50)  Counselor (Thread: Mel; Entry 8)  
I can hear how this is helping you to shift your fo-
cus Mel, and gain a more balanced view of your 
day J It’s ok not to be able to think of three 
things, while don’t forget you can include things 
that may seem insignificant, like enjoying a tv 
programme, or a piece of music, or being smiled 
at by the shop assistant!  

In examples (5.47) and (5.48), the counselor evaluates problem state-

ments made by the clients. She reiterates and evaluates the problematic 

situation. While this highlights her advice-giver role, her evaluative 

component also positions the clients as legitimate advice-seekers. In 
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contrast, examples (5.49) and (5.50) highlight how the counselor can 

assess the clients’ progress. While the previous two examples focused 

on the positions of advice-giver and advice-seeker, the latter two exam-

ples position the clients as active self-helpers (see Chapter 8 for an il-

lustration of how this move from advice-seeker towards active self-

helper takes place in the threads).  

In turn, the clients can assess a suggested coping technique (in-

cluding how its application went), an intention of wanting to use a spe-

cific coping technique that was suggested, or a situation that has 

improved, and so on. Typically, clients not only talk about troubles, but 

also report on progress or success. The following examples illustrate 

these points:  

(5.51)  Taylor (Thread: Taylor; Entry 9) 
I think this is a good idea! As weird as it sounds I 
try to watch programs now with a strong char-
acter in them, and think, what would they do? 
They wouldn’t mope, and it has been helping a 
little bit :]  

(5.52)  Anna (Thread: Anna; Entry 7)  
You're right, I am making progress - I had a panic 
attack on Wednesday (I missed my flight to 
[PLACE] !), but managed to calm myself down 
relatively quickly by thinking logically. I made it 
back eventually!  

(5.53)  Chris (Thread: Chris; Entry 9) 
Thank you, it has been a fairly long and ardu-
ous journey, so I’m lucky with my courage and 
determination in that it helps me keep trying 
and not giving up! 
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These examples exemplify a range of assessments that clients produce: 

evaluating advice that the counselor previously gave (example 5.51); 

reporting on progress that is being made (example 5.52); or providing 

a summary of the client’s success (example 5.53). These assessments 

clearly indicate the clients’ progress and move them away from their 

initial role as advice-seekers. As will be illustrated in later chapters, 

the use of assessments is a key factor in the clients’ improvement of 

their well-being.  

 The following discursive moves are less focused on the coun-

seling content and are therefore introduced more briefly than the dis-

cursive moves illustrated so far. Bolander (2013: 104) has called 

discursive moves that are detached from the focus of her research as 

“supplementary discourse moves.” I apply the term here as including 

discursive moves that are not directly related to the content of the 

counseling, but I also argue that they nevertheless have important in-

terpersonal functions. 

 

Metacomment 

Metacomments are text passages that structure either the text itself or 

the counseling content; they may also refer to comprehension. Meta-

comments regarding the text itself can be passages that ensure the co-

hesion of the text to highlight the starting point of a new exchange 

(5.54), or remarks that guide the reader as to how the current text pas-

sage is connected to earlier ones. The clients and the counselor use met-

acomments to let the other interactant know what comes next (5.55) or 
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what they are thinking about (5.56). Specifically, the counselor also 

uses metacomments to ensure the client’s comprehension of previous 

text passages. These comprehension comments (5.57) are in declarative 

form. Comprehension questions that are in interrogative form were 

coded as requests for information since the counselor aims to trigger a 

response.  

(5.54)  Counselor (Thread: Taylor; Entry 7)  
I guess red goes with blue! J 

(5.55)  Ellie (Thread: Ellie; Entry 5)  
I will concentrate on answering the issues and 
ideas you raised in your e-mail to me.  

(5.56)  Taylor (Thread: Taylor; Entry 8)  
I feel like this is such a small paragraph to de-
scribe so much. 

(5.57)  Counselor (Thread: Mel; Entry 6)  
Please do let me know if I have misunderstood 
anything or missed responding to something im-
portant. 

 

Apology 

A few times, interactants apologize for some aspects in the counseling 

exchanges, for example for the length of an entry.  

 (5.58)  Anna (Thread: Anna; Entry 1)  
Sorry if it's quite long. I just wanted to explain a bit! 
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Thanks 

In the discursive move thanks, interactants thank their readers for the 

help that was either provided earlier or will be provided if a question or 

issue is discussed or answered.  

(5.59)  Chris (Thread: Chris; Entry 6)  
Thank you very much for suggesting these 
links to support groups.  

(5.60)  Counselor (Thread: Taylor; Entry 4)  
Thanks for helping me to understand you 
better Taylor.  

 

Greeting 

The discursive move greeting includes the typical address forms in 

emails. Strikingly, some of the interactants also greet each other in the 

word document that is sent back and forth:  

(5.61)  Counselor (Thread: Chris; Entry 6)  
Hello Chris, 

(5.62)  Counselor (Thread: Taylor; Entry 8)  
Hi Taylor 

 

Farewell 

Farewell moves are usually the very last move in the entries and refer 

to conventionalized farewell structures, including the interactants’ sig-

nature (name). These are also used in both types of online counseling:  

(5.63)  Chris (Thread: Chris; Entry 10)  
Many thanks, 
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(5.64)  Mel (Thread: Mel; Entry 7)  
Best wishes, 

 

Scheduling 

Text passages that solely deal with setting up, agreeing on, or confirm-

ing as to when a next entry will be written are discursive moves that I 

labeled scheduling. This move occurs more often within the dataset in 

which the content of the counseling is written in the body of the email. 

The reason for this being that the organizational questions were an-

swered in the emails rather than in the word documents in the other 

threads. Nevertheless, the interactants that use the word document at 

times insert a date as a way of letting the other interactant know where 

they started to respond (see more on this in the following section):  

(5.65)  Counselor (Thread: Anna; Entry 2)  
I have booked you in another slot for [DATE]. I 
have made it a few weeks time to give you a 
chance to try out the strategies and see how 
they are working.  

(5.66)  Counselor (Thread: Chris; Entry 8)  
10.03.14  

This move is a specific type of metacomment. For the chapters in Part 

II, I have kept these two discursive moves separate. This is necessary 

in order to highlight the fact that such scheduling moves occur in email 

counseling but not in other investigated practices, such as the online 

advice column in Locher’s (2006) study. In the later discussions in Part 

III, I only talk about the discursive move metacomment under which I 



5 Themes and Discursive Moves 
 

 

280 

subsume both metacomments and scheduling moves for ease of com-

prehension.  

 

Quoting 

The discursive move quoting refers to a copy-pasted text passage that 

was written before the current entry and is manually copy-pasted into a 

new place. The copy-pasted text can be from the other interactant or 

from the same interactant. However, the text must have appeared in the 

exact same wording in a previous entry. One quoting move can include 

text passages from several entries, as long as they are from the same 

thread. 

 

5.3.4 Discursive Moves Occurring in the Body of the Email 
or in the Word Document 
One would possibly not expect differences in the use of discursive 

moves with regards to whether the content of the counseling is written 

in the body of the email or in the word document. However, there are 

discursive moves that are favored in the threads that contain the 

counseling content in the body of the email and some discursive moves 

that occur predominantly in the threads that use the word documents. 

To begin with, the discursive move quoting occurs mostly in the body-

of-the-email threads. As mentioned in Chapter 3, the counselor copy-

pastes the client’s previously produced text into her response entry. She 

can then clearly answer the client’s problem statements, assessments, 

and requests for advice right where the client has written them. The 
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simple fact that the counselor and the client send one and only one word 

document back and forth means that neither interactant needs to copy-

paste text from a previous entry as the text is still in the word document 

and copy-pasting would become superfluous. While this means that the 

discursive move quoting does not occur in the word documents, it does 

not mean that there can be no reported speech in these threads. 

However, they are simply not coded as quoting since they are part of a 

larger discursive move that encapsulates the reported speech.  

 Second, the discursive move scheduling occurs mostly in the 

threads that contain the counseling content in the body of the email. The 

counselor, the one responsible for booking an appointment, utilizes a 

scheduling move at the end of the entry to set up a date by which the 

client should reply next. That such scheduling moves occur in these 

emails is rather obvious. In the threads that utilize the word document, 

the clients and the counselor negotiate such bookings in the emails in 

which they send the word document. In other words, the word docu-

ment seems to be safe-guarded for the counseling itself. An exception 

is the initiation of the closure process of the counseling, which is sig-

naled in all five themes by referring to a last session or the short-term 

therapy format that the counseling service offers (see Chapter 10). Ad-

ditionally, with all three clients there seems to be negotiation going on 

as how to best signal that the new content of the specific entry is starting 

(see Chapter 3). Hence, while scheduling moves occur in both types of 

the email counseling exchanges, they occur in distinct ways and with 

distinct interactional goals.  
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 Third, the clients and the counselor utilize the discursive move 

metacomment for a very specific activity in the word document. As ex-

ample (5.32) illustrated, some of the interactants that employ the word 

document use metacomments to establish that new text is written in a 

specific color. Within the metacomment, they name the color so that the 

other interactant can more easily identify new text passages. The coun-

selor introduces this strategy in all three word documents; however, not 

all three clients engage with it. Chris, for example, only uses the sched-

uling move to indicate where his present entry starts (i.e., he gives a 

date rather than specifically commenting on what color he has chosen 

for the present entry). As the clients in the body-of-the-email threads 

rarely copy-paste any text from a previous entry or interlace their an-

swers within a previous entry, their newest input appears at the top of 

the text in the body of the email and is easily recognized by the coun-

selor. Thus, they do not need specific metacommunication to reveal 

which text passages are the newest ones. Nonetheless, the counselor 

still mentions that she writes her answers in a different color, but this 

comment is only encapsulated in the introductory statement in these 

two threads.  

 Finally, greetings and farewells are carried out quite differently 

in the two different types of threads. In the body-of-the-email threads, 

the counselor and the clients use greetings and farewells in an estab-

lished way. They are all clearly avid users of email and know from pre-

vious experience that greetings and farewells are a common practice in 

email communication. However, with the use of a word document, it is 
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not easy to decide how, or whether, to greet and sign off in the docu-

ment. This is made even more complicated by the assumption that the 

interactants in all likelihood use a greeting and farewell formula in the 

email with which they send the word document back and forth. There-

fore, this is an interactional practice that needs to be established be-

tween the counselor and the clients in their interaction.  

 

5.4 Comparison with Previous Literature on Discursive 

Moves 
In Section 5.3, I have described all the discursive moves that I found in 

my corpus. These descriptions allow me to compare my results to pre-

vious studies that have identified the discursive moves of other social 

practices. Table 5.4 provides an overview of this comparison.  

There are slight differences in the ways that individual research-

ers characterize the discursive moves that they found. Hence, the com-

parison presented in Table 5.4 should be taken cautiously. There are 

cases in which I did not use a label that others used, because it was not 

feasible in the context of my study. However, those discursive moves 

still occur in my data. Two discursive moves that clearly do are own 

experience and narratives. All the clients in my data naturally share 

their own experience and report on past events with the help of narra-

tives. As a matter of fact, I discuss the clients’ use of narratives in Chap-

ter 8 in detail. For my study, however, those labels did not lend 

themselves well as discursive moves. In Table 5.4, I have nonetheless 
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indicated that such text passages occur in my data by administering an 

(x) in the table. 

 
Table 5.4 Comparison of discursive moves found in previous studies and the present 
one (continued on next page) 
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Explanation x  x x  x x x  
Farewell x x x x    x x 
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Own experience x  x x    x (x) 
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Request for ad-
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Intro message         x 
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Nevertheless, a comparison of these labels is legitimate as they indicate 

that some discursive moves seem to occur in several practices and oth-

ers seem to be specific to only a few practices or even just one. The 

discursive move that was found in all nine studies is advice-giving. 

Since all of the studies deal in some way with giving advice, this is 

rather unsurprising. Furthermore, assessments are employed in eight of 

the studies, including the present one. The only study that did not in-

clude this label is Bolander (2013). However, Bolander (2013: 99) uses 

an intricate categorization for evaluations and judgements that the blog-

gers and the commenters carry out in her data. Hence, discursive moves 

such as agreement, disagreement or criticism could be summarized un-

der an assessment super-category in Bolander’s study. That is, the act 

of assessing a previous statement, a situation, and so on actually does 

occur in all nine practices as well.  

Furthermore, seven additional discursive moves occur in at least 

five practices: apology, explanation, farewell, general information, 

greeting, metacomment, and own experience. All of these except gen-

eral information and own experience can be seen as discursive moves 

that are not necessarily connected to the focus of the research within 

those nine studies. In other words, they are what Bolander (2013: 104) 

called “supplementary discourse moves.” It is easy to imagine that these 

discursive moves occur in various other practices as well that are not 

focused on giving advice. There are some further moves that occur in 

only two or three practices as well or in fact some that only occur in 

one practice. 



5 Themes and Discursive Moves 
 

 

287 

There are also several discursive moves that occur in several of 

the previous studies but were not part of my categorization. I will dis-

cuss a few of these discursive moves here. For example, I did not code 

for the discursive move explanation. While the counselor and the cli-

ents, of course, explain problems, advice, or evaluations, for example, 

I included such explanations in the discursive moves they aimed to ex-

plain. Moreover, I did not code for a disclaimer move. Due to the fact 

that disclaimers occurred only rarely in my corpus, I decided not to cre-

ate a separate category for these moves. Finally, there are some discur-

sive moves that were coded in one or two practices previously studied, 

but not in my data. For example, predictions in the sense of outlined 

steps of applications of coping techniques do occur in my corpus; how-

ever, they were treated as overall advice-giving moves rather than as a 

separate type of discursive moves.  

Further, there are specific discursive moves that occur in my cor-

pus, but have not occurred in previous studies or in only a few specific 

previous studies. For example, Locher’s (2006) analysis of the problem 

letters revealed two specific moves that are closely associated with the 

advice-seeker role, namely problem statements and requests for advice. 

These two discursive moves appear in my study as well. However, in 

studies that do not analyze the initial input of an advice-seeker, these 

moves obviously do not occur (such as in Lindholm’s (2010) study, 

which is focused on the advice-giver). There are two discursive moves 

that only occur in my data, but not in any of the other studies. The in-

troductory message occurs due to fact that most clients have not 
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participated in email counseling. Additionally, it is a common practice 

in some types of counseling to make the clients aware of how the coun-

seling process will work (see e.g. Ekberg et al. 2014). Finally, the dis-

cursive move scheduling occurs in my corpus when the clients and the 

counselor need to book an appointment for their next session. In none 

of the other researched practices of the previous studies is there a need 

to organize such a new appointment.  

 

5.5 Summary 
The present chapter outlined the specific themes discussed by the cli-

ents and the counselor. The clients and the counselor introduce themes, 

but they sometimes have different goals in mind. While clients talk 

about their troubles in general or experiential terms, the counselor in-

troduces themes that can be identified as underlying or correlating fac-

tors of troubles that the client mentioned previously. These themes are 

usually centered around concepts or notions that are easier to work with 

in a therapeutic context. Additionally, the counselor introduces these 

themes due to her expertise, as she knows, for example, that some men-

tal health issues are related, such as ‘anxiety’ and ‘depression’.  

I further showed that the interactants use a specific set of discur-

sive moves in their interaction. Some discursive moves are used by the 

clients as well as the counselor. These moves frequently do not include 

text passages that deal with the actual content of the counseling, but 

rather with organizational or interpersonal aspects of the exchanges (the 

notable exception being assessments, see below). Moreover, there are 
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discursive moves that are centered around an advice-seeker or an ad-

vice-giver role. Discursive moves that invoke an advice-seeker role in-

clude problem statements or requests for advice. These are only used 

by the clients. Then there are also discursive moves that are closely 

connected with an advice-giver role, such as the discursive moves ad-

vice-giving, general information and referrals. These are only em-

ployed by the counselor. Still, there is one discursive move used by both 

the clients and the counselor that often contains text passages that 

clearly deal with counseling content: the discursive move assessment.  

Finally, a comparison of the discursive moves found in the pre-

sent study and those of previous studies revealed extensive overlaps of 

some discursive moves, but also revealed that almost each study coded 

for some discursive moves that other studies did not code for. As my 

comparison of, for example, the discursive moves assessments, own ex-

perience and narratives revealed, this does not mean that these kinds of 

contributions to the text did not occur. It simply means that they were 

either not the focus of the investigation or they might be subsumed un-

der other discursive moves. As a result, the findings of the comparison 

should be viewed very cautiously. In order to provide a more detailed 

holistic description of the data in my corpus, I have also analyzed the 

distribution of the themes and the discursive moves in each thread 

(Chapter 6), the sequence of discursive moves (also Chapter 6) and the 

linguistic realization of the four most frequent discursive moves (Chap-

ter 7).   



6 Distribution and Sequence 
 

 

290 

Chapter 6 Distribution and Sequence of Themes and 
Discursive Moves 

6.1 Introduction and Methodology 
In the previous chapter, I highlighted which kind of themes and discur-

sive moves are used. In the present chapter, I focus on whether specific 

patterns of themes and discursive moves occur. First, I describe the dis-

tribution of themes and discursive moves from three perspectives: the 

overall corpus, individual threads, and individual entries in a thread. 

Second, I want to establish whether there are patterns of sequence in 

which discursive moves are employed. I investigate, for example, 

whether a client’s problem statement13 is regularly followed by an ad-

vice-giving move from the counselor. The sequence of discursive 

moves illustrates how the collaboration between the clients and the 

counselor takes place on a discursive moves level.  

 These results allow me to present a holistic description of the so-

cial practice of email counseling. The results of the content analysis 

presented in Chapter 5 demonstrated that the interactants discuss the 

clients’ well-being, i.e., the counseling aims to improve clients’ mental 

health rather than to inform them about a specific topic (see e.g. Silver-

man 1997 on HIV/AIDS counseling or Jager and Stommel 2017 on 

drugs and alcohol counseling). By illustrating how these themes are dis-

tributed, I can illustrate how well-being counseling takes place in the 

threads. Further, Chapter 5 included a description of each discursive 

 
13 I continue my practice from Chapter 5 in that I write labels of themes in 
single quotation marks and labels of discursive moves in italics.  
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move that occurs in the corpus. Some of these have been found in other 

practices as well. Looking closely at the distribution and sequence of 

discursive moves will help to characterize email counseling in more 

detail and will facilitate a comparison of email counseling with other 

social practices. Locher (2006: 111), for example, has found that ad-

vice-giving moves are regularly preceded by an assessment move, with 

this type of pattern constituting a “stepwise entry into advice.” I aim to 

establish whether such patterns occur within my corpus as well.  

 Moreover, a detailed description of the content and the composi-

tion of the counseling can benefit practitioners. I have regularly been 

asked by practitioners how they can convey empathy in emails and how 

they can negotiate the therapeutic alliance so that both interactants feel 

they are part of an egalitarian relationship. In addition, the counselor 

discussed the importance of expertise about the content of counseling 

in the interview:  
I know what to look out for because of my experience of talking 

to a range of clients over the years. I know that clients struggle 

with an aspect of their lives because they describe a specific ex-

perience or a specific emotion. I often talk to clients about 

themes. From their descriptions of experiences and emotions I 

might get a sense that there’s a lot of anger, there’s a lot of loss. 

So I actively look out for such themes and how they might be 

linked together. (Interview) 

My analysis describes how the interactants talk about specific themes 

and what types of discursive moves they use to do so. For example, I 

can demonstrate whether the counselor mitigates a potential face-threat 
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through a specific pattern of discursive moves, i.e., a stepwise entry to 

advice. Additionally, specific patterns might also be used to encourage 

clients to actively participate in the therapeutic alliance, such as using 

the discursive move request for information as a signal to clients that 

they can provide further information in a specific part of the thread. 

Such descriptions can help practitioners to see overtly how they accom-

plish interpersonal effects that benefit the therapeutic alliance. 

 In addition, I have explained in Chapter 4 that the analysis of the 

form and function of linguistic expressions is based on the results of the 

content and discursive moves analyses. Locher (2006) found that the 

interactants in her study used different patterns of discursive moves in 

different topics. She reported, for example, that the utilization of dis-

cursive moves in the topics ‘relationships’, ‘emotional health’, and 

‘sexuality’ differ – at least to a certain degree – from patterns found in 

other topics, such as ‘sexual health’, ‘drugs’, ‘fitness/nutrition’ or ‘gen-

eral health’ (Locher 2006). This could occur in my data as well. Further, 

results of the distribution of themes can lead to an examination of lin-

guistic expressions within a theme that is frequently discussed. It is thus 

essential for later analytical steps to have a clear description of patterns 

of themes and discursive moves.  

I will first discuss the results of the content analysis, i.e., the dis-

tribution of themes. I answer the following research questions with re-

gards to themes:  

• How are themes distributed overall?  

• How are themes distributed across threads? 
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• How are themes distributed across entries?  

The analysis of the distribution and sequence of discursive moves takes 

the findings from these three research questions into account. In other 

words, discursive moves will be looked at in connection with the spe-

cific themes in which they occur, if possible. The following research 

questions about discursive moves are answered:  

• How are discursive moves distributed overall? 

• How are discursive moves distributed across themes?  

• How are discursive moves distributed across threads?  

• How are discursive moves distributed across entries?  

• How are individual discursive moves sequentially 

framed?  

The first four of these research questions are concerned with the distri-

bution of discursive moves. The results from these investigations will 

show, for example, whether the distribution of discursive moves differs 

from one theme, such as ‘self-esteem’, to another theme, such as ‘de-

pression’. Moreover, I will show whether individual differences be-

tween threads arise. Further, I will demonstrate whether specific 

discursive moves, such as problem statements, are preferred in early 

entries whereas other types of discursive moves, such as assessments, 

are employed in later entries. Such results could indicate whether pat-

terns of discursive moves across entries might reflect a change in the 

clients’ identities from advice-seekers to active self-helpers. Finally, 

the last research question deals with the sequence in which the 
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discursive moves appear. Due to reasons of space, this analysis is lim-

ited to the four most frequent discursive moves occurring in the three 

most frequent themes. As I pointed out above, the analysis of the se-

quence will show, for example, whether a stepwise entry to advice is 

practiced in email counseling.  
Table 6.1 Methodological steps 1 to 3 revisited: Distribution of themes and distribu-
tion and sequence of discursive moves 

Type of Analysis Focus of Analysis 
Content analysis of 
themes 

Types  
Distribution  overall  

  individu-
ally 

 

temporally 
Discursive moves 
analysis 

Types  
Distribution overall  

  individu-
ally 

 

 temporally  
Sequence overall preced-

ing 
  follow-

ing 
Linguistic realization    

Form and function 
analysis of linguistic 
expressions  

Relational work and po-
sitionings 
 

  

 
Table 6.1 shows that, from a methodological point of view, the focus 

still lies on the content analysis and the discursive moves analysis. I 

have highlighted in blue the specific foci that are answered in this chap-

ter.  
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Numeric results for the distribution of themes and discursive 

moves were generated automatically in NVivo14 and were then inter-

preted. I conducted coding queries within NVivo for the content and 

the discursive moves analyses. The queries with regards to the distribu-

tion of themes and discursive moves in the entire corpus were simple 

coding queries. The queries with regards to the distribution of the other 

research questions were generated through matrix coding queries. Ma-

trix coding queries are used to “cross-tabulate coding” (QSR Interna-

tional 2014). Comparisons between two types of parameters or codings 

can be made. For example, a matrix coding query can reveal how many 

advice-giving moves (i.e., one type of discursive move) occur within 

the theme ‘self-esteem’ (one type of theme). Both simple coding que-

ries as well as matrix coding queries can be conducted automatically 

within NVivo. Last but not least, I analyzed the sequence of discursive 

moves. This was not possible in NVivo. Instead, I extracted every in-

stance of the four most frequent discursive moves within the three most 

frequent themes. I then analyzed each of these discursive moves manu-

ally and identified which discursive move preceded and which discur-

sive move followed the examined discursive move. This proved to be 

rather challenging and time-consuming as it was not always readily 

clear which discursive move preceded or followed the one under inves-

tigation. I elaborate on how I tackled this challenge at the beginning of 

Section 6.4 before I present the results of this type of analysis.  

 
14 NVivo is a software program that facilitates qualitative analysis of data (see 
QSR International 2014).  
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 The present chapter is structured as follows: I present the distri-

bution of themes in section 6.2. This is followed by Section 6.3, in 

which I discuss the distribution of the discursive moves. Section 6.4 

describes the sequence of the four most frequent discursive moves in 

the three most frequent themes. I present a summary of the findings in 

Section 6.5.  

 

6.2 Distribution of Themes  
The distribution of themes is examined with regards to three aspects: 

first, I examine the distribution of themes in the entire corpus (Section 

6.2.1). Second, I analyze whether there are individual differences across 

the five threads (Section 6.2.2). Third, to understand the development 

of the exchanges, I highlight whether different themes are discussed in 

different entries of a thread (Section 6.2.3). The counselor and a client 

could possibly talk about one theme in the first three entries and another 

theme in the next three entries. It is more likely, though, that they talk 

about one theme from entry 1 to 4, another theme from entry 2 to 6, and 

yet another from entry 3 to 8, for example. 

 

6.2.1 Distribution of Themes Overall 
In Chapter 5, I described and gave examples for all the themes that the 

interactants discuss in the corpus. As mentioned, the themes were es-

tablished bottom-up through a close analysis of the actual content of the 

interaction. I coded for themes exhaustively and did not allow for dou-

ble coding. Table 6.2 shows the number of words that are used in each 
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theme in the first column, resulting in a total number of 51,752 words. 

Additionally, the second column presents the percentages of number of 

words in the corpus overall, with the total number of words correspond-

ing to 100 percent. The open category contains mostly text passages 

that were quoted from previous entries (in the two threads in which the 

content of the counseling was displayed in the body of the emails) and 

structural text passages (such as greetings, farewells, and the introduc-

tory statement of the counselor).  

 Table 6.2 demonstrates that some themes are discussed in more 

detail than others. The themes ‘anxiety’ and ‘relationships’ reach over 

20 percent each. Additionally, the theme ‘self-esteem’ is focused on in 

16 percent of the corpus. These three themes (highlighted in yellow in 

the table) constitute roughly 60 percent of the overall corpus. Two ad-

ditional themes (highlighted in blue) are discussed to a lesser degree 

than the three previously mentioned ones, but still noticeably more than 

others: ‘depression’ (11%) and ‘stress’ (6%). Overall, these five themes 

constitute 78 percent of the overall corpus. The low percentages of the 

other themes (‘abuse’, ‘health issues’, ‘others’ health issues’, ‘panic at-

tacks’, and ‘sexuality’) might suggest that their coding is irrelevant or 

superfluous. However, I argue that their coding and description is sali-

ent since these themes are discussed in the threads. To provide a de-

tailed description of the specific online health practice, they need to be 

accounted for.  
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Table 6.2 Number and percentages of words in themes in the entire corpus (ordered 
alphabetically) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Themes ¯ 

N
um

be
r 

of
 w

or
ds

 

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
s  

Abuse 841 2 
Anxiety 11,809 23 
Depression 5,446 11 
Health issues 248 0* 
Loneliness 534 1 
Others’ health issues 521 1 
Panic attacks 751 1 
Relationships 11,503 22 
Self-esteem 8,334 16 
Sexuality 868 2 
Stress 2,892 6 
Open 8,005 15 
Total 51,752 100 

*Zero percent does not indicate that the discursive move was not used at all, but rather 
that the percentage is lower than 0.5 percent and, due to rounding, results in 0 percent. 
 
Furthermore, some of the themes that are focused on less evolve into 

other themes for specific reasons. I have highlighted some reasons in 

Chapter 5 already. I briefly illustrate here why the themes that center 

around health, for example, are not extensively discussed. Health is-

sues, whether the clients’ own health issues or the health issues of their 

relatives, are medical problems that go beyond the counselor’s exper-

tise. Thus, the counselor can only refer the client to a medical specialist, 
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such as a GP or a district nurse, for the specific health issue. The coun-

selor’s attention then moves towards the psychological ramifications of 

these health issues. For example, a client suffering from a physical ill-

ness might experience anxiety or depression as a result of the health 

issues. Clients who have relatives that suffer from a physical illness 

might be anxious about the progression of the relative’s illness or feel 

stressed because they need to take care of the relative. The counselor 

can help clients deal with such anxiety and stress. The thematic focus 

shifts from the themes ‘health issues’ and ‘others’ health issues’ to the 

themes ‘anxiety’ or ‘stress’.  

While Table 6.2 presents an overview of the themes in the entire 

corpus, there is still a possibility that the overall distribution of themes 

might not accurately describe how they are distributed in individual 

threads.  

 

6.2.2 Distribution of Themes According to Individual 

Threads 
While eleven themes occur in the corpus overall, none of the threads 

contain all of them. Rather, individual dyads focus on specific themes 

during their interaction. Even in cases where several clients discuss the 

same theme, the number of words dedicated to that specific theme dif-

fers from thread to thread. Table 6.3 gives an overview of how many 

words are used for each theme according to each individual thread. I 

have given the total number of words for each thread (below the clients’ 

names), but only percentages of number of words within the table for 
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ease of reading. The three most frequent themes within each thread are 

highlighted in yellow.  
Table 6.3 Percentages of words used in themes according to individual threads 

Threads 
® 
 
 
 
 
Themes 
¯ 

Anna  El-
lie 

 Chris  Mel  Tay-
lor 

(n
=7

,9
49

) 

 

(n
=7

,9
47

) 

 

(n
=9

,5
70

) 

 

(n
=1

3,
83

5)
 

 

(n
=1

2,
45

1)
 

Abuse       6   
Anxiety 39  1  45  7  26 
Depres-
sion 

    16  18  12 

Health 
issues 

      2   

Loneli-
ness 

        4 

Others' 
health 
issues 

      4   

Panic 
attacks 

9         

Rela-
tion-
ships 

  52    29  27 

Self-es-
teem 

    18  25  25 

Sexual-
ity 

    9     

Stress 13  18    4   
Open  39  30  12  5  6 
Total 100  101*  100  100  100 

*Due to rounding, percentages may not add up to 100 percent in this and other tables.  
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Anna and the counselor focus on ‘anxiety’ and ‘stress’. While Anna 

introduces the themes ‘stress’ (13%) and ‘panic attacks’ (9%) in her 

first entry, the counselor identifies anxiety as a cause of Anna’s stress 

in entry two. As panic attacks and stress are things that a person acutely 

perceives, it becomes clear why Anna introduces these themes rather 

than her anxiety (which might have been covert to Anna). She and the 

counselor subsequently focus mainly on Anna’s anxiety (39%). Anna’s 

level of stress and her panic attacks only come up sporadically in later 

entries to either illustrate that she needs further support or to highlight 

progress when Anna copes well with stressful situations. The 39 percent 

of the open category is due to the copy-pasted text passages in the coun-

selor’s entries.  

Ellie talks about ‘stress’ and ‘relationships’ in entry 1. These two 

themes make up 70 percent of the entire thread. A closer look reveals 

that 52 percent of the thread centers on relationship issues. Ellie expe-

riences various problems with her family members, which results in her 

feeling stressed (18%). The counselor brings up the theme ‘anxiety’, 

but Ellie does not respond to it. Ellie and the counselor therefore pri-

marily discuss Ellie’s problematic relationships. The 30 percent of the 

open category results from the counselor’s copy-pasting of previous 

text passages.  

Chris outlines three themes in his first entry: ‘anxiety’, ‘depres-

sion’, and ‘sexuality’. ‘Sexuality’ (9%) is not discussed at the same 

length as the other themes, as Chris does not portray his sexuality as 

something he wants to focus on. He and the counselor discuss Chris’ 
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anxiety (45%) and his depression (16%) to a much larger extent. The 

counselor also introduces the theme ‘self-esteem’ (25%) in entry 2. This 

theme receives considerable attention as it is a cause of Chris’ anxiety 

and depression. The open category (12%) can be explained with Chris’ 

extensive structuring work (such as using bullet points in the form of 

Point 1, Point 2, etc.) and his elaborate explanations of this work. All 

in all, three themes that are intricately interlinked are discussed in 

Chris’ thread. This clearly deviates from Anna’s and Ellie’s cases, 

where the focus lies on one specific theme. 

Mel and the counselor talk about eight different themes. Mel in-

troduces six themes in her first entry: ‘depression’, ‘relationships’, ‘oth-

ers’ health issues’, her own ‘health issues’, ‘stress’, and ‘abuse’. In 

addition, the counselor introduces the themes ‘anxiety’ and ‘self-es-

teem’ in entry 2. Nevertheless, only three themes are discussed at 

length: ‘depression’ (18%), ‘relationships’ (29%), and ‘self-esteem’ 

(25%). I can only speculate why these three themes receive more atten-

tion than others. Some themes might be difficult to talk about as they 

are taboo topics (such as ‘abuse’). Others are out of the counselor’s ex-

pertise (‘health issues’), while they still influence aspects of Mel’s well-

being, such as her self-esteem. As in Chris’ thread, the interactants in 

this thread also focus on more than one theme.  

Finally, Taylor only talks about her feeling of loneliness in her 

initial entry. This theme is subsequently not focused on in detail (4%). 

Rather, Taylor and the counselor discuss four themes almost to the 

same extent: ‘anxiety’ (26%), ‘depression’ (12%), ‘relationships’ 
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(27%), and ‘self-esteem’ (25%). These four themes are all introduced 

by the counselor in entry two. Despite Taylor’s scarce input in her first 

entry (which consists of only 62 words), the counselor manages to in-

troduce four themes in entry 2 that Taylor readily confirms as being 

problematic for her. These four themes comprise 90 percent of the en-

tire thread. Taylor’s thread is, therefore, similar to Chris’ and Mel’s: at 

least three themes are focused on extensively.  

In the previous section, I have highlighted the five themes that 

occur most frequently in the entire corpus: ‘anxiety’, ‘depression’, ‘re-

lationships’, ‘self-esteem’, and ‘stress’. All in all, most threads focus 

on one or several of these frequently discussed themes as well. Never-

theless, there are differences according to whether the content of the 

counseling is written in the body of the email or the word document; 

these differences can possibly be explained by the different technical 

factors (Herring 2007) of email and the word document. On the one 

hand, Anna and Ellie seem to focus on one specific theme much more 

radically than the other three clients. Writing the content of the coun-

seling in the body of the email may influence the number of themes that 

interactants feel comfortable discussing. Whereas students are used to 

writing lengthy texts in a word document, they might be less inclined 

to write lengthy emails. I have shown in Chapter 3 that the clients and 

the counselor use less words in the body-of-the-email threads than in 

the word-document threads. On the other hand, the open category of the 

thematic analysis is more prominent in Anna and Ellie’s cases (39% 

and 30% respectively). As mentioned, this stems from the fact that the 
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counselor copy-pastes text from previous entries into the body of the 

newest entry. This is obviously superfluous in the case of the word doc-

ument. Chris’ unusually high percentage of the open category in the 

content analysis (12%) can be explained by his extensive structuring of 

the text with headers, linking sentences to previous text, and so on. 

 

6.2.3 Distribution of Themes According to Individual Entries  
To understand the practice and overall structure of email counseling, it 

is vital to examine at which stage during the counseling process themes 

come up. For example, it might be that one theme is discussed in early 

entries and the interactants move to another theme in later entries. In 

contrast, the interactants might also discuss several themes in all of the 

entries.  

In Chapter 3, I showed that not all threads consist of the same 

number of entries. For example, Anna’s thread consists of 12 entries 

while Chris’ thread consists of 10 entries. In addition, some of the en-

tries in Anna’s and Ellie’s threads are organizational, i.e., arrange a date 

for a new entry, and do not contain any counseling content. It is thus 

not possible to simply compare all individual entries over all threads to 

show how themes are distributed from the first entry to the last. Instead, 

I will show how themes are distributed in one thread that contains the 

counseling in the body of the email (Ellie’s thread) and one thread in 

which the word document was used (Chris’ thread).  
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Ellie’s Thread 

Ellie and the counselor focus on two themes: ‘relationships’ and 

‘stress’. While the counselor briefly introduces a third theme (‘anxi-

ety’), Ellie does not respond to it. It is only mentioned in one entry. The 

thread contains a total number of 7,947 words; 2,352 words were coded 

in the open category (not shown in the table). Table 6.4 shows the per-

centages of number of words according to theme and entry.  
Table 6.4 Percentages of number of words within themes according to entries in El-
lie's  

Themes ® 
 
 
 
Entry ¯ 

 A
nx

ie
ty

   
   

 
 (n

=9
1)

 

 R
el

at
io

ns
hi

ps
 

 (n
=4

, 1
04

) 

 S
tr

es
s  

 (n
=1

, 4
00

) 

Entry 01 Ellie  3 0* 
Entry 02 Counselor  13 5 
Entry 03 Ellie    
Entry 04 Counselor    
Entry 05 Ellie  7 1 
Entry 06 Counselor  13 5 
Entry 07 Ellie  5 1 
Entry 08 Counselor 1 5 4 
Entry 09 Ellie  3 1 
Entry 10 Counselor  2 1 
Entry 11 Ellie   0 
Total+ 1 52 18 

*Zero percent does not indicate that the discursive move was not used at all, but rather 
that the percentage is lower than 0.5 percent and, due to rounding, results in 0 percent. 
+The total percentages do not result in 100 percent as I only present percentages of the 
text passages that were coded for themes. The percentages for number of words in the 
open category is not given.  
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Ellie’s thread contains eleven entries in total. The counselor did not re-

spond to Ellie’s entry eleven, as it only contained Ellie’s consent to be 

part of the present study and a brief report that she feels less stressed. 

 Ellie and the counselor mainly focus on Ellie’s troubling rela-

tionships. While they continuously talk about Ellie’s perceived stress, 

the percentages of these two themes reveal that discussions about El-

lie’s relationships are more prominent – not just overall, but in almost 

every individual entry as well. In her last entry, Ellie only mentions 

briefly how she feels less stressed and does not talk about her relation-

ship issues anymore.  

 

Chris’ Thread 

Chris and the counselor use the word document for the content of the 

counseling. Chris introduces three themes in his first entry: ‘anxiety’, 

‘depression’, and ‘sexuality’. In entry two, the counselor further intro-

duces the theme ‘self-esteem’, which is then taken up by Chris. Table 

6.5 shows the percentages of number of words dedicated to the themes 

Chris and the counselor focus on. In total, the thread consists of 9,570 

words; 1,139 words were coded into the open category.  

 Chris and the counselor discuss all four themes in entries 2 to 6. 

There are differences in how extensively they are discussed. Chris 

spends the most time in his first entry talking about his depression. 

While the counselor focuses more on other themes in entries 2 and 4, 

Chris reestablishes his depression as an important theme in entry 5. The 

counselor talks at length about Chris’ anxiety (12%) and self-esteem 
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(7%) in entry two. This is remarkable since Chris talked about his anx-

iety the least in entry one.  
Table 6.5 Percentages of number of words within themes according to entries in 
Chris' thread  
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Entry 01 Chris 1 3  2 
Entry 02 Counselor 12 1 7 4 
Entry 03 Chris 7 2 2 1 
Entry 04 Counselor 4 2 5 1 
Entry 05 Chris 6 4 1 1 
Entry 06 Counselor 6 2 1 1 
Entry 07 Chris 2 1 1  
Entry 08 Counselor 3    
Entry 09 Chris 2 0*   
Entry 10 Counselor 1 1   
Total+ 44 16 17 10 

*Zero percent does not indicate that the discursive move was not used at all, but rather 
that the percentage is lower than 0.5 percent and, due to rounding, results in 0 percent. 
+The total percentages do not result in 100 percent as I only present percentages of the 
text passages that were coded for themes. The percentages for number of words in the 
open category is not given.  
 
In addition, the counselor brings up the theme ‘self-esteem’ in entry 

two. One reason for the high percentages of the themes ‘anxiety’ and 

‘self-esteem’ in entry two is that the counselor introduces a range of 

coping techniques to deal with anxious thoughts and low self-esteem. 

These techniques are discussed thoroughly over several entries as Chris 

invests considerable work in applying them. Chris’ anxiety and 
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depression are continuously discussed until the end (at least to some 

degree), while the counselor and Chris stop discussing his self-esteem 

and his sexuality after entry 7. 

To summarize, the analysis of the distribution of themes has 

shown that both the clients and the counselor introduce themes in the 

threads. Both interactants in a thread participate in foregrounding some 

themes more than others. Some themes are clearly linked with others, 

such as ‘anxiety’, ‘self-esteem’, and ‘depression’. It is likely that these 

themes are then discussed in connection with each other. Furthermore, 

three themes are discussed, sometimes at length, in several threads: 

‘anxiety’, ‘relationships’, and ‘self-esteem’. These are also the three 

themes with the highest percentages regarding the number of words in 

the overall corpus: 23 percent (‘anxiety’), 22 percent (‘relationships’), 

and 16 percent (‘self-esteem’). ‘Anxiety’ is the only theme that occurs 

in all of the threads, while ‘relationships’ and ‘self-esteem’ are exten-

sively discussed in three threads. In Locher’s study (2006: 79-83), the 

advisory team established three topics that are similar to some of the 

themes in my corpus: ‘relationships’, ‘emotional health’, and ‘sexual-

ity’. Locher found that specific patterns of discursive moves occurred 

within these three topics. I will foreground the three themes ‘anxiety’, 

‘relationships’ and ‘self-esteem’ in my discussion in the rest of Chapter 

6 and in Chapter 7. They were the ones discussed the most in my cor-

pus.  
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6.3 Distribution of Discursive Moves 
As with my discussion of themes, I will focus on three specific issues 

with regards to the distribution of discursive moves: the distribution in 

the entire corpus, the distribution in individual threads, and the distri-

bution according to individual entries in two threads to show how pat-

terns develop over time.  

 

6.3.1 Distribution of Discursive Moves Overall  
To begin with, the interactants used 1,446 discursive moves in the entire 

corpus. Only a small number could not be clearly attributed to the dis-

cursive moves outlined in Chapter 5. 75 discursive moves (5%) were, 

therefore, coded into the open category. Table 6.6 illustrates the total 

number of discursive moves according to themes. Moves that occurred 

over 75 times are highlighted in red, moves that occurred over 45 times 

are highlighted in orange, and moves that occurred over 15 times are 

highlighted in yellow. Additionally, the five most frequent discursive 

moves overall and the five most frequent themes are in bold font.  

 Discursive moves that occur less than 5 percent can be grouped 

into two categories. First, some discursive moves are not connected to 

the counseling activity per se. Bolander (2013) analyzed disagreements 

and agreements on blogs. She found discursive moves that were not 

connected to the activity of dis/agreements, such as offers, promises, or 

requests. Bolander (2013: 104) called these “supplementary discourse 

moves.” In my corpus, the discursive moves farewell, greeting, sched-

uling, quoting, or thanks can be classified as such supplementary 
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discursive moves. They occur mostly in the ‘open’ category of the 

theme coding. Secondly, there are two discursive moves (general infor-

mation and referral) that belong to the activity of giving advice, but are 

not exactly advice-giving discursive moves (see Chapter 5 and Locher 

2006 for a discussion). General information and referrals occur mostly 

in the themes ‘anxiety’, ‘relationships’ and ‘self-esteem’.  

The total numbers and percentages on the right side of Table 6.6 

reveal that five discursive moves are used extensively in the entire cor-

pus: advice-giving, assessment, metacomment, problem statement, and 

request for information. Assessment is the most frequent discursive 

move, with 423 occurrences (29% of the entire corpus). Assessments 

are used by both the clients and the counselor. The second most fre-

quent discursive move is advice-giving (n=208, 14%), which is closely 

followed by requests for information (n=192, 13%). Both moves are 

solely utilized by the counselor. Finally, metacomments (n=128, 9%) 

and problem statements (n=122, 8%) are used almost equally often. 

Both the clients and the counselor employ metacomments, but problem 

statements are only used by clients. 81 out of 128 metacomments appear 

in text passages that I coded in the ‘open’ category. In other words, 63 

percent of all metacomments utilized in the entire corpus do not appear 

in text passages that were coded as belonging to a specific theme. Due 

to reasons of space, I focus my subsequent discussion on the text pas-

sages that are linked to the content of the counseling, so I will not pay 

special attention to the text passages in the open category. The discur-

sive move metacomment will thus be excluded from the discussion of 
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the most recurrent discursive moves overall in the rest of this chapter. 

Excluding metacomments, the four most frequent discursive moves (as-

sessment, advice-giving, problem statement, and request for infor-

mation) comprise 65 percent of the entire corpus.  
Table 6.6 Number of discursive moves according to themes 
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Advice-giving  76 8   13 1 1 33 59 1 16 208 14 

Advice-requesting         3   1 4 0* 
Apology      5      1 6 0 

Assessment 5 110 53 1 7 19 5 5 93 85 12 28 423 29 

Farewell      46       46 3 

General information 1 24 4  1   1 7 12  2 52 4 

Greeting      42       42 3 

Introductory state-
ment 

     14       14 1 

Metacomment  19 6  2 81  2 9 6 2 1 128 9 

Open category  20 3   31  2 12 4  3 75 5 

Problem statement 5 19 19 1 4  4 5 35 19 3 8 122 8 

Quoting  1 1   49       51 4 

Referral  13 6   2   3 9 1 1 35 2 

Request for infor-
mation 

2 46 18  6 6 3 1 46 49 5 10 192 13 

Scheduling  1    22       23 2 
Thanks  1 3   18  1 1   1 25 2 

Total 13 330 121 2 20 348 13 18 242 243 24 72 1446 99¥ 
Percentages 1 23 8 0 1 24 1 1 17 17 2 5 100  

*Zero percent does not indicate that the discursive move was not used at all, but rather 
that the percentage is lower than 0.5 percent and, due to rounding, results in 0 percent. 
¥Due to rounding, percentages may not add up to 100 percent in this and other tables.  
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Some of these results resemble findings of previous studies (e.g. Locher 

2006; Morrow 2012; Rudolf von Rohr 2018). For example, Locher 

(2006) found that the discursive moves advice-giving and assessment 

were repeatedly used on the online health advice column she studied. 

Rudolf von Rohr (2018) reported that on the forums on smoking cessa-

tion, assessment and advice-giving were used frequently as well. Rudolf 

von Rohr (2018: 280) further mentioned that posters on the forum fre-

quently used the discursive move “own experience” which resembles 

the discursive move problem statement in my data. Locher (2006) iden-

tified problem statements as a discursive move that occurs frequently 

in problem letters written by advice-seekers.  

However, there are also specific differences between the exam-

ined practices. In contrast to Morrow (2006), questions about specific 

problems are not used in my corpus. In a study on a forum that centers 

around depression, Morrow (2006) reported that users posted various 

questions in their problem messages to seek advice. The forum is a non-

institutional setting. According to Morrow (2006: 535), the providers 

of the forum explicitly state on their opening page that users “are post-

ing to a non-medical audience.” Users might indicate their role as ad-

vice-seekers by posing questions in an explicit manner. Locher (2006: 

211) highlighted that the discursive moves question and request for ad-

vice were used by advice-seekers who posted the problem letters to the 

online advice column. The aim of an advice column (online or offline) 

is to answer questions that readers have sent in. The question and an-

swer format thereby legitimizes the use of questions and requests for 
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advice. Nevertheless, Locher (2006: 218) found that problem letters in 

the topic categories ‘emotional health’ and ‘relationships’ contained 

less questions, but more problem statements. According to Locher 

(2006: 218), “the content of the problem thus influences the composi-

tion of the text.” Email counseling can clearly be identified as institu-

tional discourse with assigned roles of advice-seeker and -giver (at least 

initially). The fact that the interaction is one-on-one and private might 

contribute to the lack of explicit requests for advice as the roles do not 

need to be negotiated with regards to a broader audience. Finally, the 

counselor confirmed in the interview that there is an expectation of 

counseling being a place people feel they can go [to] and talk rather 

than to ask questions: 
The general public see counseling as somewhere they go and 

talk. Quite often when I ask a client at the beginning of a session 

what are your best hopes, they will say: “I just want to be heard, 

to be able to off load, to talk.” (Interview) 

She also mentioned in the interview that she does not usually notice that 

clients do not request specific advice, which clearly indicates that the 

absence of such questions and requests for advice is not unusual in the 

counseling exchanges. Rather, such an absence of explicit requests for 

advice might be a particular characteristic of the social practice of 

(email) counseling that focuses on the improvement of the clients’ well-

being. 

Moreover, Locher (2006) reports that the discursive move gen-

eral information is frequently used by the team of advisors on Lucy 
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Answers. This discursive move is not very prevalent in my data. This 

might stem from the fact that my data are private and one-on-one ex-

changes whereas Locher’s were public, meaning that the team of advi-

sors used general information moves to involve the broader audience. 

Moreover, requests for information feature frequently in the counseling 

exchanges, whereas they are not frequently used in Rudolf von Rohr 

(2018). The frequent use of requests for information in the counseling 

exchanges might be indicative of the ongoing interaction between two 

specific interactants. Clearly, the counselor aims to trigger further re-

sponses from the clients when she requests additional information from 

them. A comparison with Locher (2006) is difficult in this case as we 

did not code in exactly the same manner. For example, some of the re-

quests for information in my study could be interpreted as having an 

advisory character. Locher coded interrogatives with advisory character 

as advice-giving moves. Such differences in coding reflect how the ex-

amined social practice can influence the coding process. In other words, 

these differences are a result of the bottom-up analysis of discursive 

moves.  

 Table 6.6 further reveals that similar patterns of discursive moves 

occur across various themes. The less frequent themes – i.e., ‘abuse’, 

‘health issues’, ‘loneliness’, ‘others’ health issues’, ‘panic attacks’, and 

‘sexuality’ – contain between one and five problem statements. All of 

these themes (except ‘health issues’) contain five to twelve assess-

ments. Advice-giving occurs only in three of these themes: ‘others’ 

health issues’, ‘panic attacks’, and ‘sexuality’. In all but one of these 
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less frequent themes (‘health issues’), the counselor employs requests 

for information. This indicates that the counselor aims to respond to 

every input from the client, even if she is not able to give advice in all 

themes.  

In Section 6.2.1, I established that ‘anxiety’, ‘depression’, ‘rela-

tionships’, ‘self-esteem’ and ‘stress’ are the five most recurrent themes. 

Within these five themes, the discursive moves that were most fre-

quently used are advice-giving, assessments, problem statements and 

requests for information. These are also the ones that occurred most 

frequently in the entire corpus. However, their specific distribution 

within the five most recurrent themes differs (Table 6.7).  

Two of the most frequent themes – ‘anxiety’ and ‘self-esteem’ – 

share some similarities with regards to discursive moves. First, advice-

giving moves are used in 23 percent of the theme ‘anxiety’ and in 24 

percent of the theme ‘self-esteem’. The advice given in these two 

themes is comparable as it consists mostly of suggestions of a range of 

coping techniques to manage the problematic issues more proficiently 

(see Chapter 9 for a detailed analysis of such coping techniques within 

the theme ‘self-esteem’). Second, assessments also occur to a similar 

degree in both themes (‘anxiety’: 33%; ‘self-esteem’: 35%). Third, 

problem statements are similarly distributed, with 6 percent in ‘anxiety’ 

and 8 percent in ‘self-esteem’. These results suggest that these two 

themes might be similar with regards to content. However, the distribu-

tion of requests for information differs. In the theme ‘anxiety’, requests 

for information amount to 14 percent of all moves. In the theme ‘self-
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esteem’, they make up 20 percent. A possible explanation for this dif-

ference could be that introspection and self-reflection from the clients 

might be especially needed in the theme ‘self-esteem’. Self-reflection 

and introspection might best be triggered through requests for infor-

mation, or the counselor might assume that self-reflection and intro-

spection in the complex theme ‘self-esteem’ might benefit from 

ongoing interaction between the clients and the counselor.  
Table 6.7 Percentages of the four most frequent discursive moves in the five most fre-
quent themes 
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Advice-giving (n=208) 23 7 14 24 22 14 
Assessment (n=423) 33 44 38 35 39 29 
Problem statement 
(n=122) 

6 16 14 8 11 8 

Request for infor-
mation (n=192)  

14 15 19 20 14 13 

Total percentage of the 
four most frequent 
moves  

76 82 85 87 86 64 

 
Furthermore, the theme ‘relationships’ stands out with respect to sev-

eral discursive moves. In comparison with ‘anxiety’ and ‘self-esteem’, 

the counselor uses a lower percentage of advice-giving moves in this 

theme (only 14%). Instead, a high percentage of requests for infor-

mation (n=46; 19%) are employed in the theme ‘relationships’. With 

relationship issues, the counselor seems to encourage the clients to self-

reflect and introspect instead of giving them specific advice. Moreover, 
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the clients utilize a higher percentage of problem statements (14%) 

when talking about their relationships. This might be because the clients 

feel a need to talk about their relationship troubles rather than finding 

specific coping techniques that they can then apply and assess.   

Table 6.7 also reveals specific patterns with regards to the themes 

‘depression’ and ‘stress’. Requests for information are used about the 

same amount in these two themes. The percentages of the other three 

discursive moves that are frequently used highlight specific differences 

between these two themes. To begin with, the theme ‘stress’ can be 

dealt with more easily via coping techniques and therefore contains 

more advice-giving moves (22%) than the theme ‘depression’ (7%). 

However, when it is taken into account that referral moves are a spe-

cific type of providing advice, the difference between them becomes 

less pronounced, as they are utilized six times in the theme ‘depression’ 

(5%) while only once in the theme ‘stress’ (1%). Further, 44 percent of 

moves are assessment moves in the theme ‘depression’, compared to 39 

percent in the theme ‘stress’. A similar tendency occurs with problem 

statements (‘depression’: 16%; ‘stress’: 11%).  

In comparison with other studies, similarities and differences can 

be found. I focus my comparison on Locher’s (2006) and Rudolf von 

Rohr’s (2018) studies as they also investigated online health practices 

and quantified their results from a discursive moves analysis. Locher 

(2006) reported that the two most frequent discursive moves in the top-

ics ‘drugs’, ‘fitness/nutrition’, ‘general health’ and ‘sexual health’ were 
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advice-giving/referral15 and general information. In the topics ‘emo-

tional health’, ‘relationships’ and ‘sexuality’, the two most frequent dis-

cursive moves were advice-giving/referral and assessments. The data 

of the present study can best be compared to these latter topics in 

Locher’s study. My results corroborate this interpretation, since the two 

most frequent discursive moves in my data are also advice-giving and 

assessments, while general information moves were not often used.  

Rudolf von Rohr (2018) analyzed the distribution of discursive 

moves in specific sub-sections of the smoking cessation sources as well. 

On the websites that promote smoking cessation, she analyzed the top-

ics “addressing common questions/worries” and “listing practical tips” 

(ibid.: 162). In the former, the two most frequent discursive moves were 

general information and assessment. In the latter, assessments and 

“headers” (text passages that “have a text-structuring function” (ibid.: 

160)) were used most often. In the forum data, she analyzed two spe-

cific forums with regards to the distribution of discursive moves. In one 

forum, she found that assessments (23%) and advice-giving (15%) were 

the discursive moves utilized the most. In the second forum, the forum 

members most frequently employed assessments (22%) and “own ex-

perience” (16%) (Rudolf von Rohr 2018: 157). In all datasets, assess-

ments are frequently used. This is also true for the data in my study. In 

addition, members on one forum frequently used “own experience”. As 

 
15 Locher (2006) merged the two discursive moves advice-giving and referral 
into one category.  
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I mentioned above, this move is similar to the discursive move problem 

statement in my data, which is also frequently used.  

One discursive move clearly distinguishes email counseling from 

the advice column (Locher 2006) and the websites and forums on smok-

ing cessation (Rudolf von Rohr 2018): the frequent use of requests for 

information. Their high prevalence, even from theme to theme, indi-

cates that the collaborative aspect of online counseling is to some de-

gree visible in the analysis of discursive moves. As the next section and 

later chapters will show, requests for information are used by the coun-

selor to involve the client in the discussion and to position them as ac-

tive participants in the therapeutic alliance. This clearly distinguishes 

the social practice of email counseling from other online health prac-

tices.  

Overall, I showed that a high percentage of text passages con-

taining the five most frequent themes can be categorized with only four 

discursive moves. This is in line with Locher’s (2006) findings that a 

small number of discursive moves is used in the online advice column 

she analyzed. Rudolf von Rohr (2018) reported a similar finding for 

online smoking cessation sources. These findings indicate that specific 

online activities, such as providing advice or counsel, can be accom-

plished with a small set of discursive moves. Nevertheless, all three 

studies show that interactants also use some discursive moves that are 

linked more clearly to general activities (e.g. greetings and farewells) 

or to coherence and cohesion (e.g. metacomments) rather than the spe-

cific activity that the interactants aim to perform overall.  
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6.3.2 Distribution of Discursive Moves According to Individ-

ual Threads 
An analysis of the discursive moves in the individual threads further 

reveals that there are differences between threads, and that the clients 

and the counselor use discursive moves in different ways.  

 

Anna 

Anna talks about the following themes with the counselor: ‘anxiety’, 

‘panic attacks’, and ‘stress’. Table 6.8 illustrates which discursive 

moves Anna and the counselor use when discussing these themes. 

Overall, the interactants employed 123 discursive moves (text passages 

in the open category for themes were left out of the analyses for all the 

threads in this section).  

 The interactants’ use of discursive moves confirms some of the 

overall patterns highlighted in the previous section. They most fre-

quently employ the discursive moves advice-giving, assessment, prob-

lem statement and request for information. I have shown that the same 

is true for the entire corpus. Table 6.8 illustrates that out of these four 

moves, Anna uses assessments and problem statements, while the coun-

selor employs advice-giving moves, assessments, and requests for in-

formation. Anna does not employ any advice-giving moves or requests 

for information, while the counselor does not use any problem state-

ments. This reflects their roles as support-seeker and support-giver. 
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Table 6.8 Number of discursive moves in themes within Anna's thread 

Interactant ® Anna  Counselor   
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Advice-giving     10 1 3  14 11 
Advice-requesting   1      1 1 
Apology   1      1 1 
Assessment 12 2 2  17 3 9  45 37 
General information     6 1   7 6 
Metacomment     5 2   7 6 
Open category  1   9 1 1  12 10 
Scheduling     1    1 1 
Problem statement 5 5 5      15 12 
Referral     3    3 2 
Request for info.     10 1 4  15 12 
Thanks 1 1       2 2 
Total 18 9 9  61 9 17  123 101¥ 
Percentages 15 7 7  50 7 14  100  
¥Due to rounding, percentages may not add up to 100 percent in this and the following 
tables.  
 
Anna uses five problem statements in each theme, seemingly giving 

each theme the same amount of attention. However, there are clear dif-

ferences in terms of how many discursive moves are used in each 

theme. In the theme ‘anxiety’, Anna uses a total of 18 discursive moves, 

only about a fourth of which are problem statements (n=5). She uses 

more assessments (n=12). In the themes ‘panic attacks’ and ‘stress’, 

Anna uses 9 discursive moves in each, meaning that more than half of 

those are problem statements (n=5). Clearly, Anna presented her trou-

bles in each issue, but the subsequent discussion might have focused on 
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the theme ‘anxiety’, since she uses more assessments in this theme. 

Anna only uses one request for advice in the theme ‘stress’. This theme 

is not discussed extensively, however, because Anna and the counselor 

focus more on its cause, Anna’s anxiety.  

The counselor employs 50 percent of all her discursive moves 

within the theme ‘anxiety’ in Anna’s thread. These 61 discursive moves 

mainly consist of assessments (n=17), advice-giving moves (n=10), and 

requests for information (n=10). Locher (2006) suggests that general 

information and referral moves can be interpreted as special cases of 

advice. This would mean that the counselor uses 19 moves that can be 

interpreted as advice (an additional 6 general information and 3 referral 

moves) in the theme ‘anxiety’. This can be explained by the fact that 

the counselor provides Anna with various coping techniques that aim 

to help her deal with her anxiety. Anna’s frequent use of assessments 

in the theme ‘anxiety’ indicates that she responds to the counselor’s 

input. The counselor uses considerably less advice-giving moves in the 

themes ‘panic attacks’ (n=1) and ‘stress’ (n=3). While the counselor 

uses some requests for information (n=4) and assessments (n=9) in the 

theme ‘stress’, she does not focus on Anna’s panic attacks.  

 

Ellie 

Ellie talks about three themes: ‘anxiety’, ‘stress’, and ‘relationship’ is-

sues that she has with her family members (see Table 6.9).  
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Table 6.9 Number of discursive moves in themes within Ellie's thread 

Interactant ® Ellie  Counselor    
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Advice-giving     1 14 12  27 20 
Advice-requesting  2       2 1 
Assessment  12 4   24 8  48 35 
General information     1 5 2  8 6 
Metacomment  6 1   2   9 7 
Open category  6 1   2   9 7 
Problem statement  12 1      13 9 
Referral       1  1 1 
Request for info.      14 4  18 13 
Thanks  1 1      2 1 
Total  39 8  2 61 27  137 100 
Percentages  28 6  1 45 20  100  
 
Overall, Ellie and the counselor use 137 discursive moves. The focus 

on Ellie’s relationships is highlighted by the fact that the discursive 

moves in this theme amount to 73 percent of the discursive moves in 

the entire thread (28% by Ellie, and 45% by the counselor). 35 percent 

of all the discursive moves are assessments. While the counselor uses 

an advice-giving and a general information move in the theme ‘anxi-

ety’, Ellie does not employ any discursive moves in this theme. As I 

have discussed in the previous section, the counselor introduces ‘anxi-

ety’ in Ellie’s thread, but Ellie does not respond to it in any way. Like 

Anna, Ellie does not utilize any advice-giving or request for 
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information moves, while the counselor does not produce any problem 

statements.  

Ellie mostly struggles with her relationships, which manifests it-

self in a high number of problem statements in this theme (n=12). She 

only employs one other problem statement in her thread: in the theme 

‘stress’. Ellie uses two requests for advice and twelve assessments in 

the theme ‘relationships’. She utilizes four assessments in the theme 

‘stress’. Clearly, Ellie mostly contributes to the theme ‘relationships’ 

and employs the same number of problem statements and assessments 

in this theme.  

The counselor treats the themes ‘relationships’ and ‘stress’ dif-

ferently with regards to discursive moves. In the theme ‘stress’, she 

seems to focus on giving advice: advice-giving (n=12), assessments 

(n=8), and requests for information (n=4). In contrast, she clearly aims 

to involve Ellie in the discussion about her relationships by frequently 

requesting information (n=14). She further employs 14 advice-giving 

moves when talking about Ellie’s relationship troubles. The counselor 

uses more advice-giving moves in the theme ‘relationships’ than in the 

theme ‘stress’. However, the total number of discursive moves that are 

employed within each theme need to be taken into account. In the theme 

‘stress’, there are 27 moves in total. The 12 advice-giving moves repre-

sent 44 percent of the total moves in this theme. In the theme ‘relation-

ships’, there are 61 moves in total. The 14 advice-giving moves only 

amount to 23 percent in this theme. The counselor clearly provides 

more advice in the theme ‘stress’ than in the theme ‘relationships’. 
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Instead, the counselor uses a high number of assessments (n=24) and 

requests for information (n=14) when talking about relationship trou-

bles. She tries to involve Ellie in the discussion about her relationships 

much more than in the theme ‘stress’. Overall, these points corroborate 

the impressions gained in the thematic analysis of Section 6.1 and fur-

ther highlight the special case of the theme ‘relationships’ in advice-

giving circumstances (see also Locher 2006).  

 

Chris 

The thematic analysis of Section 6.2.3 revealed that Chris introduces 

the themes ‘anxiety’, ‘depression’, and ‘sexuality’ in his first entry. The 

counselor adds the theme ‘self-esteem’ in the second entry and they 

subsequently discuss all four themes for several entries. Table 6.10 

shows that Chris and the counselor manage to use only four discursive 

moves for 86 percent of all 218 discursive moves: advice-giving (n=40, 

18%), assessment (n=96, 44%), problem statement (n=21, 10%), and 

request for information (n=31, 14%). They use assessments especially 

frequently within all four themes. Both Chris and the counselor use the 

highest number of discursive moves in the theme ‘anxiety’. Chris uses 

between 4 to 6 percent of the total discursive moves in each of the other 

three themes. The counselor contributes more to the theme ‘self-es-

teem’ than to the themes ‘depression’ and ‘sexuality’. Chris does not 

give any advice and he does not use the discursive move request for 

information. No problem statements are employed by the counselor.  
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Table 6.10 Number of discursive moves in themes within Chris' thread 

Interactant ® Chris  Counselor    
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Advice-giving      24  15 1  40 18 
Assessment 25 7 7 4  31 7 7 8  96 44 
General information      6  1   7 3 
Metacomment 2 1  1  3  2 1  10 5 
Open category      4     4 2 
Problem statement 10 4 4 3       21 10 
Quoting 1          1 0 
Referral      3 1 2 1  7 3 
Request for info.       16 1 9 5  31 14 
Thanks  1         1 0 
Total 38 13 8 11  87 9 36 16  218 99 
Percentages 17 6 4 5  40 4 17 7  100  
 
Chris confirms that he struggles with his self-esteem when he posts four 

problem statements in this theme. Chris introduces the themes ‘depres-

sion’ and ‘sexuality’ and thus indicates that he needs support in these 

two themes. Chris employs more problem statements (n=10) in the 

theme ‘anxiety’, which is also the most discussed theme in Chris’ 

thread. Chris further employs a high percentage of assessments, espe-

cially in the theme ‘anxiety’ (n=25), but also in the themes ‘self-esteem’ 

(n=7) and ‘depression’ (n=7). He writes almost as many assessments as 

the counselor does. This is remarkable and shows that Chris frequently 

evaluates his own behavior, the coping techniques suggested by the 

counselor or other issues raised in the discussion.  
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 The counselor seems to be reluctant to give advice in the themes 

‘depression’ (n=0) and ‘sexuality’ (n=1). The absence of advice in the 

theme ‘depression’ can be explained by the counselor’s interpretation 

that Chris’ depression is mostly caused by his anxiety and low self-

esteem. In both of these themes, the counselor suggests various coping 

techniques through many advice-giving moves (‘anxiety’: n=24, 19%; 

‘self-esteem’: n=15, 32%). The counselor frequently uses assessments 

in the theme ‘anxiety’ (n=31) and to a moderate degree in the other 

three themes as well (‘depression’: n=7; ‘self-esteem’: n=7, ‘sexuality’: 

n=8). Requests for information occur surprisingly often in the theme 

‘sexuality’ (n=5). In fact, 21 percent of this theme consists of requests 

for information. This might be because giving advice in this case is dif-

ficult as Chris keeps the discussion on his sexuality rather brief. Re-

quests for information are also often used in the theme ‘self-esteem’ 

(n=9), but less so in the theme ‘depression’ (n=1). Overall, the counse-

lor seems to follow a pattern of using many advice-giving and request 

for information moves in the themes ‘anxiety’ and ‘self-esteem’. In ad-

dition, both the counselor and Chris employ many assessments within 

these themes as well. This indicates that both themes seem to be highly 

interactive ones.  

 

Mel 

Mel’s case is more complicated as she and the counselor touch upon 

eight themes in their thread (see Table 6.11). For ease of reading, but 

also due to clear patterns, I will discuss Mel’s case in two stages: first, 
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I discuss the themes ‘abuse’, ‘health issues’, ‘others’ health issues’, and 

‘stress’; second, I focus on the more frequently talked about themes 

‘anxiety’, ‘depression’, ‘self-esteem’, and ‘relationships’ (these are 

highlighted in yellow in the table). Table 6.11 depicts the results for all 

the themes in Mel’s thread. As a rule, Mel does not use any advice-

giving and request for information moves, while the counselor does not 

utilize any problem statements. 
Table 6.11 Number of discursive moves in themes within Mel's thread 

Interactant 
® 

Mel  Counselor 
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Advice-giving           9 7  1 9 21 1  48 16 
Assessment 1 5 12  1 12 17 1  4 7 15 1 4 20 27 4  131 43 
General info.          1 1 4   1 9   16 5 
Metacomment       1     3    2   6 2 
Open category           2 2    2 1  7 2 
Problem stat. 5  9 1 4 12 5 2           38 12 
Quoting            1       1 0 
Referral            3   1 3   7 2 
Request f. 
info. 

         2 5 11  3 13 17 2  53 17 

Total 6 5 21 1 5 24 23 3  7 24 46 1 8 44 81 8  307 100 
Percentages 2 2 7 0 2 8 7 1  2 8 15 0 3 14 26 3  100  
 
First, the four less frequent themes (‘abuse’, ‘health issues’, ‘others’ 

health issues’, ‘depression’) share a specific pattern of discursive 

moves. On the one hand, Mel uses mostly problem statements within 
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these themes. She only uses one assessment in the themes ‘abuse’, ‘oth-

ers’ health issues’ and ‘stress’, while she does not use any assessments 

in the theme ‘health issues’. On the other hand, the counselor seems to 

be reluctant to provide advice in these themes. She uses one advice-

giving move each in the themes ‘others’ health issues’ and ‘stress’. Var-

ious explanations are possible: advice-giving on such a sensitive subject 

as ‘abuse’ carries an immense threat to the client’s face. Further, the 

counselor does not offer advice concerning physical ‘health issues’. As 

a counselor, she is not an expert on physical issues. Moreover, stress 

can be caused by low self-esteem or anxiety. Both themes are discussed 

extensively. The counselor uses four assessment moves in the themes 

‘abuse’, ‘others’ health issues’ and ‘stress’. These can be explained by 

the counselor’s aim to display empathy in these delicate topics. She also 

employs some request for information moves (‘abuse’: n=2; ‘others’ 

health issues’: n=3; ‘stress’: n=2), inviting the clients to share more 

about these issues.  

 Second, there are also clear patterns in the four most discussed 

themes (‘anxiety’, ‘depression’, ‘self-esteem’, and ‘relationships’). In 

the themes ‘depression’ and ‘relationships’, Mel uses problem state-

ments and assessments roughly to an equal amount (‘depression’: 9 

problem statements, 12 assessments; ‘relationships’: 12 problem state-

ments, 12 assessments). In the themes ‘anxiety’ and ‘self-esteem’, she 

employs problem statements less frequently than assessments. In fact, 

Mel does not utilize any problem statements in the theme ‘anxiety’. 

This theme was introduced by the counselor. She confirms that anxiety 
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is a problematic issue by using assessments (n=5). For example, she 

confirms that she applied suggested coping techniques in such assess-

ments. In the theme ‘self-esteem’, Mel writes some problem statements 

(n=5), but uses many more assessments (n=17).  

 As I have already shown for Anna’s, Ellie’s and Chris’ threads 

as well, the counselor uses a low number of advice-giving moves in the 

themes ‘depression’ (n=7) and ‘relationships’ (n=9). Instead, the coun-

selor tries to show her understanding by frequently using assessments 

(‘depression’: n=15; ‘relationships’: n=20), as well as requests for in-

formation (‘depression’: n=11; ‘relationships’: n=13) to involve Mel in 

further discussions. In the themes ‘anxiety’ and ‘self-esteem’, the coun-

selor employs many advice-giving moves (‘anxiety’: n=9; ‘self-es-

teem’: n=21) and poses almost equally as many requests for 

information (‘anxiety’: n=5; ‘self-esteem’: n=17). Within these two 

themes, the counselor uses many pre-written text blocks that explain 

how anxiety and self-esteem work. In addition, she includes many sug-

gestions of coping techniques that the clients can try out (see Chapter 9 

for a discussion of this in the theme ‘self-esteem’). The counselor also 

uses a high number of assessments within these two themes. This type 

of pattern (high frequency of advice-giving, assessments, and requests 

for information) indicates the high interactivity within these two 

themes.  
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Taylor 

Last but not least, Taylor and the counselor discuss five different 

themes. Table 6.12 illustrates the discursive moves that were used. 

Overall, the total number of discursive moves (n=311) is the highest out 

of all the threads. There is a considerable difference between the num-

ber of discursive moves that Taylor (n=66) uses and the number of dis-

cursive moves that the counselor (n=245) employs. Taylor only 

contributes 21 percent of the discursive moves. Anna, Chris and Mel 

contributed around 30 percent in their threads, and Ellie contributed 36 

percent of the discursive moves in her thread. As in the other four 

threads, Taylor does not use any advice-giving or request for infor-

mation moves. The counselor does not write any problem statements.  
Table 6.12 Number of discursive moves in themes within Taylor's thread 

Interactant ® Taylor  Counselor    
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Advice-giving       32 1  10 23  66 21 
Advice-requesting    1         1 0 
Assessment 6 3 1 5 9  7 7 6 20 18  82 26 
General information       10  1 1 2  14 5 
Metacomment 1 1     8 1 2 1 1  15 5 
Open category 3      2 1  4 2  12 4 
Problem statement 4 6 4 11 10        35 11 
Referral       7 2  2 4  15 5 
Request for info.       15 6 6 19 23  69 22 
Thanks  1      1     2 1 
Total 14 11 5 17 19  81 19 15 57 73  311 100 
Percentages 5 4 2 5 6  26 6 5 18 23  100  
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As mentioned in Section 6.2.3, Taylor initially only talks about her feel-

ing of ‘loneliness’. The other themes are brought up by the counselor. 

Taylor confirms them as problematic by using several problem state-

ments in each of them. In fact, Taylor uses more problem statements 

than assessments in four themes: ‘depression’, ‘loneliness’, ‘relation-

ships’ and ‘self-esteem’. Only in the theme ‘anxiety’ does she use more 

assessments (n=6) than problem statements (n=4). This seems to sug-

gest that Taylor focuses more on her problems than on finding solutions 

and seems to be in stark contrast to the solution-focused type of therapy 

(Kim 2008) that the counselor employs.  

The counselor seems to use a high number of assessment moves 

in the themes ‘relationships’ (n=20) and ‘self-esteem’ (n=18). Taking 

into account the number of discursive moves that the counselor utilizes 

in each theme, however, shows that she uses assessments even more 

frequently in other themes: ‘loneliness’ (30%), ‘relationships’ (27%), 

‘depression’ (23%), ‘self-esteem’ (20%), and ‘anxiety’ (7%). The coun-

selor seems to respond to the high number of problem statements in all 

of these threads. A different pattern emerges for the discursive move 

advice-giving. The counselor does not use any advice in the theme 

‘loneliness’. Instead, she focuses heavily on giving advice in the themes 

‘anxiety’ (n=32) and ‘self-esteem’ (n=23). This further highlights that 

while the counselor might empathize with clients and normalize their 

problems in assessments, she also tries to direct the client’s attention 

towards tangible themes in which she can provide concrete advice. Fi-

nally, the counselor utilizes many requests for information in all of the 
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themes. The counselor tries to encourage Taylor to be more self-reflec-

tive and to contribute actively in the interaction. Last but not least, the 

counselor employs 15 referral moves in Taylor’s thread, more than in 

any other thread. I argue that the counselor realizes that Taylor needs 

further support and tries to refer her to specific sources (e.g. websites 

that Taylor can use by herself or suggestions to visit a GP). However, 

only a closer analysis of Taylor’s thread could verify this interpretation 

(see Chapter 10).  

 To summarize, clear patterns of discursive moves are present in 

the data. However, idiosyncrasies with regards to themes and individual 

threads occur as well. Overall, the clients do not use advice-giving or 

request for information moves, and the counselor does not employ any 

problem statements. Further, it has become clear that the assessment 

move is vital for both the clients and the counselor. 25 percent of all the 

discursive moves that the counselor employs are assessments. Within 

such assessments, the counselor demonstrates that she has understood 

the clients, displays empathy or normalizes the clients’ experiences, and 

so on. As for the clients, they do not all use assessments to a similar 

degree, but all of them do employ them in several themes. The clients 

can demonstrate their self-reflection and report on progress in the as-

sessment moves (for a more detailed analysis of assessment moves, see 

Chapter 7). Taylor’s thread shows further that when a client is not ready 

or able to self-assess, problem statements keep reappearing and are then 

in need of further discussion.  
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 Moreover, I have also uncovered patterns according to themes. 

For example, the counselor does not use advice-giving moves in the 

same way in all the themes. While she readily employs advice-giving 

in themes such as ‘anxiety’ and ‘self-esteem’, others, such as ‘relation-

ships’, ‘abuse’, or ‘loneliness’, are themes in which it seems much more 

difficult for the counselor to give advice. Locher (2006) reported simi-

lar findings as she found that the advisory team of the online advice 

column did not use advice-giving frequently in the topic ‘relationships’. 

In my data, the counselor approaches the interaction in such themes 

differently by, for example, employing more requests for information 

to trigger the clients’ self-reflection and to involve them in the discus-

sion. Themes like ‘anxiety’ or ‘self-esteem’ seem to profit from clear 

suggestions of coping techniques. Themes like ‘relationships’, on the 

other hand, might benefit more from introspection and self-reflection. 

While a description of these patterns is useful to understand online 

counseling from a holistic perspective, the question remains whether 

these patterns differ in individual entries of an entire thread.  

 

6.3.3 Distribution of Discursive Moves over Individual En-
tries 
In Section 6.2.3, I have shown that the interactants do not talk about 

one theme after another, nor do they discuss all themes in every entry. 

It is likely that interactants do not use one type of discursive move in 

one entry and another in the next entry. Instead, interactants most likely 

use various types of discursive moves within one entry. However, it is 
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possible that there are specific patterns of discursive moves over an en-

tire thread. For example, the clients might use more problem statements 

in early entries of the thread in which they explain their troubles. With 

time, they might start to use more assessment moves to evaluate their 

experiences or applications of advice. The counselor, on the other hand, 

might use more advice-giving moves at the beginning and less towards 

the end of counseling. If the clients progress, the counselor might not 

need to provide them with more advice. To uncover such patterns of 

discursive moves, I have analyzed what types of discursive moves in-

teractants use in each entry of a thread.  

 A comparison over all threads is, again, not feasible as not all 

threads contain the same number of entries. I will, therefore, describe 

the patterns of the two threads I have already discussed for the themes: 

Ellie’s and Chris’. For ease of reading, I only focus on the four most 

frequent discursive moves: advice-giving, assessment, problem state-

ments and requests for information. In addition, I focus on the three 

most discussed themes within a thread. Themes that were discussed less 

do not readily lend themselves for a discussion as the numbers of dis-

cursive moves are too low to discover specific patterns. 

 

Ellie’s Thread 

As I have revealed in previous sections, Ellie and the counselor mainly 

discuss her relationship with her family and the ‘stress’ it causes Ellie. 

The counselor briefly introduces the theme ‘anxiety’, but Ellie does not 

respond to this theme. Table 6.13 shows the discursive moves that the 
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interactants use in these three themes. In this table and in Table 6.14, I 

have not ordered the discursive moves alphabetically. For ease of read-

ing, I first listed problem statements and assessments, the two discur-

sive moves that the clients use, and only then added advice-giving and 

requests for information, which are only used by the counselor.  
Table 6.13 Number of four most frequent discursive moves in individual entries in El-
lie's thread 
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Entry 01 Ellie  3 1             
Entry 02 Counselor      6 1   4 3   7 1 
Entry 03 Ellie                
Entry 04 Counselor                
Entry 05 Ellie  7    6 1         
Entry 06 Counselor      9 3   5 6   7 2 
Entry 07 Ellie  2    4 1         
Entry 08 Counselor      6 2  1 5 2    1 
Entry 09 Ellie      2 2         
Entry 10 Counselor      3 2    1     
Entry 11 Ellie                
Total Ellie  12 1   12 4         
Total Counselor      24 8  1 14 11   14 4 
 
In entry 1, Ellie writes three problem statements about her relationships 

and one that focuses on her perceived stress, while she does not use any 

assessment moves. The counselor responds to both themes in entry 2. 

In each theme, she uses advice-giving, assessment and request for in-

formation moves. She assesses (n=6) and requests further information 
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(n=7) mainly in the theme ‘relationships’. However, she gives Ellie ad-

vice almost equally for her issues within her relationships (n=4) and for 

the theme ‘stress’ (n=3). This highlights the counselor’s expertise that 

relationship issues can result in perceived stress and that Ellie needs 

coping techniques to deal with her perceived stress.  

Entries three and four are organizational entries and do not con-

tain the specific moves discussed here. Ellie continues to discuss her 

relationship issues in entry 5 and simultaneously uses problem state-

ments (n=7) and assessments (n=6). The counselor’s response in entry 

6 shows that she now focuses her advice mainly on the theme ‘stress’ 

(n=6). This reflects the overall finding that advice-giving is used less 

often in the theme ‘relationships’ (n=5). However, the counselor con-

tinues to use assessments (n=9) and requests for information (n=7) to 

talk about Ellie’s relationship issues.  

In entry 7, a clear shift occurs as Ellie uses more assessments 

(‘relationships’: n=4; ‘stress’: n=1) than problem statements (‘relation-

ships’: n=2; ‘stress’: n=0). Her focus is now clearly on the theme ‘rela-

tionships’. In entry 8, the counselor continues to assess Ellie’s progress, 

but also gives advice surprisingly often in the relationship theme (n=5). 

This is a result of Ellie explicitly requesting advice in entry 7 on how 

to deal with a specific situation in her family (not visible in the table). 

This request seems to facilitate the use of advice-giving moves, and the 

counselor provides Ellie with several suggestions. The counselor only 

requests further information about Ellie’s perceived stress in entry 8.  
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Ellie responds in entry 9 by using four assessment moves (‘rela-

tionships’: n=2; ‘stress’: n=2). She does not use any problem statements 

anymore. In entry 10, the counselor responds with three assessments in 

the theme ‘relationship’ and two assessments in the theme ‘stress’. She 

only uses one advice-giving move and does not request any further in-

formation. Entry 11 only contains Ellie’s confirmation that the ex-

changes can be used in the present research project and therefore does 

not include any of the four discursive moves of the present analysis.  

Overall, a clear shift is visible in Ellie’s contributions from prob-

lem statements to assessments. The counselor uses assessments, advice-

giving and requests for information from the start. In other words, she 

does not spend an entire entry with simply assessing Ellie’s situation, 

but rather immediately provides advice and requests further infor-

mation. A clear shift in the counselor’s use of discursive moves is also 

visible. She starts decreasing her use of advice-giving and request for 

information moves towards the end of the thread. One specific idiosyn-

crasy occurs: Ellie’s request for advice in the theme ‘relationships’ 

seems to encourage the counselor to give advice in this theme. In gen-

eral, the counselor does not provide elaborate advice within this theme.  

 

Chris 

Chris is one of the clients who uses the word document instead of the 

body of the email for the counseling content. Table 6.14 illustrates how 

the counselor and Chris use discursive moves in Chris’ thread. I focus 
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again on the three most frequent themes and the four most frequent dis-

cursive moves.  
Table 6.14 Number of four most frequent discursive moves in individual entries in 
Chris' thread 
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Entry 01 Chris 1 1              
Entry 02 Counselor     4 5 3  12 1 9  10 3 5 
Entry 03 Chris 6 1 2  11 3 4         
Entry 04 Counselor     13 2 4  2  5  3 2 3 
Entry 05 Chris 3 1   5 1 2         
Entry 06 Counselor     6 1   8  1  1  1 
Entry 07 Chris   2  4  1         
Entry 08 Counselor     5    1    2   
Entry 09 Chris     5           
Entry 10 Counselor     3    1       
Total Chris 10 3 4  25 4 7         
Total Counselor     31 8 7  24 1 15  16 5 9 
 
Chris initially introduces the themes ‘anxiety’, ‘depression’, and ‘sex-

uality’ (this last theme is not shown in the table) in entry 1. For each 

theme, he uses one problem statement. He does not use any assessments 

in entry 1 yet. The counselor responds to all three themes and introduces 

the theme ‘self-esteem’ in entry 2. While she assesses all four themes 

to the same degree, she uses advice-giving especially frequently in the 

themes ‘anxiety’ (n=12) and ‘self-esteem’ (n=9), a pattern already 

noted before in several sections. It is noteworthy that, as in Ellie’s case, 
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the counselor already starts to employ all three discursive moves in en-

try 2.  

Chris responds in entry 3 with further problem statements in all 

three themes but especially in the theme ‘anxiety’ (n=6). At the same 

time, he already uses assessments extensively (‘anxiety’: n=11; ‘de-

pression’: n=3; ‘self-esteem’: n=4). The theme ‘anxiety’ is clearly fore-

grounded with the high number of assessments in entry 3. In entry 4, 

the counselor responds with several assessments herself in the theme 

‘anxiety’ (n=13). Overall, she employs fewer advice-giving and request 

for information moves in all themes compared to entry 2.  

 In entry 5, Chris seems to struggle with his anxiety and employs 

3 problem statements in this theme. He still uses assessments as well, 

but to a lesser degree than in entry 3. The counselor responds by provid-

ing more advice in entry 6. She uses eight advice-giving moves in the 

theme ‘anxiety’ alone. She clearly responds to Chris’ problem state-

ments.  

 Chris shifts towards using more assessments again in entry 7. He 

does not write any problem statements in the theme ‘anxiety’, but uses 

two problem statements in the theme ‘self-esteem’. Surprisingly, the 

counselor seems to not respond in the same way as before to these prob-

lem statements, as she does not give any advice in entry 8 in the theme 

‘self-esteem’. However, she provides Chris with advice in the theme 

‘anxiety’. It might be that she interprets that the causes of Chris’ prob-

lems in the theme ‘self-esteem’ stem from his anxiety issues. A closer 

analysis of this would be needed to provide a clear answer. 
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Nevertheless, the counselor uses two requests for information and five 

assessment moves in her discussion of Chris’ anxiety.  

 Entry 9 and entry 10 only contain text passages that focus on the 

theme ‘anxiety’. In entry 9, Chris responds with five assessment moves. 

He does not use any problem statements anymore. In the last entry, the 

counselor employs three assessments, but she provides Chris with one 

last piece of advice as well. 

 Chris’ thread bears similarities with Ellie’s thread. The clients 

use problem statements in early entries and move towards using more 

and more assessments as the interaction continues. In both threads, the 

counselor immediately proceeds to use three discursive moves from the 

beginning: assessments, advice-giving, and requests for information. 

Over time, she uses advice-giving and requests for information less and 

less. The interaction therefore clearly shifts towards assessing the cli-

ents’ situation rather than focusing on the initial problems. Neverthe-

less, the counselor takes up idiosyncrasies in both interactions: she 

responds to Ellie’s request for advice by providing advice in the theme 

‘relationships’, which is a practice she usually abstains from. In Chris’ 

case, the counselor seems to employ assessments more frequently than 

in other threads. This might be a response to Chris’ elaborate use of 

assessments. Finally, the counselor ends the interaction in both threads 

by using assessments and one advice-giving move. These findings con-

firm the overall patterns that I presented in the previous sections. Nev-

ertheless, the close analysis of two threads has also revealed specific 

idiosyncrasies and that the counselor accommodates her use of 
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discursive moves for individual clients. In other words, the counselor 

demonstrates considerable recipient design that is based on a thorough 

understanding and awareness of the client’s situations, their conversa-

tional styles and her expertise in supporting clients.  

 

6.4 Sequence of Discursive Moves 
In this section, I aim to highlight how discursive moves are sequentially 

framed in the interaction. In other words, I analyze what type of discur-

sive move precedes and what type of discursive move follows a given 

discursive move. Due to the complexity of this type of analysis, I lim-

ited my investigation to the four most frequent discursive moves (prob-

lem statements, assessments, advice-giving, and requests for 

information) within the three most frequent themes (‘anxiety’, ‘rela-

tionships’, and ‘self-esteem’).  

Previous studies, such as Locher (2006) or Rudolf von Rohr 

(2018), also looked into the sequence of discursive moves. However, 

their analyses differ in specific ways from mine. Locher (2006), for ex-

ample, analyzed the sequence of discursive moves within specific units 

within question and response letters of the online advice column Lucy 

Answers. Locher took advantage of the fact that each paragraph seemed 

to mark a specific unit in the question and response letters. She pro-

ceeded to analyze the typical discursive moves that start and end a let-

ter, as well as the first and last discursive move within a unit. For her 

part, Rudolf von Rohr (2018) examined the sequence of discursive 

moves in forums that center around smoking cessation. She utilized the 
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fact that members of the forum write individual posts within a thread. 

She analyzed the initial and final discursive move in such posts.  

Such an analysis is not feasible in my case for two specific rea-

sons. First, Locher (2006) was interested in the activity of giving ad-

vice. In other words, she aimed to find patterns of how advice was 

solicited by the advice-seekers and how advice was provided by the 

team of advisors. Further, Rudolf von Rohr (2018) investigated persua-

sion in online sources about smoking cessation. She aimed to find out 

how messages were crafted to persuade smokers to quit smoking. My 

focus, however, lies on the collaboration between the clients and the 

counselor. In other words, I am interested not only in finding patterns 

within text passages by one writer, but especially also in how the col-

laboration occurs between two writers. For example, I am interested in 

whether a problem statement from a client is always followed by an 

advice-giving move from the counselor.  

Second, in both Locher’s (2006) and Rudolf von Rohr’s (2018) 

studies, easily traceable units of analysis were given due to the message 

format. Locher (2006) utilized the fact that each paragraph could be 

identified as a unit, whereas Rudolf von Rohr (2018) identified entire 

posts from forum members as one unit. The interactive nature of my 

data does not allow for an identification of such clearly established 

units. Instead, I identified the specific discursive moves that I aimed to 

investigate: advice-giving, assessments, problem statements, and re-

quests for information. These are the four most frequent discursive 

moves in my data. Due to their high frequency of occurrence, I limited 
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my analysis to the three most frequent themes: ‘anxiety’, ‘relation-

ships’, and ‘self-esteem’. I extracted each of these discursive moves 

through an NVivo matrix query and manually identified the discursive 

moves that framed the one under investigation. In other words, I sys-

tematically looked at each discursive move and checked which other 

discursive move preceded and which other discursive move followed 

it.  

This analysis was rather challenging for several reasons. I want 

to highlight four specific challenges here. First, the interactive and 

asynchronous nature of the counseling exchanges did not allow for a 

simple analysis of individual entries. Example (6.1) is an excerpt from 

Mel’s thread and includes text passages from entries 2 and 3. In this 

excerpt, the counselor suggests coping techniques so Mel can better 

deal with her anxiety. I have given each discursive move a number for 

ease of reference.  

(6.1) Counselor / Mel (Thread: Mel; Entry 2 / 3) 
1 <Counselor; Advice-giving: Say out loud now, a few 

times, ‘I’m feeling guilty. Advice-giving> 

2 <Counselor; Request for information: How do you 
feel right this second having said that? Request for in-
formation> 

3 <Mel; Problem statement: A bit guilty. Problem 
statement> 

4 <Counselor; Advice-giving: Now change the wording 
and a few times say ‘I notice that I’m feeling guilty. Ad-
vice-giving> 
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A look at the second and third discursive moves reveals the difficulty 

of investigating discursive moves from separate entries. For example, I 

wanted to establish which discursive move followed the second discur-

sive move, a request for information written by the counselor in entry 

2. It is followed by discursive move number four, an advice-giving 

move from the counselor in entry 2, while the third discursive move is 

written by Mel in entry 3. In other words, this third discursive move did 

not exist at the time the second discursive move was written. At the 

same time, I searched for the preceding move of the third discursive 

move, the problem statement written by Mel in entry 3. The preceding 

move is the second discursive move, the counselor’s request for infor-

mation from entry 2. In addition, I wanted to look at the discursive 

move that followed this third discursive move: there is no discursive 

move that follows the third move, because the fourth discursive move 

in the example was written in entry 2 and could therefore not have fol-

lowed Mel’s discursive move that was written in entry 3.  

 Second, thematic boundaries were not necessarily helpful, as two 

discursive moves from different themes can be linked. A theme like 

‘self-esteem’ could develop out of a different theme, such as ‘anxiety’. 

The last discursive move in the theme ‘self-esteem’ could be the pre-

ceding discursive move of the first discursive move in the theme ‘anx-

iety’. The (abridged) excerpt given in example (6.2) highlights such a 

case in Chris’ thread. As in the example above, I have given each dis-

cursive move a number for ease of reference. All discursive moves are 
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from the counselor and from entry 2. I have indicated at the beginning 

of each discursive move to which theme it belongs.   

(6.2) Counselor (Thread: Chris; Entry 2) 
1 <Depression; Assessment: I am aware that you 

have been dealing with your depression for many 
years […]. Assessment> 

2 <Depression; Advice-giving: To help you shift your 
thoughts at these times Chris, you might find it 
helpful to write a list of your achievements and the 
positive qualities that helped you gain these 
achievements.  This may feel difficult to do when 
you are used to being self-critical, and it is aimed 
at helping you to build up your self-esteem. Advice-
giving> 

3 <Self-esteem; Metacomment: Here’s the analogy I 
use to describe self-esteem; Metacomment> 

4 <Self-esteem; General information: We all have 
an internal garden, full of flowers, shrubs, trees, 
maybe a water feature and ornaments, grassy ar-
eas, hedges and weeds.  The flowers, trees, orna-
ments etc represent our positive qualities, achieve-
ments, happy memories, and things we like about 
ourselves. […]. General information> 

While the first and the second discursive moves are about Chris’ 

depression, the counselor shifts to the theme ‘self-esteem’ in the 

third discursive move. However, the third discursive move clearly 

follows the second discursive move. The counselor identified low 

self-esteem as a cause of Chris’ depression. This already occurs 

at the end of the second discursive move. In the third and fourth 

discursive move (and the subsequent text passages not shown in 
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the example), the counselor tries to help Chris increase his self-

esteem.  

 Third, a theme can in some cases be further divided into 

several sub-themes. This is especially challenging in the two 

threads that contain the counseling content in the body of the 

email. For example, Ellie talks about her troubling relationships 

with the counselor throughout the entire thread. In example (6.3) 

taken from entry 7, she talks about her family in the first para-

graph and about her friends in the second one. Both paragraphs 

are coded in the theme ‘relationships’, however, their content is 

not directly related.  
(6.3) Ellie (Thread: Ellie; Entry 7) 

1  <Relationships (family); Assessment: In my previ-
ous email I mentioned my frustrations at home, 
especially with regards to my failing relationship 
with my sister. Unfortunately we are still barely 
talking, however I liked using your suggestion of 
imagery and picturing people as animals. It 
helped me to put her personality into perspec-
tive and hopefully find ways around our issues in 
the future. Assessment> 

2  <Relationships (friends): Problem statement: 
With regards as to talking to my friends over the 
summer, very few of them know my situation at 
home and so I would not be comfortable to 
openly talk to them. As a person I find it difficult 
to trust people, especially something as per-
sonal as talking about my mum I find it particu-
larly hard to open up to others. Those that do 
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know about my home situation I haven't had 
chance yet to meet up with but am hoping to or-
ganise something over the coming week. Prob-
lem statement> 

The first discursive move is not followed by the second discursive 

move. Instead, the first discursive move is an answer to the counselor’s 

suggestion[s] of imagery and picturing people as animals from entry 

six (not shown here). The second discursive move is a response to the 

counselor’s question whether Ellie could confide in friends about her 

difficult situation at home (also from entry six and not shown in the 

example). Due to the fact that Anna and Ellie seldom copy-pasted the 

counselor’s previous entry into their responses, I had to carefully decide 

which input from the counselor the specific discursive move from the 

clients were related to.  

 Fourth, at times a discursive move was preceded (or followed) 

by a discursive move that was not in one of the three most frequent 

themes. In example (6.4), Mel talks about her perceived stress. The 

counselor acknowledges this, but moves towards the theme ‘self-es-

teem’ as the cause of Mel’s stress.  

(6.4) Mel / Counselor (Thread: Mel; Entry 1 / 2) 
1 <Mel; Stress; Problem statement: Work has also 

been stressful; we have had horrible deadlines that 
keep moving and I seem to be losing motivation 
because there is never enough time to do a good 
job and nobody seems to appreciate what we do 
manage to do. I work for a charity so there is little 
funding for training and I frequently feel that I am 
never quite knowledgeable enough for the job, al-
most like I’m bluffing my way through. I have also 
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been studying part time for about a year and a half 
and I enjoy what I’m researching but I don’t have 
enough time to dedicate to it (one day a week) so I 
feel I’m not doing a great job of that either! Prob-
lem statement> 

2 <Counselor; Stress; Assessment: I can feel the 
stress as I read your words Mel, so really totally under-
standable that you are struggling right now. Assess-
ment> 

3 <Counselor; Self-esteem; Assessment: I also get the 
sense of your low self-esteem again, in your doubts 
about your ability to be knowledgeable enough for your 
job. Assessment> 

After Mel’s initial problem statement (the first discursive move), the 

counselor acknowledges Mel’s difficulties in an assessment that fo-

cuses on ‘stress’ (the second discursive move). She then uses an assess-

ment to suggest that one of the causes of Mel’s stress is low self-esteem 

(the third discursive move). This assessment occurs in the theme ‘self-

esteem’. In other words, I analyzed this third discursive move to find a 

preceding (and following) discursive move. The preceding discursive 

move, which is the second discursive move in the example above, is an 

assessment. However, it is not in one of the three most frequent themes. 

Nevertheless, I counted this assessment as an occurrence of a preceding 

assessment anyway, because it is the discursive move that triggered the 

one that I examined (the third discursive move in the example).  

 These four were only some of the challenges that I faced when I 

analyzed the sequence of the discursive moves. To account for these 

and other challenges, I devised several checklists that consisted of sev-

eral tests to ensure that I followed the same procedure for each 
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discursive move. The interested reader can find these checklists in Ap-

pendix C. The rest of this section is used to present the results of my 

analysis of the sequence of discursive moves. The clients’ discursive 

moves are presented in Section 6.4.1 (problem statements) and Section 

6.4.2 (assessments). Section 6.4.3 discusses the counselor’s assess-

ments, while Section 6.4.4 contains the results of my analysis of the 

counselor’s advice-giving moves. Finally, I discuss the counselor’s re-

quests for information in Section 6.4.5.  

 

6.4.1 Problem Statements by the Clients 
The previous sections have revealed that only clients use problem state-

ments. I will first discuss the discursive moves that occur before prob-

lem statements and then proceed to discuss the discursive moves that 

occur after problem statements.  

 

Discursive Moves Occurring before Problem Statements 

While only clients use problem statements, the surrounding discursive 

moves can of course be written by either the client or the counselor. On 

the one hand, a client might write two problem statements in entry 1. 

The second problem statement is preceded by the first one. On the other 

hand, a client might respond to the counselor’s request for information 

with a problem statement. In this case, the discursive move that occurs 

before the client’s problem statement is a request for information by the 

counselor. Table 6.15 shows the results of this analysis for the discur-

sive moves that occur before the clients’ problem statements.  
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Table 6.15 Number of the four most frequent discursive moves before clients' prob-
lem statements in the three most frequent themes 

Theme ® 
 

Anxiety 
(n=19) 

 Relation-
ships 

(n=35) 

 Self-es-
teem 

(n=19) 
 
Interactant ® 
 
 
Discursive move ¯ Cl

ie
nt

s 

Co
un

se
lo

r 

 Cl
ie

nt
s  

Co
un

se
lo

r 

 Cl
ie

nt
s 

Co
un

se
lo

r 

Problem statement 5   12   4  
Assessment 6 1  7 2  2 2 
Advice        1 
Request for information  2   6   7 
Total 11 3   19 8  6 10 

 
The table should be read as follows: the top row shows the labels of the 

three most frequent themes. I only analyzed the problem statements that 

occur within these themes. Under each label for a theme, I have given 

the total number of problem statements that occur within this theme, 19 

in ‘anxiety’, 35 in ‘relationships’, and 19 in ‘self-esteem’. For each of 

these problem statements, I manually checked what the preceding dis-

cursive move was. The table focuses on the four most frequent discur-

sive moves; for ease of comprehension I did not add others. Each 

number within the table stands for the problem statements that occur in 

one of the three themes. Depending on which row the number occurs 

in, a different preceding discursive move occurred. I explain this in de-

tail for the theme ‘anxiety’: within this theme, 5 problem statements 

were preceded by a problem statement from the clients and 6 other 

problem statements were preceded by an assessment from the clients. 

In total, eleven problem statements in the theme ‘anxiety’ were 
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preceded by a discursive move from the clients. In the same theme, one 

problem statement was preceded by an assessment from the counselor 

and two further problem statements were preceded by a request for in-

formation by the counselor. In total, 3 problem statements within the 

theme ‘anxiety’ were preceded by a discursive move from the counse-

lor. In other words, 14 problem statements were preceded by one of the 

four most frequent discursive moves. As there are a total of 19 problem 

statements in the theme ‘anxiety’, five of these were either not preceded 

by one of the discursive moves that do not belong to the four most fre-

quent ones or do simply not have a preceding discursive move (see also 

below).  

The table shows that a problem statement is usually preceded by 

a client’s move in the themes ‘anxiety’ (n=11) and ‘relationships’ 

(n=19). These moves were either problem statements or assessments. 

In the theme ‘self-esteem’, the preceding discursive move of a problem 

statement is more frequently written by the counselor (n=10). Overall, 

the clients responded with a problem statement more frequently to a 

request for information than another discursive move from the counse-

lor. This occurs in all three themes: ‘anxiety’ (n=2), ‘relationships’ 

(n=6), and ‘self-esteem’ (n=7). Table 6.15 further reveals that clients 

rarely respond to an assessment by the counselor with a problem state-

ment. In addition, there was only one instance in which a problem state-

ment followed an advice-giving move by the counselor. Clients might 

feel that they cannot follow the counselor’s advice immediately with a 

problem statement as it might seem to disregard the advice given to 
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them. As I will show below, clients prefer to first assess the counselor’s 

advice before reiterating that the problem persists.  

Table 6.15 further reveals that several problem statements in 

each theme are either preceded by a discursive move other than the four 

most frequent ones or by none at all. This is, for example, visible in the 

theme ‘anxiety’: the total number of problem statements in ‘anxiety’ 

(n=19) is indicated under the label at the top of the table. The total num-

ber of preceding discursive moves that are one of the four most frequent 

ones is given in the bottom line: 11 by the clients and three by the coun-

selor. In total, the clients responded to one of the four most frequent 

discursive moves with a problem statement in the theme ‘anxiety’ in 14 

out of a total of 19 cases. In the remaining five cases, interactants could 

have used a different discursive move, such as a metacomment. Alter-

natively, the problem statement could have been written as the very first 

discursive move in the very first entry of a thread, meaning that there 

simply was no preceding move. These cases are not visible in the table 

since I focus on the four most frequent discursive moves for ease of 

reading. I will illustrate some of the salient sequences in the following 

discussion to show how these discursive moves can be linked.  

To begin with, Table 6.15 has revealed that sometimes a problem 

statement is preceded by another problem statement. This is especially 

the case in the theme ‘relationships’. The following example displays 

such an occurrence when Ellie talks about her problematic family dy-

namics:  
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(6.5)  Ellie (Thread: Ellie; Entry 1) 
<Problem statement: I am already feeling in-
creased pressure and stress even in such a short 
time of being at home. I have tried talking to my 
siblings and dad but have had very little re-
sponse. I don't want this situation to get any 
worse as I still have studying to do over the sum-
mer as I need to sit an exam I missed in January. 
I'm not sure whether to raise the issue again be-
cause I don't want my dad to think I am not will-
ing to help out and my sister calls me "selfish" 
and "ignorant" which upsets me. Problem state-
ment>  

<Problem statement: I'm not really sure what I 
should do because I don't like conflict and con-
frontation and I am worried that speaking about 
my feelings will cause exactly that. Problem 
statement> 

Ellie first describes the emotional ramifications of the conflictual situ-

ation at her home. In the second problem statement, Ellie talks about 

her dislike of conflict; this adds more information on why the conflict 

is especially difficult for her. Clients frequently use two problem state-

ments to describe several aspects of one problem in their lives. Locher 

(2006: 221) reported that advice-seekers on the online advice column 

frequently used questions before stating a problem, or even asked two 

questions at once. I argue that the use of two problem statements clearly 

distinguishes the interaction in email counseling from the online advice 

column. Clients in my data mostly refrain from asking questions, but 

instead narrate their troubles. I further argue that two consecutive prob-

lem statements are more likely to occur in online rather than face-to-
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face counseling. Danby et al. (2009) compared online and telephone 

counseling and showed that counselors routinely used at least minimal 

responses to signal active listening to the clients. In other words, such 

minimal responses would likely interrupt two problem statements in 

face-to-face (or telephone) counseling.  

 Secondly, clients also use problem statements to respond to their 

own assessment moves. This occurs especially often in the themes ‘anx-

iety’ and ‘relationships’. Example (6.6) shows Anna’s assessment of 

her unhelpful thinking patterns, which is then followed by a problem 

statement about specific messages she gives herself:  

(6.6)  Anna (Thread: Anna; Entry 5) 
<Assessment: Yeah, they almost always start with 
“what if”. From that page, I can see that I definitely 
tend to “predict the future” a lot, even if what I’m 
thinking is irrational, I convince myself that it’s 
going to happen. I do this a lot, with small every 
day things, like checking my emails. Assessment> 
<Problem statement: I’ll always assume that I’ve 
been sent some kind of email, telling me that I owe 
money (I don’t), or that I haven’t enrolled in uni 
properly and need to do my year again, silly things 
like that. […] Problem statement>  

In entry 4 (not shown in the example), the counselor asked Anna to 

describe her unhelpful thinking patterns. In Anna’s assessment shown 

in example (6.6), Anna evaluates her unhelpful thinking patterns and 

the frequency with which these thoughts occur. In the following prob-

lem statement, she describes specific problematic situations and their 

ramifications. A shift from observing and identifying unhelpful 
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thinking patterns (in the assessment) towards their negative conse-

quences (described in the problem statement) is visible.  

 Third, the clients also write problem statements after the counse-

lor has requested further information. Naturally, if the counselor wants 

to make sure that she has understood the clients correctly or needs fur-

ther information about a problematic issue, the clients can respond with 

a problem statement. In example (6.7), Mel responds with a problem 

statement after the counselor has asked metaphorically about Mel’s low 

self-esteem:  

(6.7)  Counselor / Mel (Thread: Mel; Entry 2 / 3) 
<Counselor; Request for information: I wonder 
what your garden looks like Mel? Request for infor-
mation> 

<Mel; Problem statement: Very weedy to be honest, 
with a few nice flowers though. Problem statement>   

The counselor compares self-esteem with an internal garden that con-

sists of nice flowers (positive qualities) and weeds (negative qualities) 

(not shown in the example). The counselor writes a request for infor-

mation to ask Mel about her internal garden. Mel answers this request 

for information by providing a problem statement in which she con-

firms that she suffers from low self-esteem, i.e., her garden has some 

nice flowers, but is generally very weedy (see Chapter 9 for more infor-

mation and a detailed analysis of the garden metaphor). Rudolf von 

Rohr (2018) mentions in her study that posters on one forum she ana-

lyzed used requests for information in final position of their posts to 

trigger further interaction. She did not indicate, however, whether such 
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requests were answered with problem statements (or in her case the dis-

cursive move “own experience”).  

 

Discursive Moves Occurring after Problem Statements 

Clear patterns also emerge for the discursive moves that follow problem 

statements (see Table 6.16).  
Table 6.16 Number of the four most frequent discursive moves after clients' problem 
statements in the three most frequent themes 

Theme ® 
 

Anxiety 
(n=19) 

 Relation-
ships 

(n=35) 

 Self-es-
teem 

(n=19) 
 
Interactant ® 
 
 
Discursive move ¯ Cl
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s 
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un

se
lo

r  
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s 
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se
lo

r 
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s  
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Problem statement 2   4   3  
Assessment 2 14  1 25  2 12 
Advice        1 
Request for information        1 
Total 4 14   5 25  5 14 

 
First, the majority of problem statements are responded to by the coun-

selor (‘anxiety’: n=14; ‘relationships’: n=25; ‘self-esteem’: n=14). 

Only two of these responses by the counselor are not assessments. In 

the theme ‘self-esteem’, one problem statement is followed by an ad-

vice-giving move and one problem statement is followed by a request 

for information from the counselor. In contrast, clients rarely follow up 

a problem statement with another move (‘anxiety’: n=4; ‘relationships’: 

n=5; ‘self-esteem’: n=5). In the rare cases in which they do, they use 

problem statements rather than assessments (‘anxiety’: 2 problem 
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statements and 2 assessments; ‘relationships’: 4 problem statements 

and 1 assessment; ‘self-esteem’: 3 problem statements and 2 assess-

ments). 

I illustrate some of the major patterns with examples. First, cli-

ents’ problem statements within the three most frequent themes are 

mostly followed by an assessment from the counselor. Chris, in exam-

ple (6.8), describes his anxiety in a problem statement. This is followed 

by an assessment from the counselor:  

(6.8)  Chris / Counselor (Thread: Chris; Entry 3 / 4) 
<Chris; Problem statement: It does, it’s almost as 
if I’m in control when I first think about it, then the 
more I analyse it, the more the control slips away 
from me. Problem statement>  

<Counselor; Assessment: That makes a lot of 
sense, coming back to ‘what you focus on gets 
bigger!. The more you focus on analyzing, and 
therefore thinking about the anxiety, the more 
it fills your attention. Assessment>  

Example (6.9) shows Mel’s description of different attitudes she and 

her boyfriend struggle with, written in a problem statement in entry 5. 

The counselor assesses this situation in her response in entry 6:  

(6.9)  Mel / Counselor (Thread: Mel; Entry 5 / 6) 
<Mel; Problem statement: We have different atti-
tudes to achievement in some ways – I’m quite 
driven but he puts things off, sometimes to the ex-
tent that he doesn’t get around to doing some-
thing that he wants or needs to do, and 
sometimes this causes tension. Problem state-
ment> <Counselor; Assessment: I can hear your 
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frustration, resentment and hurt Mel, and how 
hard you try to gain a balance with all the de-
mands on your time. You are clear in describing 
how many different things you are dealing with, 
alongside the financial responsibility as your 
boyfriend isn’t currently working. Assessment> 

In both cases, the clients employ a problem statement to describe their 

struggles. The counselor then evaluates, normalizes, and shows her un-

derstanding of these problems in assessments. Clients’ problem state-

ments are hardly every followed directly with advice-giving moves or 

with requests for information. The counselor first foregrounds her un-

derstanding of the clients’ problems through assessments. Locher 

(2006) demonstrated that the advisory team on Lucy Answers over-

whelmingly uses assessments as the very first discursive move of a re-

sponse letter. Locher (2006: 78) suggests that the team uses these 

assessments to “create a personal link at the very beginning” of the in-

teraction. In my data, in which the interaction is highly interactive, the 

counselor likely aims to demonstrate that she has read the clients’ input 

and that she has understood them and takes their concerns seriously.  

 

6.4.2 Assessments by the Clients 
As clients’ well-being improves, they start to increasingly assess their 

progress. I present the results of my examination of the preceding and 

following discursive moves of such client assessments.  
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Discursive Moves Occurring before Clients’ Assessments 

Table 6.17 shows which discursive moves precede the clients’ assess-

ments in the three most frequent themes.  
Table 6.17 Number of the four most frequent discursive moves before clients' assess-
ments in the three most frequent themes 

Theme ® 
 

Anxiety 
(n=49) 

 Relation-
ships 

(n=29) 

 Self-esteem 
(n=33) 

 
Interactant ® 
 
 
Discursive move ¯ Cl
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s 
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r  
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s  
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r 
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Problem statement 2   3   1  
Assessment 12 2  7 2  2 1 
Advice  6   1   5 
Request for information  14   11   18 
Total 14 22  10 14  3 24 

 
Clients’ assessments are preceded by discursive moves that are written 

by the client (‘anxiety’: n=14; ‘relationships’: n=10; ‘self-esteem’: n=3) 

and by discursive moves that the counselor posted (‘anxiety’: n=22; 

‘relationships’: n=14; ‘self-esteem’: n=24). Two cases occur only in-

frequently: a client’s assessment is rarely ever preceded by a client’s 

problem statement (‘anxiety’: n=2; ‘relationships’: n=3; ‘self-esteem’: 

n=1) and a client’s assessment is almost never preceded by an assess-

ment from the counselor (‘anxiety’: n=2; ‘relationships’: n=2; ‘self-es-

teem’: n=1). Within the theme ‘anxiety’, a client’s assessment is most 

often preceded by another assessment from the client (n=12) or by a 

request for information from the counselor (n=14). In the themes ‘rela-

tionships’ and ‘self-esteem’, clients’ assessments are most frequently 
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preceded by a request from the counselor (‘relationship’s: n=11; ‘self-

esteem’: n=18).  

I illustrate two of the more frequent patterns here. First, clients 

can report on their experiences with two assessments that immediately 

follow each other, but that are concerned with slightly different content. 

Example (6.10) is taken from Mel’s interaction with the counselor:  

(6.10)  Mel (Thread: Mel; Entry 7) 
<Assessment: I have tried this approach in the 
past but he suggested that I cut down on the 
things that I do! Assessment> <Assessment: I’ve 
suggested that we have a ‘date night’, one even-
ing a week where we definitely spend time do-
ing something nice. He was a bit resentful at 
first, thinking perhaps that it was a cliché, but 
grew to the idea. Assessment>  

In the first assessment, Mel evaluates a suggestion that the counselor 

made in a previous entry. In a second assessment, Mel reports back on 

how she used a different technique to overcome the problem she talks 

about. By comparison, in Rudolf von Rohr’s (2018) study of the use of 

assessments in the forums on smoking cessation, the posters in one fo-

rum use assessments in initial position in 37 percent of posts, and in 

final position in 22 percent of posts. In the second forum, posters use 

assessments in initial position in 28 percent and in final position in 24 

percent of posts. Most likely, some of these assessments occurred in the 

same posts, resembling the two assessments that follow each other in 

my data.  
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 Second, I have pointed out above that clients’ assessments are 

frequently preceded by a request for information from the counselor. 

This reveals that the counselor often succeeds in triggering a response. 

Then the clients can, for example, report on their self-reflection in as-

sessment moves. Example (6.11) shows how Taylor’s assessment in en-

try 11 was triggered by a request for information from the counselor in 

entry 10: 

(6.11)  Counselor / Taylor (Thread: Taylor; Entry 10 / 11) 
<Counselor; Request for information: What 
phrase or image might help you to stop for 
moment to think about different perspectives, 
before responding? Request for information> 

<Taylor; Assessment: It sounds a little callous but 
I try to think of all the embarrassing stuff they’ve 
done in the past and how I feel about it, and im 
pretty sure nothing my friends have said or done 
has ever mad eme think any less of them. Some-
times I get fixated on not hearing from them and 
I remember all the reasons they might have not 
to like me, but then when I do speak to them its 
fine again. Assessment>   

Taylor responds to the counselor’s inquiry about phrases or images with 

an assessment move that outlines what she thinks at those specific 

times. In example (6.12), Chris responds with an assessment to the 

counselor’s request about what image he uses to mentally destroy un-

helpful thinking patterns:  

(6.12)  Counselor / Chris (Thread: Chris; Entry 2 / 3) 
<Counselor; Request for information: What is your 
image Chris? Request for information> 
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<Chris; Assessment: This has also worked more 
than I expected it to. Instead of picturing the ques-
tions I ask myself, I picture the words ‘depression’ 
or ‘anxiety’ and think of destroying them. Assess-
ment>  

Examples (6.11) and (6.12) have shown how the clients assess their 

own behavior and provide the counselor with further input. In both 

cases, the trigger from the counselor (the request for information) ig-

nites the clients’ assessments.  

 

Discursive Moves Occurring after Clients’ Assessments 

In Table 6.18, all the occurrences for the discursive moves that follow 

clients’ assessments within the three most frequent themes are shown.  
Table 6.18 Number of the four most frequent discursive moves after clients' assess-
ments in the three most frequent themes 

Theme ® 
 

Anxiety 
(n=49) 

 Relation-
ships 

(n=29) 

 Self-esteem 
(n=33) 

 
Interactant ® 
 
 
Discursive move ¯ Cl

ie
nt

s 

Co
un

se
lo

r  

 Cl
ie

nt
s  

Co
un

se
lo

r  

 Cl
ie

nt
s  

Co
un

se
lo

r  

Problem statement 5   3   2  
Assessment 1 29  1 20  1 21 
Advice  1   3   3 
Request for information  2      2 
Total 6 32  4 23  3 26 

 
Clients’ assessments are almost exclusively followed by assessments 

from the counselor (‘anxiety’: n=29; ‘relationships’: n=20; ‘self-es-

teem’: n=21). This finding corroborates Locher’s (2006) report that the 
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advisory team on Lucy Answers frequently starts their responses with 

an assessment. Rudolf von Rohr (2018) also reports that assessments 

are overwhelmingly used in initial position in posts on the forums. It is 

noteworthy that clients’ assessments are rarely followed by advice-giv-

ing or request for information moves by the counselor. It seems that the 

counselor prefers to assess the clients’ own assessments before possibly 

adding further discursive moves. Giving advice immediately after the 

clients have assessed their situations might be taken as diminishing the 

client’s improvement. As a result, such a practice carries a potential 

threat to the clients’ face. This could also hinder the uptake of the ad-

vice the counselor gives (for more on this stepwise entry to advice, see 

Section 6.4.4 on advice-giving below). Some assessments from clients 

are followed by clients’ problem statements (I have already discussed 

this sequence in Section 6.4.1).  

 I elaborate on the sequence in which a client’s assessment is fol-

lowed by an assessment from the counselor in the following illustra-

tions. The first example is the continuation of example (6.12) above. 

Chris’ assessment is followed by an assessment from the counselor:   

(6.13)  Chris / Counselor (Thread: Chris; Entry 3 / 4) 
<Chris; Assessment: This has also worked more 
than I expected it to. Instead of picturing the ques-
tions I ask myself, I picture the words ‘depression’ 
or ‘anxiety’ and think of destroying them. Assess-
ment>  

<Counselor; Assessment: Yes, that’s another re-
ally effective way to use imagery. By destroy-
ing these thoughts you are saying to your 
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mind, that you are not going to listen to them. 
Assessment> 

Chris’ assessment of the coping technique is further assessed by the 

counselor. In this assessment, the counselor explains why the slight 

change Chris made to the technique has positive effects on his troubles. 

Example (6.14) is an excerpt of Anna’s thread. It illustrates how Anna’s 

assessment of a coping technique the counselor suggested in an earlier 

entry has helped her:  

(6.14)  Anna / Counselor (Thread: Anna; Entry 11 / 12) 
<Anna; Assessment: I’m still having my ups and 
downs, but again, I think that will improve over the 
summer as I get back into a routine. The thing that 
you suggested that helped the most was association 
– so in my case, watching films that I did as a kid, 
or listening to music that reminds me of last year. 
Assessment> 

<Counselor; Assessment: Yes, having a routine re-
ally helps, and I’m glad you have found some as-
sociations that are positive for you and helping. 
I find this strategy is so simple, yet amazing ef-
fective!! Assessment>  

The counselor reiterates Anna’s success by highlighting how effective 

the suggested coping technique is. Such affirmations help to encourage 

and praise the client’s improvement.  

The high frequency of cases in which a client’s assessment is 

followed by an assessment from the counselor confirms my interpreta-

tion that the counselor aims to respond to any input from the clients. 

This results in minimal assessments, such as a single emoticon:  
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(6.15)  Mel / Counselor (Thread: Mel; Entry 3 / 4) 
<Mel; Assessment: I’ve done the list and it does help 
focus on my positives. I do feel that I could write a list 
of negatives too but I’m trying to push those thoughts 
away! Assessment> 
<Counselor; Assessment: J Assessment>   

While minimal from a spatial point of view, the emoticon (Dresner and 

Herring 2010) carries out specific work: it signals that the counselor has 

read the client’s assessment and agrees with it. In addition, it signals 

positive alignment with the client’s assessment.   

 

6.4.3 Assessments by the Counselor 
Assessments are also used by the counselor. I have analyzed both the 

preceding and the following discursive moves of the counselor’s as-

sessments.  

 

Discursive Moves Occurring before the Counselor’s Assessments 

Discursive moves preceding a counselor’s assessment are more fre-

quently text passages from the clients rather than the counselor herself. 

However, Table 6.19 shows that the counselor prefaces some of her 

assessments with either advice-giving or request for information 

moves, with the latter occurring more prominently.  

 The counselor’s assessments are frequently preceded by a prob-

lem statement from clients (‘anxiety’: n=12; ‘relationships’: n=21; 

‘self-esteem’: n=14) or by an assessment from clients (‘anxiety’: n=31; 

‘relationships’: n=14; ‘self-esteem’: n=19). These numbers suggest at 
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first glance that the counselor responds more often to the clients’ as-

sessments than to their problem statements in the themes ‘anxiety’ and 

‘self-esteem’, while the opposite seems to be true for the theme ‘rela-

tionships’. However, I have highlighted above that clients use more as-

sessments than problem statements in the themes ‘anxiety’ and ‘self-

esteem’. In the theme ‘relationships’, they employ more problem state-

ments than assessments. In other words, the difference in the preceding 

moves of the counselor’s assessments occurs because the counselor re-

sponds to the clients’ differing input in those themes.  
Table 6.19 Number of the four most frequent discursive moves before the counselor's 
assessments in the three most frequent themes 

Theme ® 
 

Anxiety 
(n=61) 

 Relationships 
(n=64) 

 Self-esteem 
(n=52) 

 
Interactant ® 
 
 
Discursive move ¯ Cl
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Problem statement 12   21   14  
Assessment 31 3  14 5  19 2 
Advice  2   5   7 
Request for information  5   12   9 
Total 43 10  35 22  33 18 

 

The counselor’s assessments are seldomly preceded by other assess-

ments from the counselor. In some cases, assessments by the counselor 

are preceded by her own advice-giving moves. The most frequent dis-

cursive moves from the counselor that precede her own assessments are 

requests for information (‘anxiety’: n =5; ‘relationships’: n=12; ‘self-

esteem’: n=9). The counselor seems to evaluate or explain her requests 
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for information through the assessments that follow. I will illustrate 

three specific patterns that I found: (1) the counselor’s assessment is 

preceded by a problem statement from a client, (2) the counselor’s as-

sessment is preceded by an assessment from a client, and (3) the coun-

selor’s assessment is preceded by a request for information from the 

counselor.  

First, the counselor’s assessment in example (6.16) is preceded 

by a problem statement form Taylor: 

(6.16)  Taylor/ Counselor (Thread: Taylor; Entry 3 / 4) 
<Taylor; Problem statement: My boyfriend isn’t 
great with this stuff. Seeing him cheers me up I see 
him most weekends but when Im sad or having a 
bad day or crying, hes really not great to talk to. 
He say it brings him down, but he seems more an-
noyed. Not quite sure if hes annoyed cos he cant 
help or what. I don’t like bringing this kinda stuff 
up with him really, he takes it quite personally. 
Problem statement> 

<Counselor; Assessment: I can hear how you are 
understanding and aware that his annoyance 
maybe more with himself for not knowing how 
to help you Taylor, while it is natural that his 
reaction would lead you to fell that you need 
to hold back and not tell him fully how you are 
feeling. I get the sense, though I could be 
wrong that he also has difficult stuff he is deal-
ing with. Assessment>  

The counselor clearly evaluates Taylor’s problematic situation in the 

assessment and thereby demonstrates that she has understood Taylor.  
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Second, the counselor often responds to the clients’ assessments 

with her own assessments. This is illustrated in examples (6.17) and 

(6.18) for the theme ‘anxiety’ in Taylor’s thread and the theme ‘self-

esteem’ in Mel’s thread: 

(6.17)  Taylor / Counselor (Thread: Taylor; Entry 5 / 6) 
<Taylor; Assessment: I think the one that’s 
worked best so far is the ‘hello anxiety, nice 
to see you’ one and Ive changed it to be ‘hello 
grumpiness’ etc depending on the situation. 
They are helpful, though easy to forget about 
when you have a lot on your mind. Assess-
ment> 
<Counselor: Assessment: It’s good to hear that 
something is helping a little, and I appreciate that 
it takes time to change familiar patterns of think-
ing. Your pattern of thinking anxiously has been 
around for a while and will take time to change. 
Assessment>  

(6.18)  Mel/ Counselor (Thread: Mel; Entry 7 / 8) 
<Mel; Assessment: I’ve been adding to the list 
but I admit I don’t always manage to find three 
things each day! It does feel nice to think about 
achievements because it’s so easy to focus on 
the negative. 
<Counselor: Assessment: I can hear how this is 
helping you to shift your focus Mel, and gain a 
more balanced view of your day J Assessment>   
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In both cases, the counselor manages to let the clients know she under-

stands and cares about their input. This demonstrates that she takes the 

clients seriously and is tracking their progress.   

Third, the counselor’s assessments can also be preceded by her 

own requests for information. This type of sequence occurs most prom-

inently in the theme ‘relationships’. As the following example illus-

trates, a preceding request for information can be further explained 

through an assessment:  

(6.19)  Counselor (Thread: Taylor; Entry 8) 
<Request for information: I’m wondering about 
his view of you as childish Taylor, and whether this 
is a view shared by anyone else when you are ex-
pressing feelings of upset. Request for infor-
mation> <Assessment: I’m reminded how 
feedback from others says as much about them 
as us. What I mean is that their comments about 
us are based on their beliefs, values, upbringing 
and assumptions, which influences their inter-
pretation of what they observe about us. Assess-
ment>  

The counselor explains her request by elaborating on why she asked 

Taylor to think about the specific question.  

 

Discursive Moves Occurring after the Counselor’s Assessments  

The counselor’s assessments and the moves following them in the three 

most frequent themes are shown in Table 6.20.  
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Table 6.20 Number of the four most frequent discursive moves after the counselor's 
assessments in the three most frequent themes 

Theme ® 
 

Anxiety 
(n=61) 

 Relation-
ships 

(n=64) 

 Self-esteem 
(n=52) 

 
Interactant ® 
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Problem statement 1   4     
Assessment 1 2  2 6  2  
Advice  14   15   16 
Request for information  13   23   21 
Total 2 29  6 44  2 37 

 
Clients mainly abstain from responding directly to the counselor’s as-

sessments. In total, the clients respond to the counselor’s assessments 

in the theme ‘anxiety’ with two discursive moves (1 problem statement, 

1 assessment), in the theme ‘relationships’ with six discursive moves 

(4 problem statements, 2 assessments) and in the theme ‘self-esteem’ 

with two discursive moves (2 problem statements). As I have already 

shown in my discussion above, the counselor rarely writes two assess-

ments in a row. Instead, most of the counselor’s assessments are fol-

lowed by either advice-giving moves (‘anxiety’: n=14; ‘relationships’: 

n=15; ‘self-esteem’: n=16) or request for information moves (‘anxiety’: 

n=13; ‘relationships’: n=23; ‘self-esteem’: n=21). I will illustrate these 

last two patterns with some examples.  

To begin with, the counselor assesses the client’s situation and 

then proceeds to give advice in example (6.20):  
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(6.20)  Counselor (Thread: Ellie; Entry 6) 
<Assessment: I’m conscious that this is a really 
tough one Ellie, and that things seem pretty 
stuck right now. Assessment> <Advice-giving: It 
might be helpful to write down a list of bullet 
points of the things you want to say, as a way of 
getting the thoughts clear and deciding, when 
you are ready to talk, what are the important 
things to day. Advice-giving>  

The counselor’s acknowledgment that things seem pretty stuck aligns 

her with Ellie. This facilitates the uptake of the advice that immediately 

follows. Such stepwise entry into advice has been found by previous 

researchers as well (Locher 2006; Morrow 2012; Rudolf von Rohr 

2018). They have all demonstrated that advice-givers carefully craft 

their responses and mitigate the potential threat to the advice-seeker’s 

face. This is not just common in online health practices, but also in face-

to-face encounters (see e.g. Heritage and Sefi 1992). In the interview, 

the counselor confirmed that her initial assurance that she has under-

stood clients is intended to facilitate the uptake of advice:  
I think it’s really important to reflect back to the client so they 

know that you’ve heard them. I want them to know that I’m do-

ing my best to understand and to give them that voice that they 

never really had to say what’s on their mind. So giving the clients 

the space to talk about their troubles is really important, because 

then they’re more likely to be open to try something else after 

being heard. So showing them that I understood them is really 

important in helping the clients get to a place where they’re 
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gonna want to try that coping technique that I suggest. (Inter-

view) 

Clearly, the counselor is aware of the importance of a stepwise entry to 

advice, and my analysis reveals that she puts this awareness into prac-

tice in the exchanges.  

 Second, the counselor follows up her assessments with a request 

for information in the following examples from Anna’s and Mel’s 

threads:  

(6.21)  Counselor (Thread: Anna; Entry 6) 
<Assessment: I can hear a mix of anxiety and frus-
tration about your exams and hurt at how these 
girls treated you Anna, while it’s positive to hear 
that the panic attacks are less frequent. I’m 
guessing it took quite a bit of courage to ask 
them for help, only to be ignored. Assessment> 
<Request for information: I’m wondering what 
support your tutors could offer you around revis-
ing? Request for information>  

(6.22)  Counselor (Thread: Mel; Entry 8) 
<Assessment: I’m conscious of the change in your 
approach to this situation Taylor. I hear that it is 
a familiar, if infrequent situation, and this time 
you felt strong enough to make it clear that his 
behaviour and words are unacceptable. Assess-
ment> <Request for information: How did it feel 
to do this? Request for information>  

In Anna and Mel’s case, the counselor first assesses the clients’ situa-

tion and then asks them to introspect with her requests for information. 
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Examples (6.20) to (6.22) show how the counselor can use assessments 

to evaluate the problems the clients present. However, she also aims to 

align with the clients. This is important in the continuation of the inter-

action when she wants to further involve the clients in the interaction.  

I want to briefly highlight a pattern that I found especially fre-

quently when analyzing the discursive moves that follow the counse-

lor’s assessments. Table 6.20 has revealed that there are a total of 61 

assessments by the counselor in the theme ‘anxiety’. Only 31 (2 by the 

clients, 29 by the counselor) are responded to with a discursive move 

that is either a problem statement, an assessment, an advice-giving 

move, or a request for information. In other words, 30 assessments by 

the counselor are followed by one of the discursive moves that do not 

occur frequently, such as metacomments or general information. Alter-

natively, it might be that some of the counselor’s assessments are 

simply not responded to by either the clients or the counselor. A close 

analysis of the counselor’s assessments in the three most frequent 

themes has shown that the counselor’s assessments have not been re-

sponded to at all in 20 cases in the theme ‘anxiety’, in 9 cases in the 

theme ‘relationships’, and in 8 cases in the theme ‘self-esteem’ (these 

numbers are not shown in Table 6.20). The counselor does not comment 

on such silences in the exchanges and simply continues to respond to 

the clients’ input.  
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6.4.4 Advice-Giving by the Counselor 
Section 6.3 has revealed that only the counselor uses advice-giving 

moves. As with the previous discursive moves, I will highlight here 

which discursive moves precede and which discursive moves follow 

advice-giving moves written by the counselor.  

 

Discursive Moves Occurring before Advice-giving 

I have provided the number of occurrences of discursive moves that are 

employed before the counselor’s advice-giving moves in Table 6.21. 

Advice-giving moves are preceded by the clients’ input in only five 

cases: two assessments in the theme ‘relationships’, and one problem 

statement and two assessments in the theme ‘self-esteem’. Instead, 

many of the advice-giving moves are preceded by the counselor’s own 

discursive moves. Within the theme ‘anxiety’, the advice is preceded 

by assessments (n=18), other advice-giving moves (n=25) and requests 

for information (n=15). A similar pattern emerges in the theme ‘self-

esteem’: advice is preceded by assessments (n=15), previous advice-

giving moves (n=19) and requests for information (n=16). In the theme 

‘relationships’, advice-giving moves are less often preceded by other 

advice-giving moves (n=5), but more frequently by assessments (n=14) 

and requests for information (n=9). This possibly stems from the fact 

that advice-giving occurs less frequently in this theme overall. In gen-

eral, the counselor is determined to guide the client carefully to the ad-

vice given and precedes advice-giving moves with other discursive 

moves. As I have pointed out above, this finding is in accordance with 
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previous studies that have highlighted how advisors employ a “stepwise 

entry to advice” (Heritage and Sefi 1992: 377-379; Locher 2006: 111). 

Interestingly, the counselor realizes the mitigation of advice differently 

according to theme: in the themes ‘anxiety’ and ‘self-esteem’, she 

seems to be able to write several advice-giving moves in a row, while 

at times also preceding the advice with assessments and requests for 

information. In the theme ‘relationships’, however, the counselor uses 

mostly assessments to preface the advice that she gives. I will illustrate 

these differences in the following examples.  
Table 6.21 Number of the four most frequent discursive moves before the counselor's 
advice-giving in the three most frequent themes 

Theme ® 
 

Anxiety 
(n=76) 

 Relation-
ships 

(n=33) 

 Self-esteem 
(n=59) 

 
Interactant ® 
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Problem statement       1  
Assessment  18  2 14  2 15 
Advice  25   5   19 
Request for information  15   9   16 
Total  58  2 28  3 50 

 
In the themes ‘anxiety’ and ‘self-esteem’, the pattern that occurs most 

frequently is that one advice-giving move is preceded by another ad-

vice-giving move. For example, the counselor provides Taylor with ad-

vice on how to deal with anxiety. She suggests various coping tech-

niques. In example (6.23), two such coping techniques are provided in 

two advice-giving moves:  
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(6.23)  Counselor (Thread: Taylor; Entry 2) 
<Advice-giving: Another one to try is literally say-
ing ‘hello, anxiety, thank you for being here’. 
Again, a simple acceptance of its presence (the 
unwelcome wedding guest) without trying to get 
rid of it. Advice-giving> 
<Advice-giving: Or, repeat the word anxiety, out 
loud preferably, as fast as you can 100 times. Ad-
vice-giving> 

These are not the only two suggestions that the counselor makes at this 

stage of entry 2. Due to the fact that the counselor suggests various cop-

ing techniques and the fact that she encourages Taylor to find the right 

one for herself (not shown in the example), two consecutive advice-

giving moves do not threaten Taylor’s face. Locher (2006) also found 

this type of sequence in her study. It is in fact the combination that oc-

curs most frequently in the response letters by Lucy.  

In example (6.24), the counselor prefaces her advice by utilizing 

a request for information move in a text passage that is about low self-

esteem. The italics and the bold font were in the original. The counselor 

informed the clients in her introductory message that she would like 

them to respond to any text passage written in italics. The bold font 

means that the counselor wants to emphasize the specific sentence.   

(6.24)  Counselor (Thread: Taylor; Entry 4) 
<Request for information: What messages are 
you giving yourself? What common phrases 
do you use? E.g. ‘I should… I must… Why did 
I…. I’m no good’ etc. Request for information> 
<Advice-giving: Try and imagine that the 
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thought is in solid letters you can grab (carved 
out of stone, made of glass, wood, built of 
bricks etc), then imagine you are destroying 
those words (blowing them up, burning, 
smashing or shredding them). This gives 
your mind a powerful message that you 
are no longer listening to them. Advice-
giving>  

This excerpt is from a text block the counselor uses to help the clients 

fight low self-esteem (it occurs in this and slightly altered form in three 

threads: Chris’, Mel’s, and Taylor’s). By encouraging Taylor to think 

of specific messages that she is giving herself, the counselor tries to 

take Taylor’s specific situation into account. In addition, Taylor will 

find it easier to envision the next step of mentally destroying those mes-

sages if she has a clear picture in mind (for a more detailed analysis of 

this text block, see Chapter 9).  

Finally, example (6.25) shows how the counselor instructs Tay-

lor to remember some techniques that they previously discussed in the 

theme ‘anxiety’:  

(6.25)  Counselor (Thread: Taylor; Entry 8) 
<Request for information: I’m wondering what 
someone else might say if their dinner making had 
not turned out as they had expected? Request for 
information> <Advice-giving: Give me some ex-
amples of alternative viewpoints. J  Remember 
Taylor, we all have the ability to choose how re-
spond – so is this a screw up, or an opportunity 
to learn. After all, we learn by trying, making 
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mistakes and adapting! We are not computers 
who once programmed complete a task per-
fectly the first, and every time! J Humour often 
helps, to laugh at a mistake, giving your meal a 
funny new name for instance. Advice-giving>  

The counselor encourages Taylor to take on a different perspective 

when thinking of messing up dinner. She actively invites Taylor to 

switch perspectives in the request for information. Only then does the 

counselor remind Taylor that they have previously talked about such 

situations. The request for information mitigates the repetition of the 

advice that follows. This is highlighted even more through the smiley 

emoticon (Dresner and Herring 2010) that further mitigates the face-

threat by showing a positive stance.  

 In the theme ‘relationships’, the counselor prefers to preface an 

advice-giving move with an assessment or, to a lesser extent, with a 

request for information. Examples (6.26) and (6.27) illustrate how the 

counselor frames her advice with a preceding assessment move.  

(6.26)  Counselor (Thread: Mel; Entry 8) 
<Assessment: Your confusion is very normal Mel. 
No situation or relationship is black and white, 
and naturally there are lots of great things about 
your relationship to build on. And of course the 
thought of ending it after 7 plus years is very 
scary. You have a long term commitment and 
history together. Assessment> <Advice-giving: I 
guess the important thing is that you are clear this 
is not something you want to have repeated and 
that if you are both committed to working out 
how to deal with these situations differently, 



6 Distribution and Sequence 
 

 

380 

things will improve. It is natural that he wants to 
forget quickly, as he feels bad about what hap-
pened. However, as you know, forgetting means 
things can happen again. Which reminds me of a 
quote, ‘those who choose to forget history as 
doomed to repeat it’. Advice-giving>  

(6.27)  Counselor (Thread: Ellie; Entry 8) 
<Assessment: It is really good to hear how much 
more positive you sound Ellie. Assessment> <Ad-
vice-giving: Keep on doing what you have been 
doing, and see how you get on with the sugges-
tions I have made today. Advice-giving>  

In example (6.26), the counselor normalizes Mel’s situation and empa-

thizes with Mel in the assessment. She delivers the advice subsequently 

in mitigated form (e.g. no imperatives, the mitigating structure I guess, 

etc.). In example (6.27), the counselor praises Ellie’s positive attitude 

and progress. Her advice-giving move is intricately linked to the assess-

ment as she advises Ellie to keep on doing what you have been doing, 

which aims to facilitate further improvement.  

Last but not least, example (6.28) shows how the counselor uses 

a request for information before an advice-giving move in Ellie’s 

thread:  

(6.28)  Counselor (Thread: Ellie; Entry 6) 
<Request for information: If she was an animal 
what would she be? What animal are you? Your 
Mum and your Dad? Request for information> 
<Advice-giving: Think about the differences be-
tween these animals, what characteristics led 
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you to choose that particular animal for each of 
you. Advice-giving>  

By first introducing the question, the counselor involves the client in 

the specific task. She also aims to trigger a clear picture in Ellie. This 

facilitates the uptake of the subsequent advice that the counselor gives: 

the more concrete the image is that Ellie imagines, the easier it will be 

to apply the advice.  

 

Discursive Moves Occurring after Advice-giving 

Table 6.22 reveals that advice-giving moves are not frequently followed 

by clients’ responses either.  
Table 6.22 Number of the four most frequent discursive moves after the counselor's 
advice-giving in the three most frequent themes 

Theme ® 
 

Anxiety 
(n=76) 

 Relation-
ships 

(n=33) 

 Self-esteem 
(n=59) 

 
Interactant ® 
 
 
Discursive move ¯ Cl
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s 
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r  
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s  
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r  
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s  
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r  

Problem statement       1  
Assessment 7 4  1 4  5 4 
Advice  20   5   15 
Request for infor-
mation 

 17   9   17 

Total 7 41  1 18  6 36 
 
The clients respond to the counselor’s advice-giving moves only in 14 

cases (out of a total of 168 advice-giving moves in the themes ‘anxiety’, 

‘relationships’ and ‘self-esteem’). 13 of these moves written by clients 
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are assessments (‘anxiety’: n=7; ‘relationships’: n=1; ‘self-esteem’: 

n=5) and only one is a problem statement (in the theme ‘self-esteem’). 

It is telling that some of the counselor’s advice-giving moves are re-

sponded to by clients in the themes ‘anxiety’ and ‘self-esteem’. Within 

these two themes, the counselor uses pre-written text blocks that in-

clude various suggestions of coping techniques. It seems to be easier 

for clients to respond to a specific piece of advice in such cases than 

when the counselor gives advice in other contexts, such as in the theme 

‘relationships’.  

 The counselor, on the other hand, frequently employs an addi-

tional discursive move after an advice-giving move. Overall, the coun-

selor seems not to prefer adding an assessment after her advice. It seems 

reasonable to assume that the counselor does not feel the need to assess 

her own advice. Locher (2006: 83) found a similar dispreferrence for 

assessment moves to occur after advice, albeit not as marked as in my 

data. In the themes ‘anxiety’ and ‘self-esteem’, the counselor tends to 

alternate between adding a second advice-giving move or a request for 

information move after advice. Locher (2006: 84) found that the com-

bination of advice plus advice is the most frequent combination of dis-

cursive moves in the online advice column. I have elaborated above on 

the occurrences of two advice moves in a row.  

The counselor’s requests for information follow an advice-giving 

move quite often in all three themes: ‘anxiety’ (n=17), ‘relationships’ 

(n=9), and ‘self-esteem’ (n=17). I have shown above that an assessment 

or request for information move that is followed by an advice-giving 
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move signals a stepwise entry to advice. I argue that the sequence of an 

advice-giving move that is followed by a request for information also 

serves an interpersonal effect. On the one hand, it lays the responsibility 

of applying the advice in the hands of the clients. In other words, re-

questing clients to provide some information might make them feel 

more obligated to reply and therefore apply the advice. On the other 

hand, the clients are clearly invited to think along and feel like an active 

participant in the therapeutic alliance.  

Examples (6.29) and (6.30) illustrate these aspects in the themes 

‘anxiety’ and ‘self-esteem’ respectively:  

(6.29)  Counselor (Thread: Chris; Entry 2) 
<Advice-giving: Say out loud now, a few times, 
‘I’m feeling anxious’. Advice-giving> <Request for 
information: How do you feel right this second hav-
ing said that Chris? Request for information>  

(6.30)  Counselor (Thread: Mel; Entry 4) 
<Advice-giving: Yes, or another way that might 
help, is that when you feel low, to use an image 
that represents feeling strong, calm, happy and 
confident to focus on. Advice-giving> <Request 
for information: What might this Mel look like? 
What is she wearing, what is she doing, what ex-
pression does she have etc? Request for infor-
mation>  

In both cases, the counselor’s requests for information further illustrate 

the advice given and highlight specific aspects that clients should pay 

attention to. Both requests for information are written in italics. As I 

have previously mentioned, this means that the counselor would like 
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the clients to respond to this text passage. The italics and the interroga-

tive form foreground that the clients are invited to share answers and to 

participate actively in the interaction.  

 

6.4.5 Requests for Information by the Counselor 
As I have discussed the occurrence of requests for information as pre-

ceding or following moves extensively already, I will only briefly focus 

on the most important results of the analysis of discursive moves that 

are used to frame requests for information. Only the counselor uses re-

quests for information.  

 

Discursive Moves Occurring before Requests for Information 

The results for the discursive moves that occur before a request for in-

formation are presented in Table 6.23.  
Table 6.23 Number of the four most frequent discursive moves before the counselor's 
requests for information in the three most frequent themes 

Theme ® 
 

Anxiety 
(n=46) 

 Relation-
ships 

(n=46) 

 Self-esteem 
(n=49) 

 
Interactant ® 
 
 
Discursive move ¯ Cl
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s 
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r  
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s  
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Problem statement       2  
Assessment 1 15  1 25  2 19 
Advice  16   9   17 
Request for information  1   6   2 
Total 1 32  1 40  4 38 
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As with advice-giving moves, requests for information are rarely pre-

ceded by text passages written by the clients (‘anxiety’: n=1; ‘relation-

ships’: n=1; ‘self-esteem’: n=4). The most common occurrence is that 

requests for information are preceded by an assessment from the coun-

selor (‘anxiety’: n=15; ‘relationships’: n=25; ‘anxiety’: n=19) or an ad-

vice-giving move from the counselor (‘anxiety’: n=16; ‘relationships’: 

n=9; ‘self-esteem’: n=17). As I have illustrated such cases above, I will 

instead briefly look at instances in which the counselor employs two 

requests for information in a row. This mainly occurs in the theme ‘re-

lationships’ (n=6). 

Taylor and the counselor discuss her relationship troubles at 

length and the counselor poses requests for information quite fre-

quently. In the case shown in example (6.31), the counselor links two 

consecutive requests for information:  

(6.31)  Counselor (Thread: Taylor; Entry 6) 
<Request for information: I‘m also wondering how 
you think your boyfriend views your relationship?  
If he were to describe you, what do you think he 
would say? Request for information> 
<Request for information: You say that you’re 
quite demanding at times, so help me to under-
stand what you mean by that. Request for infor-
mation>  

While the two requests for information are of course related as they are 

both inquiring about problems Taylor faces with her boyfriend, they 

specifically address two separate points that Taylor has previously 

made. Therefore, they can be interpreted as being two distinct requests 
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for information. The fact that the counselor uses two requests in a row 

highlights the force and immediacy of the problem. In addition, as Tay-

lor uses a low rate of assessments, the counselor possibly uses two con-

secutive requests to facilitate Taylor’s self-reflection and participation 

in the interaction. Nevertheless, as Table 6.23 reveals, such occurrences 

are rather rare and do not seem feasible, as they might overwhelm the 

clients.  

 

Discursive Moves Occurring after Requests for Information 

Table 6.24 reveals the discursive moves that follow a request for infor-

mation that the counselor wrote.  
Table 6.24 Number of the four most frequent discursive moves after the counselor's 
requests for information in the three most frequent themes 

Theme ® 
 

Anxiety 
(n=46) 

 Relationships 
(n=46) 

 Self-es-
teem 

(n=49) 
 
Interactant ® 
 
 
Discursive move ¯ Cl

ie
nt

s 

Co
un

se
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r  

 Cl
ie

nt
s  

Co
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r  
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s  
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r  

Problem statement 3   6   9  
Assessment 11 2  9 13  17 5 
Advice  7   7   8 
Request for information  2   4   2 
Total 14 11  15 24  26 15 

 
Requests for information are answered by both the clients and the coun-

selor. The clients respond to requests for information in all three 

themes: in the theme ‘anxiety’, the clients respond with more assess-

ments (n=11) than with problem statements (n=3). In the theme 
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‘relationships’, the clients answer requests with a few problem state-

ments (n=6), but still use more assessments (n=9). Finally, the clients 

also use problem statements (n=9) and assessments (n=17) to respond 

to the counselor’s requests for information in the theme ‘self-esteem’. 

The counselor seems to succeed in triggering some responses from the 

clients through the use of requests for information.  

 The counselor follows up her own requests for information as 

well. This might seem counter-intuitive at first. But I have already pre-

sented some examples above in which the counselor employed such 

patterns (e.g. a request for information is followed by an assessment). 

Such patterns aim, for example, to provide the clients with possible an-

swers to the request for information and thereby mitigate the threat to 

the clients’ face. The clients do not need to come up with answers all 

on their own, instead they are already provided with some sample an-

swers in the counselor’s assessment. Alternatively, the assessments 

were used to explain specific aspects of the request. In addition, I have 

also highlighted how requests for information that precede an advice-

giving move can mitigate the threat of the advice and are reminiscent 

of a stepwise entry to advice.  

 I want to briefly address the fact that some of the requests for 

information are not answered with a discursive move at all. This occurs 

mostly in the theme ‘anxiety’, in which the counselor uses 46 requests 

for information in total. The clients respond to 14 of these, while the 

counselor follows up 11 of her requests with another one of the four 

most frequent discursive moves. That leaves 21 requests for 
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information moves in the theme ‘anxiety’ that are either not responded 

to or responded to with a less frequent discursive move. I briefly want 

to show an example and discuss its effects. Example (6.32) contains 

several request for information moves in the theme ‘anxiety’ that have 

not been answered by Taylor:  

(6.32)  Counselor (Thread: Taylor; Entry 6) 
<Advice-giving: Ok, let’s start with this.  Say out 
loud now, a few times, ‘I’m feeling anxious’. Ad-
vice-giving> <Request for information: How do 
you feel right this second having said that? Re-
quest for information> 
<Advice-giving: Now change the wording and a 
few times say ‘I notice that I’m feeling anxious’. 
Advice-giving> <Request for information: What 
difference do you notice? Request for infor-
mation>   

The counselor’s pattern of advice-giving moves that are followed by 

requests for information is not answered by Taylor in this example. The 

example is only a brief excerpt of a longer stretch of text by the coun-

selor in which such combinations of advice-giving and request for in-

formation moves are continuously used. Taylor does not respond to the 

majority of them. She responds at the end of the entire text block that 

the counselor wrote (and which contains a variety of coping techniques) 

by writing I shall try these! (not shown in the example). However, this 

does not provide the counselor with any information on how Taylor 

fared when she applied these techniques. Such unanswered requests are, 

of course, problematic for the counselor. There can be many reasons 
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why Taylor does not respond, and without gaining further information 

about Taylor’s silence, the counselor cannot be sure about any interpre-

tation. In later entries, the counselor tries to include some of the coping 

techniques she suggested again. Nevertheless, unanswered requests for 

information clearly pose a problem for the counselor (see also Chapter 

9).  

 

6.5 Summary 
In this chapter, I have analyzed the distribution of themes and discur-

sive moves and the sequence of the four most frequent discursive moves 

in the three most frequent themes. The results of the content analysis 

revealed that there are clear patterns with regards to the themes. To 

begin with, three themes are especially prevalent in the corpus: ‘anxi-

ety’, ‘relationships’, and ‘self-esteem’. To a lesser degree, the themes 

‘depression’ and ‘stress’ also occur frequently. Individual threads fo-

cused on a low number of themes. While not all threads included all of 

the most frequent themes, at least two of them were discussed in each 

thread. The analysis of themes revealed further that not only the clients 

but also the counselor can introduce a theme. Moreover, the interactants 

do not talk about themes consecutively. In other words, they do not talk 

about one theme in the first few entries and about another in the latter 

ones. Rather, they continuously talk about several themes that are often 

thematically interlinked. 

The distribution of discursive moves revealed that there is a clear 

preference for four specific discursive moves: problem statements, 
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assessments, advice-giving, and requests for information. However, 

their frequency differs according to theme. For example, the counselor 

uses advice-giving moves less often in the theme ‘relationships’ com-

pared to the other themes. On the other hand, she frequently employs 

requests for information when discussing relationship issues with cli-

ents. This specific theme might lend itself less to giving advice as it 

deals specifically with individual relationships the clients struggle with. 

Locher (2006) also found that giving advice was less prevalent in the 

topic ‘relationships’ in Lucy Answers. In comparison, the themes ‘anx-

iety’ and ‘self-esteem’ contain a large number of advice-giving moves 

written by the counselor. These moves are used in specific text blocks 

in which the counselor suggests several coping techniques the clients 

can try out.  

I have shown throughout Section 6.4 how email counseling dif-

fers from other online social practices. For example, the clients’ fre-

quent use of problem statements and the marked absence of requests 

for advice or questions from the clients clearly differentiates email 

counseling from Locher’s (2006) online advice column. In addition, the 

very high frequency of the counselor’s requests for information illus-

trates the highly interactive and collaborative bond the counselor tries 

to establish with the clients. This is clearly indicative of the work the 

counselor invests to negotiate the therapeutic alliance. Such work 

seems to be less present in Locher’s (2006) and Rudolf von Rohr’s 

(2018) analysis of other online health practices. Clearly, each online 
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health practice is negotiated through distinct patterns of use with re-

gards to discursive moves.  

Further, the interactants do not use the same patterns of discur-

sive moves in the beginning of the exchanges as they do towards the 

end. For example, clients employ more problem statements in early en-

tries and shift towards assessments throughout the process of counsel-

ing. This is a clear indication that clients employ these two discursive 

moves on a continuum, depending on whether they still feel in need of 

support or see themselves already as active self-helpers. This clearly 

deserves more attention, and I specifically look at such changes in 

Chapter 8. Further, while the counselor continues to use assessments, 

advice-giving moves, and requests for information throughout the en-

tire threads, there is a clear tendency that she uses fewer advice-giving 

moves the further the counseling process has advanced (see also Chap-

ter 10).  

 Finally, there are clear preferences of certain sequences of dis-

cursive moves. First, problem statements are repeatedly followed by 

further problem statements or assessments written by the clients them-

selves. Such a combination did not frequently occur in other practices 

(e.g. Locher 2006; Morrow 2012; Rudolf von Rohr 2018). The counse-

lor responds to almost all of the client’s problem statements with an 

assessment move. Clients’ assessments are also frequently followed by 

the counselor’s assessments. This highlights the fact that the counselor 

responds to the clients’ input whether the discursive move contains 

problem-oriented or evaluative input. An important characteristic of 
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email counseling is, in fact, that the counselor supports clients in deal-

ing with their troubles, but also in assessing and encouraging their im-

provement and healthier well-being overall.  

 Second, an important result concerns the framing of advice. Pre-

vious studies found a stepwise entry to advice in various contexts (Her-

itage and Sefi 1992; Locher 2006; Morrow 2012; Rudolf von Rohr 

2018). The results from my study confirm this practice. To start with, 

the counselor avoids giving advice directly after a text passage a client 

has written. Further, advice-giving moves are often preceded by an as-

sessment from the counselor. This resembles the stepwise entry found 

in previous studies (e.g. Locher 2006; Rudolf von Rohr 2018). In addi-

tion, the counselor often follows up her advice by requesting infor-

mation from the clients. I argue that this is a further step in facilitating 

the clients’ uptake of the advice given; they are asked to self-reflect and 

therefore assess the advice they have just been provided. Additionally, 

clients are positioned as active participants in the therapeutic alliance 

when they are invited to contribute to the ongoing discussion. As a re-

sult, the specific pattern surrounding advice-giving moves facilitates 

not only the uptake of advice, but also the collaborative work the coun-

selor and the clients carry out, all of which ultimately helps both inter-

actants to negotiate the therapeutic alliance.  

 Third, I want to highlight a specific occurrence that emerged in 

the data: that requests for information are not always responded to by 

the clients. The medium of email might facilitate such silences or re-

sistance. As a result, the counselor is left to interpret the lack of a 
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response to her request for information. While she can, of course, repeat 

the request, this might pose a potential threat to the clients’ face, as it 

explicitly points out that the clients did not respond to the requests in 

the first place. Stommel and te Molder (2015) found that the absence of 

advice acknowledgements in chat counseling resulted in counselors not 

being sure whether their advice was helpful to clients. So far, it has not 

become clear how the counselor deals with such silences in my data. 

Further investigation, including more empirical research, might help to 

give a clearer descriptive framework of what takes place in such cases.  

 These main findings provide a thorough description of how 

themes and discursive moves are distributed and sequentially organized 

throughout the email counseling exchanges in my corpus. At several 

stages, I have already outlined and hinted at interpersonal effects that 

the choice of specific patterns of discursive moves can have on the in-

teraction. The next chapter looks closely at the linguistic realizations of 

the four most frequent discursive moves. In addition, I also investigate 

the sub-functions of these four moves in more detail.  
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Chapter 7 The Linguistic Realization of the Four Most 
Frequent Discursive Moves 

7.1 Introduction and Methodology 
In the previous two chapters, I introduced the specific discursive moves 

that are used in email counseling (Chapter 5) and provided information 

concerning their distribution and the sequence in which they occur 

(Chapter 6). The present chapter considers how the four most frequently 

employed discursive moves – problem statements, assessments, advice-

giving moves, and requests for information – are linguistically realized.  

A close analysis of the linguistic realization of discursive moves 

can shed further light on how interpersonal effects are created within 

such moves. This is especially relevant and fruitful when comparing 

linguistic realizations of discursive moves with findings from research 

on other practices. Morrow’s (2006) study of problem and advice mes-

sages in a forum on depression, for example, revealed that posters fre-

quently employed the following lexical choices in advice-seeking as 

well as advice-giving messages: “use of first and second person per-

sonal pronouns … and the inclusive use of we” (ibid.: 538). Morrow 

(2006: 544) notes that this reflects a “high level of involvement.” 

Locher (2006: 88) reported that advice-giving moves could take the 

form of declaratives, imperatives, or interrogatives. She interprets the 

high number of declaratives as a “prefer[ence] to give options rather 

than directives” (ibid.: 108). Finally, Rudolf von Rohr (2018: 291) has 

highlighted how one discursive move can take on related but subtly dif-

ferent sub-functions. She found, for example, that the discursive move 
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assessment can be used to praise, reassure or normalize when used in a 

peer-to-peer forum on smoking cessation. All three studies revealed 

how linguistic choices condition the interpersonal effects of specific 

discursive moves or messages.  

This sentiment is echoed by the counselor when she points out 

where her interest in language comes from as a practitioner. During the 

interview, she explains how she carefully chooses her words. She de-

scribes situations in which she asks clients whether they have tried out 

a coping technique that she had previously suggested:  
I mince my words carefully because hopefully my intention will 

come across to clients. When I ask them whether they’ve tried 

out a technique I suggested, I try to phrase my question so it’s ok 

if they have or haven’t tried it out. My intention is they’re al-

lowed to say they haven’t. (Interview) 

That is, the counselor phrases her questions with specific intentions in 

mind. The interpersonal effect that she aims to achieve is to allow cli-

ents to answer either way without losing face. Further, the counselor 

pays special attention to particular phrases that clients might use to 

help her identify themes:  
I’m thinking of what I’m listening out for. Clients might say “Oh, 

I feel really guilty about this”. Or there might be something 

around the theme of guilt without clients explicitly saying it. 

Something around responsibility: “It was my fault.” I am looking 

for particular phrases to get to themes that are bothering clients. 

(Interview) 
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The attention to specific linguistic phrases or patterns is thus also of 

interest from a practitioner’s point of view. The aim of the present chap-

ter, then, is to find specific patterns used by interactants, on the one 

hand, and on the other, to look closely at the effects these patterns can 

have on the negotiation of the therapeutic alliance and whether they are 

used to construct specific identities.   

 Finally, as Table 7.1 below will show, the analysis of the linguis-

tic realization of discursive moves is the last step within the discursive 

moves analysis. I have already pointed out above how Morrow’s 

(2006), Locher’s (2006) and Rudolf von Rohr’s (2018) studies show 

that the choice of lexis and syntax can create interpersonal effects. The 

results of this chapter inform the later analysis of linguistic expressions 

in context when I look at relational work and positionings in detail. 

Therefore, this last step in the discursive moves analysis foreshadows 

the close examination of relational work and the construction of identi-

ties in the form and function analysis.  

As mentioned previously, out of the four most frequently used 

discursive moves, clients use problem statements and assessments, 

while the counselor uses assessments, advice-giving moves, and re-

quests for information. For each discursive move under examination, I 

systematically look at the following three research questions:  

• How is the specific discursive move syntactically realized?  

• How is the specific discursive move lexically realized?  

• Are there any functional sub-categories of the specific 

discursive move?  
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The first question aims to reveal the syntactic patterns of the exchanges 

to identify, for example, whether the counselor’s style resembles the 

non-directive style found in the health advice column Lucy Answers 

(Locher 2006). The lexical analysis intends to reveal a more fine-

grained picture of lemmata choices, such as personal pronoun use, 

which can reflect dialogic or conversational aspects of interaction (e.g. 

Biber et al. 2007; Morrow 2006), or verb usage, which can indicate 

personal reflection (e.g. Locher et al. 2015b). Finally, to gain greater 

insight into the interactional aspect of the four most frequently used 

discursive moves, a functional analysis will identify specific interper-

sonal effects that result from these moves.  

To answer these research questions, I have conducted several dif-

ferent types of analysis. Table 7.1 revisits the methodological steps of 

my study.  
Table 7.1 Methodological steps 1 to 3 revisited: Linguistic realization of discursive 
moves 

Type of Analysis Focus of Analysis 
Content analysis of 
themes 

Types 
Distribution  

Discursive moves 
analysis 

Types 
Distribution  
Sequence 
Linguistic realiza-
tion  

over-
all 

syntactic 

  lexical 
  functional sub-

categories 
Form and function 
analysis of linguistic 
expressions  

Relational work 
and positionings 
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In this chapter, I focus on the step that is highlighted in yellow. The first 

research question is answered through an exhaustive syntactic analysis. 

I have qualitatively coded all sentences in the exchanges in NVivo, 

which allows me to conduct a matrix coding query between the syntac-

tic coding and the discursive moves coding. Such a query reveals the 

number of occurrences of each type of syntax I coded (declarative, in-

terrogative and imperative) for each individual type of discursive move.  

Results for the second research question were found through 

word frequency analyses. These were conducted with the help of the 

program AntConc (Anthony 2016). NVivo allows for word frequency 

analysis as well. However, only stemmed words can be found (i.e., 

NVivo would not recognize the link between the past tense verb form 

‘went’ of the verb ‘go’). AntConc recognizes such links when a lem-

mata list is used that Anthony (2016) provides on his website. As my 

focus is on content words, I created a stop list to sort out function words 

from the word frequency lists. To help interpret the results from the 

word frequency analyses, I conducted collocation and cluster analyses 

of key lemmata; these revealed salient structural patterns. These collo-

cation and cluster analyses can also be conducted in AntConc.  

Third, I identified functional sub-categories of discursive moves. 

The functional analysis is entirely qualitative and provides a more fine-

grained investigation of the four most frequent discursive moves. How-

ever, their boundaries remain fuzzy, and the functions overlap regu-

larly. In a coding process, this would result in a large number of double 

codings, or a large number of discursive moves would need to be 
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categorized in an open category. Therefore, I have abstained from ex-

haustively coding the four most frequent discursive moves for sub-

functions. As a result, the sub-functions have not been tested for relia-

bility, nor have I calculated the number of occurrences for them. In-

stead, the results demonstrate the scope of functions rather than their 

numerical distribution. This still allows me to consider their interper-

sonal effect with respect to the therapeutic alliance. 

The following sections of this chapter are ordered according to 

interactants. Section 7.2 focuses on the clients’ realization of the dis-

cursive moves they frequently use. Section 7.2.1 looks at the syntactic 

and lexical realizations of problem statements, as well as their sub-func-

tions. Section 7.2.2 focuses on the clients’ use of assessments. The 

counselor’s most frequent discursive moves are discussed in Section 

7.3: assessments in Section 7.3.1, advice-giving in Section 7.3.2, and 

requests for information in Section 7.3.3. For all three, syntax, lexis and 

sub-functions are looked at in detail. Finally, Section 7.4 provides a 

summary of the results for both the clients’ and the counselor’s realiza-

tions of these discursive moves.  

 
7.2 Linguistic Realization of Discursive Moves Used by the 

Client 

7.2.1 Problem Statement 
Syntactic Realization 

The syntactic realization of problem statements appears to be very ho-

mogeneous. Table 7.2 reveals that clients overwhelmingly realize 
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problem statements as declaratives. In connection with the almost com-

plete absence of requests for advice in the corpus, this reflects that 

counseling does really focus on the activity of talking. 
Table 7.2 Percentages of syntactic realizations in clients' problem statements 
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Anna 100    100 53 
Ellie 97   3 100 34 
Chris 100    100 64 
Mel 99   1 100 153 
Taylor 95   5 100 110 

*The open category contains clauses which cannot be clearly identified as one of the 
three established sentence structures. For example, the counselor uses the structure 
Your choice, your control Ellie. This structure consisting of only noun phrases cannot 
be categorized into traditional sentence structures.   
**The number of sentences does not correspond to the overall number of discursive 
moves shown in previous tables as one discursive move can contain several sentences. 
 
This is not surprising and is supported by the counselor’s statement 

about what she perceives clients want to do in counseling exchanges:  
The general public see counseling as somewhere they go and 

talk. Quite often when I ask a client at the beginning of a session 

what are your best hopes, they will say: “I just want to be heard, 

to be able to off load, to talk.” (Interview) 

 
Lexical Realization 

A lexical analysis of all the words (n=10,603) occurring in problem 

statements revealed the twenty most frequent lemmata shown in Table 



7 The Linguistic Realization 
 

 

401 

7.3, including their rank, the frequency, and word forms (including 

number of occurrences) that were included in the specific lemma.  
Table 7.3 Word frequency in clients' problem statements (ordered by frequency; to-
kens: 7,721; types: 1,200) 

Rank Lemma Fre-
quency 

Lemma word form(s) 

1 I 758  
2 be 415 am (27), are (26), be (81), been (45), is (76), 

‘m (56), was (92), were (12)  
3 have 240 ‘d (22), had (49), has (33), have (94), having 

(15), ‘ve (27) 
4 my 211  
5 me 183  
6 ‘t 170 (designates negation) 
7 think 97 think (83), thinking (11), thinks (3) 
8 he 90  
9 feel 86 feel (68), feels (8), felt (10) 
10 do 85 did (9), do (56), does (6), doing (8), done (6) 
11 not 73  
12 like 72 like (68), liked (2), likes (1), liking (1) 
13 time 69 time (55), times (14) 
14 don’ 68 (designates negation) 
15 when 59  
16 friend 56 friend (12), friends (44) 
17 go 54 go (23), goes (2), going (21), gone (2), went 

(6) 
18 want 54 want (46), wanted (5), wanting (1), wants (2) 
19 get 51 get (34), gets (5), getting (8), got (3), gotten 

(1) 
20 very 50  

 
These lemmata can be grouped into specific categories: person refer-

ence (such as I, me, friend), verbs including their negation (such as be, 

think, get), lemmata hinting at causes and time (when, time), and a de-

gree modifier (very). To begin with, person reference focuses on the 

clients themselves and their relationships. Three of the five most 
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frequently used lemmata are references to the clients: nominative first 

person singular pronoun I, accusative first person singular pronoun me, 

and the possessive determiner my. This further supports the observation 

that the threads focus on the clients’ troubles and well-being, as well as 

their relationships with people in their vicinity (he and FRIEND16). 

Harvey (2013: 83) described a similar finding in his study on the Teen-

age Health Freak website, which delivers health information to adoles-

cents: a dominance of first person singular pronouns in both subject and 

object position. Table 7.3 reveals a notable absence of the second per-

son singular pronoun you, which occurs only four times overall in prob-

lem statements. Locher (2006: 233) reported a similar finding: advice-

seekers tended to avoid addressing Lucy (the fictional advice-giver) di-

rectly in questions and focused instead on themselves or on the issues 

at hand. Problem statements, then, are employed to talk about the cli-

ents’ problems instead of focusing on the interaction and the counse-

lor’s role as possible advice-giver.  

 Nine out of the twenty listed lemmata are verbs; these can be 

grouped into the categories of primary, activity, and mental verbs. The 

two activity verbs (GO and GET) frequently occur in interaction in gen-

eral (Biber et al. 2007: 367). The primary verbs BE, HAVE, and DO 

(which incidentally also occur in the frequency wordlist of Harvey’s 

(2013: 83) study) occur as primary auxiliaries, but also as main verbs. 

In their function as main verbs, they often “link the subject noun phrase 

 
16 I use italics to indicate a specific lemma word form and capitals to indicate 
a lemma.  
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with a subject predicative or obligatory adverbial”; demonstrate a “log-

ical relation” such as “physical possession”; “[link] a person to some 

abstract quality”; “[mark] causation” when clients use HAVE; or indi-

cate an “activity meaning” for the verb DO (Biber et al. 2007: 428-431). 

All three primary verbs (in their main functions) therefore call attention 

to clients’ qualities, experiences, and relations to people, objects and 

abstract concepts.  

The mental verbs (Biber et al. 2007: 362-363) can be grouped 

into two further categories. First, some mental verbs denote a “cogni-

tive state” (THINK and in certain cases FEEL). These verbs point to-

wards the clients’ more cognitive or reflective perspectives on their 

problems. The collocation I think can also be used as a mitigating ex-

pression. Secondly, FEEL, LIKE, and WANT are mental verbs con-

nected to “emotional or attitudinal states” (Biber et al. 2007: 363). 

Verbs of the attitudinal group occur more frequently than the cognitive 

verbs. This is not surprising: in problem statements, clients discuss is-

sues that are often connected to emotional turmoil.  

Morrow (2006: 539-540) has commented on how users in an 

online forum about depression describe their emotional well-being with 

constructions that include feel17. Morrow (2006: 539) particularly men-

tions how “mostly negative feelings” are described and elaborates on 

 
17 Morrow (2006: 539) talks about the “lexical item … feel.” I therefore use 
Morrow’s choice of italics to indicate discussion of his analysis of feel, rather 
than the capitalized lemma version I use. Nevertheless, Morrow discusses the 
lemma rather than the lexeme, which reflects the analysis of the lemma FEEL 
in the data for the present study.  
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the high frequency of such collocations of feel as “feel like, feel (as) if, 

and feel as though” (ibid.: 540). Similar right collocates occur within 

problem statements of the present study: FEEL+like (n=20) and 

FEEL+that (n=8). FEEL also collocates with a range of lemmata that 

mostly denote negative feelings, for example guilty (n=4), worse (n=2), 

sick (n=2), rejected (n=1), sad (n=1), and so on. According to Ochs and 

Capps (2001: 146-152), a wide range of negative emotions can be in-

dexed in personal narratives that are told in counseling. In fact, the fre-

quency of such collocations describing a specific emotional state 

appears rather low. But this is not surprising: clients’ emotions and their 

perceptions of such emotions are idiosyncratic, as are their linguistic 

choices to describe these different kinds of feelings.  

Further, three lemmata designate negation: ‘t, not, and don. The 

operator don is inserted due to negation in cases when a verb phrase 

does not contain an auxiliary verb. The negator not and its enclitic form 

‘t collocate most frequently on the left side with the first person singular 

pronoun. A cluster analysis (cluster size: three) of ‘t reveals that the 

three most frequent clusters are: I don’t (n=56), I can’t (n=13), and I 

didn’t (n=12). Similarly, the three most frequent clusters for not are: 

I’m not (n=8), I do not (n=5), and I would not (n=3). On the right side, 

frequent collocates for ‘t are the verbs want (n=27), think (n=11), and 

have (n=11). Not collocates most frequently with sure (n=5), want 

(n=3), and really (n=3). Negation is thus mostly centered around the 

clients themselves and around wishes or uncertainty.  
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Finally, the lemmata TIME and when as well as the modifier very 

also occur in the twenty most frequently used lemmata. As clients de-

scribe troubling experiences or situations, it is natural that lemmata de-

noting temporal or causal relations occur. This is especially the case in 

text passages that take the form of narratives, in which events are chron-

ologically narrated or relations between events and/or people are ex-

plained. These lemmata help the clients to coherently recount their 

troubles. The degree modifier very, used to boost adjectives, often col-

locates with negative emotion words such as the adjectives mentioned 

as collocates of FEEL above (for example depressed or sad). The fact 

that emotions are frequently emphasized with boosters such as very in-

dicates the intensity or immediacy of the emotional turmoil the clients 

go through.  

 
Functional Sub-Categories of Problem Statements 

Problem statements can be further divided into sub-categories depend-

ing on their function in the exchanges. Client responses have been re-

searched before. However, depending on the research questions in a 

given study, the differentiation of functions can also vary. For example, 

Bercelli et al. (2008a) mainly focus on whether clients agree or disagree 

with formulations the counselor puts forth, which implicitly fore-

grounds the counselor’s role in the interaction. In contrast, I focus on 

how the interactants use the collaboration to develop their relationship 

and construct identities. 
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 A closer look at the functions of problem statements serves to 

uncover the various positions clients construct through problem state-

ments. Due to the various identities clients position themselves in, this 

sub-categorization takes the collaborative aspect of the texts into ac-

count. For example, the counselor’s introduction of coping techniques 

opens the possibility for clients to respond. The following functions of 

problem statements are present in my corpus: (1) problem introduction; 

(2) problem confirmation (of a problem that was introduced by the 

counselor); (3) problem elaboration; and (4) problematizing an appli-

cation of a coping technique. The first three are closely related and can-

not always be easily distinguished, as their boundaries are rather fuzzy. 

The last function stands out more clearly with regards to how clients 

linguistically realize such problem statements. It is also more easily dis-

tinguishable from the other three functions as it always includes the ap-

plication of a specific coping technique. In the following pages, I will 

briefly explain each function and illustrate them with prototypical ex-

amples.   

 To begin with, clients use problem statements to introduce a 

problem. These are statements that are initiated by clients and present 

particular problematic issues that they struggle with. Example (7.1) il-

lustrates Anna’s introduction of her panic attacks:  

(7.1)  Anna (Thread: Anna; Entry 1) 
I’ve had what some would describe as panic 
attacks while I’ve been here and they’ve been 
more frequent in the past month. My heart 
races, my palms sweat, I can’t think at all, and 
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I start to cry, or I find myself unable to talk. 
This has happened in public and when I’m on 
my own.  

Anna introduces the problem by giving a mitigated self-diagnosis of 

panic attacks. She frequently uses first person pronouns, and her clear 

description of experiencing a panic attack shows how she reports on an 

issue that causes her distress. Further, when she mentions their in-

creased frequency, she explains why they are currently troubling her. 

Anna thus legitimizes her claim to be an authentic and informed advice-

seeker.  

The second function of problem statements is to confirm a prob-

lem that the counselor has recognized and verbalized. While these prob-

lem statements can appear similar to the previous function with regards 

to the emotional descriptions that they contain, one specific character-

istic is that they often include an effort to agree with the counselor’s 

interpretation. In (7.2), Taylor uses two consecutive problem statements 

(each paragraph counts as one problem statement) to confirm the coun-

selor’s interpretation that she suffers from low self-esteem:   

(7.2)  Taylor (Thread: Taylor; Entry 3) 
Yes that’s very true, I usually am very hard 
working, and I don’t feel like this is being re-
flected in the work that Ive done, which In 
turn makes me feel worse, like a vicous cycle 
really. 
I probably don’t have the best self esteem, 
and Im certainly lacking in confidence 
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Taylor first emphatically signals her agreement. After going on to give 

insight into what she specifically struggles with, her second problem 

statement mentions that she does not have the best self esteem and 

lack[s] … confidence. Both problem statements contain several boost-

ers (very, really, the best, certainly) to foreground the emotional impact 

of the lack of self-esteem on Taylor. Taylor repeats the terms self-es-

teem and confidence which the counselor introduced in entry 2 (not 

shown in the example). Clearly, then, Taylor does not introduce a 

‘new’ problem, but rather confirms the counselor’s suspicion that Tay-

lor lacks self-esteem and confidence.  

 Third, problem statements can be employed to elaborate on and 

further explain a previously introduced problem. The counselor can ask 

the clients to elaborate on specific problems or to give examples, or 

clients can give updates or elaborate on persistent troubles of their own 

accord. Example (7.3) shows how Ellie elaborates on her problematic 

relationship with her sister.  

(7.3)  Ellie (Thread: Ellie; Entry 5) 
 I think that my sister is jealous of me in 
some ways because she is older than me and 
I am away from home living a separate life 
when at Uni whereas she is still at home 
even though she is the eldest.  She never at-
tended Uni and I feel that some of the com-
ments she makes to me are to purposely 
upset me and make me feel guilty. 

Ellie first explains further why she thinks that her sister is jealous of 

her and then elaborates on her emotional reaction to comments from her 
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sister. Here, Ellie clearly uses I think and I feel that as reflective mark-

ers. Additionally, she employs the primary verb BE to establish specific 

relations between people and several emotional descriptors. There is no 

introductory statement such as the one found in example (7.1); nor is 

there explicit agreement with the counselor, as was present in example 

(7.2). In response to example (7.3), the counselor reformulates the re-

lationship issue as tensions between you and your sister and positively 

evaluates Ellie’s understanding of her own situation (not shown in the 

example above). Ellie’s elaboration of her troubling relationship helped 

the counselor to understand Ellie’s situation better.  

 Fourth, the introduction of coping techniques by the counselor 

allows clients to report on how they applied those techniques. Applica-

tions of coping techniques can have a positive or negative outcome. 

Negative outcomes are often described in additional problem state-

ments. Even though a negative report about a coping technique is also 

a kind of assessment of the technique, the problematic concern usually 

outweighs the evaluative component of the statement. In example (7.4), 

Chris reports on how he copes with anxious thoughts:  

(7.4)  Chris (Thread: Chris; Entry 5) 
To be honest, even when I do manage to 
step back, I’m still experiencing the anx-
ious thoughts to some degree. Some days 
they are manageable, some days they are 
still almost unbearable.  

Chris implicitly reports that he applied the coping technique that aimed 

to help him step back from anxious thoughts. He explains how he has 
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not been entirely successful. His emotional description of these 

thoughts as almost unbearable clearly indicates the persistence of the 

problem. Similarly, example (7.5) finds Mel discussing her application 

of a coping technique:  

(7.5)  Mel (Thread: Mel; Entry 3) 
I’ve written some of them below but I’m finding it 
hard to isolate all of them into individual memories 
– they flood my head so quickly and, while I’m sit-
ting here being objective, it’s hard to be certain 
which are the worst. 

Mel explains how she felt in the moment of the application (I’m finding 

it hard, it’s hard to be certain) and points out why the application did 

not work for her (they flood my head). Both examples reveal that the 

problem persists, even as Mel specifically elaborates on what she has 

trouble with. Both types of responses are highly relevant for the coun-

selor to suggest further ways to overcome the specific issues and help 

clients to improve their mental health. All four functions allow clients 

to state their problems and to seek the counselor’s support; that is, the 

clients position themselves as advice-seekers and the counselor as ad-

vice-giver. In problem statements that report on the application of cop-

ing techniques, clients also position themselves as appliers of coping 

techniques, even when their attempts have been unsuccessful.  

 

7.2.2 Assessment 
Syntactic Realization 

The syntactic realization of clients’ assessments is similar to how cli-

ents realize problem statements.  
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Table 7.4 Percentages of syntactic realizations in clients' assessments 
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Anna 100    100 41 
Ellie 98   2 100 41 
Chris 92   8 100 100 
Mel 98   2 100 100 
Taylor 95   5 100 37 

 

Table 7.4 shows that clients mainly use declaratives within assess-

ments. This is not surprising as evaluations cannot readily be accom-

plished in imperative or interrogative form.  

 
Lexical Realization 

Table 7.5 reveals the results of the word frequency analysis of all words 

(n=6,911) within assessments written by the clients. The twenty lem-

mata shown can be summarized into specific groups: person reference, 

verbs including their negation, lemmata indexing time and future (time, 

will), and more as a quantifier or comparative degree adverb. These are 

roughly the same groups that I identified in the discursive move prob-

lem statement as well (see the previous section). However, the clients 

do not always use the same lemmata in the mentioned groups.  
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Table 7.5 Word frequency in clients' assessments (ordered by frequency; tokens: 
4,988; types: 970) 

Rank Lemma Fre-
quency 

Lemma word form(s) 

1 I 486  
2 be 251 am (18), are (25), be (42), been (32), is (47), 

‘m (53), was (27), were (7) 
3 have 180 ‘d (9), had (25), has (32), have (74), having 

(9), ‘ve (31) 
4 my 131  
5 me 88  
6 think 85 think (76), thinking (9) 
7 ‘t 76 (designates negation) 
8 do 58 did (4), do (32), does (9), doing (9), done (4) 
9 will 48 ‘ll (17), will (31) 
10 time 46 time (40), times (6) 
11 feel 45 feel (38), feels (2), felt (5) 
12 help 45 help (30), helped (9), helps (6) 
13 not 42  
14 ‘s 42 (designates is or possessive) 
15 get 38 get (29), gets (2), getting (6), got (1) 
16 more 37  
17 go 35 go (23), going (12) 
18 thing 33 thing (6), things (27) 
19 try 33 tried (5), try (18), trying (10) 
20 them 32  

 
To begin with, four personal pronouns are among the twenty most fre-

quently used lemmata in the clients’ assessments: first person singular 

nominative (I), accusative (me) and possessive (my), and third person 

plural accusative (them). The first person singular pronouns can be ex-

plained by the continued focus on the client’s well-being. On the one 

hand, the third person plural pronoun denotes friends, family members 

or significant others. The use of the pronoun instead of a proper noun 

or a name, for example, indexes familiarity. On the other hand, them 
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can also refer to coping techniques. Finally, I discussed the absence of 

the second person pronoun you in the discursive move problem state-

ment. Despite the fact that you does not appear in the twenty most fre-

quently used lemmata in the clients’ assessments either, the 31 

occurrences within 6,911 words in clients’ assessments are significantly 

more frequent than the 4 occurrences in the 10,603 words in clients’ 

problem statements. This increase of second person pronouns indicates 

a shift towards a more collaborative interaction between the clients and 

the counselor as the exchanges progress (clients’ assessments tend to 

be more commonly used in later entries). Harvey18 (2013: 86) also 

pointed out that despite the “overwhelmingly self-oriented” nature of 

adolescent health communication in the practice he observed, person 

reference is “not simply monologic.” The clients’ shift in personal pro-

nouns, despite its subtle nature, displays a more collaborative interac-

tion in the later stages of the counseling process when assessments are 

used more often.  

Further, the verbs listed in Table 7.5 can be categorized into spe-

cific groups: primary, activity, mental, and facilitating verbs. The three 

primary verbs (BE, HAVE, and DO) occur in the twenty most frequent 

lemmata with both the discursive moves problem statement and clients’ 

assessments. Their occurrence reflects the focus on clients’ attributes 

and experiences. In the group of the activity verbs, the two common 

 
18 Harvey (2013) does not distinguish the advice-seeker’s and the advice-
giver’s lexical choices. However, comparisons can illustrate tendencies that 
occur in the choices of either groups.  
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activity verbs that are present in problem statements (GET and GO) 

also frequently occur in clients’ assessments. In assessments, clients 

also frequently use the activity verb TRY (n=33). The most frequent 

collocate on the left of TRY is I (n=26), whereas the most frequent col-

locate on the right is the preposition to (n=16). These collocates posi-

tion the clients as agents for both the verb TRY as well as the post-

predicate infinitive clauses that can follow. TRY further highlights the 

clients’ attitudes towards active participation to achieve better well-be-

ing, especially in the application of coping techniques.  

The two mental verbs that occur in Table 7.5 are THINK and 

FEEL. These occur frequently in problem statements as well. In con-

trast to problem statements, the two attitudinal cognitive verbs LIKE 

and WANT do not occur in the twenty most frequently occurring lem-

mata in assessments written by clients (where they occupy frequency 

ranks 28 and 104 respectively). That is, there is a shift from attitudinal 

to cognitive mental verbs. This might indicate that clients move to a 

more rational approach to their problems. Locher et al. (2015b: 150) 

note that feel and felt are also indicative of the genre of reflective writ-

ing. In the present study, the collocations FEEL+that and FEEL+like 

occur frequently and might indicate clients’ self-reflection.  

Furthermore, adjective collocates with FEEL change in stance: 

most adjectives collocating with FEEL in problem statements denote 

negative emotional states, whereas adjectives that collocate with FEEL 

in clients’ assessments shift towards a more diversified emotional range 

that also includes positive emotions, such as better (n=2), comfortable 
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(n=2), calmer (n=1), and empowering (n=1). This diversified expres-

sion of emotions is also noticed by the counselor. In the interview, she 

remarks that at the beginning of counseling clients often tend to mostly 

notice negative aspects of their experiences, whereas with time, they 

begin to notice the positive aspects as well: 
There is a movement. It’s as if a person has been kind of looking 

at this one view which might be quite unpleasant, this mountain 

of rubbish and they’ve been looking at that for so long, that’s just 

the world to them. And you’re there trying to kind of point out, 

if you look over there, there’s some beautiful hills and trees and 

sunshine and it’s beautiful over there. They might glance over 

and over time they start to turn their body. There’s a period where 

they’re kind of looking both ways and eventually they’ll start 

looking less to the negative and will go more in the positive di-

rection. (Interview) 

In a metaphorical way, the counselor describes the gradual process of 

how clients move from a negative towards a more balanced perspective 

of their emotions and experiences.  

Additionally, clients introduce a verb of facilitation (Biber et al. 

2007: 363) in their most frequently used lemmata: HELP. It is used 45 

times in clients’ assessments. The most frequent collocation is 

HELP+me (n=12) and positions the client as the recipient of help. It is 

striking that clients do not explicitly seek support or help, yet they nev-

ertheless reference the helpfulness of the counselor’s input in their as-

sessments. HELP occurs as a noun nine times and as a verb 36 times. 
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While the grammatical category differs, the noun help still refers to the 

activity of the counselor in providing supportive input to the clients.  

Moreover, the lemmata TIME (rank 10 in Table 7.5) and WILL 

(rank 9 in Table 7.5) also occur in clients’ assessments. Despite the fact 

that the lemma TIME is used in problem statements as well, its context 

tends to differ in clients’ assessments: whereas TIME was predomi-

nantly used to point towards past events in problem statements, it is 

contextually more connected to the present in assessments, such as in 

the expression this time (n=5) and more time (n=4). The auxiliary verb 

will left-collocates most often with I (n=27) and it (n=8). WILL is often 

“used to mark logical (extrinsic) prediction as well as person volition 

and prediction of one’s own future actions” (Biber et al. 2007: 496). A 

cluster analysis of right-collocates (cluster size: three) reveals 37 clus-

ter types for the 48 cluster tokens. The lemmata of clusters appearing 

more than once are TRY, BE, TAKE, ENABLE, and IMPROVE. These 

five lemmata reflect a positive stance and are often used to express an 

intention or prediction with a positive result.  

Last but not least, the frequent use of the quantifier or compara-

tive adverb more (rank 16 in Table 7.5) in clients’ assessments reflects 

a positive change in clients’ perspectives. Instead of boosting mostly 

negative emotional adjectives as in problem statements, more is fre-

quently used in clients’ assessments to compare current perceptions or 

interpretations with previous ones. The collocations of more also indi-

cate that the present is an improvement compared to the past (more con-

fidence, more optimistic, more supportive, or more manageable). Thus, 
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clients’ assessments are used to reflect the clients’ progress and indicate 

their improved well-being. 

 

Functional Sub-Categories of Client Assessments 

Client’s assessments can be further categorized as performing three 

functions: clients employ them to evaluate (1) the counselor’s formula-

tions; (2) their applications of coping techniques; and (3) their well-

being (specific issues or overall). The last function, especially, can be 

sub-categorized according to whether the counselor specifically elicited 

such an assessment from clients.  

 First, clients evaluate the counselor’s formulations with the help 

of assessments. The counselor regularly produces a formulation of the 

clients’ problem statements. In Chapter 2, I have given Antaki’s (2008: 

26) definition of such formulations: “the practice of proposing a version 

of events which (apparently) follows directly from the other person’s 

own account, but introduces a transformation.” In other words, the 

counselor (re-)formulates what the clients previously wrote (see Sec-

tion 7.3.1 for a more detailed discussion of such formulations in my 

corpus). Clients can assess these formulations as accurate or inaccurate. 

In the following two examples, Mel and Chris agree with the counse-

lor’s input (not shown in the examples):  

(7.6)  Mel (Thread: Mel; Entry 5) 
Yes, that sounds like me! 
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(7.7)  Chris (Thread: Chris; Entry 3) 
You’re so right, and I’ve focussed on this re-
cently and managed to get some control over 
it. 

In both cases, the clients make an apparent effort to agree with the 

counselor’s formulation (yes and you’re so right) and tell the counselor 

why they agree. The agreement shown by both clients is relevant for 

two reasons: first, it signals that the counselor understands the clients. 

Secondly, the clients experience being understood as positive, indexed 

for example with the exclamation mark and the stance adverbial so 

right. Antaki (2008: 42) points out that formulations are used to “pro-

mot[e] the sense that [the counselor] has listened to the [client] and has 

extracted something that they themselves might have said.” Antaki 

(2008: 32) argues (as do others) that a formulation “projects an agree-

ment, which the speaker has actively to provide [or] combat in the next 

turn.” In other words, the clients are encouraged to agree or disagree 

with the counselor’s formulations. Both clients do this in the examples 

shown above: Mel agrees that the counselor’s descriptions of avoiding 

experiences in order to stay in control sound like her. Chris adds further 

that he is trying to get some control over his constant over-analyzing. 

Such assessments from clients help the counselor to understand the sig-

naled agreement and facilitate further input.  

 The second function of clients’ assessments is to evaluate a cop-

ing technique the counselor has suggested. As with problem statements 

that address unsuccessful applications of coping techniques, clients can 

evaluate such techniques positively in assessments. The clients 
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foreground how the coping technique has helped them in these cases. 

In example (7.8), Anna illustrates how associations of British TV in-

duce positive feelings in her:  

(7.8)  Anna (Thread: Anna; Entry 5) 
This definitely helps! I've been catching up on 
british tv when I feel like I want to go home, I 
find that this helps me feel better. Even watch-
ing BBC news makes me feel a bit calmer. 
Maybe it's because I associate it with being at 
home and feeling safe. 

Anna, who is homesick while on placement abroad, recounts how 

watching TV programs that remind her of home help her feel a bit 

calmer and safe. Anna even explicitly points out at the beginning of the 

assessment that the technique of utilizing positive associations defi-

nitely helps. Anna’s repeated use of the facilitative verb help and the 

attitudinal verb feel, in collocation with the stance markers better, 

calmer, and safe, indicate the positive evaluation of the technique. She 

further legitimizes her claim of progress by offering an explanation of 

why the technique helps. However, Anna also demonstrates that the 

counselor is not necessarily positioned as the source of the help. Rather, 

the technique itself is what has helped her.  

The example illustrates how assessments of coping techniques 

differ from problem statements in which they are deemed unhelpful or 

not helpful enough yet. Such evaluations make it possible for the coun-

selor to subsequently intervene in more appropriate ways. The clear in-

dication that advice was followed, however, distinguishes the data of 

my study from the data of other studies. For example, in Morrow (2006: 
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545), interactants do not evaluate advice or acknowledge that they have 

applied it. The clearly assigned roles in counseling might facilitate or 

even promote such evaluations and acknowledgements. 

 Finally, clients also frequently employ assessments to report on 

improvement of particular issues or on a sense of improved well-being 

overall. These assessments are highly relevant to the progression of the 

counseling. This is because such assessments made by clients show that 

they are recognizing their improved well-being. The counselor ad-

dresses this in the interview:  
If they just do a general “Oh I’ve improved”, I’ll ask them to tell 

me how, what they’ve noticed, what’s different, how they’ve no-

ticed, because that’s cement then. If they’re seeing it, they’re 

writing it and see it written down, it’s gonna cement it for them. 

(Interview) 

As indicated in the counselor’s statement, clients’ assessments can be 

elicited by the counselor. Example (7.9) illustrates a case in which the 

counselor explicitly elicits an assessment about Taylor’s well-being to-

wards the end of Taylor’s thread. She specifically asks Taylor to rate 

her well-being from 0 to 10. In other words, she uses a scaling question 

that is typical of solution-focused therapy (DeShazer and Berg 1997; 

Iveson 2002). Taylor responds in the following way:  

(7.9)  Taylor (Thread: Taylor; Entry 9) 
I think I am feeling happier in [PLACE] so prob-
ably more at a 6ish most days sometimes less 
sometimes more, so I’ve been a more con-
sistant feeling better mood! I really like the 
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‘hello anxiety’ and I think I feel more aware of 
why Im feeling certain ways at times. I never 
really realised I had such an issue with rejec-
tion, in the past I didn’t attribute these feel-
ings to me more to other people.   

While Taylor seems to initially mitigate her emotional well-being with 

I think, her extensive use of FEEL collocating with positive stance lex-

emes (happier, better mood, more aware) is telling. She further speci-

fies one coping technique that has helped her the most in overcoming 

her anxiety (the ‘hello anxiety’ technique).  

Example (7.10) illustrates an assessment from Anna that was not 

elicited by the counselor:  

(7.10)  Anna (Thread: Anna; Entry 11) 
I don't really have any new problems - if any-
thing the problems I've had are starting to sim-
mer down. But I thought I'd let you know 
anyway. At the start of this month I really 
couldn't tell which way things were going to 
go.  

Anna highlights her overall improved well-being. Her assessment is 

that she does not have any new problems and that her previous problems 

have simmer[ed] down. She thus explicitly compares her current and 

previous state of mind and comes to a positive evaluation that her prob-

lems are decreasing. All this clearly focuses on the improvement she is 

noticing from her initial presentation of problems. In both these exam-

ples, the clients elaborate on their own progress. Such assessments can 

be mitigated to varying degrees and simultaneously position the clients 
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as having made varying amounts of progress. Overall, the clients’ as-

sessments often position them as successful appliers of coping tech-

niques or even as active self-helpers.  

 

7.3 Linguistic Realization of Discursive Moves Used by the 

Counselor 

7.3.1 Assessment 
Syntactic Realization 

As discussed at various points throughout Part II, the counselor also 

uses assessments. Like the clients, the counselor uses mostly declara-

tives in assessments (see Table 7.6). Such declaratives will be illus-

trated in the later examples when I explain the sub-functions of 

assessments.  
Table 7.6 Percentages of syntactic realizations in the counselor's assessments 

Syntax ®  
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Anna 100    100 56 
Ellie 95 3  2 100 63 
Chris 97 1  2 100 104 
Mel 98   2 100 133 
Taylor 100    100 97 

 
I want to briefly explain the use of imperatives within assessments. 

Four imperatives are used by the counselor in assessments. They are 

rare exceptions and reflect a close connection between assessments and 
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advice-giving moves. In example (7.11), the counselor uses an impera-

tive in an assessment in Chris’ thread:  

(7.11)  Chris (Thread: Chris; Entry 4) 
That’s ok, as I said last time it’s all about 
experimenting and working out which 
strategies work for you. Simply tweak, or 
ditch the ones that don’t fit you.  

After Chris reported that he did not succeed in applying a specific cop-

ing technique, the counselor encourages him to find the techniques that 

work specifically for him. Thus, the imperative is part of the entire as-

sessment. It is not categorized as advice, as it is a formulation of Chris’ 

previous assessment (see the section on sub-functions of the counse-

lor’s assessments for a detailed explanation of formulations).  

 

Lexical Realization 

The lexical analysis of all the words (n=9,963) in the counselor’s as-

sessments revealed the twenty most frequent lemmata shown in Table 

7.7. Many of these twenty lemmata can be grouped into specific cate-

gories: pronouns and vocatives for person reference, verbs (primary, 

activity, communication, mental, and modal verbs) and their negation, 

wh-complementizers to introduce relative clauses, and a quantifier and 

an adverb.  
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Table 7.7 Word frequency in the counselor's assessments (ordered by frequency; to-
kens: 7,236; types: 1,044) 

Rank Lemma Fre-
quency 

Lemma word form(s) 

1 be 521 am (12), are (142), be (74), been (25), is 
(159), ‘m (76), was (18), were (15) 

2 you 485  
3 I 261  
4 your 225  
5 have 136 ‘d (1), had (10), has (25), have (83), having 

(14), ‘ve (3) 
6 can 104  
7 hear 98 hear (97), heard (1) 
8 how 98  
9 ‘s 82 (designates is or possessive) 
10 while 75  
11 not 73  
12 sound 72 sound (10), sounded (1), sounds (61) 
13 feel 68 feel (41), feels (12), felt (15) 
14 get 61 get (43), gets (4), getting (11), got (3) 
15 what 60  
16 Mel 59  
17 more 56  
18 feeling 53 feeling (36), feelings (17) 
19 do 51 did (3), do (26), does (11), doing (9), done (2) 
20 really 48  

 
Predictably, the use of pronouns in the counselor’s assessments differs 

from their use in the clients’ text passages; after all, the threads focus 

on the clients’ lives and not the counselor’s. Despite the fact that first 

person singular nominative I still occurs relatively frequently and is 

ranked in third position, it is not the highest ranked personal pronoun 

in Table 7.7. Instead, second person singular nominative pronoun you 

is ranked higher and second person singular possessive your follows in 

fourth position. Although you and I can be expected to appear 
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frequently in conversational discourse (Biber et al. 2007: 333-334), the 

fact that the second person pronoun is more frequent than the first per-

son pronoun reveals that the counselor is clearly focused on the clients. 

Harvey (2013: 82) linked a similar preference for personal pronouns on 

the Teenage Health Freak website to an “emphasis … on relationship 

building rather than on the production of factual information.” This em-

phasis is clearly visible in the exchanges between the clients and the 

counselor. Additionally, a vocative – Mel – appears in sixteenth posi-

tion in the word frequency list. The counselor regularly intersperses her 

responses with vocatives “as a very conscious way to connect” with 

clients (Interview).  

Table 7.7 further reveals the use of specific verbs that contribute 

to the supportive component of the counselor’s assessments. To begin 

with, the verbs can be grouped into five categories: primary, activity, 

communication, and mental verbs, as well as a modal verb. The coun-

selor’s use of the primary verbs (in their main function) appears similar 

to the clients’ in that they index clients’ attributes and experiences. The 

activity verb GET is frequently used in a very specific way in the pre-

sent context: the counselor signals her understanding through specific 

collocations of GET. For example, the following collocations occur: I 

get the impression (n=13), I get the sense (n=13), and I get a sense 

(n=1). Ekberg et al. (2016) have highlighted that therapists use such 

phrases to make the emotional impact of the clients’ troubles explicit. 

They argue that these phrases allow the therapist – or the counselor, in 
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my case – to demonstrate understanding without taking away the epis-

temic rights of the clients to their own emotional experiences.  

The desire to signal understanding is further highlighted by two 

communication verbs: HEAR and SOUND. The former is used over-

whelmingly in three ways: I can (+modifier) hear (n=53) and its varia-

tions of I (+modifier) hear (n=15) and it’s (+modifier) to hear (n=28). 

The most used modifiers of the latter are the evaluative/emotive de-

scriptors (Biber et al. 2007: 509) good (n=15) and positive (n=6). Fre-

quent right collocates of HEAR are the three variations: hear how 

(n=36), hear that (n=17), and hear you/your (n=14). The collocation I 

can hear also explains why this particular modal verb is listed in the 

twenty most frequently used lemmata. The collocation is used to signal 

to clients that the counselor understood what they were trying to tell 

her. Further, the second communicative verb is used in a similar way: 

the counselor’s two variations of collocates with SOUND (it sounds 

(n=29) and that sounds (n=17)) indicate her attempt to comprehend the 

clients’ struggles. At the same time, these structures ensure that the ep-

istemic rights to the clients’ emotions still lies with the clients. Ekberg 

et al. (2016) argue that counselors can demonstrate their understanding 

of clients’ emotions through affective inferences rather than claims to 

authority over emotions or experiences through such structures.  

The mental verb FEEL is often used with second person pronoun 

in subject position, i.e., the clients are depicted as the agents of the emo-

tional experience. The most frequent collocation is you (+modifier+) 

FEEL (n=26). The diverse range of right collocates resembles the 
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clients’ diverse use of emotional adjectives and adverbials. Notably, the 

counselor only uses the collocation I can feel once, indicating that the 

expression of personal emotions is mostly reserved for clients. The pat-

tern of mental verb usage therefore clearly corresponds to the overall 

focus of the interaction on the clients’ troubles. Moreover, this pattern 

as well as the way that the communication verbs are used foreground 

issues that are important in counseling, such as demonstrating under-

standing and acceptance of clients and their emotions.  

At first glance, it might be surprising that two wh-words appear 

in the twenty most frequently used lemmata, since the syntactic analysis 

revealed that the counselor does not use interrogatives in her assess-

ments. The counselor employs how and what to introduce relative or 

complement clauses. I mentioned above that HEAR frequently collo-

cates with how on the right side. Constructions such as I can hear how 

(n=36) are frequent and introduce a complement clause. Right collo-

cates of how are: how you (n=26) and how much (n=7). What is used in 

a similar way and collocates with you (n=12) and I (n=9). Finally, while 

is ambiguous in its grammatical form: it can be a noun (n=8) or a sub-

ordinator (n=67). As a subordinator, while is often used concessively 

(Biber et al. 2007: 842) to establish a relation between two clauses. 

These three lemmata often come up in formulations (see below for a 

detailed description of such formulations). They are therefore important 

linking mediators that signal the counselor’s attempts to show clients 

that she understands and sympathizes with their specific situations.  
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Finally, two lemmata of the twenty most frequently used ones are 

the boosters more (n=56) and really (n=48). Collocates of both of these 

lemmata follow a specific tendency. Although the counselor uses emo-

tional descriptors that index positive and negative stance, there is a clear 

preference to modify positive emotions with these boosters. For exam-

ple, more modifies adjectives (n=31) that index a positive emotion in 

29 occurrences (such as assertive, confident, focused, positive, and so 

on). Really, modifying a right collocate 40 times, also indexes positive 

stance (such as effective, good, happy, pleased, and so on) more fre-

quently (n=31) than negative stance (n=9). Despite the fact that the 

counselor occasionally acknowledges the clients’ negative emotional 

experiences with boosters, she focuses on primarily foregrounding cli-

ents’ positive attributes and experiences. This is clearly indicative of 

the solution-focused therapy (DeShazer and Berg 1997; Gingerich and 

Wabeke 2001; Kim 2008) that the counselor practices.  

 
Functional Sub-Categories of Counselor Assessments 

The counselor uses assessments for a wide range of functions. She as-

sesses the clients’ input to show comprehension and display empathy, 

she evaluates and encourages the clients’ progress, or she predicts out-

comes, among other things. As mentioned in Section 6.4.3, the counse-

lor most often employs assessments after the clients’ problem 

statements or assessments. The counselor’s intent to show positive re-

gard for the clients, for example by acknowledging the clients’ troubles 

and affirming their progress, is salient to all of the following functions 
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of the counselor’s assessments: (1) formulating the clients’ input; (2) 

normalizing issues; (3) affirming applications of coping techniques; 

and (4) affirming progress.  

To begin with, the counselor often ‘formulates’ the clients’ prob-

lem statements or assessments. Antaki (2008: 26) defines a formulation 

as “the practice of proposing a version of events which (apparently) 

follows directly from the other person’s own account, but introduces a 

transformation.” In other words, the counselor formulates a client’s 

statement by “giving the gist of it, … picking out one of its natural up-

shots, delet[ing] a certain part of [it], and, … selecting another part” 

(Antaki 2008: 31). Formulations are a common practice in counseling 

and have been researched in previous studies on counseling, as well as 

in a broader health context (see e.g. Antaki 2008; Bercelli et al. 2008a; 

Fitzgerald and Leudar 2012; Stommel and van der Houwen 2013).  

In Anna’s example below, the counselor formulates Anna’s 

problem statement about anxiety and stress and how this affects her 

student life.  

(7.12)  Anna / Counselor (Thread: Anna; Entry 1 / 2) 
<Anna; Problem statement: I'm constantly 
feeling nervous and I can't concentrate at all. I 
can't take anything in during lectures so that's 
making me even more anxious about exams. I 
really don't think I'm going to do well, and the 
thought of doing them makes me feel sick. I 
need to learn how to cope with stress and anx-
iety, because when things pile up I just can't 
deal with them. It's affecting my day-to-day 
life and I don't want this to ruin my year 
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abroad, but I feel like it already has. Problem 
statement> 
<Counselor; Assessment: I can hear how dif-
ficult you are finding things Anna, and what 
you say here helps me to get a sense of how 
you are finding yourself focusing on the 
worse case scenario, which is naturally in-
creasing your stress further. I can also hear 
the pressure you are unwittingly putting on 
yourself to find a better way to cope. Assess-
ment>  

The counselor signals twice that she formulates, i.e., transforms what 

Anna has said through the construction I can (also) hear. She further 

points out that Anna’s description helps her to support Anna (helps me 

to get a sense). These phrases signal her “active listening” (Antaki 

2008: 35) in writing and indicate that she reflects on what Anna has 

said and that she has understood it. She summarizes Anna’s emotional 

description as the gist of the statement with the lexeme difficult and the 

hint that Anna regularly focus[es] on the worse case scenario. She in-

troduces an upshot by highlighting the ramifications (increasing your 

stress further), which explains the vicious cycle in which Anna finds 

herself. Importantly, the counselor ends her assessment by foreground-

ing Anna’s willingness to find better ways to cope. The example illus-

trates that formulations do not necessarily assess a statement along the 

lines of positive or negative. Rather, formulations serve both to signal 

to the client that the counselor understands and recognizes the problem 

previously stated by the client and to carefully guide them in the 
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direction of working on particular aspects of their problems. Stommel 

and Van der Houwen (2013: 15) also mention how such formulations 

can “explicitly negotiate meaning”. This is further corroborated in my 

study by the fact that the counselor repeatedly follows up such formu-

lations with requests for information that ask clients to clarify whether 

the formulation was accurate.  

 A second function that the counselor’s assessments fulfill is that 

of normalizing the clients’ issues. Normalization has been previously 

researched (Locher 2006; Miller and Gergen 1998; Placencia 2012; Ru-

dolf von Rohr 2018), including in some of the studies that utilize a dis-

cursive moves analysis. Placencia (2012: 299), for example, researched 

how interactants “deproblematiz[e]” troubles that other interactants 

have brought up. Rudolf von Rohr (2018: 294) found that peers on a 

smoking cessation forum assessed other interactants’ experiences as 

“not out of the ordinary.” Assessments that are used to normalize the 

clients’ struggles go a step further than formulations; they signal clients 

that what they are going through is normal or common. It is important 

to note, however, that the counselor in my study does not deproblema-

tize troubles as in Placencia’s (2012) study. Instead, she explains why 

particular reactions to specific troubles can occur.  

Examples (7.13) and (7.14) are normalizing assessments:  

(7.13)  Counselor (Thread: Mel; Entry 10) 
What you describe is very normal Mel. Those 
anxious thoughts will naturally appear when 
making these kind of changes. 
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(7.14)  Counselor (Thread: Mel; Entry 6) 
That makes sense Taylor, and I’m conscious of 
that very common tendency to compare our-
selves with others, and of course generally 
when it do this, it is to say that we are not as 
good! Yes, definitely a self-esteem thing!  

In example (7.13), the counselor specifically asserts that what Mel ex-

periences is very normal and a natura[l] process. In example (7.14), the 

counselor normalizes Taylor’s behavior as a common tendency. While 

the counselor’s description of Taylor’s behavior resembles a formula-

tion, the text passage is in fact a normalizing assessment in which in-

clusive first person plural pronouns indicate that ‘people in general’ 

suffer from such unfavorable comparisons. Finally, the counselor aligns 

Taylor to the therapeutic alliance with her emphatic agreement with 

Taylor’s interpretation that the underlying problem is Taylor’s low self-

esteem, a theme Taylor and the counselor have been explicitly working 

on in Taylor’s thread. The combination of the explicit repetition of the 

theme and the positive alignment paves the way for further advice on 

how to increase Taylor’s self-esteem. All in all, then, formulations and 

normalizing assessments both often follow clients’ problem statements 

and then conclude with sentences that prime clients for subsequent ad-

vice.  

 Third, the counselor uses assessments to evaluate the clients’ 

feedback after they have applied coping techniques. In the following 

example, the counselor evaluates and processes feedback from Chris, 
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who has just said that he is trying to step back from a situation to diffuse 

the troublesome thoughts:  

(7.15)  Counselor (Thread: Chris; Entry 6) 
That’s really positive to hear, that you are 
getting better at accepting the anxiety and 
diffusing the unhelpful thoughts J  

The counselor’s use of the adverbial phrase really positive and the smi-

ley emoticon emphasize her positive evaluation. She repeats Chris’ pos-

itive feedback on the technique, which reinforces the positive impact. 

At the same time, she clearly positions Chris himself as the agent of 

change. Further, her use of the progressive aspect makes the action con-

tinuous and thus leaves room for further improvement. In her response, 

then, the counselor not only evaluates Chris’ statement but also explains 

and affirms Chris’ identity as an active self-helper.  

 Assessing overall progress is the last function I discuss for the 

counselor’s assessments. In contrast to the previous functions, these as-

sessments are concerned with the clients’ improved well-being rather 

than with specific techniques. In (7.16), in the last entry in Mel’s thread, 

the counselor reacts to Mel’s overall evaluation of how she is doing. 

Not only does the counselor evaluate Mel’s comment that she feels 

more positive and has learned which coping techniques help her the 

most, but she also assesses Mel’s need for more time to progress fur-

ther:  

(7.16)  Counselor (Thread: Mel; Entry 12) 
This is fabulous to hear Mel, while I 
acknowledge that it will take time for these 
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strategies to work more fully and for your 
confidence to grow. What I do hear is that you 
are making great progress and you are trust-
ing your own judgement more about what 
helps and hinders you. J   

The counselor takes a very positive stance at the beginning of her as-

sessment. She assures Mel that by continuously applying the coping 

techniques, Mel will further improve. At the end, the counselor posi-

tions Mel as an expert on finding the coping techniques that work best 

for her, which further affirms Mel’s overall progress. She ends her as-

sessment with a smiley emoticon that conveys her positive stance to-

wards Mel’s progress.  

 In contrast, example (7.17) illustrates how a client’s progress can 

also be evaluated with quite minimal assessments from the counselor:  

(7.17)  Counselor (Thread: Ellie; Entry 8) 
It is really good to hear how much more posi-
tive you sound Ellie.   

Again, boosters (really, more) and stance lexemes (good, positive) re-

inforce the positive evaluation and therefore also boost the client’s pro-

gress. Minimal assessments are often followed up by advice-giving 

moves that urge clients to continue to progress (see next section), while 

they also serve to affirm the clients’ improved well-being overall. 

 Examples (7.15) to (7.17) also highlight a characteristic of the 

sub-functions that are focused on the clients’ progress: All three start 

with a modification of the construction It’s/That’s/This is + modifier 

(expressing positive stance) + to hear. This construction positions the 
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counselor as primarily a recipient of the clients’ report on improvement. 

In contrast to this type of positioning, the counselor constructs herself 

as the agent of understanding clients’ problems in formulations and nor-

malizations. The counselor thus carefully positions herself in a way that 

supports the clients’ current needs at any given moment. This facilitates 

the clients’ positioning as legitimate advice-seekers or as active self-

helpers, depending on the specific function of the assessment.  

 The positive reinforcement of the third and fourth function (af-

firming applications of coping techniques and affirming progress) of 

assessments is apparent in all of the above examples. The counselor 

praises the clients’ progress and thus cements their improved well-be-

ing. The counselor’s offer of encouragement and reassurance makes a 

vital contribution to helping the clients believe in their progress. Previ-

ous studies have also pointed out how important such activities are. 

Placencia (2012: 299) describes how peers on Yahoo!Respuestas use 

“expressions of reassurance”, and Rudolf von Rohr (2018: 292) shows 

that participants of the smoking cessation forums tell “members that 

they are on the right track”. In Morrow (2006: 543), posters in a depres-

sion forum expressed “positive regard … through encouragement and 

reassurances.” Further, as Fitzgerald and Leudar (2012: 14) point out, 

the principles of solution-focused therapy urge counselors to “maintain 

unconditional positive regard” for the patients/clients. The third and 

fourth function clearly highlight this characteristic. Finally, according 

to Locher (2006: 140), compliments are used to “creat[e] rapport with 

the reader” on the online advice column she studied. Clearly, positive 
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reinforcement is an important aspect of practices that center around ad-

vice- or support-giving.  

To summarize, the counselor’s assessments play an important 

role in counseling for a number of reasons. I want to highlight two that 

I have alluded to both in this section and throughout previous chapters. 

First, the counselor plays the important role of active listener to clients 

who may well have struggled with their difficulties for quite some time 

without having had a person to talk to. I have demonstrated in previous 

sections that the clients have a need to simply be able to talk about their 

problems; after all, the clients do not explicitly seek advice, but rather 

state their problems. The counselor puts considerable effort into 

demonstrating her understanding of the clients’ troubles with assess-

ment moves because being heard and understood might already be 

enough to begin the process of relieving the clients’ distress. As the 

counselor repeatedly mentions in the interview: “[clients] need to be 

heard, they need to have their problem heard and acknowledged” (In-

terview). Both the lexical analysis and the functional analysis have out-

lined how much work the counselor invests in legitimizing the clients’ 

need to be heard. Secondly, the counselor’s assessments are often used 

to align clients to following advice-giving moves. For example, with 

her acknowledgment of the troubles clients struggle with and her affir-

mations of clients’ strengths, the counselor positions the clients in very 

specific ways. Only once this work is carried out does the counselor 

proceed to suggest in various ways how clients might be able to im-

prove their well-being.  
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7.3.2 Advice-Giving 
Syntactic Realization 

The syntactic realization of advice-giving moves follows three patterns. 

A look across the five threads (Table 7.8) reveals that the counselor 

uses declaratives and imperatives in all of them. There are only slight 

differences in use according to thread, such as fewer imperatives occur-

ring in Anna’s thread (14%) and more imperatives occurring in Chris’ 

thread (33%). Interrogatives occur only twice in Ellie’s thread. How-

ever, their absence can be explained by the fact that requests for infor-

mation can have an advisory function. As they were written in italics to 

indicate the counselor’s request for clients to answer them, these were 

coded as requests for information rather than advice-giving moves, as 

outlined in Chapter 5 (see Section 7.3.3 for details on the advisory char-

acter of some request for information moves).  
Table 7.8 Percentages of syntactic realizations in the counselor's advice-giving moves 

Syntax ®  
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To
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Anna 66 14  20 100 35 
Ellie 63 26 2 9 100 82 
Chris 59 33  8 100 66 
Mel 73 24  4 101* 110 
Taylor 67 27  6 100 131 

*Due to rounding, the percentage results in 101 percent.  
 



7 The Linguistic Realization 
 

 

438 

A closer analysis of the declaratives and imperatives in advice-giving 

moves reveals specific patterns when the theme is taken into account 

(this is not shown in the table). For example, in the themes ‘stress’ and 

‘depression’, almost the same number of declaratives (n=18 and n=5 

respectively) and imperatives (n=15 and n=4 respectively) occur. In ad-

dition, I also closely analyzed whether imperatives that are used in ad-

vice-giving moves within specific themes occur more frequently in 

particular threads. For example, all imperatives in the theme ‘depres-

sion’ are used in Mel’s thread. These imperatives are repetitions of pre-

vious advice given in other themes. It seems that the repetition of advice 

that was previously given is less face-threatening when the advice was 

introduced carefully the first time it was mentioned.  

Moreover, 13 out of the 15 imperatives in the theme ‘stress’ oc-

cur in Ellie’s thread. The counselor focuses on helping Ellie deal with 

stress caused by her difficult relationships. The advice mostly centers 

on techniques that are supposed to help Ellie relax. Thus, the potential 

face-threat of an imperative in such an advice-giving move is rather low 

and its use is therefore mostly unproblematic. In contrast, imperatives 

within advice-giving moves are used the least in the theme ‘relation-

ships’. Chapter 6 revealed that advice-giving occurs less frequently in 

this theme. The fact that only around 15 percent of advice-giving moves 

in the theme ‘relationships’ are expressed as imperatives further high-

lights their face-threatening potential in this theme. 

In the themes ‘self-esteem’ and ‘anxiety’, the counselor employs 

a high percentage of imperatives (27 and 28 percent respectively). In 



7 The Linguistic Realization 
 

 

439 

these two themes, the counselor uses pre-written text blocks that con-

tain suggestions of coping techniques with several steps. The counselor 

describes such coping techniques by employing assessments, advice-

giving, requests for information and other discursive moves. The ad-

vice-giving moves are thus framed by assessments, general information 

moves, and requests for information that mitigate the advice provided 

in the advice-giving moves. This might be what allows the counselor to 

use imperatives more overtly. 

Several studies have looked at the realization of advice from a 

syntactic point of view. Placencia (2012: 297-298) analyzes the direct-

ness of guidance moves and their realization in imperative form, but 

does not provide a quantitative account. Similarly, Morrow (2006: 544-

545) shows that forum posters utilized declaratives, imperatives and in-

terrogatives in advice messages concerning depression, but does not 

provide a quantitative account either. Hampel (2015: 114) notes that 83 

percent of advice messages on a celebrity Facebook page that centers 

around “love and relationship matters” (ibid.: 100) are in imperative 

form. The fact that the advice is given by peers in a non-institutional-

ized and mostly unmoderated location might explain the extremely high 

numbers of imperatives.  

Results from Locher’s study (2006: 88) on the advice column 

most closely resemble the results of the present study: “advice in the 

form of declarative sentences … accounts for 52 percent of all advice 

moves.” Further, imperatives (both inviting future action and introspec-

tion) are used in 36 percent of sentences (ibid.: 88), leaving 
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interrogatives with the lowest frequency (11%). Further, “individual 

topic categories all prefer suggestions in the form of declarative sen-

tences” (ibid.: 88). The syntactic realizations of advice-giving in my 

study are in accordance with Locher’s findings: declaratives are also 

used for around half of the sentences that make up the advice-giving 

moves in my corpus. However, a lower number of imperatives is em-

ployed in the present study (around 25% overall). In comparison to 

Locher (2006), the low number of interrogatives in advice-giving 

moves appears rather odd in my corpus. As I previously mentioned, 

some of the requests for information have an advisory character. Such 

text passages were written in italics, meaning that the counselor re-

quests that clients answer them. I thus coded these text passages as re-

quests for information. As a result, a comparison of interrogatives in 

advice-giving moves in Locher’s study or interrogatives in requests for 

information that have an advisory character in my corpus cannot be 

drawn very easily.  

 

Lexical Realization 

I also conducted a word frequency analysis of all the words (n=9,715) 

occurring in the counselor’s advice-giving moves. The twenty most fre-

quent lemmata are shown in Table 7.9. They can be grouped into four 

categories: person reference, verbs (activity, primary, mental, facilitat-

ing, and modal verbs) and their negation, the lemma TIME, and wh-

words.  
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Table 7.9 Word frequency in the counselor's advice-giving moves (ordered by fre-
quency; tokens: 6,830; types: 972) 

Rank Lemma Fre-
quency 

Lemma word form(s) 

1 you 465  
2 be 358 am (4), are (130), be (58), been (3), is (138), 

‘m (21), was (1), were (3) 
3 your 206  
4 have 88 had (5), has (9), have (68), having (5), ‘ve (1) 
5 we 80  
6 will 75  
7 can 74  
8 do 70 did (3), do (35), does (4), doing (23), done (5) 
9 feeling 70 feeling (42), feelings (28) 
10 get 67 get (50), gets (83), getting (11), got (3) 
11 help 67 help (60), helped (2), helps (5) 
12 them 66  
13 focus 64 focus (43), focused (3), focusing (18) 
14 not 64  
15 what 64  
16 time 58 time (44), times (14) 
17 I 55  
18 use 52 use (26), used (15), using (11) 
19 take 47 take (26), taken (3), takes (9), taking (9) 
20 thought 47 thought (19), thoughts (28) 

 
Five personal pronouns appear in the twenty most used lemmata in ad-

vice-giving moves, with second person singular nominative you appear-

ing 465 times in advice given by the counselor. Despite the fact that 25 

percent of the sentences are realized as imperatives, then, the pronoun 

for second person singular is the most frequent lemma. This focus on 

the client is reinforced through the second person possessive pronoun 

your (n=206). First person plural pronoun we is not necessarily used to 

refer specifically to the counselor and the client, but is also used to refer 

to people in general. For example, frequently occurring collocations in 



7 The Linguistic Realization 
 

 

442 

advice-giving moves are we can choose or we feel. With such colloca-

tions, the counselor describes how people in general react in a given 

situation. Them appears as a person as well as a non-human reference 

in advice. Frequently, them denotes things the clients experience, such 

as unhelpful thoughts, or as a collective reference to the coping tech-

niques the counselor suggests. Finally, and in surprisingly ‘low’ fre-

quency, the first person singular pronoun I appears. Its comparably low 

frequency indicates that the counselor clearly focuses on the clients in 

advice-giving moves. In other words, she does not explicitly foreground 

herself as the advice-giver.  

 It is noteworthy that despite the counselor’s frequent use of voc-

atives, clients’ first names do not appear in the twenty most used lem-

mata in advice-giving moves. Since advice-giving moves are often 

preceded by an assessment or followed by requests for information, 

which both make use of vocatives, using personal names in advice-giv-

ing moves might become redundant.  

The verb categories within the 20 most frequent lemmata are ac-

tivity, primary, mental, facilitating, and two modal verbs. The primary 

verbs BE, HAVE, and DO appear in both auxiliary and main function 

in similar ways to those I described in the previously discussed discur-

sive moves. All four other verb categories differ in terms of either the 

lemmata that are used, or the subject of the verb in question. To begin 

with, two additional lemmata in the activity group come up: USE and 

TAKE. These two verbs occur frequently in the advice column Locher 

(2006: 99) examined, where they appear in “very different 
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combinations”, or in other words, with a broad range of collocates. In 

the present study, however, both are used in very specific patterns, 

listed by frequency in Table 7.10.  
Table 7.10 Frequent collocations for the lemmata USE and TAKE in the counselor's 
advice-giving moves 

USE (n=52) TAKE (n=47) 
USE + det + associations (n=13) TAKE + modifier + care (n=13) 
USE + det + image (n=9) TAKE + det + energy/effort/practice 

(n=5) 
USE + them (n=4) TAKE + time (n=4) 
USE + det + techniques (n=3) TAKE + det + minute/moment (n=4) 
USE + det + senses (n=3) TAKE + away power (n=4) 
USE + det + strategies (n=1) TAKE + control (n=2)  

 
USE preferentially collocates, on the one hand, with associations, im-

ages and senses in specific coping techniques that the counselor sug-

gests. On the other hand, it also collocates with techniques or strategies 

when the counselor talks about such coping techniques in general terms. 

Further, them can refer to either of these two possibilities. TAKE is 

used in three different ways. First, at times the counselor ends her en-

tries with a modified version of take care. The modification of the ex-

pression marks it as an advice-giving rather than a farewell move, and 

in fact the modified version of take care is often followed by an addi-

tional suggestion, such as to keep going, which further distinguishes it 

from a simple farewell formula such as take care. Second, TAKE also 

occurs when the counselor tells the clients that improvement and the 

application of suggested techniques takes time, effort, practice, and so 

on. Third, three collocations occur in very specific coping techniques 
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in which clients are advised to take a minute, take away power, or to 

take control at particular stages of these techniques. All in all, then, 

both these activity verbs are closely connected to the goal of the advice-

giving moves and are therefore a specific characteristic of this move.  

 The mental verb FOCUS19 occurs mostly in infinitive (n=13) or 

gerund form (n=14). The most frequent collocate in the form of a per-

sonal pronoun is second person singular you (n=16). In its common use 

in the phrasal verb FOCUS ON (n=38), its collocates often index posi-

tives, such as focus on what is helpful, focusing on what you can con-

trol, or focus on creating the new path. The counselor thus ensures that 

clients focus on a more positive interpretation of their circumstances, 

strengths, and attributes. This is clearly indicative of solution-focused 

therapy (Gingerich and Wabeke 2001; Kim 2008).  

As Table 7.9 further reveals, the counselor frequently uses feel-

ing (rather than feel) in advice-giving moves.20 In the 42 occurrences of 

feeling, there are three types of utilization: you are feeling (n=6), I’m 

feeling (n=8) as reported speech, and the gerund (n=22). Feelings can 

also be modified by determiners: the feelings (n=8) and those feelings 

(n=7), compared to your feelings (n=9). This resembles the findings of 

my analysis of the counselor’s assessments, in which she also avoids 

the use of FEEL with a first person singular pronoun. The gerund and 

 
19 FOCUS can also occur as a noun, but it only does so in nine cases out of a 
total of 64 occurrences. 
20 This does not necessarily mean that the noun is used more often than the 
verb, but AntConc (Anthony 2016) cannot distinguish the gerund or the pre-
sent participle from the noun. A closer look reveals that feeling (n=42) is used 
more often than feelings (n=28), which clearly signals the noun form. 
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the non-personal determiners clearly indicate that the counselor prefers 

a neutral form. This might be in order to distance the client from the 

mostly negative stance that is expressed through FEELING and its col-

locations (such as anxious, down, guilty, stressed and so on) in their 

problem statements.  

In a similar way, the counselor often talks about negative or un-

helpful thoughts clients have cultivated over the years. THOUGHT also 

collocates mostly with negative stance lemmata (anxious, perfectionist, 

stressful, and so on). Additionally, the counselor similarly uses non-

personal determiners such as the and that in THOUGHT collocations 

(35 out of 47 occurrences). With such impersonal collocations, the 

counselor helps such clients to distance themselves from negative feel-

ings and thoughts.  

The facilitation verb HELP and the modal verbs can and will 

need to be looked at in connection with person reference. The facilita-

tion verb HELP frequently right-collocates with the second person pro-

noun you (n=45) in constructions such as help you. Thirty-two instances 

are infinitives, while thirteen are will help. Similar collocations were 

found in advice moves in Rudolf von Rohr (2018: 288). Further, the 

subject position of HELP is never filled by first person singular pro-

nouns (i.e., constructions such as ‘I help you’). Thus, the client is fore-

grounded as a recipient of the help rather than the counselor as a 

possible source of the help.  

In contrast, the modal verb can collocates most frequently with 

you (n=43) on the left side. Less frequently, it left-collocates with we 
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(n=15). The modal verb denoting ability therefore collocates most fre-

quently with the client as the agent. A high frequency of the collocation 

you can was found in Locher (2006: 94) as well. Although less pro-

nounced, a similar tendency occurs with the prediction modal will. Left 

collocates are: you will (n=26), it will (n=11), this will (n=5), and what 

will (n=5). The patterns for these three verbs indicate how the clients 

are positioned as the agents of abilities and predicted outcomes. In ad-

dition, they are also positioned as the recipients of help. Noticeably, the 

counselor is not necessarily positioned as the source of the support that 

is given to the clients.  

 Finally, I want to briefly consider the use of the lemmata what 

and TIME in the counselor’s advice-giving moves. TIME often occurs 

in specific coping techniques or in relation with meta-discourse on how 

to practice techniques in general. On the one hand, collocations such as 

time and effort, time and practice, or it takes time caution the client not 

to expect sudden improvement. On the other hand, the counselor fre-

quently says a few times when suggesting that clients should repeatedly 

practice coping techniques so that they become automatized. Last but 

not least, just as wh-words were used in the discursive move assess-

ment, what is employed to introduce complement or relative clauses in 

advice-giving moves. The most frequent collocation is what you + verb 

(n=29).  
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Functional Sub-Categories of Advice-Giving 

Advice-giving moves have several functions in the exchanges of the 

present study, and I will illustrate six of these with examples. I have 

previously mentioned that advice has been researched in various stud-

ies, including some of the discursive moves studies already mentioned 

in Chapter 5 and Chapter 6. Locher (2006: 88-92) provides a detailed 

analysis of not only the syntactic but also the linguistic realization of 

advice-giving moves. Some of the functions that occur in the present 

study are based on distinctions she made, such as advice to introspect 

versus advice to act. Additionally, I have found four further functions 

that the counselor uses. This results in the following list: (1) advice to 

introspect; (2) advice to act; (3) presentation of a specific coping tech-

nique; (4) task-specific advice; (5) meta-advice about coping tech-

niques; and (6) affirmation to continue to progress. Advice to introspect 

and advice to act are of a more general nature in my study than in 

Locher’s (2006), as I specifically use the third and fourth function to 

categorize advice passages in which the counselor introduces coping 

techniques or tasks for specific overarching themes. The last two func-

tions relate to how advice should be (continuously) applied; thus, they 

focus on progress. It needs to be said that these functions overlap and 

their boundaries are fuzzy. It did not make sense, therefore, to code for 

these overly subtle differences, as interrater reliability could not be 

achieved. To illustrate these functions in the following pages, I use pro-

totypical examples.  
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 First, on numerous occasions, the counselor invites clients to in-

trospect and reflect. She uses such advice-giving moves to encourage 

the clients to think about a situation from a different perspective, to 

think of solutions to tackle a specific difficulty, to think about certain 

aspects of a specific problem and so on. Example (7.18) shows how the 

counselor advises Anna to think about coping techniques that she has 

previously used: 

(7.18)  Counselor (Thread: Ellie; Entry 2) 
This might be a good time to think about 
your previous counselling a bit more and re-
mind you about what has helped you when 
you were younger to manage your anxiety 
more effectively.   

The counselor encourages Anna to think about techniques that she al-

ready has at her disposal. The mitigated form (might be, a bit more) 

indicates that the counselor avoids suggesting directly that Anna has 

techniques available but is not currently using them. The counselor 

carefully constructs Anna as someone who was successful in managing 

her anxiety and thus positions her as having some expertise in coping 

with her anxiety. She encourages Anna to (re-)acquaint herself with her 

strengths and established coping techniques. As it does here, advice to 

introspect often aims to reconnect clients with their own strengths. As 

the counselor says in the interview:  
I try to help the clients to recognize their resilience, help them to 

recognize what their coping techniques are. And even if they 

don’t seem as particularly helpful, I really affirm for them that 
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those are pretty good, you know, they’ve been doing well enough 

with these techniques to still be at university and progress in their 

degree. (Interview) 

The recognition and affirmation of the clients’ coping techniques, even 

ones that were in place before the current counseling, is one of the char-

acteristics of solution-focused brief therapy. Bannink (2007: 88) says 

that one central assumption in solution-focused brief therapy is that “the 

client possesses resources and competences that can be drawn on.” 

Other kinds of introspection focus on shifting perspectives on a prob-

lem, such as looking at a relationship from the significant other’s point 

of view.  

 Second, the counselor employs advice-giving moves to encour-

age the clients to take specific actions. The example given in (7.19) 

shows how the counselor suggests Taylor should try writing a list:  

(7.19)  Counselor (Thread: Taylor; Entry 12) 
Perhaps it will help to write a list if what is 
good, and not so good about the relation-
ship, and a list of what you want from your 
future, as a focus when you are upset.  See-
ing the not so good things will help you see 
the reasons that the relationship is not 
working, together with your future goals, 
will help you to see a future without him.  
The list of good things will help you to see 
what you want to build on, if you want to re-
main together.   
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Example (7.19) shows how much detail the counselor intersperses to 

explain what Taylor should do and how it might help her to come to a 

clearer interpretation of her relationship with her boyfriend. The exam-

ple also shows how carefully the counselor tries to present a positive 

picture rather than to focus on the negative (e.g. not so good things in-

stead of possibly ‘bad things’). The clear predictions of how the appli-

cation of this advice will be helpful to Taylor align the client to try out 

the suggested action (will help you is repeated three times).   

 Third, the counselor uses advice-giving moves to present a spe-

cific coping technique. This function overlaps with the previous two in 

that introspection or action can be invited. However, it is listed as a 

separate category because such advice-giving moves are used to intro-

duce a specific coping technique for an overarching problem or even 

theme to deal with rather than a single issue. Example (7.20) introduces 

a suggested coping technique that aims to help Ellie deal with stress:  

(7.20)  Counselor (Thread: Ellie; Entry 8) 
An alternative Ellie, is to have a worry note-
book or jar besides your bed, so that you can 
easily write down the worry that is prevent-
ing you from sleeping, and tell yourself it is 
safely written down and does not need 
thinking about any more right now.  

The suggestion of a worry notebook aims to reduce Ellie’s stress. As in 

previous examples, the counselor outlines what effect the advice might 

have. She points out possible improvement and progress before Ellie 

even applies the actual coping technique. The previous examples (7.18) 
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and (7.19) were responses to very specific experiences. In example 

(7.20), the counselor gives advice on how to deal with Ellie’s general 

struggle with stress. Often, such types of advice-giving moves are fol-

lowed by further coping techniques (i.e., further advice-giving moves 

of the same function) which clients can then choose from. In this way, 

the counselor ensures that the clients can find a coping technique that 

suits them and their situation.  

 The three functions discussed so far have several characteristics 

in common. First, they are mostly expressed in declarative form, with 

hardly any imperatives. Secondly, mitigation is central in all three ex-

amples of these functions. Finally, explanations and elaborations are 

given as to which experiences, feelings, and problems the clients might 

encounter while applying the advice. All of these aspects of the advice 

are carefully attended to by the counselor. She uses these characteristics 

to render the advice more appealing and to consequently facilitate its 

uptake. In any case, they are in stark contrast to how the next three 

functions I will now discuss are realized.  

 In the themes ‘anxiety’ and ‘self-esteem’, the counselor provides 

clients with specific techniques to better cope with the behavioral pat-

terns and anxious, unhelpful thinking that are at the core of both themes. 

In the theme ‘anxiety’, the counselor suggests several related coping 

techniques that serve to acknowledge, normalize and accept anxious 

thoughts. In the theme ‘self-esteem’, the clients are encouraged to view 

their mind as a garden and are then guided through several steps to in-

crease their low self-esteem (see Chapter 9). In both themes, the 
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specific techniques contain several pieces of advice. Example (7.21) 

shows an advice-giving move from a coping technique that aims to re-

duce anxiety. The advice-giving move21 in example (7.22) is taken from 

the counselor’s input in the theme ‘self-esteem’:  

(7.21)  Counselor (Thread: Taylor; Entry 2) 
Say out loud now, a few times, ‘I’m feeling anx-
ious’.  

(7.22)  Counselor (Thread: Chris; Entry 2) 
Try and imagine that the thought is in solid let-
ters you can grab (carved out of stone, made 
of glass, wood, built of bricks etc), then imag-
ine you are destroying those words (blowing 
them up, burning, smashing or shredding 
them). This gives your mind a powerful mes-
sage that you are no longer listening to them.  

In both cases, the counselor uses imperatives to illustrate the steps cli-

ents need to take. In the first case, Taylor is instructed to say a specific 

phrase out loud. The counselor thus presents Taylor with a clear and 

physical action to execute. In example (7.22), Chris is given guidance 

on how to destroy unhelpful thoughts. This is a more difficult applica-

tion, and the counselor slightly mitigates her guidance when she urges 

Chris to try. Nevertheless, the clear instructions are in stark contrast to 

the way advice-giving moves were realized in the previous three sub-

functions. The less mitigated realization of the current function can be 

 
21 This text passage was coded as an advice-giving move despite the fact that 
it is written in italics. As it is not an interrogative and is reminiscent of the 
advice-giving moves that occur in other coping techniques, it is clearly in-
tended as advice rather than as a request for information despite its italicized 
font (see also Chapter 9 for a more detailed discussion).  
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explained by the fact that these steps are framed in suggestions of spe-

cific coping techniques. At the beginning of such suggestions, the coun-

selor explains aspects of the psychological concepts of anxiety and 

(low) self-esteem, normalizes their existence in assessments and gen-

eral information moves, and continuously requests information to in-

clude the clients in the interaction (for a detailed analysis of how such 

coping techniques are presented in the theme ‘self-esteem’, see Chapter 

9). 

 A further function of advice-giving moves is ‘meta-advice’. In 

this function, the counselor’s advice-giving moves outline how best to 

apply the suggested coping techniques or encourage the clients to con-

tinue with their applications. Example (7.23) illustrates the meta-aspect 

of such an advice-giving move:  

(7.23)  Counselor (Thread: Mel; Entry 2) 
You will need to try these a few times a day to see 
how they are for you Mel. Again, remember, they 
are not designed to get rid of the guilt, instead to 
help you accept and not expend energy fighting it. 
J 

The counselor first warns Mel that it will take practice to heighten the 

effect of the techniques and then repeats the main effect they aim to 

achieve. The advice-giving move ends with a smiley emoticon that aims 

to portray a positive stance and can also function as a mitigator that 

downplays the face-threat of the advice given. The ‘meta-advice’ itself 

is concerned with the application of advice that the counselor previ-

ously gave. A further variation of this function is moves that are used 
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to remind the clients to use techniques that the counselor suggested pre-

viously. ‘Meta-advice’ moves can contain imperatives and are realized 

in mitigated as well as non-mitigated ways. In general, it seems that 

‘meta-advice’ contains less potential face-threat than other advice-giv-

ing moves in the counseling exchanges. This is supported by the fact 

that they are less frequently followed by requests for information that 

aim to involve the clients in the therapeutic alliance. 

Finally, the counselor uses very specific advice-giving moves to 

encourage further progress in general. These are often very brief dis-

cursive moves and contain a very specific structure. Examples are given 

below:  

(7.24)  Counselor (Thread: Anna; Entry 12) 
Keep on doing what you doing, and you will 
continue to progress :-)  

(7.25)  Counselor (Thread: Mel; Entry 12) 
Keep on moving forward and building on this 
strong foundation that you have built! J   

The phrasal verb keep on occurs in most of these advice-giving moves. 

The use of keep on makes several important points at once. The coun-

selor conveys that the clients have achieved positive work so far and 

that if they continue the work, they will continue to progress. Rudolf 

von Rohr (2018: 296) points out that advice-givers on peer-to-peer fo-

rums also frequently use the construction keep on to conceptualize 

smoking cessation “as [an] ongoing process.” The clients’ aim to 

achieve better mental health can also be seen as such an ongoing pro-

cess. Further, the counselor constructs the clients not only as having 
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improved, but also as the actual sources of the improvement. Such en-

couragements are manifold in all five threads and are used to affirm 

clients’ positionings as active self-helpers. These advice-giving moves 

often occur at the end of an entry. The counselor offers an explanation 

for this finding:  
It is that final paragraph when I do some affirming. And I’m con-

sciously saying: “You’re very self-resilient.” In that final sum-

mary in an [entry] I can do a lot of affirming and building on 

what they’ve said and also some things that I’ve noticed. (Inter-

view) 

When she encourages clients to continue with their progress and affirms 

their new role as self-helpers, the counselor aims to ensure that clients 

will continue to work on their well-being after the final session has 

taken place. For more on the evaluation of progress and the counselor’s 

role as encourager and praiser, as well as on the resolution of the coun-

seling process, see Chapter 10.  

 

7.3.3 Request for Information 
Syntactic Realization 

The Oxford English Dictionary (OED) defines a request as “an instance 

of asking for something”, indicating that these discursive moves might 

readily lend themselves to being realized as interrogatives. Table 7.11 

shows that, apart from Ellie’s thread, three types of syntactic realiza-

tions are used in requests for information. As expected, interrogatives 

appear frequently, but declaratives and imperatives also occur.  
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Table 7.11 Percentages of syntactic realizations in the counselor's requests for infor-
mation 

Syntax ®  
 
 
 
Threads ¯ D

ec
la

ra
tiv

es
 

Im
pe

ra
tiv

es
 

In
te

rr
og

at
iv

es
 

O
pe

n 

To
ta

l %
 

To
ta

l 

Anna 35 12 47 6 100 17 
Ellie 18  73 9 100 22 
Chris 37 17 39 7 100 41 
Mel 11 8 77 3 99* 61 
Taylor 13 16 65 8 102* 86 

*Due to rounding, not all totals add up to 100 percent.  
 
Declaratives are used in all the interactants’ threads but with different 

frequencies: 35 percent in Anna’s, 18 percent in Ellie’s, 37 percent in 

Chris, 11 percent in Mel’s, and 13 percent in Taylor’s. A large percent-

age of these declarative sentences (34 out of a total 43 declaratives) are 

syntactically realized with the structure I WONDER + (post-predicate 

wh-clause). Such constructions were also found by Merrison et al. 

(2012: 1086), who identified them as external modifications of requests 

in email exchanges. In my data, the structure seems to be employed “to 

present an indirect question” via a “cognition verb” that signals “con-

trol” (Biber et al. 2007: 683). The mental verb WONDER, which fre-

quently occurs in the progressive aspect (ibid.: 472), is characterized by 

a subject that is an “active agent controlling the thought process” (ibid.: 

473). The progressive aspect can further signal interaction and “imme-

dia[cy]” (ibid.: 473). This gives the impression that the counselor is 

thinking of the specific requests right at the time of writing. Further, 
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indirect questions might carry less potential to threaten a client’s face. 

Finally, this syntactic realization allows the counselor to ask a specific 

question via the post-predicate.  

Additionally, 15 of the 28 imperatives begin with the following 

construction: help me to understand + (post-predicate clause). The use 

of the facilitating verb help collocating with accusative personal pro-

noun me and the infinitive to understand positions the clients as the 

agents who will provide additional input. As the additional information 

will facilitate the counselor’s comprehension, the clients are thus posi-

tioned as important members of the therapeutic alliance. Further, im-

peratives are employed in the counselor’s requests for more information 

about specific issues or on progress. They are then realized in such con-

structions as give me some examples, tell me about, and let me know. 

These realizations position the counselor as the recipient of the infor-

mation the clients will provide.  

 
Lexical Realization 

The results of the lexical analysis of all the words (n=3,399) in the dis-

cursive move ‘request for information’ are shown in Table 7.12, in 

which the twenty most frequent lemmata are provided. These lemmata 

can again be grouped into categories: person reference, verbs (primary, 

mental, facilitating and modal verbs), two wh-words and the noun 

SENSE.  

First, the counselor’s person references differ slightly in requests 

for information when compared to the previously discussed discursive 
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moves. The utilization of second person pronoun you and your resem-

bles previous findings on discursive moves in the present study. How-

ever, the frequent use of first person singular nominative I and 

accusative me differs from the counselor’s usage in advice-giving and 

assessment moves. Here, the counselor explicitly positions herself as 

the one requesting information. This is especially the case in sentences 

realized in declarative form. For example, the construction I WONDER 

overtly positions the counselor as the inquirer.  
Table 7.12 Word frequency in the counselor's requests for information (ordered by 
frequency; tokens: 2,623; types: 527) 

Rank Lemma Fre-
quency 

Lemma word form(s) 

1 you 216  
2 be 179 am (3), are (41), be (34), been (4), is (50), ‘m 

(36), was (3), were (8) 
3 what 127  
4 do 95 did (7), do (46), does (31), doing (5), done (6) 
5 your 75  
6 I 72  
7 how 64  
8 have 59 had (6), has (9), have (38), having (5), ‘ve (1) 
9 help 45 help (41), helped (4) 
10 think 37 think (26), thinking (11) 
11 me 36  
12 wonder 36 wonder (11), wondering (25) 
13 would 32  
14 feel 27 feel (24), feels (1), felt (2) 
15 sense 23 sense (23) 
16 Taylor 23  
17 under-

stand 
21 understand (20), understood (1) 

18 Mel 20  
19 could 19  
20 feeling 19 feeling (16), feelings (3) 
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Further, two vocatives appear in the twenty most frequently used lem-

mata: Taylor and Mel. The counselor personalizes her text passages 

with frequent vocatives. I have shown that a frequent sequence of dis-

cursive moves is an assessment move followed by an advice-giving 

move, which is then followed by a request for information. The fact 

that requests for information appear at the end of such sequences ex-

plains why vocatives are used more frequently in requests: The coun-

selor aims to involve the clients at the end of a sequence, but not in the 

middle of it. If only Taylor and Mel’s personal names occur in the 

twenty most frequent lemmata in Table 7.12, that stems from the fact 

that their threads contain more words. As a result, the counselor has 

more opportunities to use their personal names. Chris’ thread is also 

longer than Anna’s and Ellie’s. However, Chris explicitly asks the 

counselor not to use his personal name so frequently, as it makes him 

feel uncomfortable. The counselor duly responds and does not use his 

name anymore after his comment.  

In comparison to the counselor’s assessments and advice-giving 

moves, there are also differences in what types of verbs she uses and 

how frequently she uses them in requests for information. The primary 

verbs BE, DO, and HAVE occur more frequently due to their auxiliary 

function in interrogatives. However, activity verbs are not present in the 

twenty most frequently used lemmata, which can be explained by the 

fact that most requests for information ask the clients to introspect and 

reflect rather than to perform a specific action. 
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 Four mental verbs appear in Table 7.12: THINK, FEEL22, WON-

DER, and UNDERSTAND. These four can be further grouped into two 

categories. THINK and FEEL are used to invite the clients to participate 

in the discussion and reflect on specific aspects. Both verbs are mainly 

used with the collocate you. Frequent collocations are you feel (n=13), 

how you feel (n =4 ), how do you feel (n=4) and what do you think 

(n=15), what you think (n=4), and how you think (n=3). In all of these 

cases, clients are positioned as the agents of the reflection. In contrast, 

WONDER and UNDERSTAND are centered around the counselor in 

very specific ways, as I have pointed out in the section on the syntactic 

realization. The counselor uses WONDER to introduce indirect ques-

tions and UNDERSTAND to position herself as the recipient of crucial 

information the clients will provide in order for her to better understand 

them.  

 The facilitating verb HELP is used to initiate the construction 

help me to understand. The most frequent collocation of HELP is help 

me (n=21), which positions the counselor as the recipient of the client’s 

projected action. Help you (n=9), reversing the recipient of the help, 

occurs less frequently. The higher percentage of the singular first per-

son pronoun is connected to the fact that the counselor positions herself 

as in need of clients’ participation in the therapeutic alliance. The coun-

selor does not use first person singular in subject position for HELP 

 
22 FEELING could be included here, as it could be used in are you feeling. 
However, AntConc (Anthony 2016) cannot differentiate between the gerund 
and the noun form of feeling, as I have mentioned previously.  
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(just as she does not use such structures in advice-giving moves). The 

absence of such constructions indicates that she downplays her role as 

advice-giver. This reflects the counselor’s aim to provide a safe place 

to talk for clients, as well as her aim of supporting the clients in finding 

their own solutions for their struggles. Further, the counselor tries to 

ensure that the clients understand her with her questions about whether 

what she says makes SENSE. The frequent occurrence of SENSE stems 

from such constructions as does that make sense (n=9) and does this 

make sense (n=8).  

 The modal verbs WOULD and COULD also frequently occur in 

the counselor’s requests for information. Their frequent occurrence can 

be partially explained by the interrogative form of requests and the wh-

words what and how. Locher (2006: 102) notes that the wh-words 

“what ... and how were most frequent” in advice-giving moves that were 

realized in interrogative form in her study. Frequent collocations in the 

present study are what would (n=10), would you (n=6) and could you 

(n=8). The wh-words also form interrogatives with other verbs, such as 

what do you think (n=14), what you (+verb) (n=12) or how does this 

sound (n=6). The counselor frequently uses such constructions to en-

gage the clients in the discussion and the therapeutic alliance. It may 

seem obvious that both modal auxiliaries and wh-words are frequently 

used in interrogative forms. Nevertheless, it is important to specifically 

note that they are used to position clients as the agents of the reflection. 

This ensures not only that the discussion about the clients’ struggles 
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continues, but also that, as part of the therapeutic alliance, the clients 

feel in charge of their fight against their struggles.  

 

Functional Sub-Categories of Requests for Information 

Request for information moves have various functions that are tied to 

three specific issues of the interaction. The first is comprehension: the 

counselor invests considerable time to ensure not only that her under-

standing of the clients’ issues is accurate, but also that the clients un-

derstand her input. The two functions that are linked to this issue are 

(1) improving the counselor’s comprehension; and (2) ensuring the cli-

ents’ comprehension. The second issue is part of the advice-giving na-

ture of counseling: The counselor uses requests for information to 

frame advice that she gives the clients. In addition, some requests for 

information have an advisory character themselves. The corresponding 

functions are (3) inquiring about client’s readiness to apply advice; (4) 

suggesting reflection; and (5) posing technique-specific requests. I will 

explain these functions in detail below. The last function of requests for 

information is connected to the issue of improvement and progress: (6) 

inquiries about progress. All in all, as they aim to engage clients in the 

counseling process, requests for information are highly relevant for the 

collaborative work in the therapeutic process and the negotiation of the 

therapeutic alliance.  

 First, the counselor uses requests for information to improve her 

own understanding of the clients’ struggles. She repeatedly requests 

that clients provide her with more information about specific issues so 
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that she can better understand anything particularly troubling or assess 

whether she has understood the clients’ problems correctly. For exam-

ple, the counselor asks Mel to elaborate on how she can recognize and 

block unhelpful thoughts in example (7.26). Example (7.27) illustrates 

how the counselor asks Ellie whether her formulation of her problem 

was accurate:   

(7.26)  Counselor (Thread: Mel; Entry 2) 
Help me to understand more fully how you recog-
nise and block the unhelpful thoughts.  

(7.27)  Counselor (Thread: Ellie; Entry 2) 
Have I understood this right Ellie? 

I have highlighted above how constructions such as help me to under-

stand position the counselor as the recipient of information. Further, the 

complement clause positions Mel as an expert on recognizing and 

blocking specific thought patterns in example (7.26). In example (7.27), 

the counselor asks for confirmation of her formulation (not shown in 

the example). Apart from ensuring comprehension, this helps the coun-

selor establish a specific interpersonal pattern in which such requests 

call for clients to actively participate in the interaction and thus invite 

them to voice their opinions.  

The second function of requests for information concerns the cli-

ents’ comprehension. This is illustrated in the following two examples 

from Anna’s and Chris’ threads and highlights the common pattern of 

the linguistic realization of these types of requests:  

(7.28)  Counselor (Thread: Anna; Entry 2) 
Does this make sense Anna?  
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(7.29)  Counselor (Thread: Ellie; Entry 6) 
I hope I’m being clear?  

This function illustrates how constructions that seem rather simple can 

contain peculiarities, such as the varied syntactic realization occurring 

in the examples shown here. The counselor’s frequent use of these re-

quests demonstrates her desire to ensure mutual comprehension.  

 As I have noted above, some functions of requests for infor-

mation are closely linked to the advisory nature of counseling. The third 

function involves an inquiry about whether the clients are ready to ap-

ply previously suggested advice. The fourth function of requests is sug-

gestions to reflect on specific issues. And the fifth function is concerned 

with requests that are highly embedded in suggestions of specific cop-

ing techniques. I will explain these three functions separately, but it 

should be kept in mind that they are linked to giving advice in specific 

ways. The third function, then, is concerned with inquiring about a cli-

ent’s readiness to apply and experiment with specific coping techniques 

the counselor has suggested:  

(7.30)  Counselor (Thread: Anna; Entry 2) 
How does this sound as something to try Anna?  

(7.31)  Counselor (Thread: Mel; Entry 4) 
What do you think of this idea Mel? 

These requests for information follow advice-giving moves and encour-

age the clients not only to try the advice that was suggested, but also to 

report back and evaluate the advice. This is again part of the counselor’s 

attempts to position clients as active participants in the therapeutic 
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alliance who have the right to express their opinion. The counselor dis-

cusses this in the interview:  
I often ask the clients: “Am I making sense? Am I being clear? 

How does that sound to you? What do you think of this idea?” 

I’m asking that regularly in the hopes to give the clients the mes-

sage “I want some feedback.” And I might even say to some cli-

ents: “Is this making sense?” I want to ensure that I’m expressing 

myself in a way the clients understand. So throughout the ex-

changes I’m consciously putting in these questions to check 

whether what I say is helpful and to ensure that I’m understand-

ing them correctly, but also to invite them to give me feedback 

and to engage in the process. (Interview) 

Thus, the requests discussed so far help the counselor to create a posi-

tive environment that encourages the clients to engage freely in the dis-

cussion and to participate actively in the therapeutic alliance. 

 Requests for information in the fourth function, suggestions to 

introspect, are closely related to advice-giving. In this function, requests 

are specifically designed to trigger introspection in clients. Example 

(7.32) illustrates how the counselor asks Taylor to imagine a place that 

makes her feel better. The counselor asks Taylor to provide character-

istics of this place:  

(7.32)  Counselor (Thread: Taylor; Entry 2) 
If you were feeling in a better place, what 
would be different about this imagine, or 
what image might replace it?  

This request for Taylor to share her image positions her as an active 

participant in the therapeutic alliance. Moreover, the personalized 
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image ensures that it is the accurate one for Taylor. A second example 

of such requests, example (7.33), shows how the counselor suggests 

Chris should look at a specific situation from his friends’ point of view:  

(7.33)  Counselor (Thread: Chris; 4) 
I wonder what your friends might be think-
ing about your lack of contacting them?  

The counselor mitigates the request via an indirect question. In both of 

these examples ((7.32) and (7.33)), the clients are asked to reflect rather 

than act. In example (7.32), the aim is for Taylor to realize clearly what 

could help her feel more comfortable in her situation. In example 

(7.33), the counselor wants Chris to change perspectives and recognize 

the consequences of his actions for other people. Clearly, this function 

of requests for information has characteristics that are closely related to 

advice-giving.  

 One might wonder why I have not coded such interrogatives as 

advice-giving moves. Several studies have labeled interrogatives with 

an advisory character as advice-giving moves (e.g. Locher 2006; Mor-

row 2006, 2012; Rudolf von Rohr 2018) or have labeled advisory in-

terrogatives as similar to advice in analyses that did not specifically 

include a discursive moves analysis (e.g. Silverman 1997). These re-

searchers also discuss why interrogatives are used to give advice. For 

example, for Morrow (2006) and for Rudolf von Rohr (2018), interrog-

atives are used to give indirect advice or to mitigate advice. Like Rudolf 

von Rohr (2018), Locher (2006: 103) argues that advice in interrogative 

form “ensure[s] that readers can take or leave the advice depending on 

how they would answer the questions raised.” In addition, Locher 



7 The Linguistic Realization 
 

 

467 

(2006: 102) points out that such interrogative advice “tries to place the 

ball in the reader’s court.” She also adds that “the advice lies in encour-

aging the advice-seeker to ask the questions posed and to draw conclu-

sions from them that may be a part of the solution to the problem.” 

Silverman (1997: 121) examined advice in HIV/AIDS counseling and 

explains that interrogatives are used so “client[s] can construct [their] 

own ‘advice’ from a question-answer sequence.” He adds that clients 

can “produc[e] the advice as a summary of the argument present in [the 

counselors’] questions” and that such summaries are “the strongest 

acknowledgements of a professional’s advice” (Silverman 1997: 124). 

For Morrow (2012: 273), interrogative advice is used to “creat[e] a 

more highly involved style” of interaction.  

All of these arguments can also be made about the requests for 

information that have an advisory character in my corpus. However, 

there is a very specific and important difference between my study and 

these other studies. The counselor in my corpus may aim to make sug-

gestions to the clients with such advisory requests for information, but 

she also aims to trigger further interaction. In other words, I agree that 

the counselor poses such advisory requests for information for all the 

reasons that the studies referenced above have discussed. However, I 

argue that she also wants the clients to actually respond to her requests 

for information. The counselor can only provide the clients with addi-

tional support when she receives new input from them.  

This is in contrast to some of the findings of the studies men-

tioned above. For example, Locher (2006: 103) explicitly mentions that 
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on the advice column the interrogatives that give advice “remain on a 

purely rhetorical level.” Rudolf von Rohr (2018) also mentions that in-

terrogative advice used on websites that focus on smoking cessation are 

rhetorical questions. The requests the counselor asks in my data are cer-

tainly not rhetorical, but aim to trigger further interaction. For Locher 

(2006: 103), such interrogative advice is “resolved by question-answer 

sequences or by the joint development of a topic” in face-to-face coun-

seling. I argue that this is the case not only in face-to-face counseling, 

but also in email counseling. The counselor and the clients in my data 

jointly develop the advice that the counselor aims to trigger through 

such requests for information that have an advisory character. To ac-

count for this collaborative work, I labeled such advisory requests as 

requests for information rather than advice-giving in interrogative form. 

Ekberg and LeCouteur (2014: 65) found that therapists used “infor-

mation-soliciting questions” to great effect. Therapists used such ques-

tions to “co-implicate the client in making decisions about how to 

achieve therapeutic goals” (ibid.: 60). In other words, such questions 

can serve to engage the clients in the therapeutic process. Requests for 

information are used in a similar way by the counselor.  

 I called the fifth function that requests for information fulfil ‘pos-

ing technique-specific requests’. These requests are closely linked to 

advice-giving moves that aim to provide the clients with specific coping 

techniques. In instances in which the counselor provides the clients with 

specific coping techniques, she often follows an advice-giving move 

with a request for information move. In the advice-giving move, the 



7 The Linguistic Realization 
 

 

469 

counselor describes how the coping technique should be executed. In 

the request for information, she asks the clients to report on specific 

parts of the coping technique. For example, Ellie was presented with 

the task of imagining her family members as specific animals according 

to similarities in behavioral attributes or characteristics. The counselor 

asks Ellie which animals she chose and which of their attributes are 

helpful or difficult in a request for information:  

(7.34)  Counselor (Thread: Ellie; 6) 
If she was an animal what would she 
be?  What animal are you? Your Mum and 
your Dad? […] What aspects of each animal is 
helpful and a strength, and which aspects are 
unhelpful or a difficulty for you?  If you could 
change the animal that is your sister, or tame 
it, what would you do?  

The technique aims to help Ellie identify strengths and weaknesses of 

herself and her family members. The direct style of the questions aims 

to facilitate the application of the technique.  

In example (7.35), Mel is asked to reflect on how she felt while 

saying I feel anxious out loud. Here, it is worth looking at the sequence 

of the advice-giving move and the request for information move: 

(7.35)  Counselor (Thread: Mel; 2) 
<Advice-giving: Say out loud now, a few times, 
I’m feeling guilty. Advice-giving> 

<Request for information: How do you feel right 
this second having said that? Request for infor-
mation> 
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Noticeably, there is no mitigation employed in the request for infor-

mation. In both example (7.34) and example (7.35), then, requests for 

information that belong to a suggestion of a specific coping technique 

reflect the realization of advice-giving moves that occur in such sug-

gestions. Both moves contain hardly any mitigation and are presented 

in a very direct style.  

 Finally, the last function of requests for information is to inquire 

about the clients’ progress. Such requests sometimes occur after the cli-

ents’ lack of a response. In example (7.36), the counselor inquires 

whether Anna has connected with people in ways the counselor had 

previously suggested. In example (7.37), the counselor asks Mel 

whether she has continued to write a list of positive qualities and 

achievements:  

(7.36)  Counselor (Thread: Anna; 2) 
I'm wondering whether you have had an op-
portunity to check out any of the societies or 
clubs, as a way of meeting new people, or try-
ing out new activities?  

(7.37)  Counselor (Thread: Mel; 6) 
J How are you getting on with these Mel, and 
how does it feel looking back at your growing 
list of achievements?   

Requests for information that inquire about such progress contain a con-

siderable potential to threaten the clients’ face; after all, the counselor 

is reminding them to provide information that she had asked for previ-

ously. The counselor carefully constructs her requests in order to 
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mitigate the potential threat to the clients’ face. In example (7.36), the 

counselor uses the construction I’m wondering + (post-predicate) to 

mitigate her request, while simultaneously reminding Anna why join-

ing societies or clubs would be a helpful activity for her. In example 

(7.37), the counselor presumes that Mel has in fact carried out her sug-

gestion and that she has managed to add to her list of achievements. She 

prefaces her request with a smiley emoticon, which further mitigates 

the potential face-threat by positively aligning Mel to the question. Both 

examples illustrate how carefully the counselor constructs such re-

quests. The counselor describes such questions in the interview:  
I think it is really important to say: “I’m wondering whether 

you’ve had the opportunity to try any of these things out.” I 

mince my words carefully because I want my intention to come 

across: “It’s ok if you have or you haven’t tried it. I’m not ex-

pecting you to. I’m not gonna be cross or upset if you haven’t, 

I’m simply wondering whether you had the opportunity.” Hope-

fully, that makes it easier for clients to say: “Actually, no, I’ve 

been too busy” or “Well, I tried but it wasn’t any good.” (Inter-

view) 

Clearly, the counselor’s attempt to save the clients’ face is not only ev-

ident in her linguistic choices in my data, but also in her discussion in 

the interview of how carefully she constructs such requests for infor-

mation.  
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7.4 Summary  
In this chapter, I aimed to shed light on the four most frequently used 

discursive moves with regards to their syntactic and lexical realization 

as well as the sub-functions that they aim to fulfil. I have presented the 

results of the clients’ and the counselor’s utilization of discursive 

moves. Moreover, I have continuously highlighted how the linguistic 

realization influences the construction of the interactants’ identities, the 

therapeutic alliance and the improvement of the clients’ well-being.  

 Problem statements, which are only employed by the clients, of-

ten serve to position the clients as authentic and legitimate advice-seek-

ers. The lexical analysis revealed that problem statements contain 

lexical choices that previous studies of advisory practices have also 

pointed out, such as a clear preference for self-orientation in person ref-

erence (Locher 2006; Morrow 2006; Harvey 2013) and a broad range 

of emotional expressions (Morrow 2006; Ochs and Capps 2001). I 

found a clear absence of lexical choices that are overtly connected to an 

advice-seeking activity (such as advice, seek, or help). The clients real-

ize problem statements overwhelmingly with declaratives, whereas pre-

vious studies (Locher 2006; Morrow 2006; Placencia 2012; Rudolf von 

Rohr 2018) have shown that advice-seekers in other practices regularly 

realize problem messages or advice-seeking text passages in interroga-

tive form or even use the discursive move request for advice. This find-

ing foregrounds the “talking cure” aspect of counseling (see e.g. Launer 

2005: 465; Peräkylä et al. 2008: 5). The counselor corroborates this 
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interpretation in the interview when she says that the clients’ best hopes 

are to be heard.  

The functional analysis revealed that problem statements mainly 

fulfill three functions. First, problem statements can be used to ‘intro-

duce a problem’ and often include a presentation of the issue that trou-

bles the clients. Second, problem statements can function as 

‘confirmations of problems’. These confirmations generally follow the 

counselor’s identification and verbalization of a troubling issue that the 

clients had not overtly stated before. Third, problem statements are used 

to report on the ‘application of a coping technique’. These problem 

statements stand out with regard to identity construction in that they 

encompass the clients’ positionings as active albeit unsuccessful appli-

ers of coping techniques. Overall, problem statements generally posi-

tion the clients as in need of the counselor’s support. 

 I have shown in previous chapters that the clients shift from stat-

ing problems to assessing their experiences, strengths, and so on. It is 

not surprising, then, that the clients realize the discursive move assess-

ment in declarative form. The lexical analysis revealed in various ways 

that the clients adopt a more balanced attitude and perspective when 

they address their troubles in assessments. This shift is distinctly real-

ized in two specific ways. First, in the clients’ assessments, there is a 

clear decrease of attitudinal verbs in comparison to the clients’ problem 

statements. The clients also use cognitive mental verbs more frequently 

in assessments than in problem statements. As Locher et al. (2015b) 

have argued, verbs such as feel (and, I would add, think) can index self-
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reflection. Second, the diversification of emotional adjectives towards 

more positive stances reveals that the clients begin to focus less on their 

negative experiences and attitudes.  

The functional analysis of the assessments used by the clients 

also revealed one particularity that seems to be specific to institutional-

ized discourse. The clients explicitly talk about the usefulness of sug-

gested coping techniques via constructions such as (specific technique) 

+ help me, which acknowledges that they have applied the suggested 

advice. This explicit acknowledgement stands in contrast to findings 

from advisory peer-to-peer practices in which such open confirmations 

of advice application was absent (Morrow 2006; Rudolf von Rohr 

2018). Social factors such as the private, one-to-one, and professional-

lay participation structure (Herring 2007) might facilitate such advice 

acknowledgements.  

In their assessments, however, the clients do not regularly posi-

tion the counselor as the source of their improvement. Instead, they 

foreground the usefulness of the coping techniques. To credit the tech-

niques rather than the counselor’s input for their own progress helps the 

clients to see themselves as the agents of their improved well-being. 

This facilitates lasting change in the clients, who thus start to see and 

position themselves as active self-helpers. Overall, the clients use as-

sessments to share a more positive evaluation of their experiences and 

their well-being. In their assessments, the clients position themselves as 

active appliers of coping techniques or even as active self-helpers.  
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 Of the four most frequent discursive moves, the counselor uses 

three: assessments, advice-giving moves and requests for information. 

The counselor’s assessments usually follow either the clients’ problem 

statements or the clients’ assessments. Like the clients, the counselor 

mainly realizes assessments in declarative form. Although person ref-

erence reflects the clear client-orientation mentioned above, the use of 

first and second person pronouns marks the dialogic and conversational 

nature of counseling (Biber et al. 2007; Morrow 2006).  

Further, I have found clear connections between specific func-

tions of the counselor’s assessments and their lexical realizations. For 

example, assessments that formulate or normalize the clients’ input at-

tempt to signal the counselor’s comprehension of the clients and their 

struggles. In addition, the counselor uses these assessments to 

acknowledge that the clients are experiencing authentic and common 

reactions. Constructions such as I can hear or I get the sense reflect the 

counselor’s intent to demonstrate her understanding and to take clients 

and their troubles seriously. Formulations often foreground specific is-

sues the counselor wants to work on (see e.g. Antaki 2008; Bercelli et 

al. 2008a; Fitzgerald and Leudar 2012; Stommel and van der Houwen 

2013). Normalization focuses on assuring clients that certain reactions 

are common (Placencia 2012; Rudolf von Rohr 2018). Importantly, the 

counselor refrains from deproblematizing the clients’ troubles. This is 

in contrast to findings from some peer-to-peer interactions in advisory 

contexts (see e.g. Placencia 2012).  
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These two functions of the counselor’s assessments are espe-

cially salient in the recognition and legitimization of the clients’ posi-

tioning as authentic advice-seekers. The counselor regularly concludes 

such assessments with positive evaluations of clients’ strengths or their 

willingness to learn to cope with their troubles. This is indicative of the 

solution-focused approach the counselor employs (Bannink 2007; DeS-

hazer and Berg 1997; Gingerich and Wabeke 2001; Kim 2008). In ad-

dition, the counselor attempts to align the clients with the advice that 

usually follows such assessments.  

Moreover, the counselor also uses assessments to affirm the cli-

ents’ application of coping techniques and their overall progress. These 

assessments are characterized by the counselor’s extensive work to 

foreground positive attributes and characteristics of the clients and their 

experiences. Again, this is highly salient as it shows that the counselor 

not only states that she applies solution-focused therapy, but that this 

application is also visible in the linguistic data. For example, the coun-

selor uses stance lexemes to highlight the strengths and the coping tech-

niques that the clients possess. These two functions (affirming the 

clients’ application of coping techniques and affirming the clients’ pro-

gress) aim to position the clients as active self-helpers and to encourage 

further progress.  

 I have also closely analyzed the discursive move advice-giving, 

which is only used by the counselor. She carefully crafts advice-giving 

moves to facilitate the uptake of the advice. She does so by taking the 

clients’ face concerns into account. Advice-giving moves are realized in 
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declarative and imperative form. Other studies have also found that ad-

vice is realized in declarative and imperative form. It seems that the 

distribution of declaratives and imperatives in advice is specific to the 

social practice in which the advice occurs. For example, Hampel’s 

(2015) study of a celebrity Facebook page revealed that around 85 per-

cent of advice on that page is realized as imperatives. Locher (2006) 

reported that around 50 percent of advice-giving moves were realized 

as declaratives in Lucy Answers, i.e., in institutionalized discourse. 

Locher’s results resemble the present study’s results the most in that 

around half of the sentences in advice-giving moves are realized in de-

clarative form (percentages of imperatives are slightly higher in 

Locher’s study, however).  

In my corpus, the declaratives and imperatives in advice-giving 

moves can be loosely assigned to specific functions that this move aims 

to fulfil. The three functions ‘advice to introspect’, ‘advice to act’, and 

‘suggestions of coping techniques’ are mainly realized in declarative 

form. The other three functions (‘coping-technique specific advice’, 

‘meta-advice about coping techniques’, and ‘affirmation to continue to 

progress’) are realized differently to varying degrees. The counselor 

uses declaratives as well as imperatives to deliver ‘meta-advice’ in 

which she often reminds the clients to use advice she previously pro-

vided. The functions ‘coping-technique specific advice’ and ‘affirma-

tion to continue to progress’ are often realized as imperatives. Coping-

technique specific advice is usually framed with preceding and follow-

ing moves that mitigate the potential face-threat of advice. This allows 
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the counselor to give clear and direct advice in imperative form. In ‘af-

firmations to continue to progress’, the counselor positions the clients 

as active self-helpers and encourages them to continue in the same way 

they have so far, rendering mitigation redundant.  

Further, specific lexical choices foreground the clients’ abilities, 

such as the constructions you can, you will, and keep on. Such construc-

tions were also found in other studies (Locher 2006; Rudolf von Rohr 

2018). Ultimately, the counselor uses advice-giving moves not just to 

give advice, but also to position the clients as prospective or even cur-

rent self-helpers and active appliers of coping techniques who will suc-

ceed. It is noteworthy that the counselor invests extensive work in all 

advice-giving moves to not position herself as the explicit source of ad-

vice. Instead, she foregrounds the clients as recipients and beneficiaries 

of the advice and as capable human beings.  

 Last but not least, the counselor’s requests for information posi-

tion the clients as active participants in the therapeutic alliance. While 

many requests for information are realized through interrogatives, some 

are also realized in declarative form. Many declaratives are realized 

through the pattern I WONDER + (post-predicate), which allows the 

counselor to pose questions in indirect and mitigated form (Biber et al. 

2007; Locher 2006; Morrow 2006). Whereas the counselor’s role as 

advice-giver is not foregrounded in advice-giving moves, she empha-

sizes her position as inquirer and as future recipient of the clients’ input 

in her requests for information. The mental verbs feel and think occur 

frequently (especially collocating with second person pronouns) and 
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are used to invite the clients to participate in the discussion and share 

more information. These verbs are further employed to trigger the cli-

ents’ self-reflection and to encourage them to contribute their own so-

lutions to their problems (Silverman 1997).  

Functional sub-categories of the discursive move request for in-

formation can be clearly differentiated in relation to three dimensions: 

first, to ease comprehension for both participants (the functions ‘im-

proving the counselor’s comprehension’ and ‘ensuring clients’ compre-

hension’); second, to inquire about advice that was previously given or 

to provide advice in interrogative form (‘inquiring about readiness to 

apply advice’, ‘suggesting reflection’, and ‘requesting coping-tech-

nique specific information’); and third, to ask about progress (‘inquiries 

about progress’). Despite the different functions of this move, the coun-

selor uses all her requests to engage the clients in the therapeutic pro-

cess and the therapeutic alliance.  

These syntactic, lexical and functional results of the linguistic 

realization of the four most frequent discursive moves reveal that both 

the clients and the counselor invest extensive work in establishing, ne-

gotiating and maintaining the collaborative work that helps the clients 

to improve their well-being.  
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Chapter 8 Narratives and Transforming Identities  

8.1 Introduction: From a Working Definition to Theory and 
the Research Questions 
According to Capps and Ochs (1995: 173), “when people seek therapy, 

they have a story to tell.” The clients in my corpus report on their trou-

bles and often aim to better manage them. Often, these reports of trou-

bles take the shape of narratives, in which clients not only report on an 

event but also position themselves in specific ways and perform im-

portant relational work. Taylor, for example, reports on how she had to 

give a presentation at work:  

(8.1)  Taylor (Thread: Taylor; Entry 9) 
I had a presentation the other week, and it went 
so badly, as soon as everyone was looking at me 
I just messed it up so much, it was really embar-
rassing, I really didn’t want to go to work for the 
next few days out of sheer shame, I left early be-
cause I was upset. I think that was a real kick in 
the teeth because I felt as if it was a chance to 
show I was hard working and educated, and that 
I was capable and deserving of working in that 
environment. 

The aim of the present chapter is to shed light on the relational work 

that is carried out through and around the narratives that the interlocu-

tors produce. Chapter 2 has shown that the analysis of narratives is an 

important issue in each of the three research fields of my study. In lin-

guistics, there is a long-standing tradition of analyzing narratives. Many 

comprehensive reviews on narratives (see e.g. Bamberg 2007, 2013; De 
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Fina and Georgakopoulou 2012; Ochs and Capps 2001; Johnstone 

2001) have highlighted research on such issues as degrees of narrativ-

ity, the communicative functions of narratives, the co-construction of 

narratives by two or more co-tellers, or the construction of identities 

through narratives.  

In a health context, the narrative turn (see e.g. Gygax and Locher 

2015) led to an increase in narrative analysis. Research on narrative 

medicine (see e.g. Charon 2006, 2014; Greenhalgh and Hurwitz 1999; 

Gygax and Locher 2015; Hamilton and Chou 2014) has foregrounded 

the importance of narrative competence for good healthcare. Key con-

cepts include patient empowerment (Lucius-Hoene 2008) and empathy 

(Locher 2015). Narratives have also garnered much attention as a tool 

to make sense of health experiences (Gygax 2015; Kern-Stähler and 

Thiemann 2015). More specifically, in mental health discourse, Labov 

and Fanshel (1977) looked at structural features of narratives in psy-

chotherapeutic sessions. Capps and Ochs’ (1995) work on agoraphobia 

shows how narrative patterns can feed a mental illness. Similarly, 

Boothe (2015: 74) has argued that narratives are used to “enact and per-

form [mental] illness.” Further work by Kemp (2003) and Karp (1993, 

1996) illustrates how subjective experiences of mental illness are de-

scribed by patients. And Bercelli et al. (2008b) conducted a conversa-

tion-analytic study to examine the placement of narratives within 

psychotherapy sessions.  

The analysis of narratives occurring online has also flourished 

(Dayter 2015; Dayter and Mühleisen 2016; De Fina 2016; Georgako-
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poulou 2004, 2007, 2013, 2016; Hoffman 2010; Page 2012; Page and 

Thomas 2011). Two points are especially noteworthy. First, online nar-

ratives have prompted researchers to broaden their definition of narra-

tives to include small stories (Bamberg and Georgakopoulou 2008; 

Georgakopoulou 2007, 2013) or even tiny stories (Bolander and Locher 

2015; Dayter 2015). Second, online narratives have stimulated further 

research on the performance of identity, with such issues as gender 

(Page 2012), ethnicity (Heyd 2016) or authenticity (Mühleisen 2016) 

given prominence. Online narratives have also been researched in a 

range of contexts (e.g. on Twitter (Dayter 2015), blogs (Page 2012), 

web forums (Lindholm 2017), or in Web 2.0 (Page 2017)).  

 Online health or illness narratives have often been analyzed with 

a focus on how they are used to elicit or give advice. Kouper (2010) 

called attention to how problems can be conceptualized as narratives in 

order to solicit advice in the posts of a LiveJournal.com community 

centered around childrearing. A number of studies have looked at how 

narratives can be used to give indirect advice when advice-seekers and 

-givers are peers (see e.g. Anderson 2017; Armstrong et al. 2011; Ham-

ilton 1998; Harrison and Barlow 2009; Lindholm 2010, 2017; Richard-

son 2003; Rudolf von Rohr 2018; Thurnherr et al. 2016). A recurrent 

focus of these studies is how narratives can be used to construct an ex-

pert identity that has the authenticity and legitimacy to give advice, as 

well as how to display empathy through narratives. However, more re-

search is still called for to explain how narratives can be used to create 

interpersonal effects online (see e.g. Bamberg 2013: 3; De Fina and 
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Georgakopoulou 2012: 121; Lindholm 2017: 27). Additionally, online 

narratives in a mental health context have also not received much atten-

tion (Thurnherr et al. 2016). I will thus address how clients in my corpus 

use narratives to generate interpersonal effects.  

An important point to note is that the present chapter does not 

aim to provide a definition or broader understanding of narratives as a 

text type. My analysis aims to explore, as Boothe (2015: 73) puts it, 

“how … narratives in the [counseling] context are related to interper-

sonal dynamics and [the] curative potential of the [therapeutic alli-

ance].” I want to spotlight how narratives are used as a tool to position 

interactants in specific ways and how the work in the therapeutic alli-

ance facilitates a transformation in the clients. My analysis will reveal 

that the collaborative work (or in the words of Ochs and Capps (2001: 

7) “the dialogic activity”) that the interactants exercise in and around 

the narratives is instrumental for the clients’ transformation.  

As there is no clear agreed-upon definition of narrative (see e.g. 

De Fina and Georgakopoulou 2012; Gygax and Locher 2015; Ochs and 

Capps 2001), I used four criteria to identify text passages as narratives. 

These four points also establish a working definition of personal narra-

tives as it applies to my study: (1) personal narratives are used to share 

a “reportable event” (Labov 1997: 398) through a personal voice, (2) 

narratives are embedded in social practices and exhibit different de-

grees of narrativity, (3) narratives are a means of making sense of the 

world and are a communicative process through which identities are 



8 Narratives and Transforming Identities 
 

 

485 

discursively constructed, and (4) narratives are used to construct a sense 

of self. 

First, “there is a general agreement … that a narrative must ‘in-

volve the recounting of an event or events’ (Hawthorne, 2000, p. 225)” 

as Gygax and Locher (2015: 2) put it in their edited volume Narrative 

Matters in Medical Practice across Disciplines. However, I do not only 

include fully-fledged Labovian narratives, but also small stories and 

tiny stories (see below).  

Second, Ochs and Capps (2001) argue that narratives are on a 

continuum of embeddedness, ranging from quite detached to highly 

embedded narratives. In my corpus, though, narratives are highly em-

bedded in the counseling activity. As Ochs and Capps (2001: 37) ex-

plain, embedded narratives “are thematically relevant to a topic under 

discussion or activity underway.” They add that embedded narratives 

are “thematically and rhetorically organized by the earlier narrative(s)” 

(ibid.: 39) and are not only “intertwined … with other forms of dis-

course” (ibid.: 40), but can also help “[tellers] to look at prior narratives 

from a new perspective” (ibid.: 39).  

A related aspect is that of narrativity, which De Fina and Geor-

gakopoulou (2012: 8) define “as the property that defines the difference 

between a narrative and a non-narrative” (see e.g. also Carranza 1998; 

Ochs and Capps 2001; Page 2012). De Fina and Georgakopoulou 

(2012) add that narrativity should be seen as a “scalar predicate” (ibid.: 

9) ranging from “high [to] low narrativity” (ibid.: 9). The former means 

a text passage is very narrative-like while the latter is less narrative-
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like. In other words, a narrative that exhibits high narrativity can be 

seen as the fully-fledged narratives that Labov and Waletzky (1967) 

and Labov (1997, 2013) have analyzed; they contain abstract, orienta-

tion, complicating action, evaluation, resolution and coda. Many of the 

narratives in my corpus are not of this kind, but fit the description of 

small or tiny stories (Dayter 2015; Georgakopoulou 2007). Geor-

gakopoulou (2007: 148) uses the label of small stories for “a whole 

range of underrepresented narrative activities ranging from literally 

small and fragmented tellings to refusals to tell and deferrals of telling.” 

Dayter (2015: 20) defines a tiny story as “a low-tellable, undersized 

report of experience that contains no resolution.” The high embed-

dedness and the low narrativity of narratives in my corpus make it dif-

ficult to distinguish narratives from other text passages. I have therefore 

paid special attention to whether a reportable event was recounted when 

identifying narratives.   

 Third, narratives help people to make sense of the world and are 

used to construct identities. Klapproth (2004: 103) argues that “narra-

tives are a means of structuring and processing personal human experi-

ence.” Boothe (2015: 78) sees this as important in psychotherapy, 

where clients can move towards a more balanced view of their life or 

mental health struggles “by telling and retelling their story to an atten-

tive and compassionate listener until it has become a coherent narra-

tive.” Making sense of one’s experiences is closely connected to the 

construction of one’s identity. Narratives are a communicative process 

in which identities are created (De Fina and Georgakopoulou 2012: 24). 



8 Narratives and Transforming Identities 
 

 

487 

From a constructionist perspective (see Chapter 2), narratives can be 

used to position oneself and others in various ways, both in the story 

world and in the ongoing interaction between teller and listeners (De 

Fina and Georgakopoulou 2012: 167).  

 Finally, Bamberg et al. (2012: 180) argue that narratives are used 

to “construct a sense of continuous self – one that fuses past and future 

orientation into one’s present identity.” This aspect is highly relevant 

for the interactants in the email counseling exchanges. Clients move 

between aspects of “constancy” and “change” (Bamberg et al. 2012: 

180). At first, they aim to portray themselves as advice-seekers who 

have been suffering for quite some time due to their mental struggles – 

this is a depiction of constancy. Likewise, clients undergo a change dur-

ing the counseling process, and (hopefully) move from an advice-

seeker towards an active self-helper identity – this is an indication of 

change. The process of negotiating constancy and change is especially 

notable when comparing narrative text passages from the beginning to 

the end of the counseling process. We have stated elsewhere that this 

“transformation of the self is one of the key aims” (Thurnherr et al. 

2016: 452) in counseling. In my analysis, I pay special attention to this 

transformation and how it is facilitated through narratives.  

A final point I want to highlight is that I focus on narratives that 

are told in a personal voice. In other words, I have chosen to focus on 

narratives that report on an event that the teller has experienced. This 

necessarily excludes such narratives as anecdotes or hypothetical sto-

ries that the counselor might suggest. Since I am interested in the 
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transformation of the identities of the clients, this distinction has helped 

my analysis to reveal this transformation. I aim to answer the following 

research questions in this chapter:  

• What interpersonal functions do the narratives carry out?  

• What prototypical types of relational work are used?  

• What prototypical types of positionings occur?  

• Are there specific interplays of relational work occurring that 

help transform the clients’ identities?  

The first question is concerned with the functions of narratives. Ochs 

and Capps (2001: 37) point to rhetorical functions that narratives can 

fulfill when they observe that narratives can “illustrate a point, make 

[a] comparison, support an argument, or otherwise elaborate a focus of 

concern.” I focus specifically on the interpersonal functions of narra-

tives. The second research question serves to shed light on the proto-

typical types of relational work that are used to convey interpersonal 

effects. The third research question then calls attention to how the client 

and the counselor are typically positioned through and around narra-

tives. And finally, the last research question deals with the intercon-

nectedness of relational strategies, i.e., whether certain types of 

relational strategies elicit other specific relational strategies.  

 In Chapter 4, I have outlined the structure of my analyses. Table 

8.1 reproduces the overview I presented in that chapter. The analysis of 

narratives as well as the analyses of the following two chapters are sit-

uated in the last research step, the form and function analysis of linguis-

tic expressions, which is highlighted in purple in the table.  



8 Narratives and Transforming Identities 
 

 

489 

Table 8.1 Methodological steps 1 to 3 revisited: Form and function analysis 

Type of Analysis Focus of Analysis 
Content analysis of themes Types 

Distribution 
Discursive moves analysis Types 

Distribution 
Sequence 
Linguistic realization 

Form and function analysis of linguistic 
expressions 

Relational work and posi-
tionings 

 
I explained in Chapter 4 that the analysis of linguistic expressions with 

regards to form and function could not be administered to the entire 

corpus because it is simply too rich in interpersonal detail. A reading of 

the five threads, however, has shown that narratives are habitually used 

by the clients to convey interpersonal effects: clients position them-

selves in identifiable ways in the narratives. A closer look also revealed 

that those positionings seemed to follow a specific pattern (which I 

elaborate on in the results sections of this chapter). I have therefore cho-

sen narratives as one type of linguistic expressions that can be analyzed 

with regards to function and form. For Locher (2006), interpersonal ef-

fects always need to be considered within their context. I account for 

this context by examining which themes and discursive moves the nar-

ratives occur in.  

The current chapter is structured as follows: in Section 8.2, I pro-

vide an overview of where in the composition of the email threads the 

narratives occur. In other words, I will identify which themes the nar-

ratives occur in, and I will show which discursive moves the narratives 

are employed in and in which entries of a thread such narratives occur. 



8 Narratives and Transforming Identities 
 

 

490 

Section 8.3 focuses on the interpersonal functions of the narratives in 

the threads. I will explain each function and what kind of relational 

work and positionings they are linked to. Additionally, I will identify 

the previous and subsequent context in which the narratives occur. Sec-

tion 8.4 provides a summary of the findings.  

 

8.2 Narratives in Themes, Discursive Moves and Entries 
Overall, 105 text passages can be identified as personal narratives23. All 

of the 105 personal narratives were produced by the clients. As we have 

already noted elsewhere (Thurnherr et al. 2016: 455; see also Green 

2010: 6), due to best practice guidelines in counseling, counselors do 

not share personal information, which includes personal narratives. Ta-

ble 8.2 (next page) shows in which themes the identified narratives oc-

cur. The results are in line with the patterns I have found in Chapter 6 

with regards to the distribution of themes overall: the themes ‘anxiety’, 

‘depression’, ‘relationships’, ‘self-esteem’ and ‘stress’ occur more fre-

quently than the other themes in the overall corpus. Overall, it is note-

worthy that all of the five clients use personal narratives and that 

narratives appear in almost all of the themes. Nevertheless, most of the 

105 narratives occur in the five most frequent themes in the corpus: 

‘anxiety’, ‘depression’, ‘relationships’, ‘self-esteem’ and ‘stress’.  

 
23 I coded the narratives in the entire corpus twice with considerable time be-
tween the two coding cycles. Retest reliability resulted in 89% agreement (93 
out of the 105 narratives found initially were coded as narratives in the retest 
cycle). After careful consideration of each narrative found in the two coding 
cycles, I decided to examine all 105 narratives found in the first cycle.  
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Table 8.2 Narratives distributed across threads and themes 

Theme → 
 
 
 
 
 
Client ↓ A
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Anna  11      2    5 18 
Ellie         9   1 10 
Chris  14 9       3 1  27 
Mel 4  6 1   1  12 5   29 
Taylor  3 4      9 5   21 
Total 4 28 19 1   1 2 30 13 1 6 105 
 
Narratives are used in two types of discursive moves: problem state-

ments and assessments (Table 8.3).  
Table 8.3 Narratives according to thread and discursive move 

Discursive move → 
 
 
 
Client ↓ Pr

ob
le

m
 

st
at

em
en

t 

A
ss

es
sm

en
t  

To
ta

l  

Anna 11 8 19 
Ellie 4 6 10 
Chris 11 16 27 
Mel 19 10 29 
Taylor 14 7 21 
Total 59 47 106* 

* The total amounts to 106 as one narrative contains a problem statement and an assess-
ment.  
 
Out of the 105 narratives, 58 appear within a problem statement and 46 

within an assessment. One narrative (written by Anna) contains a prob-

lem statement and an assessment. This explains why there are 106 
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narratives in total (59 narratives in a problem statement and 47 narra-

tives in an assessment). While there is a slight preference for narratives 

to occur within problem statements, it is interesting that clients use nar-

ratives in assessments as well. Yet, there are individual differences be-

tween the clients. Anna, Mel and Taylor use narratives more often in 

problem statements than assessments. In contrast, Ellie and Chris uti-

lize narratives more often in assessments.  

Table 8.4 (shown on next page) reveals that narratives are found 

throughout the entire threads. Only Mel (third session) and Taylor (sec-

ond session) do not use narratives in each session. This reflects the per-

vasiveness of narratives in clients’ texts. In general, narratives that 

occur in problem statements are used in early sessions of the counseling 

process, whereas narratives that occur in assessments are used more in 

later sessions. This reflects the finding of Chapter 6 that clients’ prob-

lem statements can be found in early stages, while clients’ assessments 

are employed more in the later stages of counseling. There are, how-

ever, two exceptions shaded in yellow in Table 8.4. Mel extensively 

employs narratives in problem statements in session 4 (n=7), in which 

she recounts an argument with her boyfriend. Taylor uses narratives in 

problem statements until the end of her thread. Taylor often inserts 

“door-handle comments” (Green 2010: 6), in which she adds problem-

atic issues at the end of her entries. I elaborate on this in detail in Chap-

ter 10.  
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Table 8.4 Location of narratives in threads and discursive moves 

Client → Anna  Ellie  Chris  Mel  Taylor 
 
Discur-
sive 
move → 
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Session 1 4   2   4   7     
Session 2 6 3  2 2  5 9  4 4  5  
Session 3  3   2  1 4      2 
Session 4     2  1 2  7 1  3 1 
Session 5        1  1 4  3 3 
Session 6           1  3 1 
Total 10 6  4 6  11 16  19 10  14 7 

*Areas that are highlighted in grey indicate that these threads did not have a fourth, 
fifth and/or sixth session. 

It is not surprising that all clients use narratives; after all, counseling is 

known as the “talking cure” (see e.g. Launer 2005 for the origin of this 

term), and clients need to recount experiences if they wish to deal with 

them. But it is surprising when compared to previous research that the 

clients in the present data use a high number of narratives in which they 

report on events that have a positive valence (these narratives occur 

mostly in assessments). Ochs and Capps (2001) “have been struck by 

the dearth of narratives that focus on positive life events from start to 

finish” (ibid.: 145). They explain that clients often recount “unexpected 

events that are unsettling [and] tend to be sources of some combination 

of fear, frustration, misunderstanding or confusion, irritation, shame or 

disapproval, malaise, and sympathy” (ibid.: 146). They add that these 

“form the emotional nucleus of many narratives of personal experi-

ence” (ibid.: 149). The clients in my data use narratives in a more di-

verse way. This might be influenced by the treatment approach the 
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counselor utilizes. Solution-focused approaches encourage clients to 

see the positive side of experiences and aim to foreground the clients’ 

coping skills rather than their troubles (Gingerich and Wabeke 2001: 

34-35). The counselor therefore aims to elicit positive stories from cli-

ents. Whether a narrative has negative (mostly narratives in problem 

statements) or positive (mostly narratives in assessments) valence is 

also connected to the interpersonal function that the narrative tries to 

convey.  

 

8.3 The Functions of Narratives 
While the previous section has identified which themes, discursive 

moves and sessions the narratives occur in, this section now details the 

actual form and function of the narratives themselves. The narratives 

found in my corpus fulfill the following four functions: (1) to seek ad-

vice; (2) to support a previously made claim; (3) to show compliance 

with advice that was given; and (4) to report on progress. These func-

tions are by no means mutually exclusive. On the contrary, narratives 

often realize more than one function. The functions are also not clear-

cut, but overlap at times. This is the case, for example, for the functions 

of seeking advice and supporting a previous claim. Narratives that oc-

cur in problem statements sometimes fulfill both of these functions. Ad-

ditionally, some narratives that comply with advice also report on 

progress, but they do not need to. It is due to the fuzzy boundaries be-

tween the functions and the fact that narratives are multifunctional that 

the numbers I provide below should be interpreted cautiously. The 
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numbers indicate how many of the total 105 narratives can be inter-

preted as fulfilling the function that I discuss. It does not mean that they 

cannot fulfill another function as well.  

 

8.3.1 The Function of Seeking Advice 
Clients use narratives to seek advice or support. Importantly, the advice 

is sought implicitly with narratives rather than by explicitly asking for 

advice. As we have noted elsewhere (Thurnherr et al. 2016), this is 

characteristic of the counseling context and might stem from the insti-

tutionalized nature of counseling with its assigned roles of advice-

seeker (client) and advice-giver (counselor), at least at the beginning of 

the counseling. The counselor’s responses to advice-seeking narratives 

corroborate this interpretation of implicitness. The counselor regularly 

provides empathy for the clients and often suggests several ways to deal 

with the reported troubles.   

51 of the 105 narratives in total can be perceived as seeking ad-

vice. 43 of these narratives are written within a problem statement, 

while 7 appear in an assessment move (see Table 8.5). One of the nar-

ratives contains a problem statement (hence a total of n=44) and an as-

sessment (hence a total of n=8). This clear focus on problems is not 

surprising since problem statements often contain text passages that im-

plicitly seek advice. Nevertheless, it is relevant that eight narratives oc-

cur in an assessment. As Table 8.5 further shows, there are 33 non-

elicited narratives and 18 narratives that are elicited by the counselor. 

It is notable that the eight narrative passages that occur within an 
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assessment are all elicited by the counselor (I will focus on the elicited 

narratives in the next section as they most often also carry out the func-

tion of supporting a previous claim). The advice-seeking narratives are 

used in a wide range of themes, as can be seen in Table 8.6. The focus 

is on four specific themes, however: ‘relationships’ (n=17), ‘depres-

sion’ (n=11), ‘anxiety’ (n=8), and ‘self-esteem’ (n=8). 
Table 8.5 Number of advice-seeking 
narratives according to discursive 
moves 
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Non-elicited 33  33 
Elicited 11 8 19 
Total 44 8 52 

 
 
 
 
 
Table 8.6 Number of advice-seeking 
narratives according to themes 
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Relationships 17 
Depression 11 
Anxiety 8 
Self-esteem 8 
Abuse 2 

Stress 2 
Other’s health 1 
Health issues 1 
Panic attacks 1 
Total 51 



 

A wide range of relational strategies are used in the narrative passages 

in question, but four prototypical ones predominate: ‘mitigation’, 

‘boosting’, ‘appealing for empathy’ and ‘self-criticism’. Mitigation and 

boosting (see e.g. Bolander 2013; Locher 2006; Schneider 2010) are 

frequently used in all four functions. Boosting is used to “‘intensify or 

emphasise the force’ of an utterance” (Holmes 1995: 76, as cited in 

Locher 2006: 119). Locher (2006: 141) argues that boosting is not al-

ways face-threatening but can also be face-enhancing. Mitigation, or 

hedging, which can “soften the impact of [a] negative statement” (Tan-

nen 1993: 28), is “a means to express relational work which is geared 

to protecting the addressee’s face” (Locher 2006: 121). Hedging or mit-

igation played a central role in the advice column Locher studied 

(Locher 2006: 127-133). Despite the fact that both of these strategies 

are frequently used in the counseling exchanges, they are not focused 

on in this chapter specifically, for others are more closely linked to the 

transformation of clients’ identities. Two potentially face-threatening 

relational strategies are prototypically used in seeking-advice narratives 

that are linked to this transformation: appealing for empathy and self-

criticism. I will explain these strategies and the interpersonal effects 

they can create in detail in the discussion of the exemplary narratives 

below.  

In the seeking-advice narratives, clients use these relational strat-

egies to position themselves as authentic and legitimate advice-seekers 

and the counselor as a potential advice-giver. However, many other 

subtle acts of positioning are performed to construct these identities. 
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Here, I will discuss three types of positionings that the clients perform 

by employing narratives that focus on seeking-advice. These three po-

sitionings foreground each a specific aspect: an illness career, the ur-

gency of current struggles, and a further need for support. First, clients 

make clear that they have been suffering from mental health troubles 

for an extended amount of time. In other words, they depict their strug-

gles as chronic. This persistent struggle legitimizes their role as advice-

seekers and establishes their illness career. Second, some narratives 

claim that clients are struggling more now than ever. They emphasize 

the urgency of current struggles. Both of these issues are often part of 

narratives that appear early in the counseling process. At a later stage, 

a third issue is central: clients position themselves as active participants 

who comply with the counselor’s advice, but who are still struggling to 

improve their well-being. This makes clear that further support is 

needed. All three of these issues position the clients as seeking support 

with their current situations.  

 

Illness Career  

First, clients position themselves as sufferers of persistent mental health 

issues by reporting on their “illness careers” (Boothe 2015: 81). Mel 

discusses her experience with depression in example (8.2). She talks 

about two bad phase[s] she went through previously and how they are 

connected to her present emotional state:   

(8.2)  Mel (Thread: Mel; Entry 1) 
I	had	a	particularly	bad	phase	during	the	second	
and	 into	 the	 third	 year	 of	my	 degree	 (when	 I	



8 Narratives and Transforming Identities 
 

 

499 

was	20-21).	It	took	me	a	while	to	realise	what	it	
was.	I	then	went	to	my	GP	who	gave	me	some	
anti-depressants	but	I	had	some	nasty	side-ef-
fects	so	stopped	taking	them	but	didn’t	go	back	
to	my	GP,	which	was	a	mistake	 in	hindsight.	 I	
had	another	bad	phase	two	or	three	years	ago.	I	
was	prescribed	antidepressants	and	stayed	on	
them	for	over	a	year.	I	was	much	improved	by	
the	time	I	stopped	taking	them	but	certainly	not	
‘cured’	and	 it’s	proving	a	bit	of	a	battle	 to	not	
slip	back. 

In this problem statement, Mel’s description of her past struggles with 

depression and the evaluation of her current situation (battle to not slip 

back) aim to implicitly seek support for her battle with depression. She 

appeals for empathy through her explicit negative stance towards these 

phases (particularly bad, nasty, mistake, another bad) and the use of 

the conceptual metaphor HEALTH IS WAR. For Locher (2006), ap-

pealing for empathy is accomplished through “displays [of] emotions, 

distress and (at times indirectly) appeals to [the advice-giver] for sym-

pathy” (ibid.: 212) and “often seems to be linked with problem state-

ments” (ibid.: 229). Appealing for empathy can be face-threatening for 

clients, because they position themselves as going through troubles and 

needing support (Locher 2006; Morrow 2006; Pawelczyk and Erskine 

2008). Mel clearly positions herself as having suffered for an extended 

period of time. In other words, she gives prominence to the constancy 

(Bamberg et al. 2012: 180) of her negative experience and thus 
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constructs an authentic and legitimate identity as an advice-seeker who 

deserves empathy and support.   

 

Urgency of Current Struggles 

Clients further establish that their struggles have gotten worse in the 

recent past. In example (8.3), Anna reports on her struggle with panic 

attacks: 
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(8.3) Anna (Thread: Anna; Entry 1)  
I’ve had what some would describe as panic at-
tacks while I’ve been here and they’ve been more 
frequent in the past month. My heart races, my 
palms sweat, I can’t think at all, and I start to cry, 
or I find myself unable to talk. This has happened 
in public and when I’m on my own.  

Anna uses an iterative narrative (Boothe 2015; Gülich and Hausendorf 

2000) that does not report a single event, but similar recurring events 

(panic attacks). The emotional as well as physical repercussions of 

those experiences (heart races, palms sweat, can’t think at all, etc.) are 

used to appeal for empathy and seek support from the counselor. She 

explicitly mentions that the panic attacks have become more frequent 

and uses present simple tense to highlight their recurrent and immediate 

consequences. She adds that these experiences occur in public and 

when [she’s]on [her] own. This further legitimizes her plea for help, as 

the experiences are having a serious impact on several areas of her life. 

The urgency, therefore, adds legitimacy to Anna’s identity as advice-

seeker (Horne and Wiggins 2009; Locher 2006) through its reflection 

of a change (Bamberg et al. 2012: 180) of Anna’s well-being in a neg-

ative direction.  

 

Illness Career and Current Urgency Combined 

Chris combines his illness career and the current urgency for support in 

a narrative that occurs within a problem statement about his experience 

with depression. He positions himself as an experienced struggler with 

mental health by recounting his past emotional well-being. In a second 
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step, he positions himself as suffering more now than before, which 

legitimizes his current need for counseling: 

(8.4)  Chris (Thread: Chris; Entry 1)  
Previously, my depression followed a very 
predictable pattern: I would have no issues at 
all during the day, and then every single night 
I would experience severe lows consisting of 
me being incredibly overcritical of myself and 
having very self-destructive thoughts which 
quite often led to very disturbed sleep. How-
ever, the light at the end of the tunnel was that 
I knew deep down that in the morning, I’d feel 
fine again. 
It no longer follows daily patterns, so I do not 
experience it every night (just most nights). 
But there are times where I go to bed feeling 
very down, and then wake up still feeling very 
down. The lows have also become more se-
vere. Whilst I still experience the same self-
destructive thoughts, I also now wish that I 
had never existed.  

While Mel talked about two specific phases she went through, Chris 

describes the repetition of a predictable pattern of his depression. He 

uses past simple tense and temporal adverbials such as during the day 

and every single night to underline the recurrence of the pattern, i.e., 

the constancy of his negative experiences. With his emphasis on the 

emotional and physical (very disturbed sleep) repercussions of his 

struggles, Chris appeals for empathy from the counselor. He compares 

the earlier pattern of his depression, including the way he was able to 
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manage it, with the present pattern. This appeal for empathy is rein-

forced when Chris boosts the negative emotions (feeling very down, still 

feeling very down, more severe) he currently experiences. He indicates 

that the situation has become worse and unmanageable; that is, he de-

picts a change in a negative direction. He thus positions himself as in 

current need of support and simultaneously positions the counselor as 

a potential advice-giver. 

Chris also employs self-criticism when he reveals that he is in-

credibly overcritical of himself. Bolander24 (2013: 100) defines self-

criticism as “unfavourable judgement [or] fault-finding … towards 

his/her own appearance, actions, [and] thoughts” (see also Behn-Taran 

2014; Locher 2004; Rudolf von Rohr 2018). Self-criticism or blaming 

oneself is face-threatening because clients deem some of their actions 

or attributes as inappropriate or unfavorable and often cite how they 

think they should have acted or felt instead. The self-criticism also po-

sitions Chris as an advice-seeker. Chris’ example exemplifies how cli-

ents perform an intricate dance between showing constancy (illness 

career) and change (urgency). On the basis of such an interplay, the 

clients construct an authentic and legitimate identity as advice-seeker. 

 I want to briefly show how the counselor reacts to such a narra-

tive before describing the narratives that display a need for further 

 
24 Bolander (2013:100) uses the label “criticism self” as a discourse move in 
her study. As her focus lies on dis/agreements, criticism of self and of others 
had to be distinguished on a discursive-moves level. In my data, criticism is 
more clearly on the level of relational work, in that it positions interactants in 
specific ways. 
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support. The counselor takes clients’ illness careers and the current ur-

gency of their struggles into account when she responds to narratives 

that seek advice. The counselor’s reply to Chris illustrates several typ-

ical aspects of such responses. In general, the counselor responds with 

an assessment, in which she expresses her understanding of the clients’ 

troubles. The counselor then often proceeds to provide advice or request 

further information or a combination thereof. For ease of reading and 

reference, the counselor’s response to Chris’ narrative shown above is 

split up into examples (8.5) to (8.7).  

(8.5)  Counselor (Thread: Chris; Entry 2)  
I can hear how tough this is for you Chris, and 
I get the sense that you feel less in control now 
the depression is not so predictable. It sounds 
as if the predictability of it helped you to cope 
and focus on knowing you would feel better in 
the morning, shifting the focus a little. Now it 
sounds as if you feel more helpless to deal 
with the depression.  
It sounds as if when you are alone, with noth-
ing obvious to distract you, your thoughts be-
come very self-critical and judgemental, which 
naturally knocks your self-esteem and drags 
you down. […] 

In these assessments, the counselor takes up Chris’ long-term struggles 

in several ways: she explicitly mentions her aware[ness] of its enduring 

nature (for many years), she reformulates his struggles, and she refer-

ences the phases of his depression (now, or through past tense). These 

choices reveal the counselor’s understanding of Chris’ troubles, and she 
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thus displays empathy towards him. The relational strategy ‘displaying 

empathy’ is defined by Locher (2006: 118) as a “display of understand-

ing of a[n advice-seeker’s] situation.”  

The counselor also takes into account that Chris is struggling 

more now than before. She reformulates the lack of predictability of the 

current pattern of his depression and explains why he managed to cope 

with the previous pattern more easily (the predictability of it helped you 

to cope, knowing you would feel better in the morning). As a result, she 

reiterates Chris’ feeling of helplessness and demonstrates her under-

standing of his current situation and its emotional repercussions. These 

displays of empathy within an assessment are reminiscent of Locher’s 

(2006: 133) and Rudolf von Rohr’s (2018: 254) findings of such a link 

between assessments and displays of empathy in their data. Through 

the continuous display of empathy in the assessments, the counselor 

confirms Chris’ legitimacy and positioning as an advice-seeker.  

The assessments are followed up with a request for information 

of how Chris cope[d] in the past with his depression and includes a 

reference to the useful counseling he previously had.  

(8.6)  Counselor (Thread: Chris; Entry 2)  
I am aware that you have been dealing with 
your depression for many years, so help me 
to understand what has helped you to cope in 
the past, and what you learned from your pre-
vious counselling that was useful.  

With her focus on the positive coping mechanisms that Chris might al-

ready have in place, the counselor positions Chris as an expert on the 
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coping techniques he already possesses and emphasizes how he previ-

ously managed his depression successfully. This foregrounds a more 

positive aspect of having an illness career and is typical of the counse-

lor’s approach to counseling, i.e., solution-focused therapy (Gingerich 

and Wabeke 2001: 34-35). Implicitly, this can be seen as praise for how 

Chris has previously coped with his struggles. Praising was a relational 

strategy found in Locher’s (2006: 118) and Rudolf von Rohr’s (2018: 

302) studies as well. Locher (2006: 118) defines praise as follows: “the 

[advice-seeker’s] attitudes and actions are highlighted as good.” Both 

Locher (2006: 140) and Rudolf von Rohr (2018: 250) found that prais-

ing often occurs in assessments. When she offers praise in the assess-

ment in example (8.6), the counselor provides Chris with an opportunity 

to report on his previous success of coping with depression (not shown 

here), i.e., an opportunity to praise himself. In addition, the counselor 

also empowers Chris to take charge of his mental health issues and of 

the coping techniques he already has at his disposal. The counselor ul-

timately offers Chris an opportunity to position himself as an active 

self-helper.  

Finally, the counselor adds an advice-giving move to help Chris 

cope with self-destructive thoughts and being self-critical.  

(8.7)  Counselor (Thread: Chris; Entry 2)  
To help you shift your thoughts at these times 
Chris, you might find it helpful to write a list of 
your achievements and the positive qualities 
that helped you gain these achievements. 
This may feel difficult to do when you are used 
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to being self-critical, and it is aimed at helping 
you to build up your self-esteem.  

When the counselor suggests that Chris write a list of [his] achieve-

ments and … positive qualities, she provides him with an activity he 

can engage in when he feels worst. The counselor clearly mitigates her 

suggestion (you might find it helpful to) and acknowledges that the ap-

plication might feel difficult. At the same time, she explains how it 

might help, which encourages Chris to try her suggestion nonetheless 

(aimed at helping you to build up your self-esteem). Encouragement is 

akin to one feature of Locher’s definition of empathizing, namely “re-

assurance” (Locher 2006: 118). However, I distinguish the relational 

strategy ‘encouragement’ from a display of empathy, as it is used in a 

different way in my data. Watts and Pietrzak define encouragement as  

communicating … confidence in … clients; focusing on clients’ 

strengths, assets, and resources; helping clients generate percep-

tual alternatives for discouraging fictional beliefs, focusing on 

efforts and progress; and helping clients see the humor in life 

experiences. (Watts and Pietrzak 2000: 443) 

They base their definition on Alfred Adler’s (1956: 342) understanding 

of encouragement, who suggested that “altogether, in every step of the 

treatment [in therapy or counseling], we must not deviate from the path 

of encouragement.” Solution-focused brief therapy has taken up Ad-

ler’s suggestion, and encouragement has become one of their main foci 

in delivering what they call “strength-based counseling” (Kim 2008: 

107; see also Chapter 3 for more information). Clearly, the counselor 
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uses this strategy when focusing on Chris’ abilities to cope in the past 

and [his] achievements and [his] positive qualities. Rudolf von Rohr 

(2018: 205) and Placencia (2012: 299) also found that advice-givers 

often use encouragement to connect with advice recipients. In my data, 

praise and encouragement are frequently used in close proximity. This 

combination seems to aim at a more positive outlook on the client’s 

future improvement; as a result, it is an important facilitator of the trans-

formation of clients’ identities. 

 

Further Support Needed 

Advice-seeking narratives are also used to demonstrate that clients still 

need further support at advanced stages in the counseling process. In 

the following example, Chris recounts (in a problem statement) an 

event (moving away) that has negatively impacted his well-being: 

(8.8) Chris (Thread: Chris; Entry 7)  
I have been struggling quite a lot over the last 
couple of weeks, which can probably be put 
down to the move. I was very close to the peo-
ple I was living with before, so it has been odd 
moving away from them. 

This narrative is part of entry 7, i.e., session 4 of Chris’ thread. Chris 

uses the present perfect progressive (I have been struggling) and time 

adverbials (last couple of weeks) to indicate that the negative impact of 

the reportable event has been enduring. In connection with negative af-

fect (struggling) that is boosted lexically (quite a lot), Chris thus ap-

peals for empathy. This still positions Chris as a struggling client who 
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is in need of and entitled to further support even though he has received 

counseling for three sessions already. In other words, Chris uses this 

narrative to highlight that he still needs further support at this stage of 

the counseling and is not ready to end counseling yet.  

 The counselor responds with an assessment that presents a more 

positive perspective on Chris’ troubles:   

(8.9) Counselor (Thread: Chris; Entry 8)  
What feels really positive to hear is that you are 
being kind to yourself in recognising that you are 
naturally going to feel increased anxiety when 
going into a new situation, as well as experienc-
ing the loss of old friendships and familiar 
places. You understand this process and the 
need to keep using the techniques, knowing 
that this rough patch will pass – like the weather, 
always changing! 

The counselor explicitly focuses on the positive side of Chris’ narrative. 

She draws attention to how Chris is showing himself empathy by being 

kind to [himself] in recognizing the reasons for his struggles. This is a 

marked change in comparison to the self-critical attitude that Chris ex-

pressed. The counselor also normalizes (on normalization see e.g. 

Locher 2006; Miller and Gergen 1998; Placencia 2012) his struggles by 

explaining them (naturally, this process) and praises his self-reflective 

skills. She encourages Chris by urging him to keep using the techniques 

and predicting improvement (this rough patch will pass). While she 

acknowledges Chris’ struggle, the counselor positions him as a pro-

gressing client and as having a good understanding of his current 
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situation. Clearly, she aims to position him as someone who has already 

undergone a transformation. 

To briefly summarize, my analysis confirms previous findings 

that narratives can be used to seek advice (see e.g. Kouper 2010). Seek-

ing-advice narratives mostly occur within clients’ problem statements. 

Clients use these narratives to position themselves as advice-seekers by 

foregrounding their illness career (Armstrong et al. 2011; Boothe 2015; 

Leppänen 2005) and the current urgency of their struggles (Locher 

2006). To achieve these positionings, clients often use two types of re-

lational work: self-criticism and appealing for empathy. Both of these 

strategies can create empathic opportunities, i.e., opportunities for the 

counselor to display empathy. Narratives are therefore tools for “cata-

lysing empathy in [health] encounters” (Harvey and Koteyko 2013: 91).  

The counselor responds most often with an assessment to such 

advice-seeking narratives, but follows these assessments with advice-

giving and/or request for information moves. At first, the counselor’s 

display of empathy confirms the positioning of the clients as advice-

seekers. Locher argues that “‘appealing’ is in some sense a counterpart 

to ‘empathizing’ … in that it may act as an invitation to the advisor to 

feel sympathy for the advice-seeker.” My findings clearly support 

Locher’s argumentation. Still, the counselor quickly starts to position 

clients as observers of their own experiences and behavior, as formerly 

successful copers of their struggles, and as appliers of coping tech-

niques. All in all, the counselor clearly aims to portray clients as im-

proving. I have shown that she accomplishes this with two prototypical 
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types of relational work: praise and encouragement. Both of these strat-

egies are face-enhancing and were found in previous research on online 

health practices (Eichhorn 2008; Locher 2006; Placencia 2012; Rudolf 

von Rohr 2018).  

 Narratives that aim to seek advice are not always simply put for-

ward by the client, but are specifically elicited by the counselor as well. 

In all but a few cases, these elicited narratives that seek advice also 

support a previous claim, as will be discussed in the next section.  

 

8.3.2 The Function of Supporting a Previous Claim 
Narratives can be an effective tool to illustrate a previously made claim 

(see e.g. Lindholm 2010, 2017; Thurnherr et al. 2016). Supporting a 

previous claim is especially relevant in counseling as the content of the 

interaction often deals with rather complex and subjective experiences 

and perceptions. Tellers can add descriptions of their emotions and 

evaluations in a way that an abstract discussion about a problem cannot. 

As clients talk about very personal experiences, it is not surprising that 

they illustrate claims by reporting on personal events. In the present 

corpus, these stories are often linked to claims that implicitly seek ad-

vice. As a result, the narratives often not only support a claim, but also 

aim to seek further advice. The counselor responds to these narratives 

in similar ways to the ones that seek advice. She assesses the narrative 

and may request further information or give advice. The similar re-

sponses therefore confirm my interpretation that supporting a claim is 

often linked to seeking advice.  
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 Out of the 105 narratives, 32 can be categorized as supporting a 

previous claim. 24 of these narratives can be found within a problem 

statement and 8 within an assessment. 

 
Table 8.7 Number of support-a-claim 
narratives according to discursive 
moves 
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Non-elicited 7  7 
Elicited 17 8 25 
Total 24 8 32 

 

Table 8.8 Number of support-a-claim 
narratives according to themes 
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Anxiety 8 
Relationships 8 
Depression 7 
Self-esteem 4 
Stress 3 
Health issues 1 
Panic attacks 1 
Total 32 

In other words, the focus lies on the clients’ troubles. This is relevant, 

because clients could also support a claim of progress. But overall, the 

function of supporting a claim overlaps far more often with seeking ad-

vice than reporting on progress. Only 3 of the narratives that can be 

identified as supporting a claim can also be categorized as clearly re-

porting on progress. This might have to do with the brief treatment 

phase. While it is necessary to accurately establish the clients’ troubles 

in such a treatment, there might not be enough time at the end of the 

interaction to extensively discuss progress over several entries. Rather 

than supporting a previous claim of progress, clients simply report on 
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progress right away through narratives (see Section 8.3.4). An alterna-

tive explanation is that the counselor’s frequent requests to provide or 

share examples facilitates the clients’ direct reporting on progress 

through exemplary narratives. As Table 8.7 further shows, the counse-

lor elicits most narratives that support a claim (n=25). I will thus focus 

on the elicited narratives in the following discussion of specific exam-

ples. 

The clients’ narratives that support a claim cover a wide variety 

of themes, as Table 8.8 shows. The focus lies on the five most discussed 

themes overall: ‘anxiety’ (n=8), ‘relationships’ (n=8), ‘depression’ 

(n=7), ‘self-esteem’ (n=4) and ‘stress’ (n=3). When looking only at the 

elicited narratives (not shown in the table), there is a clear focus on the 

three themes ‘anxiety’ (n=8), ‘relationships’ (n=7), and ‘depression’ 

(n=6). As with the function of seeking advice, this distribution reveals 

that narratives are not tied to one specific theme.  

The relational work performed within the narratives takes several 

forms. Both mitigation and boosting are employed frequently. In addi-

tion, clients appeal for empathy from the counselor and self-criticize 

their behavior or attitude. In addition, first instances of ‘other-criticism’ 

(that is, third-party criticism) and ‘bonding’ come up as well. The use 

of these two strategies might be facilitated by the fact that support-a-

claim narratives appear more often from the second session onwards. 

At this stage, clients might already feel safer and more accepted in the 

therapeutic alliance and therefore feel more at ease with such face-
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threatening strategies. I will return to this issue in the discussion of the 

examples below.  

In most narratives that support a claim, clients generally position 

themselves as advice-seekers. This is not surprising as many of the nar-

ratives also aim to seek advice. But in addition, clients also begin to 

position themselves as experts on their own biography or experiences 

and as observers of their own behavior. This is even more apparent in 

the counselor’s relational work after the narratives. She also positions 

the clients as experts and observers. These positionings help to balance 

the interactants’ positions within the therapeutic alliance, because both 

interactants are positioned as experts, albeit in different ways and areas. 

Positionings as experts and as observers are only different in nuances. 

However, I present them here separately as the examples reveal why a 

distinction is justified.  

 

 

Experts on their own Biographies 

To begin with, clients position themselves – and are positioned by the 

counselor – as experts on their own biography (including their troubles, 

life events, behaviors, and attitudes). In other words, clients are experts 

on their lifeworld experiences (Hamilton and Chou 2014) Narratives 

that support previously made claims are excellent avenues to showcase 

clients’ expertise in lifeworld experiences. Examples (8.10) to (8.12) 

are a sequence between Taylor and the counselor that spans from entry 

2 to entry 4. Prior to this exchange, Taylor simply mentioned in one 
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sentence in entry 1 that she feels quite down recently (not shown in the 

example). The counselor requests more information on this issue.  

(8.10)  Counselor (Thread: Taylor; Entry 2)  
I notice that you have not been to see your GP, so 
help me to get a clearer sense of how low you are 
feeling Taylor.  On a scale of 0 (feeling the worst 
you have ever felt, and suicidal) to 10 (everything 
is fantastic) where would you put yourself, and 
what are the reasons for that number? 

The counselor positions Taylor as an important source of information 

for the therapeutic process (help me to understand) and poses a scaling 

question typical of solution-focused brief therapy (see Chapter 3 or 

DeShazer and Berg (1997: 123); Iveson (2002: 151); Bannink (2007: 

91)). She asks Taylor to share reasons, inviting Taylor to actively par-

ticipate in finding the sources for her low mood. The counselor identi-

fies Taylor as the only person who has access to this vital information 

and invites her to share it.  

 Taylor complies with the request and responds with a problem 

statement which contains an elaborate description of her mood(s) and 

how she experiences them in a narrative. 

(8.11)  Taylor (Thread: Taylor; Entry 3)  
This is one of the the thing I forgot to include before, 
I would say generally Im at a 4/5 (so just feeling 
normal / abit low) sometimesmaybe a 6 (slighty 
more cheery) but its like sometimes I just getthese 
crashes, when I hit like 2 (not suicidal) and I‘ll be sat 
in my room not being able to sleep and crying and 
stuff. And it doesn’t have to be anything big that 
causes it, itll be say ill have a day where Im just in 
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work all day and I don’t really have anyone who I 
talk with at work, there all older, and maybe itll be 
a long day and maybe ill get home and ill be sat 
there feeling abit shitty, and maybe ill burn my 
dinner or maybe my boyfriend is too busy to talk 
or something, and its like all this can just pile up 
into me just being so over upset and I know its not 
all that reasonable for me to be upset but I just 
builds up into a massive thing like I guess snowball-
ing into something. But the thing is that I don’t 
haveanthing to cheer me up in [PLACE], its not like 
if im feeling shitty I can go see a friend, or go see 
my boyfriend or my family to take my mind off it, 
and I don’t really know what to do about these es-
celations. I would say this happens maybe every 
few weeks?  

Taylor uses an iterative narrative to describe crashes she goes through. 

With her detailed descriptions of her personal experiences and emo-

tional reactions (crying, feeling a bit shitty, being so over upset, feeling 

shitty), she positions herself as a struggling client and appeals for em-

pathy from the counselor. At the same time, this information from her 

lifeworld also positions her as an expert on her own experiences and 

shows that she has taken a first step towards self-reflection. Still, she 

does not explicitly present reasons why she feels low at these times, as 

the counselor asked her to do. Further, she acknowledges that her reac-

tions and emotions are not all that reasonable. With this self-criticism, 

she positions herself as an irrational being during these crashes.  

In a very mitigated way (maybe, or something), Taylor also im-

plicitly criticizes her boyfriend for being too busy when she needs his 
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support (this also appears in much stronger forms in later entries). Bo-

lander (2013: 100) defines criticism of others as “unfavourable judge-

ment [or] fault-finding … towards another party’s appearance, actions, 

[or] thoughts.” The counselor’s previous use of face-enhancing strate-

gies (display of empathy, praise, encouragement (not explicitly shown 

above)) might have facilitated Taylor’s use of other-criticism, despite 

its potential threat not only to her boyfriend’s face, but to Taylor’s face 

as well. While other-criticism can serve, for example, as an in-group 

marker (e.g. gossiping about a third party can index a close bond be-

tween friends), it can also be interpreted as a face-threat to the speaker’s 

face if interactants, for example, do not agree with the criticism.  

 The counselor’s response consists of an assessment which starts 

with the counselor thanking Taylor for her response.  

(8.12)  Counselor (Thread: Taylor; Entry 4)  
Thanks for helping me to understand you bet-
ter Taylor.  You explain really well how much 
you struggle with these crashes, and I get the 
sense of your frustration at not feeling as if 
there is a clear reason for feeling this way.  It 
sounds as if things can build up over the day, 
and the loneliness of being away from your 
boyfriend and friends naturally exacerbates 
the low feelings. I’m also aware Taylor, that 
you have noticed a bit of pattern for these 
crashes, happening every few weeks.   

When she explicitly thanks Taylor, the counselor bonds with her and 

praises her active participation. ‘Bonding’ as relational work carried out 
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by the advice-giver is defined by Locher (2006: 119) as “an attempt to 

establish a connection with the advice-seeker”; it aims to “creat[e] pos-

itive rapport.” Locher (2006) found that the advice-seekers in her data 

did not use bonding extensively, but that the advice-giver did. In con-

trast, Rudolf von Rohr (2018) found that bonding was used both by 

professionals on smoking-cessation websites that promote healthy be-

havior and by peers in smoking-cessation forums. In my data, bonding 

on the counselor’s part can be seen as part of the active work she invests 

to establish and maintain the therapeutic alliance.  

The counselor further praises Taylor’s self-awareness (You ex-

plain really well, you have noticed) and thus enhances Taylor’s face. 

The fact that praising occurs here is especially important since Taylor 

did not manage to provide reasons for her low mood and thus did not 

comply with the entirety of the counselor’s initial request. With this 

combination of bonding and praising, the counselor positions Taylor as 

an active participant and good observer. Interestingly, Locher (2006: 

118) does not mention a combination of bonding and praising in her 

analysis. However, Locher focused on whether strategies are executed 

at the same time. We therefore do not know whether bonding and prais-

ing were used in close proximity in her data. 

Finally, the counselor acknowledges Taylor’s troubling mood 

pattern (struggle, frustration, loneliness, low feelings). Her clear 

demonstration of her understanding of the vicious cycle in which Tay-

lor finds herself displays empathy towards Taylor. This reaffirms 
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Taylor’s position as an advice-seeker and the counselor’s as an advice-

giver.  

The interaction surrounding the narrative provides an excellent 

way to construct Taylor’s identity as an advice-seeker and an active 

participant in counseling at the same time. This is salient because it is 

important that Taylor feels that the counselor acknowledges her strug-

gles and her position as an authentic and legitimate advice-seeker. Only 

once this is interactionally accomplished will the counselor have a 

chance to convince Taylor that she can also be an active participant in 

the therapeutic alliance. This process is what will ultimately facilitate 

the therapeutic process.  

 

Observer of Behavior 

The second type of positioning that is foregrounded in supporting-a-

claim narratives is that of an observer of one’s own behavior or atti-

tudes. Examples (8.13) to (8.15) are the continuation of example (8.3), 

in which Anna reports on panic attacks (see previous section). Example 

(8.13) is the counselor’s response to Anna’s description of her panic 

attacks. Asking about a specific aspect of a previous narrative is a com-

mon practice in soliciting further personal narratives in counseling 

(Bercelli et al. 2008b). The counselor “defines some features of the re-

quested story” (ibid.: 289). In Anna’s case, these are coping techniques 

that she might have applied successfully in the past.  

(8.13)  Counselor (Thread: Anna; Entry 2) 
That certainly sounds like panic attacks Anna, and 
I'm aware of how frightening they can be, 
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especially when you are away from home and the 
comfort and support of your family, boyfriend and 
friends. Help me to understand whet you have 
done in these situations to help get through the 
panic? Maybe there are some things you have 
done in the past to cope with anxiety, or learnt in 
previous counselling that could be useful. 

In an assessment, the counselor confirms Anna’s experiences as panic 

attacks and displays empathy (I’m aware of how frightening …). This 

is followed by a request for information asking Anna what [she has] 

done in these situations. The counselor provides an opportunity for 

Anna to share examples in which she managed to overcome panic at-

tacks and develop her own solutions. In other words, the counselor po-

sitions Anna as an expert on her experiences with panic attacks and as 

a potential expert on coping techniques. In this way, the counselor tries 

to “shape the direction of [a future] narrative … by eliciting a particular 

narrative component” (Ochs and Capps 2001: 175), namely the coping 

techniques Anna already has in place.  

 Anna responds with a problem statement and an assessment 

shown in example (8.14). 

(8.14)  Anna (Thread: Anna; Entry 5) 
If I'm having a panic attack, I will just try to breathe 
slowly and drink some water and to try to think pos-
itively, but this doesn't always work, because some-
times I become so focused on what I'm panicking 
about that I can't do anything but panic. I did a 
course of CBT when I was about 18 for anorexia (I 
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also had a few problems with anxiety at the time - I 
guess eating disorders and anxiety go hand-in-hand). 
My CBT counsellor said I would find making lists 
helpful - and it really did help, back then - writing 
everything down made me realise how ridiculous 
my fears were. I still find that making lists helps me 
to calm down, so there's one thing that I can do to 
deal with it. Rating things on a 1-5 scale of how se-
rious they are and how likely they are to actually af-
fect me, that kind of thing. 

In the first paragraph (the problem statement), Anna explains her usual 

coping techniques in an iterative narrative. Anna positions herself as an 

observer of her own behavior. Having said that, she focuses extensively 

on what does not work (doesn’t always work, can’t do anything but 

panic). This amounts to an appeal for support and empathy from the 

counselor. She further recounts her struggles with an eating disorder 

and that she attended counseling for it. These choices still position 

Anna as an advice-seeker, including the more subtle positionings dis-

cussed above (such as having an illness career and the current urgency).  

However, in the second paragraph (the assessment), Anna talks 

about what she has learnt in previous counseling with a different coun-

selor (making lists, writing everything down). By trying to find solu-

tions for her struggles, she actively contributes to the therapeutic 

process. She thus positions herself as an expert on the specific coping 

technique and implicitly praises her former success.  

 The counselor responds with an assessment in which she praises 

Anna’s self-awareness and her suggestion of the coping technique. 
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(8.15)  Counselor (Thread: Anna; Entry 6) 
It sounds like you have really good self-awareness 
Anna, and clearly your previous counselling 
helped, especially as you remember and still use 
the techniques you learnt then. I can hear how list 
making helps you to occupy your mind so it fo-
cuses away from the panic. Yes rating your anxi-
ety can help get a handle on it and recognise when 
it is subsiding. It can be helpful to think of our 
emotions as like the weather, always changing 
and sometimes unpredictable! No feeling is static 
or here for good, it will pass, and as you know, we 
can help unpleasant one pass by focusing away 
from them. 

At first, the counselor praises Anna (really good self-awareness, you 

remember and still use the techniques, as you know etc.) and thus en-

dorses Anna’s identity as an active participant who provides good ob-

servations and solutions. She further bonds with Anna by agreeing with 

her (Yes). The counselor then discusses why the suggested technique 

works for Anna. She reaffirms the usefulness of the technique (can help 

get a handle on it) and indirectly praises Anna’s suggestion further. The 

continued praise of both the technique and Anna clearly aims to posi-

tion Anna as an active self-helper – and succeeds in doing so. All in all, 

Anna thus becomes much more involved as an active participant in the 

therapeutic alliance than if the counselor simply suggested a new cop-

ing technique.  

 In summary, support-a-claim narratives can be looked at in three 

phases: the elicitation phase, the actual narrative, and the response. 
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First, in the elicitation phase, the counselor often uses requests for in-

formation that aim to position clients as experts on their own biog-

raphies and experiences and as observers of their own behavior. The 

counselor uses only mitigated praise in such instances. Second, when 

clients respond to such elicitations with a narrative, they frequently use 

problem statements and only a few assessments to support a claim. 

While the clients confirm the counselor’s suggested positionings as ex-

perts and observers of their own behavior and experiences, they also 

tend to reaffirm their identity as advice-seekers. They do so through the 

use of specific types of relational work: appealing for empathy as well 

as self- and other-criticism. As these narratives occur in entries three or 

later, clients also start to use another type of relational work: bonding. 

This type of relational work is used to create positive rapport with the 

counselor.  

In the third stage, the counselor mostly responds to such narra-

tives with assessments before turning to other discursive moves as well. 

The counselor carefully takes the positionings of the clients into ac-

count and further positions them with a carefully crafted use of different 

types of relational work: displays of empathy, bonding, praising and 

encouragement. The counselor thus manages to position clients in a va-

riety of ways: as advice-seekers, astute observers of their own behavior, 

appliers of coping techniques, and active participants in the therapeutic 

alliance. Importantly, the counselor’s relational work aims to move the 

clients towards an identity as an active self-helper. That is, it is the in-

teractive exchange between the clients and the counselor that facilitates 
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the clients’ move towards better mental health. The narratives that sup-

port a previous claim may initially emphasize constancy, in the sense 

of a reaffirmation of advice-seeker identities. Nevertheless, the counse-

lor’s clever constructions in the elicitations of and the responses to nar-

ratives facilitate a shift from an initial advice-seeker identity towards 

an active self-helper identity.  

 What is common to both of these functions (seeking advice and 

supporting a previous claim) is that the narratives often position clients 

as advice-seekers. As I have suggested earlier, clients could also posi-

tion themselves as advice-seekers by explicitly asking for advice. In-

stead, my analysis has shown that narratives are used very readily by 

clients to position themselves as advice-seekers. In the interview, the 

counselor provides her view of why narratives are so pervasive early on 

during the counseling process:  
Clients see counseling as a place where they can talk about their 

problems. People see it less as a place to ask for specific advice. 

When I ask clients what they would like to achieve in counseling, 

often they say just to talk about their problems, to get everything 

out and importantly to be heard. (Interview) 

Central to the counselor’s statement is the implied reference to the 

“talking cure” (Launer 2005) and that clients are aware of it when they 

come to counseling. As a result, the clients in my data use narratives 

pervasively right from the start of the counseling exchanges. They also 

volunteer narratives themselves and respond to elicitations from the 

counselor with narratives. They know that counseling is a place where 
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they can share their stories. However, the counselor also connects the 

clients’ eagerness to tell their stories to the medium of email.  
There is something about the email that when people start typing, 

it just flows without them really thinking or constructing their 

stories with a clear plan. I believe there is a process of getting the 

thoughts and feelings out and a felt need to explain especially in 

early sessions what they want me to hear and understand about 

their life stories. It really is a process of once you start typing, it 

is just flowing out. (Interview)  

This process of writing about troubles has elsewhere been labelled the 

“writing cur[e]” (Bolton 2004: 1, emphasis removed). Bolton et al. 

(2004) looked at how writing can help clients make sense of their trau-

matic and troubling experiences. Ochs and Capps (2001: 114) also con-

cisely summarize a need to tell a story when they say “we may 

recognize that we need others’ input to adequately comprehend experi-

ence.” In the context of email counseling, then, the writing of the emails 

themselves can help clients make sense of their personal and troubling 

experiences and move towards a more positive outlook on them. This 

is evident in the next two functions that narratives can fulfill.  

 

8.3.3 The Function of Showing Compliance with Advice 

The third function that narratives can fulfill is to demonstrate that cli-

ents complied with the advice the counselor has previously given to 

them. Showing compliance has been researched in several different 

contexts: Morrow (2006), for example, found that peers in a forum on 
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depression did not reply to advice with an indication of their compli-

ance. Rather, they simply thanked the advice-giver for the advice. In 

contrast, Harrison and Barlow (2009) report that peers in a self-man-

agement program for arthritis readily showed that they complied with 

the advice given to them. In my corpus, clients frequently show that 

they complied with the counselor’s advice. One way of doing so is 

through the use of narratives. These narratives are highly salient for the 

interaction: the counselor receives feedback about whether the clients 

applied her suggestions, she learns how the clients applied the advice, 

and she discovers whether the clients were successful. The counselor 

needs this information to be able to respond appropriately to the clients’ 

progress or lack thereof. The question of success also explains why this 

function often overlaps with other functions. In case the application was 

not successful, the overlap often occurs with the function of seeking 

advice. If the application was successful, clients often simultaneously 

report on progress (the last function I will discuss in the next section).  

 39 of the 105 narratives can be interpreted as showing compli-

ance with advice. As Table 8.9 reveals, most of these narratives are 

elicited by the counselor (34 out of 39). This is not surprising since the 

counselor often asks clients to share their understanding of given advice 

or to share examples or their opinion about suggested coping tech-

niques.  

 In contrast to the previous two functions I discussed, the narra-

tives that show compliance are more often recounted in assessments 

(n= 29), as only ten of the narratives appear within a problem statement. 
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Table 8.9 Number of showing-compli-
ance-with-advice narratives accord-
ing to discursive moves 
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Non-elicited 3 2 5 
Elicited 7 27 34 
Total 10 29 39 

 

Table 8.10 Number of showing-com-
pliance-with-advice narratives ac-
cording to themes 
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Anxiety 16 
Relationships 8 
Self-esteem 7 
Depression 5 
Stress 2 
Sexuality 1 
Total 39 

While the narrative passages that show compliance still cover a broad 

range of topics, the focus is much more clearly on themes in which the 

counselor provides extensive advice: ‘anxiety’ (n=16) and ‘self-es-

teem’ (n=7). In addition, eight narratives that show compliance with 

advice also occur in the theme ‘relationships’.  

 At first glance, the function of showing compliance might seem 

to reaffirm the identities of advice-seeker and advice-giver for client 

and counselor respectively: the counselor gives advice, and the clients 

receive and confirm that they follow the advice. But as I already men-

tioned at the beginning of this section, the interaction results in a more 

complex pattern of relational work and positionings. It cannot be argued 

that clients are positioned as complying with the advice given. Depend-

ing on the outcome of the application, several different opportunities 
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for the use of relational work and positionings present themselves. Two 

very prototypical types of positionings are an unsuccessful applier of 

advice (implicitly still indexing an overall identity as an advice-seeker) 

and a successful applier of advice (implicitly moving towards an iden-

tity as an active self-helper).  

 Clients use several types of relational work to position them-

selves and the counselor in these narratives. Boosting and mitigation 

are frequently used and are not particularly linked to a specific type of 

positioning. The use of the other types of relational work is clearly 

linked to whether the application of the advice was successful or not. 

In accounts of unsuccessful applications, clients appeal for empathy 

and often criticize themselves. Both of these types of relational work 

were also used in the narratives that occur in the two functions I previ-

ously discussed. In addition, the clients also criticize the suggested cop-

ing techniques. The criticism of coping techniques rather than of the 

counselor has important interpersonal consequences that I will elabo-

rate on in the discussion of the examples below. In accounts of success-

ful applications of advice, rather different types of relational work are 

used. Clients praise themselves for their progress and praise the tech-

niques that were suggested to them. On rare occasions, the counselor is 

also explicitly praised. As most narratives in the function of showing 

compliance with advice are elicited, my analysis will again focus on 

elicited narratives.  
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Unsuccessful Applier of Advice 

Clients can show compliance with advice despite not having managed 

to apply it successfully. In other words, they recount the unsuccessful 

application of advice. Examples (8.16) to (8.18) are from Mel’s thread. 

Mel struggles to express her opinion in front of others, so she and the 

counselor spend several entries discussing how Mel could practice of-

fering [her] view. After Mel suggests a few situations (not shown here), 

the counselor inquires how Mel is getting on with this experiment, i.e., 

the situations Mel suggested.  

(8.16)  Counselor (Thread: Mel; Entry 8) 
Yes, they sound like low stress options. How are you 
getting on with this experiment Mel, and how did 
you feel when putting your view out there? I’m 
guessing that initially it would have felt pretty un-
comfortable, while hopefully you felt more positive 
afterwards. Help me to understand more fully this 
experience for you.  

The counselor’s elicitation of the narrative involves complex relational 

work that aims to position Mel in very specific ways. First, the counse-

lor starts with praise of Mel’s suggested options in an assessment, while 

also bonding with her through agreement (Yes). The counselor then uses 

a request for information (the first sentence in italicized font) to ask 

about Mel’s progress. Mel is positioned as having been experimenting 

already (present progressive tense: How are you getting on and past 

simple tense: how did you feel) and is asked to reflect about her experi-

ence. Crucially, the counselor does not know at the time of writing 

whether Mel has practiced the suggested coping technique yet. As a 
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result, the counselor’s direct request might be interpreted as a potential 

face-threat: if Mel has not experimented yet, she would have to admit 

it – at least in face-to-face counseling. Luckily, the asynchronicity (Her-

ring 2007) of email counseling allows Mel to use the time between re-

ceiving the counselor’s email and having to respond to it to get on with 

this experiment. Hence, the asynchronicity of email mitigates the po-

tential threat to Mel’s face in this request, which thus encourages Mel 

to experiment even as the counselor asks about experiences that she has 

already had.  

In the following assessment in example (8.16), the counselor fur-

ther downplays the previous face-threat with her acknowledgement that 

experimenting can be difficult (felt pretty uncomfortable). This displays 

empathy ahead of a possible appeal in Mel’s future response. The coun-

selor quickly introduces the possible positive outcome, though (felt 

more positive), which paves the way for the client to self-praise her 

progress in the future. Finally, the counselor uses a request for infor-

mation (second sentence in italicized font) to encourage Mel to report 

on the application. This positions Mel as an observer and active partic-

ipant in the therapeutic alliance, who help[s] the counselor understand 

Mel better. The counselor’s relational work here exemplifies how she 

uses an interplay of face-saving (display of empathy) and face-enhanc-

ing (praising, bonding, encouragement) strategies to downplay the pos-

sible face-threatening question of how Mel is getting on with … 

experiment[ing].  
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 Mel confirms that she has complied with the advice, albeit only 

[at] a couple of opportunities, and mentions two specific occasions: 

(8.17)  Mel (Thread: Mel; Entry 9) 

I have only had a couple of opportunities to have 
a go at this. The first was suggesting somewhere to 
meet up for lunch and the second was choosing 
what kind of take-away to get. It did feel empow-
ering giving it a go but I also had some worries 
alongside – ‘what if they don’t agree?’ ‘Or what if 
they don’t agree but decide not to say so so they 
don’t hurt my feelings?’ And then I worried that 
they weren’t enjoying my choice or were feeling re-
sentful about it! I still find it difficult to overcome 
the idea that my opinion is as valid as anyone else’s. 

Mel first evaluates her experience positively (did feel empowering) 

and then describes in detail what worries she had during the experi-

ences. Mel thus appeals for empathy from the counselor and implicitly 

criticizes herself for not succeeding. With this appeal for empathy and 

with the self-criticism, she positions herself as a struggling client who 

needs further support. It is striking that in the last sentence, Mel pro-

duces a slip of the pen when she writes that she has difficulties in over-

come[ing] the idea that [her] opinion is as valid as anyone else’s. It 

seems that Mel’s unconscious slip of the pen makes her difficulty in 

overcoming the idea her opinion is not as valid as anyone else’s rather 

overt.  

 The counselor’s response focuses on Mel’s anxious thoughts, ra-

ther than on the fact that Mel has not experimented many times. 
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(8.18)  Counselor (Thread: Mel; Entry 10) 
What you describe is very normal Mel. Those anx-
ious thoughts will naturally appear when making 
these kind of changes. Don’t forget what I said 
about acceptance. By accepting that those 
thoughts are natural and refocusing onto the 
process and benefits of being more assertive, 
those feelings will grow! 

The counselor assures Mel in an assessment that it is normal to still 

experience such anxious thoughts, which displays empathy towards 

Mel and normalizes her situation. While this reinforces Mel’s advice-

seeker identity, the counselor immediately moves on to position Mel in 

a more positive way. In an advice-giving move, the counselor encour-

ages Mel to further apply the technique (Don’t forget), assures her that 

she will progress (those feelings will grow!), and thus anticipates Mel’s 

possible success in the future. This positions Mel as a currently active 

applier of the suggested coping technique who, in the future, has the 

potential to be successful.  

 In Chapter 7, I have discussed the counselor’s observation in the 

interview that, with time, there is a shift from negative towards positive 

emotion words in the clients’ vocabulary. The counselor called this shift 

an “organic movement” and explained that clients gradually move from 

looking at negatives towards looking at positives (see Chapter 7 for fur-

ther details). This can also be seen especially well in the narratives that 

are used in the function discussed here (showing compliance with ad-

vice), which can gradually shift from focusing on the unsuccessful ap-

plication of advice towards the successful application. And as the 
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counselor suggests in the interview: “eventually they’ll start looking 

less to the negative and will go more in the positive direction”, which 

is a sign of success – or at least progress. 

 

Successful Applier of a Coping Technique 

Examples (8.19) to (8.21) illustrate how Ellie is positioned as a success-

ful applier of coping techniques in a narrative that shows compliance 

with advice. Prior to these examples, Ellie mentions to the counselor 

that she feels stressed, because she often worries. The counselor then 

explains how worrying can turn into a vicious cycle (not shown in the 

example). She then makes several suggestions as to how Ellie could 

focus less on her worries and thus feel less stressed. Example (8.19) 

contains one of the counselor’s suggestions, the worry book technique. 

(8.19)  Counselor (Thread: Ellie; Entry 6) 
An alternative Ellie, is to have a worry notebook 
or jar besides your bed, so that you can easily 
write down the worry that is preventing you 
from sleeping, and tell yourself it is safely writ-
ten down and does not need thinking about any 
more right now. What do think of this idea ? 

The counselor first provides Ellie with advice on how to handle her 

negative thoughts at night. She gives clear instructions about what Ellie 

could do (have a worry notebook, write down the worry, tell yourself) 

and explains why this technique could work. When she explicitly asks 

in a request for information what Ellie think[s] of this idea, she invites 

Ellie to give her opinion. Ellie is therefore positioned as an active 
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participant in the therapeutic alliance who can evaluate coping tech-

niques that the counselor suggests. The counselor does not explicitly 

ask for a narrative.  

Ellie recounts how she complied with the advice by incorporat-

ing the technique into her sleep routine: 

(8.20)  Ellie (Thread: Ellie; Entry 7) 
I have started writing down things on my mind 
in a 'worry book' which has been really helpful. I 
find that if I have written my worries down then 
I can stop thinking about them as much and try 
to focus on other matters instead. I have found 
that my sleeping pattern has started to become 
a bit better as there aren't as many thoughts on 
my mind when I am going to bed because I have 
written them down and tell myself I can think 
about them tomorrow with a fresh and open 
mind. 

She praises the technique as really helpful and as a result implicitly 

praises the counselor for suggesting it. She then discusses why she 

thinks the technique was helpful (I can stop thinking about …) and talks 

about how her actions have helped her (I have found that). She thus 

implicitly praises herself for improving her sleep pattern. Dayter (2014: 

92) defines self-praise as “announcements of accomplishments as well 

as explicit positive evaluations of some aspect of self.” Ellie thus en-

hances the counselor’s and her own face with (self-)praise while also 

positioning herself as a successful applier of the counselor’s suggested 

coping technique.  
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 The counselor responds positively to Ellie’s narrative and reaf-

firms the usefulness of the technique.  

(8.21)  Counselor (Thread: Ellie; Entry 8) 
That's clearly a strategy that works really well 
for you Ellie :-) So keep on doing it!  

It is notable that the counselor does not praise herself for the advice she 

gave Ellie; rather, she refers to the helpfulness of the technique and 

shows her positive affect with a smiley emoticon. Still, the counselor 

could have positioned Ellie in a position with even more agency if she 

had said that Ellie successfully managed to overcome her vicious cycle 

of worrying by actively writing down her worries. This would have en-

hanced the client’s face more forcefully. Nevertheless, the counselor 

encourages Ellie to keep on doing it. This can be interpreted as further 

implicit praise for the client. Importantly, the counselor’s focus is 

clearly on praising either the technique or the client, rather than herself 

as the source of the coping technique. This reaffirms the position of the 

client as a successful applier of the coping technique, instead of fore-

grounding the counselor’s position as a successful advice-giver.   

 To summarize, narratives are one tool that is utilized to show 

compliance with advice. As I have mentioned, previous studies have 

found mixed results when it comes to showing compliance with advice 

online. Harrison and Barlow (2009), in their study of a self-manage-

ment program for arthritis, also found overt compliance with advice. 

They point out that the participants might have shown compliance so 

readily because of the nature of the program, which focuses on action 

plans and their feedback. Morrow (2006) did not find overt statements 
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of compliance on a peer forum on depression. I would argue that the 

findings of all three studies suggest that overtly showing compliance 

with advice is highly individual to each specific social practice and is 

an activity that is negotiated by the participants.   

My analysis has also revealed the clear patterns of relational 

work in and around such narratives in my data. First, narratives that 

show compliance with advice are often elicited. The elicitations are of-

ten produced in request for information moves by the counselor and are 

rather brief. Importantly, they always provide the clients with an oppor-

tunity to voice their opinions or to narrate an experience – and the right 

to do so. Such requests for information implicitly position clients as 

appliers of the suggested coping techniques and active contributors to 

the therapeutic alliance.  

In the narratives, clients prototypically position themselves in 

two ways, either as successful or unsuccessful appliers of the tech-

niques. The former can be accomplished with self-praise or praise of 

the technique, the latter with a further appeal for empathy, self- criti-

cism, or criticism of the technique.  

The counselor’s response is as diverse as it was to the narratives 

that support a previous claim. In each case, she takes the clients’ narra-

tives and their intent into account and responds accordingly. What is 

always evident is her aim to move clients towards an active self-helper 

identity. She does this with a range of relational strategies, such as en-

couragement, praising and bonding, as well as displays of empathy. 

Still, while an appeal for empathy by the client almost always elicits a 
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display of empathy by the counselor, praise by the counselor does not 

always elicit self-praise by the clients. This reflects the complexity of 

the relational work employed in and around the narratives in the corpus. 

 

8.3.4 The Function of Reporting on Progress 

Last but certainly not least, the clients use narratives to report on pro-

gress. Previous studies have looked at success stories in online health 

practices (see e.g. Lindholm 2017; Harrison and Barlow 2009; Rich-

ardson 2003). The implied black and white of failure and success stories 

does not lend itself well to the study of mental health. Clients may im-

prove, but as the counselor suggests in the interview, it is a gradual 

move from feeling not well to feeling better. My decision to call this 

narrative function “reporting on progress” takes into account the grad-

ual nature of this move and avoids taking anything away from narra-

tives that actually do clearly celebrate progress (even if they do not 

boast about complete success). This function differs from the previous 

function in that narratives can be but are not necessarily connected to 

an application of a coping technique and clients are not necessarily po-

sitioned as appliers of coping techniques. The narratives allow clients 

to recount and in a way re-experience their progress, rather than simply 

asserting that they have improved. Actively talking about improvement 

makes the progress more tangible for the counselor and also confirms 

the progress for the clients. Overall, these narratives tend to position 

clients as being able to manage their difficulties, but they do not always 

position clients as active self-helpers.  
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 A third (n=34) of the narratives found in my corpus (N=105) can 

be categorized as reporting on progress. Table 8.11 shows that the ma-

jority of these (30 out of 34) are delivered in an assessment. Only four 

occur within a problem statement. The narratives can further be divided 

into non-elicited (n=13) and elicited (n=21) narratives. 
Table 8.11 Number of report-on-pro-
gress narratives according to discur-
sive moves 

Narrative 

Pr
ob

le
m

 
st

at
em

en
t  

A
ss

es
sm

en
t 

To
ta

l 

Non-elicited 3 10 13 
Elicited 1 20 21 
Total 4 30 34 

 
 

Table 8.12 Number of report-on-pro-
gress narratives according to themes 

Theme 

N
um

be
r 

of
 

na
rr

at
iv

es
 

Anxiety 14 
Relationships 9 
Depression 4 
Self-esteem 4 
Stress 2 
Sexuality 1 
Total 34 

The narratives that report on progress are used mostly in the four of the 

five most discussed themes overall: ‘anxiety’ (n=14), ‘relationships’ 

(n=9), ‘self-esteem’ (n=4) and ‘depression’ (n=4) (see Table 8.12). Pro-

gress narratives naturally lend themselves to the later stages of the 

counseling process. Consequently, they occur in the themes that are dis-

cussed extensively towards the end. Additionally, the theme ‘anxiety’ 

always includes large text blocks written by the counselor that include 

various coping techniques. In the theme ‘anxiety’, then, clients thus 
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report especially often on how they successfully applied the counselor’s 

suggestions.  

The clients use various types of relational work in progress nar-

ratives. As with the three previous functions, boosting and mitigation 

are employed very frequently. Two further types of relational work also 

come up often: self-praise and praise of a specific coping technique. 

The pattern differs slightly whether the narrative is elicited or not. Elic-

ited narratives regularly contain the relational strategy ‘praising tech-

niques’. Since the counselor often provides suggestions before eliciting 

responses, the clients might feel obligated to praise the techniques the 

counselor suggested. In the non-elicited narratives, the clients praise 

coping techniques in a less pronounced way. These narratives often ap-

pear towards the end of an entry and are not connected to a specific 

piece of advice. Self-praise is used in both elicited and non-elicited nar-

ratives.  

Clients use these relational strategies to foreground two particu-

lar positionings in progress narratives: a successful applier of a coping 

technique and an active self-helper. These two types of positioning are 

not mutually exclusive. In the former, the focus lies more on reporting 

back on a specific coping technique, while the latter foregrounds how 

clients come up with their own solutions in specific situations. I have 

discussed the positioning of the client as a successful applier in the pre-

vious section already. Here, I want to focus on how clients position 

themselves as active self-helpers.  
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Active Self-helper 

Progress narratives can be used to illustrate how the clients have man-

aged to deal with a specific situation. In example (8.22), Ellie discusses 

how she adapted the counselor’s idea that feelings are like weather (not 

shown in the example) and used it in a conversation with her father. 

This narrative is not elicited by the counselor.  

(8.22)  Ellie (Thread: Ellie; Entry 9) 
I like your idea about describing feelings as 
weather and I used it when speaking to my Dad 
about my plans at Uni next year. I have told him 
that I plan on coming home every three weeks 
but when I do I will be at home for three full days 
at a time so I will spend more time with my fam-
ily and mum at those times. I have also said to 
him he could always bring my mum down to 
[PLACE] for a couple of days in between the 
times when I am at home so that I would be able 
to see them but also be able to keep up with my 
studies. He realised my commitment to my de-
gree and my passion for my subjects and has 
since been a lot more supportive of my decision. 
He respects that if I don't spend enough time in 
[PLACE] then I won't be able to keep up with 
studying. 

Ellie recounts in detail how she talked to her father and how she suc-

cessfully convinced him to see her perspective and to agree with her 

plan. Instead of focusing on how the technique helped (i.e., the weather 

metaphor is not mentioned after the first sentence in the example) or 
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how she applied it, Ellie focuses on her agentive role in the discussion 

with her father (I have told him, I have also said) and implicitly praises 

her actions with her report on her father’s positive reaction (he realised 

my commitment, He respects that …). With this narrative, Ellie posi-

tions herself as an active self-helper who can stand up for herself. She 

also positions herself as someone who develops a plan and gets other 

people on board. By not praising the technique extensively, Ellie im-

plicitly foregrounds the fact that she praises herself. Ellie’s narrative 

exemplifies how the counselor moves to the background as a result of 

Ellie’s focus on her actions and her achievements. While such overt 

self-praise may be face-threatening in other contexts or social practices, 

the collaborative work of the clients and especially the counselor ex-

plicitly created such opportunities for the clients to praise themselves.  

 The counselor responds in an entirely positive way to Ellie’s pro-

gress narrative. 

(8.23)  Counselor (Thread: Ellie; Entry 10) 

More smiles :-) You found the courage to speak 
to him Ellie, and the words that helped him un-
derstand, and respect your needs. You have 
changed everything, by being calm, determined 
and strong! Imagery can be really helpful in ex-
pressing concepts and feelings that we are 
struggling to articulate, so I'm glad you found 
my weather analogy useful. 

The counselor’s expression of her positive emotional stance (More 

smiles J) can be interpreted as bonding. She praises Ellie extensively 
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when she positions Ellie as the agent and the source of the progress 

(You found the courage, You have changed everything), and she ex-

plains in detail how Ellie managed to get her point across to her father 

by being calm, determined and strong! Only then does the counselor 

concede that it was the imagery that she suggested that helped Ellie to 

talk to her father. The counselor’s use of face-enhancing strategies and 

the assignment of Ellie to an agentive role both reinforce Ellie’s posi-

tioning as an active self-helper.  

 I want to briefly consider the counselor’s elicitations of such pro-

gress narratives, for they are highly salient for the counseling process. 

In the interview, when she was asked about some of the progress nar-

ratives in the corpus, the counselor readily explained why she explicitly 

and very consciously aims for clients to tell such narratives.  
If they just do a general “Oh I’ve improved”, I’ll ask them to tell 

me how, what they’ve noticed, what’s different, how they’ve no-

ticed, because that’s cement then. If they’re seeing, they’re writ-

ing it and see it written down, it’s gonna cement it for them. 

(Interview) 

Clearly, the counselor here points to an intrapersonal function of pro-

gress narratives. It is not only the counselor who can see the progress 

of the clients more clearly when she is presented with narratives, but 

also the clients themselves who can internalize their improvement when 

they recount detailed stories that depict their progress. In the interview, 

the counselor then takes this further:  
That’s really important to them moving forward to really recog-

nize and take on board and affirm what those changes are. If I 
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just accept a general “Yeah, things are better”, that’s not gonna 

be particularly helpful for that client. So I’m really inviting them 

to elaborate. (Interview) 

The counselor’s input shows that she invests considerable effort into 

helping clients recognize and internalize their progress. Despite the fact 

that this is facilitated by specific relational work, it aims at an in-

trapersonal effect within the client. Therefore, the work that clients en-

act through writing progress narratives is both interpersonal and 

intrapersonal. This becomes even more evident in how clients trans-

form in the course of several narratives.  

 

The Transformation: From Applier of a Coping Technique to an Active Self-

helper 

Narratives are also tools that can prominently showcase a transfor-

mation from advice-seeker to active applier of a coping technique and 

finally to active self-helper. Such transformations include elaborate re-

lational work from both interactants. Examples (8.24) to (8.26) illus-

trate how this transformation takes place in the course of several entries 

in Anna’s thread. In example (8.24), Anna reports that she is applying 

a coping technique that the counselor suggested: challeng[ing negative] 

thoughts. In a problem statement, she explains with a narrative that she 

struggled to apply the technique and even experienced a physical man-

ifestation of her anxiety. 
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(8.24)  Anna (Thread: Anna; Entry 7) 

While I am starting to challenge my thoughts, I still 
almost had a heart attack when I was sending that 
letter to my tutor and asking to do the essay - I don't 
know why! And every time after that I felt sick 
checking my emails. However, at least I'm checking 
them - a couple of months ago I wouldn't have been 
able to bring myself to do it. 

Anna criticizes herself for struggling: she [does not] know why she re-

acted this way. At the end of the narrative, she concedes, though, that 

she has managed to check [her] emails. She praises herself for this pro-

gress, as she was not able to do this before the counseling (at least I’m 

checking them). Anna positions herself as an active applier of coping 

techniques, but at the same time as a client who is still in need of sup-

port. This is highly salient, as Anna is expected to be an active partici-

pant in the therapeutic alliance. Had Anna not demonstrated that she is 

applying what she learns during counseling, the question would arise 

whether it is sensible to continue the counseling. Yet if Anna had re-

ported that she was entirely successful with the application, she would 

have run the risk of the counselor suggesting that the counseling process 

can come to an end. The partial progression exemplifies how Anna is a 

willing participant in the therapeutic process and deserves to be sup-

ported further as an advice-seeker.  
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 The counselor’s response25 in example (8.25) is delivered in an 

organizational entry.  

(8.25)  Counselor (Thread: Anna; Entry 8) 
It sounds like you are making positive progress, 
and challenging your anxiety, even though it's re-
ally tough.   

The response to Anna’s narrative is an assessment in which the coun-

selor first focuses on the positive side and praises Anna’s progress (you 

are making positive progress). This assures Anna that she is moving in 

the right direction. Importantly, the counselor’s repetition of the coping 

technique (challenging your anxiety) encourages Anna to keep using it. 

At the same time, her acknowledgement of Anna’s difficulties displays 

empathy. In this assessment of Anna’s narrative, the counselor clearly 

tries to move Anna towards a more positive perspective on her coping 

competence. Bercelli et al. (2008b: 291) have found formulations that 

“direct the development of clients’ [personal narratives]” in their data. 

The counselor’s assessment here can be seen in a similar light. While 

that assessment does not contain a request for further information, Anna 

still responds with another narrative in the next entry.  

 In her response, Anna tells the story of how she coped with a dif-

ficult situation: missing a flight.  

(8.26)  Anna (Thread: Anna; Entry 9) 
You're right, I am making progress - I had a panic 
attack on Wednesday (I missed my flight to 

 
25 The entry is written in black in the original, as it is an organizational entry 
in which the counselor does not change the color of the font. 
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[PLACE] !), but managed to calm myself down rel-
atively quickly by thinking logically. I made it back 
eventually! 

First, Anna bonds with the counselor when she agrees (You’re right) 

with her that [she is] making progress; this corroborates the counselor’s 

perception of Anna’s improvement. This sets the scene for her narra-

tive. She then recounts how she used the coping technique to calm 

[her]self down … by thinking logically. Her conclusion to her story then 

shows that her actions helped her to successfully ma[k]e it back. She 

praises herself and constructs her identity as an active self-helper who 

can successfully manage difficult situations. As a whole, then, this in-

teractive sequence exemplifies how clients discursively construct sev-

eral types of positionings through narratives. It is the interactive and 

specifically the relational work of both interactants that finally helps 

Anna realize her own accomplishments and achieve her transformation.  

 In summary, clients can use narratives to report on progress with 

the help of assessments in which the clients position themselves either 

as successful appliers of coping techniques, or as active self-helpers. In 

both cases, clients demonstrate their expertise in coping with their trou-

bles. My findings confirm Harrison and Barlow’s (2009) results that 

narratives are used to construct expert identities. The clients achieve 

this by using two types of relational work: self-praise and praise of spe-

cific coping techniques. Interestingly, the clients also use the relational 

strategy of bonding more frequently in such progress narratives, which 

serves to negotiate positive rapport in the therapeutic alliance. The 

counselor responds by confirming the clients’ positionings with praise 
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and further encouragement, while also reinforcing the positive rapport 

in the therapeutic alliance with her own use of bonding.  

 

8.4 Summary  
The pervasive presence of narratives in my corpus has led me to analyze 

their interpersonal effects in the counseling exchanges. My results con-

firm findings of previous research that has revealed the multifunction-

ality of narratives in a wide range of contexts (Armstrong et al. 2011; 

Boothe 2015; Hamilton 1998; Harrison and Barlow 2009; Kouper 

2010; Lindholm 2017; Richardson 2003; Thurnherr et al. 2016). In this 

chapter, I have focused on the clients’ use of narratives to serve four 

specific functions: (1) to seek advice; (2) to support a previous claim; 

(3) to show compliance with advice; and (4) to report on progress. As 

this approach has made clear, narratives should not be taken at face 

value, but should always be looked at in their embedded place within a 

social practice. Especially in counseling or therapy, narratives often ful-

fill functions that are of an interpersonal nature (see also Ferrara 1994).  

 I have further pointed out that these functions follow a specific 

pattern in which they serve to put a transformation in the clients’ iden-

tity on display. Table 8.13 highlights this transformation as it summa-

rizes the relational work that clients enact through the narratives (the 

counselor’s work is not shown in the table). As I have summarized each 

function in its section, I now want to draw some conclusions from this 

overview of the entire transformation.  
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Table 8.13 Narrative functions and the clients' prototypical discursive moves, posi-
tionings and relational work 

Narra-
tive func-
tion 

Discursive 
move 

Typical (aspects of) 
positionings 

Typical relational 
work  

Seek ad-
vice 

- Mainly 
problem 
statements 

- Advice-seeker  
- Illness career 
- Current urgency 

of suffering 

- Appeal for 
empathy 

- Self-criticism 

Support a 
claim 

- Problem 
statements  

- Few as-
sessments 

- Being an expert 
on their own biog-
raphy/ experi-
ences 

- Being an observer 
of their own be-
havior 

- Appeal for 
empathy 

- Self-criticism 
- Other-criti-

cism 
- Bonding  

Show 
compli-
ance with 
advice 

- Assess-
ments 

- Few prob-
lem state-
ments 

- Applier of coping 
techniques 
a) unsuccessful 
b) successful 

- Appeal for 
empathy (a) 

- Self-criticism 
(a) 

- Technique-
criticism (a) 

- Self-praise (b) 
- Technique-

praise (b) 
Report on 
progress 

- Mainly as-
sessments 

- Successful applier 
of a coping tech-
nique 

- Active self-helper 

- Self-praise 
- Technique-

praise 
- Bonding  

 
Table 8.13 depicts the pattern of prototypical positionings for each nar-

rative function. It also shows that these prototypical positionings are 

linked to specific types of relational work. It is the use of these types of 

relational work that helps create the specific positionings. Further, the 

relational work and their product (the positionings) seem to be linked 

to certain types of discursive moves (see below as well). All in all, a 
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clear pattern of discursive moves, relational work, and positionings 

comes up and appears to facilitate the transformation of the clients’ 

identities. However, I do not mean to suggest that in all problem state-

ments clients have to appeal for support or have to criticize themselves. 

Rather, the analysis of the narratives has revealed specific tendencies 

in how the discursive moves in which the narratives occur, the proto-

typical relation work in the narratives, and the acts of positionings in 

them are linked.  

As I noted, Table 8.13 only shows a limited view of the actual 

interpersonal work that is carried out, as it does not show the counse-

lor’s relational work. While not providing her own personal narratives 

due to best practice guidelines in counseling (Green 2010: 6), the coun-

selor does elicit and respond to narratives. Both activities are always 

carried out in order to facilitate the client’s transformation from an ad-

vice-seeker towards an active self-helper, and the counselor’s intricate 

interplay of relational work promotes this facilitation. In essence, the 

clients’ and the counselor’s work in and around narratives clearly con-

firms that narratives are not a “static product, but … a dynamic and 

creative interactive process” (Ferrara 1994: 52).   

 A closer look at the use of relational work has also shown that 

my results confirm some of Locher’s (2006) and Rudolf von Rohr’s 

(2018) findings with regards to links between discursive moves and re-

lational work. For example, clients appeal for empathy in narratives that 

appear in problem statements. Locher found a similar link between the 

discursive move problem statement and the relational strategy of 
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appealing for empathy, especially in the topic categories of “emotional 

health” and “relationships”, which resemble the counseling content of 

my corpus (Locher 2006: 227-228). Further, the counselor and the ad-

visory persona Lucy (ibid.: 133) both display empathy in assessment 

moves. Locher (2006: 212) argues that there is a clear link between an 

appeal for empathy and a display of empathy in her data. I have found 

such a link as well. Moreover, I have shown that praising is employed 

in assessments and is used as “supportive relational work” (Locher 

2006: 148), just as in Locher’s (2006) and Rudolf von Rohr’s (2018) 

analyses.  

Yet there are also some differences between my work and these 

related studies. For example, the clients in the counseling exchanges 

use extensive self-criticism and self-praise. Neither strategy appears in 

the problem letters in Lucy Answers (Locher 2006: 212). Bolander 

(2013: 100) found that interactants used self-criticism in her analysis of 

interpersonal pragmatics in blogs on various topics, and Rudolf von 

Rohr (2018: 295) found self-deprecating comments by forum partici-

pants in her study. But I argue that the potentially face-threatening strat-

egies of self-criticism and self-praise are only used in such a sensitive 

context as counseling once a certain amount of trust has been estab-

lished over time. Clients only use these strategies in later entries, once 

they feel safe in the therapeutic alliance.  

Additionally, I have identified encouragement as an important 

type of relational work that the counselor uses in the exchanges. En-

couragement was also found by other researchers (Eichhorn 2008; 
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Placencia 2012; Rudolf von Rohr 2018). I have demonstrated that the 

counselor’s extensive and highly salient use of encouragement is espe-

cially important in facilitating the clients’ transformation, especially 

when encouragement is utilized in combination with praise. The occur-

rence of praise without encouragement could possibly be interpreted as 

face-threatening in a phase of struggles by the clients. In fact, encour-

agement signals a belief in the clients’ abilities to improve, and that 

focus on potential future improvement mitigates the possible face-

threat of praising clients while they are still struggling. At the same 

time, the interplay of praise and encouragement does not simply and 

automatically result in self-praise by the clients. This reflects the com-

plexity of the relational work performed in counseling.  

 One aspect that I want to draw attention to is the fact that I have 

hinted at several points in my discussion that the interactants carry out 

not only interpersonal (i.e., between individuals) but also intrapersonal 

(i.e., within an individual) work. Often in linguistic research on inter-

personal pragmatics, we focus on the discursive work and pay special 

attention to interpersonal effects. My analysis has shown that writing, 

or in broader terms interaction, can carry out essential intrapersonal 

work as well. In their work on Facebook status updates, Bolander and 

Locher (2015: 115) discuss the importance of repeated acts of position-

ings: “the more an individual performs similar acts of positioning over 

time, the more central they will become to the identity s/he constructs 

during a particular time period.” My analysis has uncovered that it takes 

more than one act of positioning or a one-time use of a relational 
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strategy for clients to construct a legitimate advice-seeker identity. 

Even more so, the clients’ immense work during the counseling process 

proves that it takes extensive effort and time for them to construct an 

identity as an active self-helper and that the counselor’s support is ab-

solutely essential. It is thus the repeated and similar acts of positioning 

by both the clients and the counselor that facilitate the transformation 

of the clients and help them make sense of their selves and their world. 

Clients need to internalize their progress and their newly emerging 

identities, and, as the counselor suggests in the interview, this transfor-

mation is gradual and takes time and effort. This is clearly facilitated, 

however, by how the writing process makes change more visible and 

cements new positionings even more. This intrapersonal aspect of rela-

tional work certainly deserves further attention in the future.  
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Chapter 9 Establishing the Therapeutic Alliance: The 
Garden Metaphor 

9.1 Introduction: From MIND IS SPACE to the Research 

Questions 
The previous chapter focused on the transformation that the clients un-

dergo during the counseling process. The collaborative work of the cli-

ents and the counselor facilitates this transformation and helps the 

clients to realize that they can improve their well-being. All in all, it has 

become clear how important the therapeutic alliance is for the clients’ 

improvement. However, Chapter 8 did not show how the therapeutic 

alliance is established in the early stages of the counseling exchanges. 

This early work on the therapeutic alliance can be seen, for example, 

when the interaction is focused on the issue of low ‘self-esteem’. In 

Chapter 6, I showed that three clients (Chris, Mel, and Taylor) discuss 

low self-esteem with the counselor. The counselor is the one who brings 

up the issue in all three threads. More precisely, she asks the clients 

whether they struggle with low self-esteem. She also provides the cli-

ents with an explanation of what self-esteem is and suggests how they 

could improve their self-esteem. She describes the abstract concept of 

self-esteem with a metaphor. In this metaphor, she compares self-es-

teem with an internal garden that has flowers, trees and ornaments that 

represent positive qualities and weeds that stand for negative qualities.  
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 Stott et al. (2010: 5), authors of the Oxford Guide to Metaphors 

in CBT26, explain that a “metaphor typically acts as a bridge between a 

source domain, which is more concrete or more familiar, and a target 

domain, which is more abstract or less familiar.” This definition resem-

bles Lakoff and Johnson’s (1980) in its focus on the connection be-

tween two domains that are cognitively linked in order to understand 

one of the domains better. Stott et al. (2010: 6) argue that “those in 

psychological distress are often trying to wrestle with abstract concepts, 

such as different kinds of thinking processes, or behaviours that may be 

counter productive despite their initial appeal.” Metaphors can help cli-

ents to understand such behavior. In the example of the garden meta-

phor, the source domain of space is used to describe a specific aspect 

of the clients’ minds, i.e., self-esteem. The metaphor therefore belongs 

to the type that can be described as MIND IS SPACE. The familiar 

source domain of space, or more specifically a garden, is used to ex-

plain the abstract concept of mind, or more specifically self-esteem. As 

Stott et al. (2010: 21) put it, the goal is to create a “reframed perspective 

on the problematic domain” that helps the clients to get a better under-

standing of their behavior, attitudes and emotions. For reasons of space, 

I will not provide an analysis from the perspective of (conceptual) met-

aphor theory. The interested reader can consult Lakoff and Johnson 

(1980) for a linguistic perspective and Stott et al. (2010) for a psycho-

logical perspective on metaphor.  

 
26 CBT stands for cognitive behavioral therapy.  
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The counselor explains self-esteem with the help of the garden 

metaphor in a text block that she inserts into three of the five threads in 

my corpus. This text block, along with others, are pre-written texts that 

the counselor has stored on her computer. In these text blocks, she ex-

plains abstract psychological concepts and suggests coping techniques 

to deal with them. I have provided the text block that discusses self-

esteem from Mel’s thread in its entirety here. In this chapter, I will pro-

vide a close analysis of the three phases that I identified within the text 

block: (1) the description of the internal garden; (2) the sorting out of 

the garden; and (3) the refocusing on positives. I have inserted the labels 

of these phases into the example (in black color and a different font) to 

show which parts of the text block they encapsulate:  

(9.1)  Counselor (Thread: Mel; Entry 2) 
<Internal garden: […] we all have an internal garden, 
full of flowers, shrubs, trees, maybe a water feature and 
ornaments, grassy areas, hedges and weeds. The flow-
ers, trees, ornaments etc represent our positive quali-
ties, achievements, happy memories, and things we like 
about ourselves. The weeds represent our regrets, the 
things we don’t like about ourselves, the things we feel 
ashamed or uncomfortable about, the criticisms from 
others or ourselves over the years. Internal garden> 
<Sorting out of the garden: If a gardener wants to sort 
out an untidy, weedy garden she has to pull up the 
weeds (while it’s normal for there to still be some), and 
to start nurturing and tending the flowers and shrubs, 
and making sure the water feature is working well. 
To do this we have to recognise the weeds Mel – the 
unhelpful thoughts where we beat ourselves up, the un-
happy past events we cannot change yet keep thinking 
about, or those hurtful criticisms, and destroy them. You 
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can do this by starting to listen to your thoughts when 
you are upset. What messages are you giving yourself? 
What common phrases do you use? E.g.'I should... I 
must... Why did I.... I'm no good' etc.  
Try and imagine that the thought is in solid letters you 
can grab (carved out of stone, made of glass, wood, built 
of bricks etc), then imagine you are destroying those 
words (blowing them up, burning, smashing or shred-
ding them). This gives your mind a powerful mes-
sage that you are no longer listening to them. 
What is your image Mel? 
Every time you use this image Mel you are giving your 
mind a message – you're not welcome anymore! Obvi-
ously it takes time and practice for your mind to get the 
message and to start with the thought will keep popping 
back as it is used to being listened to. So to help refocus 
away from the thought, immediately you have used your 
image, turn your attention to something positive to 
make it more difficult for the negative thought to pop 
back again. This could be thinking about a happy 
memory or putting on music you know makes you feel 
good, watching a favourite dvd - distracting your mind! 
Sorting out of the garden> 
<Refocusing: Let's now think about ways to help you 
refocus onto building up your self-esteem, instead of un-
dermining it. Write a list of your positive qualities (I 
am...) and achievements (I have ....) - academic, sport-
ing, musical, travelling, difficulties overcome etc. and pin 
these lists up where you can see them every day Mel, to 
help you connect to these real pieces of evidence of who 
you are! 
I’m guessing that your first reaction will be, I can’t think 
of any! This is quite normal, especially with people who 
have low self-esteem. Maybe start by writing down ones 
you know you had in the past – fun, friendly. None of us 
has all our positive qualities out on display all the time. 
It is easy to think, ‘yes, but’ after every quality you think 
of. This is ok, it’s about helping you to refocus on them, 
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even if you feel some have not seen the light of day for 
a while! Achievements need not be academic or ones 
where you got a certificate. They could be something 
you did for a short while, or a one off event.  
Maybe get your Mum or boyfirend to help you. It is likely 
to feel uncomfortable at first as you are not used to ac-
knowledging them; this is normal. Pin them up some-
where you can see them every day, to help you 
connect to them. 
How does this sound as something to try Mel? Refocus-
ing> 

There are some minor details in the text block that the counselor per-

sonalizes for each client. For example, the counselor inserts Mel’s per-

sonal name in several instances and adjusts personal pronouns when 

necessary (she). Apart from these minor adjustments, however, the text 

block occurs in the same form for all three clients. In the interview, the 

counselor explains her use of such text blocks:  
I have all these pre-written text blocks, which I then copy-paste 

into my answer. It would take me forever to write these text pas-

sages anew every time. But I make sure that I go through it really, 

really carefully to adjust whatever needs adjusting. It needs to be 

relevant to that specific client. I’m very careful about that. (In-

terview) 

The counselor clearly appreciates the practicality of such text blocks. 

Moreover, she mentions her awareness of recipient design and refers 

several times to how careful she is to adjust the text block for each in-

dividual client.  

 Previous research on face-to-face counseling and therapy has an-

alyzed therapists’ and counselors’ input with specific foci, such as 
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formulations (Antaki 2008), reinterpretative statements (Bercelli et al. 

2008a), optimistic questions (MacMartin 2008) or proposals for behav-

ioral change (Ekberg and LeCouteur 2012). Some studies have also 

looked at the clients’ reactions to such input. Ekberg and LeCouteur 

(2012, 2014) have demonstrated that clients react more positively to 

information-soliciting questions that aim to induce behavioral change 

rather than the counselor’s proposals in the form of hedged recommen-

dations. In an online context, Lamerichs and Stommel (2016) have 

shown that the use of contrastive questions is counterproductive. Con-

trastive questions are used to downplay the clients’ problems, which 

can result in clients feeling disaligned. Ekberg et al. (2016) consider 

how affective inferences by therapists in online Cognitive Behavioral 

Therapy can make clients’ feelings overt without taking away their ep-

istemic right to such feelings. These and further studies have shown the 

work that therapists and counselors invest in the therapeutic alliance.  

Nevertheless, each study has focused on one specific aspect and 

analyzed a limited stretch of interaction. In addition, although these re-

searchers have examined one specific type of input, such as contrastive 

questions or affective inferences, they have not been able to study in-

teractive sequences in which the input from the therapists or counselors 

was exactly the same in three different cases. Consideration of the gar-

den metaphor and the ensuing interaction between the counselor and 

each of the three clients can reveal how three different clients react to 

the same exact input. In addition, I can pay attention to how the subse-

quent interaction unfolds over several entries. This will also add to 



9 Establishing the Therapeutic Alliance 

 

559 

previous research on email communication, which has primarily fo-

cused on single emails rather than threads (see e.g. Davies et al. 2007; 

Merrison et al. 2012), as well as to research that has uncovered a step-

wise entry to advice (see e.g. Heritage and Sefi 1992; Locher 2006; 

Rudolf von Rohr 2018; Silverman 1997). Not only will I be able to 

demonstrate how this stepwise entry transpires in online counseling, I 

can also show how clients react to such a stepwise entry to advice and 

how the counselor responds to the three clients’ distinct responses to 

the metaphor. 

 Such an analysis of the stepwise entry to advice is also based on 

my discursive moves analysis and the patterns of discursive moves I 

found. First, almost every problem statement from a client is followed 

by an assessment from the counselor. This confirms the collaborative 

aspect of self-disclosure (see also Pawelczyk and Erskine 2008). A 

close analysis of the relational work and positionings within such col-

laborative work is needed. Second, in my data, I have identified the 

prototypical pattern of the stepwise entry that the counselor performs: 

an assessment, followed by an advice-giving move, which is followed 

in turn by a request for information. Not every piece of advice is given 

in this particular type of sequence, but the counselor tends to adhere to 

this sequence in a majority of cases. As I have argued in Chapter 6, this 

sequence facilitates the uptake of the advice, and the request for infor-

mation in the final position of the sequence encourages clients to ac-

tively participate in the therapeutic alliance. Finally, the discursive 

moves analysis has revealed that some (but by far not all) of the coun-
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selor’s requests for information are answered by the clients. A close 

analysis of this extended sequence over several entries will shed light 

on the collaborative work that the counselor and the clients perform to 

negotiate the therapeutic alliance and to improve the clients’ self-es-

teem.   

 My analysis of the garden metaphor text block aims to answer 

the following research questions:  

• How does the counselor establish the garden metaphor? 

• How do clients respond to the garden metaphor? 

• Are there differences in the relational work employed and the 

constructed positionings surrounding the garden metaphor in 

the three threads? 

• Are there specific ways in which the interaction of relational 

work and positionings invokes the therapeutic alliance? 

To answer the first research question, I consider at what stage of the 

counseling process the counselor introduces the garden metaphor and 

what linguistic choices she makes when she does so. The second re-

search question then addresses the clients’ idiosyncratic responses. Fur-

ther, my analysis of the metaphor itself, but also of the ensuing 

interaction, will provide a description of the types of relational work 

and the positionings that occur within the threads. Finally, I will discuss 

the ways in which the relational work that the interactants carry out in 

and around those text blocks as well as the positionings they accomplish 

specifically contribute to the negotiation of the therapeutic alliance.  
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 The chapter is structured as follows: I discuss the garden meta-

phor in Section 9.2. As the counselor also uses a jungle path metaphor 

that is related to the garden metaphor, this second metaphor is briefly 

discussed in Section 9.3. In Section 9.4, I highlight the differences be-

tween the three threads that are related to the specific realization of the 

therapeutic alliance in each client’s individual interaction with the 

counselor. Section 9.5 then provides a summary of the results of this 

chapter.  

 

9.2 The Garden Metaphor 
This section contains four sub-sections. Section 9.2.1 discusses the pre-

ceding context of the metaphor. In other words, I will briefly summarize 

some of the findings from previous chapters to provide the reader with 

an overview of what occurred in the three threads before the counselor 

introduces the garden metaphor. Section 9.2.2 discusses the first phase 

of the garden metaphor: the description of the internal garden. Section 

9.2.3 then focuses on the second phase, the sorting out of an untidy 

garden, while Section 9.2.4 looks at the last phase, the refocusing on 

positives. 

 

9.2.1 The Preceding Context of the Garden Metaphor 

Before reporting on the results of my analysis of the garden metaphor 

itself, I want to briefly give an overview of the context leading up to the 

garden metaphor. My content analysis has revealed that Chris talks 

about the three themes ‘anxiety’, ‘depression’, and ‘sexuality’ in his 
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first entry. Mel discusses six different themes in her first entry: ‘abuse’, 

‘depression’, ‘health issues’, ‘other’s health issues’, ‘relationships’, and 

‘stress’. Finally, Taylor only talks about ‘loneliness’ in her first entry. I 

have further shown that all three clients predominantly use problem 

statements in their first entries. While they do already use some other 

discursive moves, such as greetings, farewells, or metacomments, they 

do not use any assessments so early in the exchanges. Clearly, the focus 

is on the clients’ troubles and on themes that are easy for them to rec-

ognize. The theme ‘self-esteem’, though, is not explicitly introduced by 

the clients, but by the counselor. Yet in all three threads, ‘self-esteem’ 

is subsequently focused on to a considerable degree (see Table 9.1).   

Table 9.1 Self-esteem and the garden metaphor in the three threads 

Thread Percentage of the-
matic text spent on 
theme ‘self-esteem’ 

Introduction of 
theme ‘self-es-

teem’ 

Occurrence of 
garden meta-

phor 
Chris 18% Entry 2 Entry 2 
Mel 26% Entry 2 Entry 2 
Taylor 25% Entry 2 Entry 4 

 
The counselor introduces the issue of self-esteem in the second entry in 

all three threads. However, she utilizes the text block with the metaphor 

in the second entry only in Chris and Mel’s threads. In entry 2 in Tay-

lor’s thread, the counselor only asks Taylor whether she is correct in 

assuming that low self-esteem is something that Taylor struggles with. 

This might stem from the fact that Taylor wrote only one paragraph in 

entry 1. This paragraph did not provide the counselor with a lot of in-

formation, so she only asks Taylor whether she struggles with such 
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themes as ‘self-esteem’ in entry 2. In entry 3, Taylor confirms that some 

of these themes are problematic for her, including ‘self-esteem’. Only 

in entry 4 of Taylor’s thread, does the counselor then introduce the text 

block containing the garden metaphor.  

 

9.2.2 The Internal Garden 
The first phase of the garden metaphor is the description of the internal 

garden. In all three threads, the counselor uses a metacomment (e.g. I 

use images a lot) to introduce the metaphor. She employs boosters (pre-

sent simple tense, a lot) to emphasize that she habitually uses such met-

aphors. This constructs her expertise as an experienced advice-giver:  

(9.2)  Counselor (Thread: Mel; Entry 2) 
I use images a lot, (as you are probably getting) and for 
self-esteem I describe how we all have an internal gar-
den, full of flowers, shrubs, trees, maybe a water feature 
and ornaments, grassy areas, hedges and weeds. The 
flowers, trees, ornaments etc represent our positive 
qualities, achievements, happy memories, and things we 
like about ourselves. The weeds represent our regrets, 
the things we don’t like about ourselves, the things we 
feel ashamed or uncomfortable about, the criticisms 
from others or ourselves over the years. I wonder what 
your garden looks like Mel? 

The counselor describes the internal garden in a general information 

move. She uses the metaphor to suggest that self-esteem is a character-

istic of every person (see e.g. inclusive first person plural pronouns: we, 

our, ourselves). With examples from the source domain of gardening, 

she adds that every person has positive and negative qualities and ex-

periences. The associated normalization of the fact that every person 
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can experience phases of low self-esteem establishes that the clients’ 

experiences are common. The use of first person plural pronouns may 

demonstrate solidarity (Planchenault 2010), but for Gordon and Luke 

(2012), the signaling of alignment with the pronouns aims instead to 

involve interactants and thus index an egalitarian relationship. Even so, 

the counselor’s explanation of an abstract psychological concept does 

position her as an expert on issues such as self-esteem, which simulta-

neously positions the client as an information-recipient.  

This general information is followed by a request for infor-

mation (I wonder what your garden looks like Mel?). This encourages 

the clients to share a description of their internal garden and to join the 

discussion of self-esteem issues. Asking a client to admit that they have 

low self-esteem has immense potential to damage their face. To avoid 

doing so, the counselor carefully minimizes the face-threat with several 

linguistic choices. First, the metaphor itself serves as a mitigating de-

vice: it is easier to describe an untidy garden than to describe one’s low 

self-esteem. It can also facilitate the clients’ recognition of positive and 

negative qualities and help them to verbalize how they feel. Moreover, 

as I have discussed in Chapter 7, the hedge I wonder plays a mitigating 

role in such requests. Biber et al. (2007: 683) report that this structure 

is used for indirect questions. It softens the face-threat compared to a 

direct question (e.g. ‘What does your garden look like?’). Simultane-

ously, this hedge also positions the clients as vital sources of infor-

mation. Ekberg and LeCouteur (2014) have shown that such 

information-soliciting questions serve to involve clients in cognitive 
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behavioral therapy. The counselor’s use of mitigation thus facilitates 

the clients’ self-disclosure and constructs them as important partners in 

the therapeutic alliance with special knowledge of their own qualities 

and achievements.  

As I have mentioned, the counselor copy-pastes this text block 

into the threads of all three clients (Chris, Mel and Taylor). And all 

three clients react to it in their own ways. Chris is skeptical at first, but 

then responds to the prompt anyways. Mel readily provides an answer, 

but does not elaborate on the metaphor in the same way as Chris does. 

Taylor does not respond to the prompt at all. Chris’ response begins 

with a problem statement:  

(9.3)  Chris (Thread: Chris; Entry 3) 
I feel like if I were to have this so-called garden, the 
plants I’d have in it would be spectacular beautiful 
plants from all over the world, but I would think that 
my friends plants are better and that they might 
think less of me for the style of plant I’ve chosen to 
put in my own garden. 

Chris voices his initial skepticism when he describes his so-called gar-

den in a conditional sentence (if). Chris’ skepticism carries the potential 

to threaten the counselor’s face. Chris seems unconvinced by the met-

aphor and implicitly criticizes it. Since the counselor is the source of 

the metaphor, Chris also indirectly criticizes the counselor. The face 

threat is less explicit, however, as Chris does not overtly say that he 

does not like the metaphor. In the end, he still provides a detailed de-

scription of his internal garden and adds that his difficulties stem from 

negative comparisons of himself with others. The counselor’s 
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information-soliciting question (Ekberg and LeCouteur 2014) seems to 

have facilitated Chris’ self-disclosure. This corroborates Pawelczyk 

and Erskine’s (2008) argument that self-disclosure is an interactional 

achievement.  

 In entry 4, the counselor responds to Chris’ description with an 

assessment move that reformulates Chris’ description:  

(9.4)  Counselor (Thread: Chris; Entry 4) 
What I’m hearing, is how you recognise 
your achievements and positive qualities, 
while you unwittingly dismiss them by 
comparing yourself negatively to others, 
which is a common thing to do.  The down-
side of this, as you know is that when we 
compare, it is generally to our own detri-
ment!  This reminds me of this list of com-
mon thinking mistakes – ‘compare and 
despair’ being one of them.  See which 
others you recognise!  There’s a lot of 
other useful things on this website that you 
might like to look at as well. 
http://www.getselfhelp.co.uk/unhelpful.htm  

She normalizes Chris’ experience as a common thing, untangles the 

negative consequences of such comparisons (downside, detriment), and 

thus displays her understanding and empathy. She uses a referral move 

to provide Chris with sources (list of common thinking mistakes, web-

site) that he can use to analyze his unhelpful thinking patterns. The 

counselor positions herself as an understanding and resourceful advice-
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giver. At the same time, she performs crucial relational work with re-

gards to Chris’ identity. Her assertion that Chris understands the rami-

fications of unfavorable comparisons (as you know) positions him as an 

equal partner in the alliance. Further, with the help of the list and the 

website, she invites Chris to introspect, which positions him as a client 

who can work independently on his troubles with the help of such 

source material. For now, the counselor does not continue to use lan-

guage related to the metaphor. She might have picked up on Chris’ 

skepticism and chosen to perform necessary recipient design instead 

(Stommel 2012). In any case, she did not respond to the potential threat 

to her face that Chris’ skepticism posed. 

 Mel’s response to the counselor’s request to describe her internal 

garden is briefer than Chris’, but also demonstrates that Mel has under-

stood the counselor’s metaphor. Mel’s response comes in the form of a 

problem statement.  

(9.5)  Mel (Thread: Mel; Entry 3) 
Very weedy to be honest, with a few nice flowers though. 

As I have previously explained, the counselor’s prompt contains a po-

tential face-threat because clients are asked to confirm that they have 

low self-esteem. This is also visible in Mel’s response. While she ad-

mits that her garden looks very weedy, she uses the stance marker (Biber 

et al. 2007: 975) to be honest, which indicates Mel’s slight trepidation 

about giving an answer. Nevertheless, she acknowledges a few positive 

qualities in addition to the weed[s]. Thus, the information-soliciting 

question also facilitates the self-disclosure in Mel’s case. In contrast to 
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Chris’ response (negative comparisons with others), though, the coun-

selor does not receive any information about why Mel has low self-

esteem. Nevertheless, both Chris and Mel have extended the counse-

lor’s metaphor and described their internal gardens. Ferrara (1994) 

found that such extensions of interactants’ metaphors can help build 

rapport in a psychotherapy or counseling context.  

 The counselor’s subsequent assessment evaluates Mel’s re-

sponse positively (great to hear), and she then positions Mel as a good 

observer of her own behavior:  

(9.6)  Counselor (Thread: Mel; Entry 4) 
It’s great to hear you are able to see some nice 
flowers amongst the weeds Mel! Keep on focusing 
on nurturing, recognising and acknowledging your 
flowers, and pulling up your weeds. 

She immediately proceeds with an advice-giving move in which she 

encourages Mel to actively continue to observe her positive qualities 

and achievements. While both positive (flowers) and negative (weeds) 

aspects of the garden or low self-esteem are mentioned, the overall tone 

of the assessment and the advice-giving move is positive. This is due to 

the counselor’s application of solution-focused therapy (Bannink 2007; 

DeShazer and Berg 1997). In contrast to Chris’ thread, the counselor 

has continued to use the metaphor; that is, she carefully reacts to who 

works readily with such visual tools. In both Chris’ and Mel’s threads, 

the clients do not react further to the counselor’s input in this part of the 

text block (the description of the internal garden).  
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9.2.3 Sorting out the Garden 
The second part of the text block in the garden metaphor focuses on the 

action of sort[ing] out an untidy, weedy garden. In this part, the coun-

selor suggests how to deal with unhelpful thinking patterns. It is im-

portant to remember that this text block is written in Entry 2. In other 

words, the responses of the clients to the description of the internal gar-

den I presented above have not been written yet. I present the counse-

lor’s text block from Mel’s thread again. I have provided sub-headings 

(in black font) to delineate the individual paragraphs and to facilitate 

their subsequent discussion.  

(9.7)  Counselor (Thread: Mel; Entry 2) 
<Action of gardening: If a gardener wants to sort out 
an untidy, weedy garden she has to pull up the weeds 
(while it’s normal for there to still be some), and to start 
nurturing and tending the flowers and shrubs, and mak-
ing sure the water feature is working well. Action of gar-
dening> 
<Recognizing negative thoughts: To do this we have to 
recognise the weeds Mel – the unhelpful thoughts where 
we beat ourselves up, the unhappy past events we can-
not not change yet keep thinking about, or those hurtful 
criticisms, and destroy them. You can do this by starting 
to listen to your thoughts when you are upset. What 
messages are you giving yourself? What common 
phrases do you use? E.g.'I should... I must... Why did 
I.... I'm no good' etc. Recognizing negative thoughts> 
<The destruction of the thoughts: Try and imagine that 
the thought is in solid letters you can grab (carved out 
of stone, made of glass, wood, built of bricks etc), then 
imagine you are destroying those words (blowing them 
up, burning, smashing or shredding them). This gives 
your mind a powerful message that you are no 
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longer listening to them.  What is your image Mel? 
The destruction of the thoughts> 
<Takes time and practice: Every time you use this image 
Mel you are giving your mind a message – you're not 
welcome anymore! Obviously it takes time and practice 
for your mind to get the message and to start with the 
thought will keep popping back as it is used to being 
listened to. So to help refocus away from the thought, 
immediately you have used your image, turn your atten-
tion to something positive to make it more difficult for 
the negative thought to pop back again. This could be 
thinking about a happy memory or putting on music you 
know makes you feel good, watching a favourite dvd - 
distracting your mind! Takes time and practice> 

The same text block (with altered personal names and personal pro-

nouns) occurs in Chris’ and Taylor’s threads as well. This text block 

consists of four paragraphs. The first part describes the activity of sort-

ing out a garden. In the second paragraph, clients are shown how to 

recognize negative thoughts, while the third paragraph demonstrates 

how these negative thoughts can be destroyed. The last paragraph ex-

plains that this activity takes practice. The clients insert responses after 

some of these paragraphs rather than only at the end of the fourth para-

graph. I will discuss each paragraph separately and describe how the 

clients respond to each individual paragraph.  

 

First Paragraph: Action of Gardening 

The first paragraph, a general information move, extends the metaphor 

to include an action: sort[ing] out an untidy, weedy garden.  
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(9.8)  Counselor (Thread: Mel; Entry 2) 
If a gardener wants to sort out an untidy, weedy garden 
she has to pull up the weeds (while it’s normal for there 
to still be some), and to start nurturing and tending the 
flowers and shrubs, and making sure the water feature 
is working well. 

The shift in pronoun use from the previously inclusive we to the third 

person pronoun she, as well as the introduction of the persona of a gar-

dener, personalize the action of sorting out, with the clients as its 

agents. This positions the clients as the ones actively working on their 

self-esteem. Importantly, the inclusion of actions that focus on the pos-

itives (nurturing, tending) signals that positive qualities also need to be 

worked on. None of the clients insert any input after this part of the text 

block.  

 

Second Paragraph: Recognizing Negative Thoughts 

In the second paragraph, the counselor gives further general infor-

mation on how to perform the action.  

(9.9)  Counselor (Thread: Mel; Entry 2) 
To do this we have to recognise the weeds Mel – the 
unhelpful thoughts where we beat ourselves up, the un-
happy past events we cannot not change yet keep think-
ing about, or those hurtful criticisms, and destroy them. 
You can do this by starting to listen to your thoughts 
when you are upset. What messages are you giving 
yourself? What common phrases do you use? E.g.'I 
should... I must... Why did I.... I'm no good' etc.  

The clients are given guidance about how to detect unhelpful thoughts. 

The counselor’s use of inclusive first person pronouns (we) makes clear 



9 Establishing the Therapeutic Alliance 

 

572 

that everyone has to perform these actions and thus normalizes them. 

The counselor then uses second person pronouns in an advice-giving 

move (You can do this … when you are upset) to describe the actual 

(but not metaphorical) action. The responsibility for the action clearly 

lies with the clients. They are constructed as observers of their own 

thoughts (listen) rather than just as sources of information. At the end 

of the second paragraph, the counselor requests information from the 

clients in a non-mitigated, direct way (What messages are you giving 

yourself?). The form of the request might be intended to facilitate the 

process of recognition. The clients can easily transform the request into 

a question they can ask themselves (e.g. ‘What messages am I giving 

myself’?). This interpretation is supported by the fact that the counselor 

immediately follows up the requests by providing several examples in 

reported speech (Biber et al. 2007: 1118). 

This paragraph does not receive any response from Chris and 

Mel. This is noteworthy, because the counselor has written her request 

in italics, thereby indicating that she would like to hear specific exam-

ples. The counselor does not comment on these silences, though. Taylor 

responds to the counselor’s request. Her response is shown in example 

(9.10), while the subsequent interaction between Taylor and the coun-

selor is shown in examples (9.11) to (9.13).  

(9.10)  Taylor (Thread: Taylor; Entry 5) 
I find myself thinking everything feels quite 
pointless at times, like whats the point in go-
ing to work, whats the point in seeing friends 
that are gunna forget about me, whats the 
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point in trying to make friends. My boyfriend 
might be going away next year which just 
feels awful when I think about it. Wanting to 
do well keeps me going, and ofc I don’t want 
distance to ruin what feels like one of the best 
things to happen to me so that keeps me mo-
tivated. But I just feel quite shitty and useless 
a lot of the time. 

Taylor’s problem statement outlines her negative emotional state at 

length (feels … pointless, whats the point, feels awful, feel … shitty and 

useless). She uses boosters (quite, a lot of the time) to further emphasize 

the negative impact of her emotions. She clearly describes unhelpful 

thinking patterns and connects them to her emotional state, which 

makes this an appeal for empathy. While she reports on her negative 

emotions in detail, she does not show any uptake of the coping tech-

nique or of the metaphor. Instead, she positions herself as an advice-

seeker. Nevertheless, Taylor’s self-disclosure still provides the counse-

lor with important information that she did not previously have.  

 The counselor takes up Taylor’s negative feelings by reformulat-

ing (on formulations see e.g. Antaki 2008; Bercelli et al. 2008a) them 

in an assessment. In contrast to Taylor, she makes a point, though, to 

include positive aspects.  

(9.11)  Counselor (Thread: Taylor; Entry 6) 
I’m conscious of hearing lots of ‘what’s the point’ 
statements Taylor, and how much of your anxiety 
is focused on the future with your boyfriend. I’m 
also aware of hearing how you want to have a pos-
itive focus as well and to motivate yourself with 
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good thoughts about your relationship. Those 
pointless thoughts feel pretty heavy and I get the 
sense that they weight you down and can dominate 
your thoughts at times. What affect do you think 
these thoughts have on your anxiety and self-es-
teem? 

She demonstrates her understanding (I’m conscious, I’m also aware, I 

get the sense) and displays empathy towards Taylor with her acknowl-

edgement of the pain Taylor is in. Clearly, the counselor tries to show 

Taylor that she recognizes the emotional effect of Taylor’s negative 

thoughts. The counselor follows this assessment with a request for in-

formation (the text passage in italics) that is designed to make Taylor 

reflect on her negative thoughts. I argue that the counselor is already 

aware of the effect: she does not request specific information that she 

does not have access to, but rather aims to trigger self-reflection in Tay-

lor. That is, the counselor is trying to position Taylor as an observer of 

her own behavior and the emotional consequences.  

 The counselor adds a further paragraph in which she tries to steer 

Taylor back to the technique of destroying the mental image of the neg-

ative thoughts:  

(9.12)  Counselor (Thread: Taylor; Entry 6) 
How are you getting on with using an image to de-
stroy those unhelpful thoughts Taylor? Or you 
could try focusing on a positive image of how you 
want to be, listening to calm, positive thoughts. 

The counselor crafts her request with the present continuous to suggest 

that Taylor has been practicing. In addition, she provides Taylor with 
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further advice that contains an alternative technique that Taylor could 

try out. Insofar as the counselor would like Taylor to practice those 

techniques, she is positioning herself as an advice-giver and Taylor as 

the recipient of the advice.  

 Taylor reacts to the input from the counselor shown in examples 

(9.11) and (9.12) with a response to the request in the former about how 

her negative thoughts affect her self-esteem. However, she does not re-

spond to the request in example (9.12). Her response to the request in 

example (9.11) is given below in example (9.13). She describes her 

mental and emotional state in a problem statement that links her nega-

tive thoughts to her feelings of inadequacy in performing daily tasks:  

(9.13)  Taylor (Thread: Taylor; Entry 7) 
Probably not great. Its easy to screw something up 
as small as making dinner, or losing a game, and 
just thinking ‘whats the point’ and it seems to ex-
pand to everything in my life. I don’t feel like Im 
worth much I guess. I don’t think anyone would 
miss me if I just disappeared, I don’t feel like I add 
anything. This is one of the reasons I study neuro-
science, so I can help cure depression so no one 
needs to feel like shit and so my life would actually 
be worth something. 

Once more, Taylor focuses mainly on describing her negative emotions 

(screw up, losing, whats the point, [not being] worth much, disap-

peared, shit) and appeals for further empathy. This indicates that Taylor 

is not ready to engage in self-reflection. She has thus resisted the coun-

selor’s move towards more positive aspects of her behavior in example 
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(9.11): positive focus, motivate yourself. According to MacMartin 

(2008), clients sometimes resist counselor’s optimistic questions that 

seem to foreground clients’ positive behaviors rather than their trou-

bles. Lamerichs and Stommel (2016) also warn of the negative impact 

on the ensuing interaction that contrastive questions that aim to reduce 

the clients’ troubles can have. Taylor’s repeated focus on her negative 

emotional state legitimizes her need for (further) support and continu-

ously positions her as an advice-seeker. In her response to Taylor’s an-

swer, the counselor does not mention the suggested coping techniques 

anymore and instead tries to encourage Taylor to take on another per-

spective by asking what someone else would say in her current situation 

(not shown here for reasons of space). These findings are in accordance 

with MacMartin’s (2008): as it ensures the continuation of the thera-

peutic work, even resistance can to some degree advance the therapeu-

tic process.  

 

Third Paragraph: The Destruction of the Thoughts 

While the first paragraph focuses on the action of gardening and the 

second on recognizing negative thoughts, the third paragraph offers the 

clients instructions about how to destroy the unhelpful thoughts that 

they recognized. It is important to keep in mind that the paragraph I am 

discussing here occurs in the same entry as the initial input on the met-

aphor (in Chris and Mel’s case: in entry 2, in Taylor’s case: in entry 4). 

The counselor instructs the clients to imagine the thought … in solid 

letters and to destroy it.  
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(9.14)  Counselor (Thread: Mel; Entry 2) 
Try and imagine that the thought is in solid letters you 
can grab (carved out of stone, made of glass, wood, built 
of bricks etc), then imagine you are destroying those 
words (blowing them up, burning, smashing or shred-
ding them). This gives your mind a powerful mes-
sage that you are no longer listening to them. 
What is your image Mel? 

In the advice-giving move, the counselor uses imperatives (imagine). 

Imperatives in advice-giving moves have been found in a range of stud-

ies (see e.g. Locher 2006; Morrow 2012; Placencia 2012; Rudolf von 

Rohr 2018; see also Chapter 7 for a discussion on imperatives). The 

imperative foregrounds the action. This is especially salient here with 

an imagined action. The counselor slightly mitigates (try to) the imper-

ative of the cognition verb. Since it is not an easy task, the mitigation 

serves to save the clients’ face in case they are not successful. She pro-

vides concrete examples of the way such images can be destroyed 

(blowing them up, burning, smashing, shredding). The gerunds empha-

size the immediacy of these actions. In addition, the examples are vis-

ually impressive, which facilitates the imagination of such actions.  

In the following request for information, the counselor asks the 

clients what image they have used. She does not use any mitigation in 

this request. Instead, she asks a direct question (What is your image 

Mel?). Since this task is difficult, especially for clients who suffer from 

low self-esteem, the directness serves as an invitation to share a very 

clear image. The advice and the direct request position the counselor as 

the source of the coping technique, which reinforces her identity as an 
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advice-giver. Nevertheless, she still invests extensive work into posi-

tioning the clients as the active executors of the technique.  

 Taylor does not respond to this last paragraph. However, both 

Chris and Mel provide an answer. Chris’ response is shown in example 

(9.15). I discuss this response from Entry 3 and the counselor’s reaction 

to the response, which occurs in entry 4 and is provided in example 

(9.16).   

(9.15)  Chris (Thread: Chris; Entry 3) 
This has also worked more then I expected it to. 
Instead of picturing the questions I ask myself, I 
picture the words ‘depression’ or ‘anxiety’ and think 
of destroying them. 

Chris uses an assessment to praise the usefulness of the coping tech-

nique. His initial skepticism towards this technique is still noticeable 

(worked more then I expected) which can be interpreted as face-threat-

ening to the counselor. Nevertheless, Chris clearly indicates that he has 

applied the coping technique. He positions himself as an active applier 

of coping techniques and the counselor indirectly as an expert advice-

giver, as she was the source of the technique. However, Chris also man-

ages to position himself as an expert who has been able to alter the 

technique to make it more effective for him personally. This positions 

him as an active self-helper who can adjust coping techniques to his 

specific circumstances.  

 In her response in entry 4, the counselor signals agreement (Yes) 

and assesses the altered technique positively (really effective). 
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However, she does not explicitly position Chris as the source of the 

altered technique:  

(9.16)  Counselor (Thread: Chris; Entry 4) 
Yes, that’s another really effective way to use 
imagery.  By destroying these thoughts you 
are saying to your mind, that you are not going 
to listen to them.  Remember them to focus 
onto something helpful, such as your list of 
achievements, or just a TV programme or mu-
sic that you enjoy. 

She displays her expert knowledge with her comments on why the al-

tered technique is working from a psychological perspective, provides 

advice with her reiteration of how Chris should focus on something 

positive after the destruction image, and makes a direct link to her sug-

gestion of a list of achievements. This list of achievements is provided 

in the last phase of the garden metaphor (see example (9.24) below for 

my discussion of this suggestion), so it occurs in entry 2 in Chris’ 

thread, i.e., it already exists at the time the counselor wrote the text 

passage shown in example 9.16. With her reference to the list of 

achievements, the counselor links two phases of the garden metaphor 

and reinforces her position as an expert advice-giver.  

In these examples, Chris’ application and alteration of coping 

techniques positions him as an active participant in the therapeutic alli-

ance. He also acknowledges that the technique works for him. The 

counselor responds positively and mentions the effectiveness of Chris’ 

alteration. However, when she provides further suggestions, she again 

positions herself as an advice-giver instead of foregrounding Chris’ 
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new position as active participant in the therapeutic alliance with, for 

example, praise of him as the source of the altered coping technique.  

 Mel also responds to the counselor’s request to share images of 

how she mentally destroys negative thoughts. She is not as successful 

as Chris in applying the suggested technique, and she and the counselor 

address this issue in entries 3 to 6. I illustrate this with examples (9.17) 

to (9.20), starting with Mel’s problem statement about her application 

of the technique:  

(9.17)  Mel (Thread: Mel; Entry 3) 
I’ve had a go with the ‘smashing’ image. I’m finding it 
hard – I think one reason is that I tend to get multiple 
negative thoughts arriving quickly, so it’s hard to identify 
and ‘grab’ them in time. I might need some more prac-
tice! 

Mel provides the specific destruction image she thought of, which di-

rectly responds to the counselor’s request. In contrast, Chris replied in 

a more abstract way with his report on how he altered the technique. 

Mel’s answer, then, positions her as a source of information and a re-

cipient of the advice the counselor provided, while Chris positioned 

himself as an active and equal participant in the therapeutic alliance.  

Mel evaluates the technique as being hard. She explains that mul-

tiple negative thoughts arriv[e] quickly. However, instead of finding 

fault with the technique or criticizing the counselor for providing it, she 

attributes her difficulties to the fact that she might need some more 

practice. This suggestion that she is responsible herself clearly saves 

the counselor’s face. In the study by Stommel and van der Houwen 

(2014), clients in email counseling also avoided blaming the counselor 
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for what they perceived to be impersonal answers. In their case, the 

clients blamed the medium rather than the counselors. In contrast, Mel 

blames the fact that she has not had enough practice yet. Overall, Mel 

positions herself as an (as of yet) unsuccessful applier of the coping 

technique. This clearly provides the counselor with an opportunity to 

give further advice.  

 As example (9.18) shows, the counselor takes up this opportunity 

and suggests an alternative technique in an advice-giving move that is 

followed by a request for information:  

(9.18)  Counselor (Thread: Mel; Entry 4) 
Yes, or another way that might help, is that when 
you feel low, to use an image that represents feel-
ing strong, calm, happy and confident to focus on. 
What might this Mel look like? What is she wearing, 
what is she doing, what expression does she have 
etc? 

The advice-giving move starts with a brief agreement (Yes) that 

acknowledges Mel’s struggle. The agreement signals alignment with 

the client and might be used to facilitate the uptake of the advice, i.e., 

the new coping technique. This quick focus on the solution rather than 

the problem is a clear reflection of the solution-focused approach the 

counselor practices (Gingerich and Wabeke 2001; Kim 2008). The ad-

vice itself displays the counselor’s expertise: she has skillfully taken on 

board the specific problem that Mel reported. As Muntigl et al. (2014) 

have shown, affiliation of emotional stance is highly important in coun-

seling. Thus, when the counselor recognizes Mel’s specific troubles and 

provides a suitable suggestion, she facilitates the uptake of the advice. 
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She then proceeds to request another clear description of an image 

through direct interrogatives, simple vocabulary and the present contin-

uous. These are the same linguistic characteristics that the counselor 

used in the request to share the destruction image.  

 Mel demonstrates that she has applied this new suggestion in a 

problem statement in which she reports back on the difficulties she has 

encountered in conjuring the image:  

(9.19)  Mel (Thread: Mel; Entry 5) 
It’s not easy to imagine: perhaps smiling... I’m 
finding it hard to know who I am at the moment, 
from basic things like what I wear to what I want 
to do with my time and my future. I think I’m hav-
ing trouble generating this image because of inde-
cision – I don’t know what I want it to look like. 

This again positions her as an unsuccessful applier of the coping tech-

nique, but this time she does not say that she thinks she simply needs 

more practice. Instead, she describes her difficulties in more detail and 

provides a reason why she encounters them. She thus positions herself 

as an observer who can provide vital information that will help her and 

the counselor to work further on this issue. Nevertheless, her admission 

that she is not quite sure who she is at the moment can be interpreted as 

a threat to her own face.   

The counselor displays her understanding in an assessment and 

consoles Mel about her admission.  

(9.20)  Counselor (Thread: Mel; Entry 6) 
That makes sense Mel. As you practice being 
kinder to yourself, putting your views and needs 
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first, you will start to get a clearer sense of who 
you are and what you want from life. 

Again, the counselor clearly focuses on Mel’s explanation of her diffi-

culties rather than the difficulties themselves; this is part of solution-

focused therapy’s attention on “solution talk” rather than “problem 

talk” (Gingerich and Wabeke 2001: 34). The counselor assures Mel that 

she will get a clearer sense of who [she is] with time and practice. She 

goes on to introduce Mel to the practice of mindfulness to help her shift 

her focus to the present and herself (not shown in example). Overall, 

Mel’s reports on her difficulties in applying the coping techniques po-

sition her as an unsuccessful applier who needs further help. At the 

same time, her explanation of why she struggles positions her as an ob-

server who provides important information. The counselor briefly con-

soles and then encourages Mel, and provides further advice, which 

reinforces her advice-giver role. Nevertheless, it is Mel’s criticism of 

the techniques as well as her observations that help the counselor inter-

vene with a further coping technique. This corroborates the argument 

that even problem statements about applications of advice can advance 

the collaborative work in the therapeutic alliance, and is reminiscent of 

MacMartin’s (2008) finding that even resistance can be therapeutically 

useful. In my opinion, it is the counselor’s supportive relational work 

that negotiates the therapeutic alliance in such a way that Mel feels 

comfortable sharing her difficulties openly. And this in turn facilitates 

the search for a more appropriate coping technique in the end.  
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Fourth Paragraph: It Takes Time and Practice 

In the fourth paragraph of the text block about sorting out the untidy 

garden, the counselor encourages the clients to keep on trying this tech-

nique as it takes time and practice. It is important to keep in mind that 

this text block occurs in Entry 2 in Chris’ and Mel’s threads and in En-

try 4 in Taylor’s thread. In other words, at the time of writing this fourth 

paragraph, the counselor has not received the input from the clients I 

have discussed above. The counselor does not refer to the metaphor per 

se anymore, but simply to the image the clients are supposed to imag-

ine.  

(9.21)  Counselor (Thread: Mel; Entry 2) 
Every time you use this image Mel you are giving your 
mind a message – you're not welcome anymore! Obvi-
ously it takes time and practice for your mind to get the 
message and to start with the thought will keep popping 
back as it is used to being listened to. So to help refocus 
away from the thought, immediately you have used your 
image, turn your attention to something positive to 
make it more difficult for the negative thought to pop 
back again. This could be thinking about a happy 
memory or putting on music you know makes you feel 
good, watching a favourite dvd - distracting your mind! 

The counselor carefully considers the clients’ face and tries to foresee 

potential difficulties that they might encounter. She begins by summa-

rizing the effect of the technique: you are giving your mind a message. 

The counselor’s use of second person pronouns (you, your) positions 

the clients as the executors of the coping technique. In addition, her use 

of tense (present simple) indicates that the clients should habitually ex-

ecute this technique. At the same time, the counselor acknowledges that 
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applying this technique is difficult. The stance adverbial (Biber et al. 

2007: 764, 966) obviously boosts this acknowledgement. The counselor 

carefully describes a possible difficulty. She suggests that it is not the 

clients who might not succeed; rather, it is the negative thought that 

might pop back again. All of these linguistic choices serve to save the 

clients’ face in case they encounter difficulties. These clear depictions 

of difficulties and the counselor’s encouragement to overcome them are 

written in the same entry (entry 2) as the advice-giving occurs. This is 

a specific idiosyncrasy of online counseling when compared to face-to-

face counseling, as several turns by the client would interrupt the coun-

selor’s metaphor in face-to-face encounters. Ekberg et al. (2013) found 

a similar pattern in which counselors added an information-soliciting 

question directly after commiserating with the clients’ problem state-

ments, i.e., the commiserating and the information-soliciting question 

occurred in the same turn. They argued that this speeds up the process 

of counseling as it directs the interaction quickly towards a next phase.  

 Taylor does not respond to this last paragraph of the sorting-out 

phase. However, both Chris and Mel respond. They both implicitly re-

port that they have applied the technique, but at the same time admit 

that they have encountered some difficulties:  

(9.22)  Chris (Thread: Chris; Entry 3) 
At the moment, this technique is a very short-term 
fix, and the niggling thoughts sometimes come 
back within the hour. 

(9.23)  Mel (Thread: Mel; Entry 3) 
I think I’m getting better at this aspect, although think-
ing of a happy memory sometimes upsets me because I 
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begin to wish I was that happy at that moment but, at 
that moment, it doesn’t seem possible. 

Chris and Mel use problem statements to report on their struggles 

(short-term fix, upsets me). When Chris blames the niggling thoughts 

rather than himself for the difficulties, he echoes the counselor’s phras-

ing of the cause of difficulties. This is not the case in Mel’s response. 

She criticizes herself, because [she] wish[es she] was that happy. Nev-

ertheless, both clients indicate with their reports on how their applica-

tion of the coping techniques has gone that they are willing to actively 

participate in the therapeutic alliance. 

I argue that these responses are highly salient for the therapeutic 

process and the therapeutic alliance. The counselor invests extensive 

work to foresee possible difficulties. Since the counselor does not re-

quest any information at the end of the paragraph, the clients do not 

need to respond. The fact that both Chris and Mel report on their diffi-

culties suggests that they feel comfortable enough to report that the ap-

plication has not just run smoothly. This is a testament to the 

counselor’s relational work, her concern for the face of the clients and 

her willingness to invest extensive effort into negotiating the therapeu-

tic alliance.  

 

9.2.4 Refocusing 
The last phase of the garden metaphor refocus[es] onto building up [the 

clients’] self-esteem. As with the sorting-out phase, the counselor uses 

several paragraphs to describe this phase. Example (9.24) shows the 
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entire text block of this phase from entry 2 in Mel’s thread. I will dis-

cuss the paragraphs one by one in examples (9.25) to (9.28). In contrast 

to the previous phases of the metaphor, the clients did not respond to 

several individual paragraphs. Instead, Mel and Taylor respond at the 

end of the entire text block and Chris responds in a different place in 

the thread. I will report on these responses after explaining the entire 

text block of the refocusing phase shown here.   

(9.24)  Counselor (Thread: Mel; Entry 2) 
<List of positive qualities and achievements: Let's now 
think about ways to help you refocus onto building up 
your self-esteem, instead of undermining it. Write a list 
of your positive qualities (I am...) and achievements (I 
have ....) - academic, sporting, musical, travelling, diffi-
culties overcome etc. and pin these lists up where you 
can see them every day Mel, to help you connect to 
these real pieces of evidence of who you are! List of 
positive qualities and achievements> 
<Accounting for difficulties: I’m guessing that your first 
reaction will be, I can’t think of any! This is quite normal, 
especially with people who have low self-esteem. Maybe 
start by writing down ones you know you had in the past 
– fun, friendly. None of us has all our positive qualities 
out on display all the time. It is easy to think, ‘yes, but’ 
after every quality you think of. This is ok, it’s about 
helping you to refocus on them, even if you feel some 
have not seen the light of day for a while! Achievements 
need not be academic or ones where you got a certifi-
cate. They could be something you did for a short while, 
or a one off event. Accounting for difficulties> 
<Pinning up the list: Maybe get your Mum or boyfirend 
to help you. It is likely to feel uncomfortable at first as 
you are not used to acknowledging them; this is normal. 
Pin them up somewhere you can see them every 
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day, to help you connect to them. Pinning up the 
list> 
<Asking for client’s opinion: How does this sound as 
something to try Mel? Asking for client’s opinion> 

In the first paragraph, the counselor suggests that clients write a list of 

positive qualities and achievements. In the second paragraph, the coun-

selor accounts for difficulties and how to counter them. The third para-

graph is used to suggest getting help and to further normalize 

difficulties, while also suggesting they pin the list up somewhere. I call 

this paragraph ‘pinning up the list’ as I see the previous suggestion as a 

face-saving strategy that facilitates the activity of pinning up the list (I 

explain this in more detail below). Finally, the counselor asks clients 

for their opinion in the last paragraph.  

 

First Paragraph: List of Positive Qualities and Achievements 

The main aim of this paragraph is to help the clients recognize and nur-

ture their positive qualities and achievements. The paragraph consists 

of a metacomment and a request for information move. This text pas-

sage is written in italics and thus aims to elicit an answer from the cli-

ents, so it is coded as a request for information despite its advisory 

character.  

(9.25)  Counselor (Thread: Mel; Entry 2) 
Let's now think about ways to help you refocus onto 
building up your self-esteem, instead of undermining it. 
Write a list of your positive qualities (I am...) and 
achievements (I have ....) - academic, sporting, musi-
cal, travelling, difficulties overcome etc. and pin these 
lists up where you can see them every day Mel, to help 
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you connect to these real pieces of evidence of who you 
are! 

In the metacomment, the counselor references the therapeutic alliance 

with the “collective first person imperative” (Biber et al. 2007: 1047) 

Let’s, which aims to “propose a joint action by speaker and hearer(s)” 

(Biber et al. 2007: 1117). That is, the counselor positions herself and 

the client as a team who work collaboratively to improve the client’s 

well-being. She immediately switches to second person pronouns, how-

ever, to position the client as the agent of the action (building up). The 

following request for information is written in imperative form and 

does not include any hedges. Since the action itself is aimed to enhance 

the clients’ face, no hedge is necessary. The counselor includes phrases 

that aim to facilitate the writing of the clients’ list with first person sin-

gular pronouns (I am…, I have…) in reported speech and provides var-

ious areas in which such qualities or achievements could have occurred. 

Moreover, the counselor clearly establishes that the clients possess 

good qualities and achievements: she uses second person possessive 

pronouns (your) when talking about qualities and achievements, and 

she describes them as real pieces of evidence of who the clients are. 

Evidence is usually linked to hard facts. The counselor’s use of this 

term, with the booster real and the exclamation mark, thus aims to en-

hance the clients’ face.   

 

Second Paragraph: Accounting for Difficulties 

This paragraph is highly salient from a CMC perspective. The counse-

lor foresees that the clients might encounter difficulties. Due to the 



9 Establishing the Therapeutic Alliance 

 

590 

asynchronous nature of email, the clients cannot report on these diffi-

culties immediately, as they could in face-to-face encounters. To not 

lose precious time, the counselor invests considerable effort in depict-

ing the clients’ side of a possible conversation about the clients’ diffi-

culties. She further provides solutions for such difficulties. This 

demonstrates her expertise and experience as a counselor:   

(9.26)  Counselor (Thread: Mel; Entry 2) 
I’m guessing that your first reaction will be, I can’t think 
of any! This is quite normal, especially with people who 
have low self-esteem. Maybe start by writing down ones 
you know you had in the past – fun, friendly. None of us 
has all our positive qualities out on display all the time. 
It is easy to think, ‘yes, but’ after every quality you think 
of. This is ok, it’s about helping you to refocus on them, 
even if you feel some have not seen the light of day for 
a while! Achievements need not be academic or ones 
where you got a certificate. They could be something 
you did for a short while, or a one off event.  

The counselor downplays her expertise to some degree. For one, the use 

of the mental activity verb guess indicates that it is the clients’ epistemic 

right to agree or disagree with the counselor’s guess. In addition, the 

counselor uses direct speech (Biber et al. 2007: 1118) to present the 

clients’ voice (I can’t think of any). This gives their voice more weight. 

Beckwith and Crichton (2014) have found that counselor’s in CBT con-

struct the client’s voice to mitigate possible resistance to the homework 

that they are given. They argue that such strategies highlight the coun-

selor’s expertise. I argue that these choices also advance the therapeutic 

process in the short-term therapy format that the counselor employs. In 

addition, she saves the clients’ face by anticipating difficulties. As the 
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counselor has already mentioned that it is normal to encounter such dif-

ficulties, clients can report on any difficulties they encounter without 

threatening their own face. In other words, the counselor invests exten-

sive work to take the clients’ face concerns into account and to safe-

guard the therapeutic alliance, while also aiming to advance the 

therapeutic process. As I have previously noted, this is reminiscent of 

what Ekberg et al. (2013) found in online Cognitive Behavioral Ther-

apy, where counselors commiserated with clients and asked a further 

question to elicit information in one single turn.  

 

Third Paragraph: Pinning up the List 

At the beginning of the third paragraph, the counselor suggests that the 

clients enlist the help of friends and family:  

(9.27)  Counselor (Thread: Mel; Entry 2) 
Maybe get your Mum or boyfirend to help you. It is likely 
to feel uncomfortable at first as you are not used to ac-
knowledging them; this is normal. Pin them up some-
where you can see them every day, to help you 
connect to them. 

The imperative get is downplayed by the hedge maybe and is followed 

by an assessment that normalizes the difficulties. In an advice-giving 

move, the counselor then reiterates that the clients should pin up the 

lists (written in bold font to emphasize its impact). In fact, she uses the 

same lexemes and syntactic choices that she used the first time she men-

tioned that the clients should create and pin up a list. This repetition, 

combined with the use of bold font, foregrounds this piece of advice. 
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As the action itself aims to enhance the clients’ face, no hedges or mit-

igation are needed.  

 

Fourth Paragraph: Asking for Clients’ Opinion 

The last paragraph of the refocusing-phase consists of one sentence in 

the form of a request for information:  

(9.28)  Counselor (Thread: Mel; Entry 2) 
How does this sound as something to try Mel? 

The counselor does not ask about specific aspects of the coping tech-

nique, but rather asks a general question about whether the clients 

would like to try the technique. Importantly, the counselor positions the 

clients as the ones who can make the decision whether they want to 

apply the technique.  

 

The Clients’ Reaction to the Refocusing Input 

Mel and Taylor respond to the last request for information I just pre-

sented above. Mel actively applies the technique and reports back to the 

counselor how she fares.  

(9.29)  Mel (Thread: Mel; Entry 3) 
I’ve done the list and it does help focus on my positives. 
I do feel that I could write a list of negatives too but I’m 
trying to push those thoughts away! 

She explicitly says that she has complied with the advice and that the 

technique is helpful. She admits, however, that she has encountered dif-

ficulties as well. She immediately presents a solution for these difficul-

ties. Overall, Mel positions herself as an active applier of the coping 
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technique who is willing to tackle the difficulties she encounters in the 

application.  

 The counselor responds positively to Mel’s report and takes up 

Mel’s difficulties:  

(9.30)  Counselor (Thread: Mel; Entry 4) 
J You might also find it helpful Mel, at the end of 
the day to write a list of three things you have 
achieved or when well that day. It takes just a mi-
nute or and can include meeting someone for cof-
fee, or writing part of an assignment, or even 
finishing one! Get a pretty notebook just for this 
and see the lists growing. It will help you to focus 
at the end of the day on what you have done, and 
enjoyed, and not on what you think you haven’t 
done! 

The counselor displays her positive affect through a smiley emoticon 

(Dresner and Herring 2010). The emoticon can also be interpreted as an 

alignment with the positive tone of Mel’s response. In an advice-giving 

move, the counselor provides Mel with an alternative way of applying 

the technique. At first, the counselor hedges her suggestion (might, 

also), but then even chooses imperative form to suggest Mel get a pretty 

notebook just for this. As buying a notebook is not a face-threatening 

task, no mitigation is needed. She immediately explains why this strat-

egy will be helpful to Mel. Mel responds in the next entry that she 

bought a book and that she will continue to write down achievements 

(not shown any more here).  
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 Taylor also responds to the counselor’s question about whether 

she would like to try the suggested coping technique. However, she en-

counters more difficulties than Mel does:  

(9.31)  Taylor (Thread: Taylor; Entry 5) 
Sounds like a good idea, just need to think of 
some good qualities! 

Taylor aligns with the counselor by reacting positively towards the sug-

gestion. However, she mitigates this alignment through the use of the 

structure sounds like. Additionally, she explicitly says that she cannot 

think of [any] good qualities. She boosts the explicit message with the 

exclamation mark. This positions her in two specific ways: on the one 

hand, she seems to indicate that she does not possess any good qualities. 

This admission threatens her face, especially as she does not seize the 

opportunity the counselor provided to praise some of her own good 

qualities. On the other hand, with her failure to provide examples, she 

seems to implicitly position herself as a rather inactive participant in 

the therapeutic process. Taylor thus seems to be resisting the counse-

lor’s optimistic description of Taylor’s positive qualities and achieve-

ments. This resembles the resistance to optimistic questions that 

MacMartin (2008) found in face-to-face solution-focused therapy. She 

interpreted this resistance from clients as a sign that they are not ready 

to focus on their resources rather than their problems.  

Nevertheless, the counselor takes up Taylor’s input and provides 

some examples to help her find some good qualities:   
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(9.32)  Taylor (Thread: Taylor; Entry 5) 
Ok, well list some here for me Taylor. Looking 
back through this email exchange you have identi-
fied a few already! 
“I am very hard working” 

“I am motivated” (keeps me motivated) 
Have a look through this link of affirmations and 
highlight the ones that you connect to and like the 
sound of and pin it up where you can see it every 
day to help you focus on them! 
http://www.getselfhelp.co.uk/affirmations.htm 

The counselor has made the effort to look through the previous entries 

that Taylor wrote and quotes some text passages directly (and manu-

ally) in her response in quotation marks (“I am very hard working”, “I 

am motivated”). This is especially remarkable, because the counselor 

reported in the interview that time constraints usually prevent her from 

re-reading entire threads when she writes a new entry. With the listing 

of these qualities, the counselor indirectly praises Taylor. Additionally, 

her observation that Taylor had mentioned these good qualities herself 

positions Taylor as a good observer of her own behavior and attitudes. 

Similar to Hamilton’s (1998) finding that patients constructed doctor’s 

utterances through direct speech and thereby gave the doctor’s voice 

more force in the patients’ narratives, the direct quoting of Taylor’s 

own statements enforces the content of these statements. This makes it 

more difficult for Taylor to disagree with these qualities, as she had 

proposed them herself. Finally, the counselor refers Taylor to a website 

that contains positive affirmations. Taylor can use the website to find 
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further good qualities and achievements. In all these ways, then, the 

counselor tries to position Taylor as a potential active participant in the 

therapeutic process. However, Taylor does not respond at all to the 

counselor’s input, and the interactants start to focus on other events that 

trouble Taylor.  

 Chris and the counselor talk about a list of positive achievements 

in several passages in Chris’ thread. Chris responds to the idea of writ-

ing a list in such a case, but not directly within the garden metaphor. I 

present the response that he gives to the list here. It did not occur within 

the refocusing phase of the metaphor, however, but in a different place 

in the thread.  

(9.33)  Chris (Thread: Chris; Entry 3) 
While I have not written these as a hard-copy yet 
(as I live in a very public environment, and I feel 
like a list of this type would lead to questions from 
my housemates that I would not feel comfortable 
answering), I have thought about such achieve-
ments during my low points, and this seems to be 
helping in some way.  

Chris’ overall positive evaluation of the coping technique is ac-

companied by his explanation why he does not feel comfortable 

producing a hard-copy of the list. While he positions himself as 

an active applier of the coping technique, he also raises the coun-

selor’s awareness about a problematic aspect of the application. 

Notably, he does not criticize the counselor, nor does he suggest 

the technique is not helpful. Rather, his specific circumstances 

prevent Chris from applying the technique in the exact way that 
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the counselor suggested. Ekberg and LeCouteur (2015) found 

similar responses that highlighted external factors that prevented 

patients from complying with therapists’ proposals for behavioral 

change. Through this disclosure, however, Chris opens an oppor-

tunity for the counselor to give further advice on how to deal with 

this issue.  

 The counselor responds to Chris’ input with an assessment 

and briefly aligns with the positive effect the technique seems to 

have on Chris (That sounds useful):  
(9.34)  Counselor (Thread: Chris; Entry 4) 

That sounds useful. I’m wondering wheth-
er you could write the list as a phone 
memo or on your computer?  So it is still 
written (which makes them more solid and 
tangible), while safe from anyone else 
reading them. 

She immediately follows up this assessment with a request for infor-

mation that includes an alternative suggestion. This suggestion is miti-

gated through lexical choices (I’m wondering whether, could) and by 

the explanation that immediately follows. The counselor cleverly takes 

Chris’ hesitation about the technique into account and thereby saves his 

face, while also demonstrating why the technique works and how he 

could adjust it so it is compatible with his circumstances. The counselor 

thus acknowledges and reinforces the positioning of Chris as an active 

applier of the coping technique. At the same time, she positions herself 
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both as an expert on the coping technique and as an advice-giver who 

takes Chris’ difficulties seriously and adjusts her input accordingly.  

 Chris embraces the counselor’s suggestion in an assessment in 

entry 5:  

(9.35)  Chris (Thread: Chris; Entry 5) 
I also thought about writing a list some-
where more private and forgot about it 
again until you mentioned it. This evening 
I shall write a positive list on my computer 
and phone, and I’ll be sure to look over it 
if I’m ever feeling self-critical. 

Chris’ answer is highly salient from an interpersonal-pragmatic 

perspective. Instead of foregrounding the counselor as the source 

of the suggestion, he says that he also thought about the same 

solution himself. His reiteration of the counselor’s suggestion to 

write the list on his computer and phone clearly acknowledges 

the usefulness of the counselor’s input. While he admits that he 

forgot about it again, he positions the counselor simply as some-

one who mentioned this solution to him and not necessarily as the 

source of the solution overall. Chris thus positions himself and 

the counselor as equal partners in the therapeutic alliance, who 

propose similar suggestions.  

 The counselor’s subsequent assessment reinforces Chris’ 

positioning as the source of the solution:  
  



9 Establishing the Therapeutic Alliance 

 

599 

(9.36)  Counselor (Thread: Chris; Entry 6) 
This is a great idea and it would be good to 
hear how it is helping you.  It all comes back 
to ‘we all have the ability to choose how to 
respond’, and having these lists will help you 
respond to anxiety by shifting your focus onto 
recognising and connecting to your strengths 
and attributes! J 

Her praise of the great idea suggests that it is Chris’ rather than her 

own. This positions Chris as a resourceful and active self-helper. The 

counselor also asks Chris to let her know how he fares with the tech-

nique, but she does so in a way that does not necessarily position her as 

the expert to whom Chris needs to report. Instead, the counselor’s ques-

tion is mitigated through a declarative form and through the modal verb 

would. In addition, she does not use italics to mark her question as a 

request. This positions the counselor as a bystander who is interested in 

Chris’ activities rather than as an advice-giver or expert. If the general 

information move that follows slightly foregrounds the counselor’s ex-

pertise again in her explanation of why such lists can help Chris, she 

nevertheless continues to use second person pronouns to demonstrate 

that Chris is the agent of the technique and therefore the source of the 

activities that improve his well-being. Last but not least, the counselor 

ends with a smiley emoticon that sums up the counselor’s positive eval-

uation of the discussion of this technique.  
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9.3 The Jungle Path Metaphor 
In two of the three threads I discussed above (Chris’ and Taylor’s), the 

counselor adds a further text block that alludes to the MIND AS SPACE 

metaphor and that uses nature as a source domain: the jungle path met-

aphor. I present this text block in its entirety in example (9.37). It is 

taken from Chris’ thread, but occurs in the exact same form in Taylor’s 

thread as well:  

(9.37)  Counselor (Thread: Chris; Entry 4) 
<Description of the jungle paths: Your pattern of 
thinking anxiously has been around for a while 
and will take time to change.  Imagine your 
mind is jungle with several well-worn paths cut 
through the undergrowth.  Even though you 
know that many of these paths lead to danger-
ous places; a crocodile infested swamp, a 
family of every hungry fierce tigers living close 
to the path, quicksand across another path, 
loose rocks in a cliff above another path; you 
still keep travelling down them, because they 
are the only paths in the jungle. Description of 
the jungle paths> 
<Creating new paths: To create new paths to 
pleasanter parts of your jungle, where there 
are green glades that butterflies congregate 
in, with crystal clear spring water and lush 
grassy areas to rest on; you know you that to 
get there you will have to get out your machete 
and physically cut that new path.  This will take 
energy, time and effort. Creating new paths> 
<Prediction of improvement: All the time the ex-
isting paths are beckoning, and you will keep 
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finding yourself going down them out of habit, 
as they are familiar and well worn.  However, 
the more you focus on creating the new path, 
the more open and easier to travel down it will 
become, and the less you travel down the old 
path, it will slowly become overgrown and 
more difficult to go down. Prediction of improve-
ment>  
<Comprehension question: Does this make 
sense? Comprehension question> 

The jungle path metaphor can be divided into four distinct parts: the 

description of the jungle paths, creating new paths, the prediction of 

improvement, and the comprehension question at the end. The first part 

is reminiscent of the counselor’s description of the internal garden: sim-

ple but visually impressive images are chosen to establish the vividness 

of the metaphorical image, while the present continuous is used to cre-

ate immediacy for the clients’ action of travelling down the same path. 

The second part deals with the action of creating new paths. Here, the 

clients are positioned as knowledgeable (you know that you will have 

to) and in control and in possession of the right tool (machete). This 

tool symbolizes the coping technique(s). The application of the coping 

technique is described as a concrete action (cut that new path). The 

counselor also points out that it will take energy, time and effort, which 

normalizes possible difficulties and problems that clients encounter. 

The third part predicts what happens with and without intervention. 

With her use of present simple tense, the counselor characterizes the 

clients’ newly established actions as habitual and therefore as probable. 
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Finally, the request for information asks clients whether her explana-

tions make sense.  

Overall, the counselor positions the clients as active self-helpers 

who have various techniques at their disposal and can cope with their 

difficulties. At the same time, the counselor is positioned not as an ex-

pert advice-giver on specific coping techniques but rather as an expert 

encourager and motivator who wants the clients to use their abilities to 

deal with their difficulties. Additionally, the jungle path metaphor dif-

fers from the garden metaphor as it is only used to explain the applica-

tion of coping techniques and does not require clients to get actively 

involved in the discussion of the metaphor. The only place where they 

are encouraged to participate is at the end when the counselor asks 

whether the metaphor she used makes sense to the clients.  

In Chris’ thread, the counselor inserts this text block in entry 4 

right after Chris indicated in entry 3 that he struggles with his attempt 

to destroy the image of his negative thoughts (see example (9.22) 

above). Taylor reports at the end of entry 5 that she struggles generally 

with applying all the techniques the counselor suggested. In entry 6, the 

counselor adds the jungle path metaphor text block after Taylor’s as-

sessment. 

 Taylor does not respond to the counselor’s jungle path metaphor 

at all. Chris does not respond directly after the text block that contains 

the jungle path metaphor, but he refers to it when he evaluates another 

technique:  
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(9.38)  Chris (Thread: Chris; Entry 5) 
I think this technique will help me ‘cut a 
new path’, as you suggested in your most 
recent suggestions. 

Chris’ reference to the jungle path metaphor makes clear that he under-

stood the counselor’s input. This positions the counselor as an expert 

advice-giver who provided him with a helpful suggestion. At the same 

time, Chris positions himself as an active applier of the coping tech-

nique – that is, as the agent of the action cut a new path. This is signif-

icant because it implies that Chris can apply the jungle path metaphor 

in his therapeutic work overall. Chris thus demonstrates his expertise in 

applying coping techniques and tools that the counselor provides him 

with, such as these metaphors.   

 

9.4 The Interactive Idiosyncrasies of the Three Threads 
I have outlined the clients’ individual reactions to the garden metaphor 

and the jungle path metaphor above. Overall, we can identify specific 

interactive differences between the three clients’ responses and the sub-

sequent interaction with the counselor. In the interview, the counselor 

commented on the clients’ different responses to the metaphor. I will 

briefly discuss each dyad and their interaction with the garden meta-

phor. I will also provide the counselor’s input from the interview.  

 Chris responds to the counselor’s garden metaphor with a certain 

amount of skepticism at first. Nevertheless, he provides answers to the 

counselor’s requests for feedback several times and indicates that he 
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applied her suggestions. The counselor explains that such skepticism is 

normal, especially in face-to-face counseling.  
It can happen that clients respond with skepticism at first. It hap-

pens quite often in face-to-face counseling, where they say “I’m 

not quite sure whether I want to try that, but I’ll just go with it 

for the moment.” Such clients need a little bit of encouragement 

to keep going. (Interview) 

The counselor’s awareness of the occurrence of such skepticism and 

her open-minded attitude about it exemplify how the solution-focused 

approach to therapy focuses on solutions and on the positive qualities 

and behaviors of clients (Gingerich and Wabeke 2001; Kim 2008). Fur-

thermore, she demonstrates that she is aware that at times she has to 

invest work in order to encourage the clients to continue. It is highly 

interesting that she mentions that such skepticism occurs more often in 

face-to-face than in online counseling. I suspect that the medium in it-

self does not play a role with regards to such skepticism. Rather, it 

might be easier for clients to just not respond in online counseling. In 

face-to-face counseling, it is more difficult to ignore the counselor’s 

input, and the skepticism about the metaphor can then become explicit 

in the clients’ reactions.  

 The counselor takes up Chris’ input, and they go on to discuss 

Chris’ self-esteem and the application of the coping techniques in the 

course of several entries. They also briefly discuss the jungle path me-

taphor. Chris demonstrates that he understands the metaphor correctly 

by referring to it in a different section of the thread. In these interactive 
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sequences, Chris positions himself as an applier of the coping tech-

niques and as an active participant in the therapeutic alliance who 

tweaks the techniques whenever he needs to. When he adapts the coun-

selor’s suggestions of how to improve his low self-esteem, and even 

comes up with his own, he constructs an identity as an equal participant 

in the therapeutic alliance. The counselor encourages these positionings 

through her own choices: she praises Chris for his progress, she fore-

grounds Chris’ active participation, and she positions him as an expert 

on the coping techniques. Simultaneously, she increasingly positions 

herself more as a bystander than an advice-giver. This, in turn, rein-

forces the egalitarian relationship that she and Chris are negotiating.  

 Mel responds readily to the requests for information in the gar-

den metaphor and provides the counselor with important information. 

She describes her internal garden in vivid fashion (weedy with a few 

nice flowers though) and demonstrates that she is immediately on board 

with the metaphorical interpretation of self-esteem. The counselor de-

scribes this reaction in the interview:  

This person must be a visual person, and she just went with it. 

(Interview) 

However, Mel does not provide the counselor with the same amount of 

introspection and input as Chris does. Mel mainly reports how the ap-

plication of the coping techniques has been going. She does not change 

any aspects of the coping techniques, nor does she come up with any of 

her own. Moreover, she mentions several times that she struggles with 

applying them. Importantly, she does not criticize the counselor as the 
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source of the coping techniques, nor does she criticize the coping tech-

niques themselves. Rather, she suggests that she needs more time and 

practice for the coping techniques to work, a suggestion that saves the 

counselor’s face. At the same time, she positions herself as an advice-

seeker who needs further support. The counselor responds by suggest-

ing alternative techniques that might be easier for Mel to apply. With 

Mel, then, the therapeutic alliance does not change in the same way as 

in Chris’ thread. Throughout the interactive sequence of the garden 

metaphor, Mel is an advice-seeker who applies the coping techniques 

the counselor provided from her position of advice-giver. It is important 

to keep in mind, though, that the interaction between Mel and the coun-

selor still progresses and that Mel is repeatedly positioned as an active 

applier of the coping techniques.  

 This is not the case in Taylor’s thread. Taylor seldom responds 

to any of the counselor’s requests for information in the garden meta-

phor sequence. The requests she responds to center around the notion 

of unhelpful and negative thoughts. In these cases, she reports on the 

negative messages that she gives herself and lists several of them. She 

does not indicate whether she applied the suggested techniques of the 

garden metaphor and does not report on any progress with regards to 

her self-esteem. The counselor argues in the interview that Taylor might 

simply not be a visual person:  
This person is possibly just not a visual person and was thinking 

“what’s this all about.” I know not everybody’s visual. I tend to 

react by saying “ok, that’s fine, don’t worry about it. That wasn’t 

helpful for you, let’s think of something else.” (Interview)  
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While the counselor might be right about Taylor not being a visual per-

son, there might have been other causes of Taylor’s hesitant behavior 

in response to the garden metaphor. In other sequences in the thread, 

Taylor does not respond to many other requests for information from 

the counselor either. In other words, the garden metaphor is just one 

example among many of how Taylor does not react to input from the 

counselor. It is telling that she does respond in cases where she can 

report on her troubles and problems. In the garden metaphor, those are 

the requests that focus on the unhelpful thinking patterns. The content 

analysis in Chapter 6 revealed that Taylor uses problem statements right 

until the end of the thread. This is rather unusual in comparison with 

the other clients, who move towards mostly using assessments in later 

entries (see also my discussion in the following chapter on the closure 

process in the counseling exchanges). It might be that Taylor struggles 

more with the counselor’s therapeutic approach than with the visual na-

ture of the metaphor. In solution-focused brief therapy, counselors are 

supposed to foreground clients’ strengths, positive qualities, and solu-

tions rather than talk at length about the clients’ problems. Taylor may 

simply not respond well to this kind of therapy.  

In addition, in later entries Taylor indicates that she has been ap-

plying some of the coping techniques the counselor suggested. This is 

a further indication that she might struggle with the short-term therapy 

format that the counseling service offers. She might need a little more 

time to progress than the other clients do. All in all, it is likely that all 

of these issues influence Taylor’s contributions to the counseling 
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exchange. But the counselor does in fact struggle the most to establish 

a positive therapeutic alliance with Taylor, and she does not manage to 

facilitate the transformation of Taylor’s identity in the same way she 

did with the other two clients.  

 

9.5 Summary 
This chapter has addressed the process of establishing the therapeutic 

alliance in the early stages of the counseling exchanges. This was ac-

complished through an analysis of the garden metaphor text block 

which occurs in the exact same form in three of the threads examined 

in this study. In other words, I tracked the early negotiation of the ther-

apeutic alliance in three different threads and by comparing the unfold-

ing interaction in those threads after the same input. This input 

consisted of a text block in which the counselor explains the psycho-

logical concept of self-esteem. I have demonstrated how the interaction 

in each thread varies after the counselor’s introduction of the garden 

metaphor. Unsurprisingly, each client reacted differently, and the ensu-

ing interactions moved in distinct directions. I showed how the clients’ 

reactions and the subsequent interaction between the counselor and the 

clients had a direct impact on the therapeutic alliance. In each thread, 

the therapeutic alliance was negotiated through relational work and the 

positionings of the individual identities that the interactants performed.  

 As I have discussed in the previous section, Chris and the coun-

selor establish a relationship in which both interactants collaboratively 

work to combat Chris’ struggles. While the counselor introduces coping 
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techniques, Chris alters them or comes up with solutions himself. Chris 

and the counselor thus negotiate the therapeutic alliance as a somewhat 

egalitarian relationship in which both interactants contribute to solving 

Chris’ struggles.  

In Mel’s thread, the client and the counselor also both contribute 

actively to their interaction. The counselor provides Mel with the same 

initial input as Chris, but Mel struggles slightly more with applying that 

input than Chris does. As a result, she only reports back on the applica-

tion without providing her own solutions or adjustments of coping tech-

niques. In this exchange, then, Mel and the counselor are repeatedly 

positioned as advice-seeker and advice-giver respectively. Mel is also 

positioned as an applier of coping techniques, but within the theme 

‘self-esteem’ she does not position herself as an active self-helper. This 

has an impact on the therapeutic alliance: Mel and the counselor seem 

to enact an asymmetrical relationship in which the counselor is contin-

uously positioned as an expert and Mel as someone who needs support.  

 Of the three responses to the garden metaphor, Taylor’s seems to 

be the most difficult one for the counselor to deal with. Since Taylor 

mostly contributes to the problem-focusing aspects of the metaphor, the 

counselor does not manage to facilitate Taylor’s transformation in the 

same way as she does with Chris and Mel. Taylor almost exclusively 

positions herself as an advice-seeker and the counselor as an advice-

giver. While the counselor tries to position Taylor in different ways, she 

remains unsuccessful, and Taylor’s own relational work continuously 

reverts her back into an advice-seeker position.  
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 Returning to my theoretical framework outlined in Chapter 2, 

several observations can be made. First, Davies and Harré (1990: 46) 

raised our awareness that speakers interpret what goes on in an interac-

tion from the position they have taken up. My analysis of the garden 

metaphor provides empirical evidence of Davies and Harré’s argument. 

All three clients interpret and respond to the counselor’s input in their 

own way, despite the fact that the input is exactly the same in each 

thread. Chris takes up the counselor’s input as suggestions that he can 

try out, tweak, experiment with and make his own. He interprets the 

counselor’s input from a position as an active participant in the thera-

peutic alliance. In contrast, Mel interprets the counselor’s input as ad-

vice that is provided by an expert and that she is supposed to follow. In 

other words, she strictly views the counselor’s input from a position as 

an advice-seeker and an applier of coping techniques suggested by an 

expert. Finally, Taylor reacts to the counselor’s input from the position 

of someone who attends counseling because she wants to talk about her 

problems. Taylor may respond to requests from the counselor when she 

asks about Taylor’s struggles, but she does not respond when the coun-

selor wants to know how the application of the coping techniques has 

been going. Each of the clients, then, takes up a distinct position that 

determines how they interpret both the counselor’s input and their en-

suing interaction with the counselor.  

 Second, my analysis provides further evidence that identities al-

ways stand in relation to other identities and are intersubjectively 

achieved (Bucholtz and Hall 2005). The counselor continuously aims 
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to position the clients as active participants in the therapeutic alliance 

and as self-helpers who have tools at their disposal to combat their dif-

ficulties. She begins doing so with the introduction of the garden meta-

phor in entry 2 (entry 4 in Taylor’s case). While it is understandable 

that such a position might not be taken up by the clients in early entries, 

with time both Chris and Mel start to position themselves in similar 

ways, i.e., as appliers of coping techniques. These changes in the posi-

tionings of the clients allow the counselor to shift from being an advice-

giver to being an encourager – and in Chris’ case, she even becomes 

just a bystander witnessing his progress. If it is thus clear that the iden-

tities within the therapeutic alliance stand in relation to one another and 

that they are highly interdependent, this becomes the most obvious in 

Taylor’s thread, where Taylor continuously positions herself as an ad-

vice-seeker. In response, the counselor does not manage to transform 

her own identity in the same way as in the other two threads. She is 

continuously positioned as the recipient of Taylor’s troubles tellings 

and as an advice-giver, but never positioned as an encourager of Tay-

lor’s progress, let alone as a bystander or witness of advanced progress, 

as in Chris’ thread. My analysis thus demonstrates the relationality prin-

ciple of Bucholtz and Hall’s (2005) approach to identity and fore-

grounds the intersubjective nature of identity construction.  

 Third, previous research has demonstrated that empathy is an in-

teractional achievement that consists of empathic opportunities, dis-

plays of empathy and the ratification of displays of empathy (Muntigl 

et al. 2014; Pudlinski 2005; Wynn and Wynn 2006). While I have also 



9 Establishing the Therapeutic Alliance 

 

612 

shown that appeals for empathy are often followed by displays of em-

pathy (as has Locher (2006) in her study of the advice column), similar 

interpretations might be possible for other relational strategies, such as 

praise. In the garden metaphor, for example, the counselor implicitly 

praises the clients’ positive qualities and achievements. She also asks 

the clients to write down such positive qualities and achievements on a 

list. I argue that she thus creates an opportunity for clients to praise 

themselves. While they do not provide specific examples, Chris and 

Mel both confirm that they have thought about or even written down 

such positive qualities and achievements. With this confirmation, they 

implicitly praise themselves. The counselor’s positive evaluation of 

their work then ratifies their self-praise. 

 In contrast, Taylor explicitly writes that she cannot think of any 

good qualities that she possesses. She does not seize the opportunity for 

self-praise that the counselor created. Still, the counselor does not give 

up; instead, she provides Taylor with some examples that Taylor herself 

had previously written about herself elsewhere in the thread (e.g. I am 

very hard working). That is, the counselor ratifies Taylor’s previously 

mentioned positive qualities, and then she goes on to urge Taylor to list 

more of them. All this gives Taylor an even more explicit opportunity 

for self-praise. But Taylor does not respond with self-praise nor does 

she ratify the counselor’s praise. It is not just empathy that is an inter-

actional achievement, then, but other relational strategies as well, such 

as praise or self-praise. However, much more research needs to be 
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dedicated to this kind of interactional analysis of relational strategies, 

and it needs to address a wide range of such strategies.  

 Fourth, my observation that the counselor in my corpus practices 

a stepwise entry to advice is in accordance with previous research on 

giving advice (e.g. Heritage and Sefi 1992; Locher 2006; Morrow 2006; 

Rudolf von Rohr 2018). As in the findings in Locher (2006) and Rudolf 

von Rohr (2018), I have found that this stepwise entry to advice is re-

alized through specific sequences of discursive moves (e.g. assessments 

precede advice-giving moves) and specific relational strategies (e.g. 

displays of empathy, praise, and encouragement). In addition, I have 

shown that this stepwise entry to advice can be extended to include a 

specific ‘exit strategy’: the counselor uses requests for information to 

involve the clients in the unfolding discussion of the advice. Within 

these requests, the clients are positioned as important sources of infor-

mation and as observers of their own behavior, attitudes and emotions. 

This can make them aware of their value as active participants in the 

therapeutic alliance. Still, my analysis has also shown that not all step-

wise entry to advice is successful. Rather, just like relational strategies 

or positionings, giving advice is an interactional achievement that de-

pends not just on the careful production of advice, but also on its uptake. 

It is ultimately the collaborative work between the counselor and the 

clients that makes specific pieces of advice successful.  

 Finally, with regards to the CMC and counseling context, I have 

shown that the counselor invests extensive work to adapt to the asyn-

chronous nature of email counseling. For example, she foresees 
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difficulties that the clients might encounter when applying the advice 

she gives. She even goes so far to give the clients a voice in her own 

writing when she depicts their possible reactions through direct and re-

ported speech in the text block of the garden metaphor. As this takes 

the clients’ face concerns into account, such anticipation can itself be 

interpreted as performing relational work. Her success in such work is 

a testament to the counselor’s awareness of face concerns and to her 

experience both as a counselor overall and as one who works online in 

particular. Finally, I have demonstrated that an interpersonal-pragmatic 

perspective can also shed light on why particular kinds of interactional 

trouble can occur in counseling exchanges. For example, a close anal-

ysis of Taylor’s reactions to the counselor’s requests for information 

have shown that Taylor focuses on her problems rather than on finding 

solutions. This clearly clashes with the counselor’s psychotherapeutic 

approach of solution-focused therapy and the counseling services’ brief 

therapy format. With a linguistic analysis of such clashes, linguists can 

sharpen practitioners’ understanding of why such interactional trouble 

occurs.  
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Chapter 10 The Closure Process in Email Counseling* 

10.1 Introduction: From Previous Literature to the 
Research Questions 
In Chapter 8, I illustrated how narratives are used for specific interper-

sonal effects. The analysis of narratives from the beginning until the 

end of the exchanges revealed how the use of relational work and posi-

tionings change over time during the counseling process. In Chapter 9, 

I focused on how the relationship between the counselor and the clients 

is established within the first exchanges of counseling. I showed that 

the counselor and the clients are highly collaborative as they work on 

exploring the clients’ identities and in finding ways to cope with diffi-

culties. That is, I provided a holistic approach to the analysis of rela-

tional work and identity construction in the first chapter of Part III, and 

a focus on the beginning stages in the second chapter. In this last chap-

ter of Part III, I analyze the last stages of the counseling process.  

Counseling is an ongoing process and does not simply end when 

clients stop going to counseling. Clients hopefully continue to use the 

coping techniques they learnt in counseling, maintain their new behav-

ior patterns and work on their attitudes even after attending counseling 

 
* This chapter is an extension of the results presented in a previously published 
article (Thurnherr 2017) that also focused on the closure process of the coun-
seling exchanges. However, Thurnherr (2017) did not include any results from 
the content analysis and the analysis of the ensuing interaction after the coun-
selor’s use of the metacomments. The present chapter therefore adds to the 
findings presented in Thurnherr (2017) by combining the discursive moves 
analysis with an analysis of the form and function of linguistic expressions that 
focuses on the entire closure process. 
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sessions. Nevertheless, ending the counseling sessions is a pivotal mo-

ment for clients. They are now “on their own”, or, in more relational 

terms, independent of the concrete support that the counselor offered 

during the sessions. They can still draw on everything they learnt in 

counseling, but the immediate and concrete exchange with the counse-

lor comes to an end. In this chapter, I look at how this ending, or “clo-

sure” (see e.g. Robinson 2001; West 2006), transpires.  

Specifically, I am interested in the collaborative work that the 

counselor and the client perform to facilitate a successful closure of the 

email counseling process. As in the preceding chapters, the previous 

steps of my analysis (especially the discursive moves analysis) build 

the foundation for the analysis of the closure process. Neither Locher 

(2006) nor Rudolf von Rohr (2018) have specifically focused on this 

process in their analyses. However, Locher (2006) has researched what 

types of relational work occurred in farewell moves: bonding (ibid.: 

136), praising (ibid.: 140), and humor-bonding (ibid.: 147). Rudolf von 

Rohr (2018) has looked at what types of discursive moves are used in 

the last position or the one right before, but she does not elaborate on 

the more fine-grained relational work that might ensue in such (pre-) 

closing discursive moves. All in all, then, relational work during the 

closure process in online health practices has not been getting the ana-

lytical attention that it surely deserves. 

Throughout Chapter 2, I highlighted that sequential aspects of 

interaction, be it medical or otherwise, have received extensive atten-

tion in linguistics. Closings have been researched in various contexts in 
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face-to-face encounters (see e.g. Broth and Mondada 2013; Button 

1987; Mondada 2006, 2009; Schegloff and Sacks 1973) as well as 

online ones (see e.g. Raclaw 2008; Spilioti 2011). In connection with 

health, four studies of face-to-face encounters are especially notewor-

thy for my study. First, White et al. (1994) and White et al. (1997) ex-

amined how practitioners perform closings in medical encounters. In 

White et al. (1994: 26), specific physician behavior is identified that 

seems to facilitate the closing, such as “clarify[ing] the plan of care” or 

“orient[ing] the patient to specific next steps of the visit itself.” Elabo-

rating on these results, White et al. (1997) have further identified a set 

of specific communication skills that enable physicians to close medi-

cal encounters effectively (White et al. 1997: 164-165): “summarizing 

the visit, reviewing the plan, setting up the next visit, discussing interim 

contact, demonstrating caring and offering reassurance.” The focus of 

this study on how to improve the actual practice of medical practitioners 

is striking, and the authors explicitly note that “only when both patient 

and doctor are ready to close the visit will they do so successfully” 

(ibid.: 163). 

Robinson (2001) and West (2006) focus their analyses on pre-

closings and their “turn-by-turn organization” (West 2006: 381). Rob-

inson (2001) explored whether two types of preclosing sequences were 

adequate in the sense that clients felt they could express all they wanted 

to in the encounter. These preclosing sequences are “arrangement mak-

ing” (Robinson 2001: 643) and a “final-concern sequence” (ibid.: 647). 

Robinson argued that the final-concern sequence is more suitable to 
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elicit additional concerns. West (2006: 392-395) identified specific pre-

closings and examined their sequential patterns. She found the follow-

ing types of preclosings in her data: “announcement of closure”, “the 

work of doctoring”, “anything else” questions, and “making arrange-

ments”. The majority of the encounters she researched contained a clos-

ing that involved making arrangements. All four studies on face-to-face 

encounters showed that specific types of (pre-)closings are used and 

that they are embedded within the interactional context in meaningful 

ways.  

Considerably less research has been done on closings and pre-

closings in health encounters that take place online. Two studies are of 

special relevance to my own analysis. Stommel (2012) highlights that 

counselors in online chat counseling designed each individual closing 

to fit the specific recipient it was addressed to. Her analysis, which fo-

cuses on formal and informal salutations, closings and address terms, 

reveals that when clients either requested or simply initiated more in-

formality, counselors often emulated this practice. In closings, this 

meant, for example, less formal farewell formulas, as well as first 

names at times, instead of first and last names. Stommel (2012) links 

this recipient design by counselors to the negotiation of positive rap-

port. Stommel and te Molder (2015) analyzed preclosings in online chat 

counseling. They found that counselors routinely use preclosings to 

urge clients to close the chat session. Stommel and te Molder (2015: 

287) found three types of preclosings: (1) “questions projecting the cli-

ent’s future action”; (2) “elicitations of direct advice acknowledge-
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ment”; and (3) “offers of a new advice sequence.” Stommel and te 

Molder have thus illustrated the interactive nature of the closing se-

quence within chat sessions and even hinted at the interactants’ perfor-

mance of relational work.  

As I have noted elsewhere (Thurnherr 2017), there are four ways 

in which my analysis of the closure process differs from previous liter-

ature. First, my focus lies on mental health encounters. Previous studies 

have mainly focused on medical encounters, and despite the fact that 

these encounters also include a health professional and a lay patient or 

client, the closings in a counseling dyad need to be closely researched 

as well. Second, the focus of previous studies has mostly been on face-

to-face encounters. Apart from Stommel (2012) and Stommel and te 

Molder (2015), there has not been much other work on closings in 

online health encounters. Third, most of the studies mentioned above 

(with the exception of White et al. (1994) and White et al. (1997)) are 

conversation-analytic studies. Conversation analysts have convincingly 

demonstrated how (pre-)closings can be interpreted from an organiza-

tional and turn-taking perspective. My analysis aims to complement 

these insights with an interpersonal-pragmatic perspective. This leads 

me to the fourth distinction between my work and previous studies: ra-

ther than single sessions or single encounters, I look at multiple-session 

exchanges. As a result, I do not analyze the closings or preclosings of 

single sessions, but rather the closure of the overall counseling process.  

The aim of the present chapter is to adopt an interpersonal-prag-

matic perspective on the closure of the counseling process and how 
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relational work and identity construction tie into this process. I aim to 

answer the following research questions:  

• Who initiates the closure of the counseling process? 

• What types of closure initiations are used and in what discur-

sive moves do they occur? 

• In what type of context do the closure initiations appear? 

• What prototypical types of positionings are performed in the 

closure?  

• Are there specific interplays of relational work utilized before, 

during and after the initiation of the closure process? 

The first research question aims to shed light on who initiates the clo-

sure process in my data. The result can then serve as a point of compar-

ison with previous research. The second research question explores the 

types of closure initiations that occur, and which discursive moves they 

appear in. As with the first research question, this aims to compare my 

data with other health encounters mentioned above. Like this second 

question, the third research question also considers the discursive 

moves of such closure initiations, but here with the goal of determining 

what kind of pattern of discursive moves is utilized before the closure 

initiations. Finally, the last two research questions aim to identify the 

prototypical relational work that is employed in the closure process, 

with special attention being given to the interplay of relational strate-

gies and the resulting positionings of the clients and the counselor. 

These research questions guide my interpersonal-pragmatic analysis of 

the closure process in email counseling.  
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Metacomments Functioning as Pivots that Initiate the Closure Process 

I want to briefly clarify how I dealt with some of the hurdles involved 

in analyzing the closure process. One issue that comes up is how to 

identify initiations of closures. I found the fact that the counseling ex-

changes are short-term therapy exchanges very helpful. In other words, 

the number of exchanges is limited to six sessions (see Chapter 3 for 

more details on short-term therapy). Close readings of the data revealed 

that the counselor uses metacomments to reference the short-term na-

ture of the counseling. Specifically, the counselor mentions a final up-

coming session in four of the threads and explicitly reminds the fifth 

client that she can only provide short-term therapy. As I have men-

tioned elsewhere (Thurnherr 2017: 218): “These metacomments can be 

interpreted as pivots that aim to raise clients’ awareness that the coun-

seling will likely come to an end in the (near) future.” The meta-

comments were my guide as to where the closure process was explicitly 

initiated. I then extended the locus of my analysis to the interaction that 

precedes these comments as well as to the interaction that follows. This 

made it possible to consider how these metacomments are situated 

within the ongoing therapeutic process. My method for doing so was to 

do close readings of the context surrounding the metacomments, with a 

special emphasis on the discursive moves, relational work and position-

ings that appear in these contexts.  

Stommel and te Molder (2015), as well as Jager and Stommel 

(2017), have argued that it is the clients’ epistemic right to close a chat 

counseling session. In my corpus, the counselor initiates the closure of 
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the counseling process in all five threads with some form of reference 

to the short-term nature of the therapy that she practices. Stommel and 

te Molder (2015) and Jager and Stommel (2017) also say that counse-

lors can trigger closings with specific linguistic choices. This is in line 

with previous studies on closings in medical encounters (Robinson 

2001; West 2006; White et al. 1994; White et al. 1997). In my data, the 

counselor does in fact use specific metacomments to make the client 

aware of a possible final session or of the short-term therapy format in 

general.  

 There are three different types of such metacomments in my cor-

pus: (1) announcing a last session (Section 10.2); (2) inquiring about a 

last session (Section 10.3); and (3) inquiring to take stock (Section 

10.4). Despite the fact that the difference between the first and the sec-

ond metacomments seems subtle, it is noticeable, especially in the con-

text of the relational work that is carried out before those metacomments 

occur. In other words, these metacomments do not appear in a random 

fashion, but are very specifically used by the counselor at moments that 

depend on the progress the clients have made in the therapeutic process. 

In the interview, the counselor discusses her awareness of the subtle 

differences between the metacomments:  
Some people might not need all sessions and I get a sense of that 

with some clients. Like the one where I said “would you like an-

other one”, I probably had a sense “actually they’re really mak-

ing good progress and they’re identifying changes”. So I was 

inviting them to make that choice rather than assuming that they 

would want to continue. And the other ones I could see they will 



10 The Closure Process in Email Counseling 

 

 

623 

take all the sessions that are available and so I kept going. (Inter-

view) 

The counselor explicitly mentions her recognition of the progress that 

some clients make, as well as the change that takes place in such clients’ 

relational work. Importantly, the counselor says that when she notices 

such a change, she invites clients to be part of the decision-making pro-

cess with regards to a final session. What will become apparent through 

the close analysis of all three types of metacomments in the following 

sections of this chapter is that both the clients and the counselor have 

performed intricate relational work and constructed a myriad of identi-

ties for both interactants before the metacomments appear. The partic-

ular realization of the counselor’s metacomments is dependent on this 

previous relational work, as the counselor hinted towards in the inter-

view.  

 In the next sections, I will introduce each type of metacomment 

separately and will point out which threads the counselor used them in. 

I will further determine the patterns of discursive moves that are used 

before the metacomments and how the interlocutors’ collaborative work 

facilitates the introduction of the metacomments. Moreover, a detailed 

analysis of how the metacomments initiate the closure process will be 

provided. And finally, I will explain how the collaborative work pro-

ceeds from the metacomments and then describe the actual closure of 

the counseling exchanges. These discussions of the types of meta-

comments will identify a clear pattern of metacomments and show that 

it is highly dependent on interpersonal aspects of the interaction.   
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10.2 Metacomment Announcing a Last Session 
The first metacomment I examine is the type “announcing a last ses-

sion.” West (2006: 393) has found that in medical encounters such met-

acomments are used “few and far.” In my corpus this metacomment is 

used in Ellie’s and Mel’s threads. Table 10.1 shows the specific location 

of the metacomment within their threads. In Ellie’s case, the meta-

comment is used by the counselor in entry 8 and the thread contains 

eleven entries in total. Entries 9 and 10, which occur after the meta-

comment, constitute session 5 in Ellie’s case. Entry 11 only contains 

Ellie’s consent for her data to be used in this study. In Mel’s thread, the 

counselor writes the metacomment in entry 10 out of a total of twelve 

entries. Entry 11 and 12 constitute the last session. In other words, in 

both threads the clients and the counselor write one more entry each, 

which taken together are one final session. The metacomment therefore 

seems to work from this rather superficial point of view.  
Table 10.1 Location of metacomment according to the total number of entries (Mel 
and Ellie's threads) 

 Ellie Mel 
Specific entry containing metacomment 8 10 
Total number of entries in thread 11 12 

 
In the metacomment, the counselor simply announces that the next ses-

sion will be the last one. West (2006) sees such closure announcements 

as initiating the closure process. The same can be said here: the meta-

comments seem to indicate that the counselor initiates the closure. How-

ever, a close analysis of the context in which this metacomment appears 

reveals that both the clients and the counselor perform extensive 
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relational work beforehand. It is this relational work that allows the 

counselor to initiate the closure process in such a straightforward way.  

 

10.2.1 The Preceding Context of Announcing a Last Session 
The discursive moves that are utilized throughout Ellie’s and Mel’s 

threads emerge in a certain pattern. Table 10.2 shows the distribution 

of the four most frequent discursive moves overall (problem statement, 

assessment, advice-giving, request for information) within the three 

most discussed themes (‘anxiety’, ‘relationships’, ‘stress’) in Ellie’s 

thread. Table 10.3 shows the distribution of the four most frequent dis-

cursive moves overall within the three most discussed themes (‘depres-

sion’, ‘relationships’, ‘self-esteem’) in Mel’s thread. The entries in 

which the counselor uses the metacomment are shaded in yellow. 

There is a clear shift in Ellie’s entries and in Mel’s entries. Both 

clients gradually use fewer problem statements and more assessments. 

In the entries that immediately precede the one in which the counselor 

uses the metacomment, both clients use more assessments than problem 

statements. Further, in the entries after the counselor posts the meta-

comment, neither client uses any further problem statements. The pat-

terns of discursive moves alone are enough, it seems, to show that the 

counselor introduces the metacomments at a reasonable time with great 

effect. Nevertheless, a closer analysis of what ensues within these dis-

cursive moves by the clients is needed for a thorough understanding.  
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Table 10.2 Number of discursive 
moves in the three most frequent 
themes in Ellie's thread 

Discursive move  
→ 
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Entry 01 Ellie 4    
Entry 02 Counselor  7 7 8 
Entry 03 Ellie     
Entry 04 Counselor     
Entry 05 Ellie 7 7   
Entry 06 Counselor  12 11 9 
Entry 07 Ellie 2 5   
Entry 08 Counselor  8 8 1 
Entry 09 Ellie  4   
Entry 10 Counselor  5 1  
Entry 11 Ellie     
Total Ellie 13 14   
Total Counselor  32 26 18 
 

Table 10.3 Number of discursive 
moves in the three most frequent 
themes in Mel's thread 

Discursive move  
→ 
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Entry 01 Mel 5    
Entry 02 Counselor  11 12 18 
Entry 03 Mel 10 12   
Entry 04 Counselor  14 11 6 
Entry 05 Mel 3 7   
Entry 06 Counselor  10 6 8 
Entry 07 Mel 7 7   
Entry 08 Counselor  15 4 6 
Entry 09 Mel 1 10   
Entry 10 Counselor  9 3 3 
Entry 11 Mel  4   
Entry 12 Counselor  4 1  
Total Mel 26 40   
Total Counselor  63 37 41 

A close look at the entries preceding the ones containing the meta-

comments reveals specific relational work. In Ellie’s case, we need to 

look at entry 7. The following passage from that entry involves Ellie 

depicting her progress with an explanation of how she successfully ap-

plied previously provided advice (this example was discussed in Chap-

ter 8 as well):  

(10.1)  Ellie (Thread: Ellie; Entry 7)  
I have started writing down things on my mind 
in a ‘worry book’ which has been really helpful. I 
find that if I have written my worries down then 
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I can stop thinking about them as much and try 
to focus on other matters instead. I have found 
that my sleeping pattern has started to become 
a bit better […].  

Ellie uses self-praise when she “announc[es her] accomplishment” 

(Dayter 2014: 92). She further uses boosting (really helpful) to increase 

the effect of the self-praise. Ellie not only mentions that she has applied 

the coping technique that the counselor previously suggested, but also 

that she has done so successfully (a bit better). She positions herself as 

a client who is applying the techniques she has learnt during counseling. 

As argued earlier in Chapter 8, Ellie’s self-praising enhances not only 

her own face, but also the face of the counselor – after all, it was the 

counselor who provided her with the useful coping technique. That is, 

Ellie positions the counselor as a successful advice-giver.  

 As I have previously shown, clients also position themselves as 

active self-helpers. This can be observed in the following example 

taken from Mel’s thread. The example appears in entry 9, and the coun-

selor’s metacomment is in entry 10 (see example (10.6) for the discus-

sion of the metacomment). Mel is nervous about moving into a new and 

smaller house with her boyfriend, so she provides an action plan for 

times when she feels overwhelmed:  

(10.2)  Mel (Thread: Mel; Entry 9)  
The house has a separate log cabin with a wood-
burning stove (and some electric heaters for a 
quick fix!) so that could be somewhere to go that 
wouldn’t be too uncomfortable. I thought we 
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could maybe arrange for each of us to have 
‘alone time’ in the house […].  

When Mel provides her own action plan for a difficult situation, she 

positions herself as an active self-helper. While there is some mitigation 

in her utterance (could, wouldn’t be too uncomfortable, I thought, 

maybe), she nevertheless comes up with a solution. In short, Ellie and 

Mel both position themselves as experts on coping techniques and as 

active self-helpers. One relational strategy that is especially useful in 

doing this is self-praise. Assessments in Ellie’s entry 7 and in Mel’s 

entry 9 (although in Mel’s case slightly mixed with mitigation) are full 

of such relational work and positionings, so the entries clearly mark the 

clients’ improvement.  

 Entry 8 in Ellie’s thread and entry 10 in Mel’s thread contain the 

counselor’s positive response to the clients’ improvement. Her praise 

of their progress affirms their positionings as experts on coping tech-

niques and as active self-helpers. As she usually does, the counselor 

responds to every text passage the clients wrote in the previous entries 

(not shown here). After this input, the counselor provides a further par-

agraph towards the end of entry 8 in Ellie’s thread and entry 10 in Mel’s 

thread. These are presented in the following examples to show how the 

counselor affirms the overall improvement that Ellie and Mel have 

achieved:  

(10.3)  Counselor (Thread: Ellie; Entry 8)  
It is really good to hear how much more positive 
you sound Ellie. Keep on doing what you have 
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been doing, and see how you get on with the 
suggestions I have made today. 

(10.4)  Counselor (Thread: Mel; Entry 10)  
I can hear how you are continuing to make pro-
gress Mel, and are slowly becoming more assertive 
and recognising more fully that your needs are 
important and deserve nurturing more! You are 
clearly working hard to think and focus more pos-
itively, and while it is difficult at times, you are 
able to do this! J  

In both examples, the counselor’s assessments (and subsequent advice-

giving move in Ellie’s case) urge the clients to progress with their im-

provement. The counselor uses both praise and boosting (how much 

more positive, clearly working hard, more positively) to affirm the cli-

ents’ progress and improved attitudes. In Mel’s case, she even adds a 

smiley emoticon that portrays a positive emotion (Dresner and Herring 

2010: 256). She explicitly encourages Ellie, especially, to continue with 

her progress (keep on doing). A further salient point is that the counse-

lor positions the clients as the agents of change (you have been doing, 

you are continuing, You are clearly working hard) and thus makes them 

responsible for their progress. These strategies recall what Locher 

(2006: 139) found the fictional advisory persona of Lucy doing in her 

corpus. It is also highly relevant here that the counselor praises not only 

specific improvements by the clients, but the overall progress they have 

made. When the counselor discusses these final assessment moves in 

the interview, she says that she uses “that final paragraph to do some 
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affirming.” That is, she is clearly aware of the interpersonal effect she 

creates in such paragraphs.  

 The clients and the counselor, then, have collaboratively worked 

together to position the clients as experts on coping techniques and as 

active self-helpers. They have done so with such specific relation strat-

egies as self-praise, praise, encouragement, and boosting. It is important 

to emphasize that the self-praise of the clients was followed by praise 

and encouragement provided by the counselor. This reinforces and rat-

ifies the self-praise by the clients and also the positionings that they 

have performed. It is this recognition of the clients’ progress that allows 

the counselor to now introduce the metacomments.  

 

10.2.2 The Metacomment Announcing a Last Session in Ac-

tion 
The counselor adds the following input in Ellies’ and Mel’s threads af-

ter the overall affirming paragraphs shown above:  

(10.5)  Counselor (Thread: Ellie; Entry 8)  
I’ve booked you in a final slot, when I will reply 
to your response to this email on [DATE].  

(10.6)  Counselor (Thread: Mel; Entry 10)   
As it’s our last exchange next time, it would be 
useful if you thought about how things have 
changed since you first contacted me, what you 
have done differently to help yourself move for-
ward, and what will help you to keep on building 
on these changes. On a scale of 0 (life couldn’t be 
worse) to 10 (everything is sorted, and you feel 
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calm and in control, in a good way!) where are 
you?  

To begin with, both announcements of a last session are in meta-

comment moves. This is especially obvious in example (10.5). The 

counselor simply says that she booked … a final slot, when [she] will 

reply [next], which seems more like a transactional than a relational ut-

terance. In example (10.6), the counselor uses a metacomment and a 

request for information to initiate the closure. The metacomment (As 

it’s our last exchange next time) clearly establishes that the next session 

will be the last one. Yet the request for information that follows is im-

portant, given the relational work carried out by the interactants before-

hand. As I discussed above, Mel slightly mitigates her improvement in 

entry 9. Taking this into account, the counselor explicitly provides Mel 

with an opportunity to reflect on her improvement in the next entry. 

This is enough in itself to position Mel as a competent observer of her 

own behavior, but it is also worth noting that the counselor uses a scal-

ing question in the request for information. This typical question in so-

lution-focused brief therapy (Kim 2008: 108) explicitly invites Mel to 

compare her current situation with how she previously felt. This clearly 

aims at a positive comparison and a report on improvement. In the in-

terview, the counselor implicitly confirms this conclusion:  
In the penultimate session, I invite clients to reflect and I ask 

them scaling questions. I’m inviting them to consider and then to 

prepare for next time “what’s changed, how have you changed?” 

(Interview) 
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Such a scaling question is similar to Stommel and te Molder’s (2015: 

287) “elicitation of direct advice acknowledgement” in chat counseling. 

In both cases, the counselor clearly tries to elicit an acknowledgement 

of improvement. Since my corpus contains multiple-sessions counsel-

ing, it is not enough for the clients to simply acknowledge the advice. 

Instead, clients are invited to explicitly demonstrate how the advice 

they have received during the counseling process has resulted in an im-

provement of their well-being. At first glance, such metacomments 

seemingly take away clients’ epistemic rights to close the counseling 

sessions. But with the relational work that preceded these meta-

comments, both interlocutors have been active participants in the gen-

eration of an opportunity for the counselor to introduce the 

metacomments that contain the announcement of a last session.  

 

10.2.3 The Response to the Metacomment Announcing a 

Last Session 
As previous studies have shown (see e.g. White et al. 1994, 1997; Har-

rison and Barlow 2009), it is important to look at reactions to utterances 

in order to judge whether the utterances are appropriate in a specific 

social practice or context. In their last entries, both clients utilize only 

assessments and no problem statements. Ellie uses four assessments in 

her last entry (entry 9), as does Mel (entry 11). It cannot be determined 

whether the metacomments used by the counselor in the previous en-

tries might have led Ellie and Mel to the conclusion that they should 
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not provide further problem statements, or whether they really do not 

have further problem statements that they want to add.  

 Both clients use an assessment to respond to the actual meta-

comment provided by the counselor. Ellie’s (abridged) response in en-

try 9 is shown in example (10.7):  

(10.7) Ellie (Thread: Ellie; Entry 9)   
I am feeling really positive at the moment and 
hope that things keep improving the ways they 
have been […]!    
Thank you for all your help and ideas, I can see a 
massive improvement in myself and have had 
comments from friends and people around me 
that I am looking really well which has boosted 
my confidence also. 

Ellie first responds with an update on her emotional well-being (feeling 

really positive) and on her hopes for the future (hope that things keep 

improving). She links this hope with the improvement she has under-

gone during the counseling and positions herself as having moved away 

from an advice-seeker identity. Still, her improvement is mitigated. She 

does not position herself as the agent of change (things keep improv-

ing), which might reveal some trepidation about the closure process. In 

the second paragraph, though, Ellie does position herself as a keen ob-

server of her improvement (I can see a massive improvement in myself). 

At the same time, she thanks the counselor for her help and ideas and 

thus positions the counselor as a successful advice-giver and as the im-

plicit source of her improvement. This thank you comment is highly 

salient in its implicit agreement that these entries are going to be the 
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last ones (Robinson 2001; West 2006). In this light, the thank you com-

ment can be interpreted as a closing move.  

 In Mel’s previous entries, as discussed above, she mitigates her 

progress more than Ellie does. This is even more evident in Mel’s re-

sponse (entry 11) to the counselor’s metacomment:  

(10.8)  Mel (Thread: Mel; Entry 11)    
I do feel more positive since I first contacted you. 
I don’t feel ‘fixed’ (if you see what I mean!) be-
cause there hasn’t been enough time but the ad-
vice you have given me will enable me to cope 
with things much better than I had been previ-
ously and that this will improve over time. […] I 
think I’m between 6 and 7 on the scale at the mo-
ment but I’m aiming for it to get higher as I work 
on your suggestions!  
A massive thank you for all your help! J 

Mel starts out with a report on her more positive emotional well-being. 

Immediately, though, she mitigates this improvement with her remark 

that she does not feel ‘fixed’. Still, she acknowledges that this is not 

because the counseling is not working, but rather because not enough 

time has passed for her to improve further. But as with Ellie, Mel has a 

positive outlook on the future (much better, will improve over time, 

aiming for it to get higher) and positions herself as having moved away 

from an advice-seeking identity, while also anticipating that this move-

ment will progress even further. She also clearly positions herself as 

someone who will continue the work she has learnt in counseling. Like 

Ellie, though, Mel does not position herself as the agent of change, but 
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rather credits the counselor as the source (the advice you have given me, 

your suggestions). Finally, Mel also concludes her entry with a thank 

you message and adds an exclamation mark and a smiley emoticon. All 

in all, then, Mel’s linguistic choices clearly position the counselor as 

the source of her improvement and as a successful advice-giver. Addi-

tionally, the thank you can again be seen as a closing device to agree 

that this is in fact the last session.  

 In their last entries, both clients cautiously position themselves 

as having improved without explicitly mentioning themselves as the 

agents of change. Instead, both clients clearly foreground the counselor 

as the source of the change. Importantly with regards to the closure in-

itiation, neither client comments directly on the metacomment or the 

fact that they are writing their last entry because of the counselor’s met-

acomment. However, their thank you messages can be seen as confirm-

ing that they agree that this will be their last entry. West (2006: 398) 

has shown that metacomments that arrange for further meetings can also 

be a way of coercing a thank you from patients in medical encounters. 

It might be that clients in my corpus feel compelled to thank the coun-

selor after the counselor’s metacomments. There is no way to tell 

whether they really do not feel a need for further sessions.  

 In entry 10 in Ellie’s thread and entry 12 in Mel’s thread, the last 

input is given by the counselor before she concludes the counseling ex-

changes. Examples (10.9) and (10.10) are the counselor’s reactions to 

Ellie and Mel’s last paragraphs discussed above.  
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(10.9)  Counselor (Thread: Ellie; Entry 10)   
That's my pleasure Ellie, I'm just really happy 
that things have improved so much for you. Get-
ting so much positive feedback from others no-
ticing the changes is such a lovely confirmation 
of all you have done. :-)  
Take really good care of yourself Ellie, and you 
know where we are if you should need any fur-
ther support in the future. 
Counselor 

(10.10)  Counselor (Thread: Mel; Entry 12)   
That’s my pleasure Mel and I’m really pleased I 

have been able to help you. Take really good care 

of yourself, 

Counselor J 

The counselor’s responses first acknowledge the clients’ thank you 

notes through a display of positive stance (That’s my pleasure) and then 

indicate her positive emotional reaction to their improvement (I’m just 

really happy, I’m really pleased). Then the responses differ in specific 

ways. In Ellie’s case, the counselor reacts to Ellie’s statement that her 

friends and family have noticed her improvement as well (lovely con-

firmation). This further affirms Ellie’s progress. She then clearly posi-

tions Ellie as the agent of change (all you have done) and makes her 

responsible for the progress. In Mel’s case, in contrast, the counselor 

does not position Mel as the source of the progress, but rather credits 

herself (I have been able to help you), which reproduces the position-

ings of advice-giver and advice-seeker. The counselor then concludes 
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her entries in both cases by providing a last, seemingly standardized, 

piece of advice (take really good care of yourself) and signs off with 

her signature (and a smiley emoticon in Mel’s case). This last input 

closes the counseling exchanges on a positive note.  

 In summary, the analysis has shown that both the client and the 

counselor perform considerable relational work throughout the later 

stages of the counseling exchanges. The employment of relational strat-

egies such as self-praise, praise, encouragement and boosting position 

the clients as successful appliers of coping techniques and as active self-

helpers. The establishment of these positionings allows the counselor 

to employ a metacomment that simply announces that the next session 

will be the last one. In return, the clients perform further relational work 

that confirms their improvement, albeit in a slightly more mitigated way 

than before. They also thank the counselor for her support. They do not 

write, at least explicitly, that they are not in alignment with the counse-

lor’s initiation of the closure process. Finally, the counselor uses the 

last entry to affirm the clients’ progress one last time. Surprisingly, 

some of the counselor’s linguistic choices in parts of the last paragraph 

of the entire counseling process do not explicitly position the clients as 

the source of the improvement. Nevertheless, her last piece of advice 

clearly foregrounds their agency for their well-being and concludes the 

counseling exchanges on a positive note.  
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10.3 Metacomment Type Inquiring about a Last Session 
The second type of metacomment to initiate the closure process is used 

in Chris’ and Anna’s threads and is an inquiry whether one last session 

is either needed or enough. This metacomment is similar to the preclos-

ing device “making an arrangement”, which has also been found in 

medical encounters (Robinson 2001; West 2006). Table 10.4 shows 

which entries of Chris’ thread (entry 8) and Anna’s thread (entry 6) the 

metacomments occur in. In Chris’ case, there are two more entries after 

the metacomment, equaling one last session. In Anna’s case, there are 

six more entries. Four are of an organizational nature and do not contain 

extensive counseling content. The last two entries (entries 11 and 12) 

constitute the last session. In other words, both dyads seem to agree on 

one more session, which will be the last one.  
Table 10.4 Location of metacomment according to the total number of entries (Chris' 
and Anna's threads) 

 Chris Anna 
Specific entry containing metacomment 8 6 
Total number of entries in thread 10 12 

 
10.3.1 The Preceding Context of Inquiring about a Last Ses-

sion 
As with the first type of metacomment I discussed above, I want to look 

at the patterns of discursive moves that are employed within the entries 

of Chris’ and Anna’s threads. Tables 10.5 and 10.6 show the four most 

frequent discursive moves overall (problem statement, assessment, ad-

vice-giving, request for information) within the three most discussed 
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themes for Chris and Anna respectively. In Chris’ case, the specific 

metacomment was used by the counselor in entry 8 and in Anna’s case 

in entry 6. These entries are highlighted in yellow in the tables. 

Chris uses problem statements and assessments in the entries that 

lead up to the entry containing the metacomment. The ratio (almost al-

ways 1:2) does not change considerably. Overall, from an early stage 

onwards, Chris uses an unusual amount of assessments. In contrast, 

Anna uses six problem statements in her first entry and no assessments. 

In her second entry that contains counseling content (entries three and 

four are organizational entries between Anna and the counselor and do 

not contain any counseling content), Anna uses seven problem state-

ments and seven assessments. Even though she uses more assessments 

than initially, she does not stop providing problem statements (which 

would have been an indication that she had extensively improved). In 

comparison to Mel and Ellie’s threads, which I discussed in Section 

10.3, the discursive moves pattern is not enough to suggest that there 

might have been a remarkable improvement so far for either Chris or 

Anna. This is a first sign of why the counselor uses a more mitigated 

metacomment that references a last session in their threads compared to 

Mel’s and Ellie’s.  

In the entries that precede the one with the metacomment by the 

counselor, Anna (entry 5) and Chris (entry 7) use self-praise to report 

on their progress in assessments. In contrast to Ellie and Mel, however, 

they also employ mitigation and, importantly, appeal for further support 

and empathy in problem statements. Both clients may report on how 
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they applied the advice the counselor previously gave them, but they 

primarily focus on their struggles applying it.  

 
Table 10.5 Number of discursive moves in 
the three most frequent themes in Chris' 
thread 
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Entry 01 Chris 2    
Entry 02 Counselor  12 22 18 
Entry 03 Chris 9 18   
Entry 04 Counselor  19 7 8 
Entry 05 Chris 4 8   
Entry 06 Counselor  7 9 2 
Entry 07 Chris 2 5   
Entry 08 Counselor  5 1 2 
Entry 09 Chris  5   
Entry 10 Counselor  3 1  
Total Chris 17 36   
Total Counselor  46 40 30 
 

Table 10.6 Number of discursive moves 
in the three most frequent themes in 
Anna's thread 
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Entry 01 Anna 6    
Entry 02 Counselor  11 8 8 
Entry 03 Anna     
Entry 04 Counselor     
Entry 05 Anna 7 7   
Entry 06 Counselor  10 5 7 
Entry 07 Anna 2 1   
Entry 08 Counselor  1   
Entry 09 Anna  1   
Entry 10 Counselor  1   
Entry 11 Anna  7   
Entry 12 Counselor  6 1  
Total Anna 15 16   
Total Counselor  29 14 15 

 

Anna reports on the advice she was given for her unhelpful thinking 

patterns. She is supposed to identify the patterns and use a specific cop-

ing technique to focus on more positive thoughts. Anna does identify 

unhelpful thinking patterns, but she does not report on whether she was 

successful in moving towards more positive thought patterns:  
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(10.11)  Anna (Thread: Anna; Entry 5)   
Yeah, they almost always start with “what if”. […] 
I definitely tend to “predict the future” a lot, even 
if what I'm thinking is irrational, I convince myself 
that it’s going to happen. I do this a lot, with small 
every day things, like checking my emails. 

As Anna details her negative experience in a problem statement, she 

appeals to the counselor for empathy and thus still clearly positions her-

self as an advice-seeker. Similar uses of relational work and position-

ings as advice-seekers appear throughout the entries by Anna and Chris 

that are under consideration here. The closer to the end of the entry they 

move, the more explicit these positionings become. Example (10.12) is 

the last paragraph in Chris’ entry 7:  

(10.12)  Chris (Thread: Chris; Entry 7)  
I have been struggling quite a lot over the last 
couple of weeks […]. I’ve been trying the dif-
ferent techniques that we’ve discussed previ-
ously and I think they’ve helped me a bit, but I 
just need to give it some time before this rough 
patch is over. Mainly just the ‘worthless’ feel-
ings again, not so much the anxiety. Fingers 
crossed it will pass with time. 

The recounting of his struggles clearly positions Chris as an advice-

seeker. He even boosts this negative emotional state (quite a lot). This 

depiction of his negative well-being (struggling, rough patch, ‘worth-

less’ feelings) appeals for empathy and makes this last paragraph of his 

entry a summary of his positioning of himself as an advice-seeker and 
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the counselor as an advice- or support-giver. Clearly, Anna and Chris 

have not experienced an improvement comparable to Ellie and Mel’s.  

The counselor, though, takes Anna’s and Chris’ perception of 

limited progress into account when replying to their entries. She re-

sponds to the clients’ problem statements with assessments and 

acknowledges their difficulties. She further normalizes the problems 

and displays empathy towards the clients. She then proceeds with sev-

eral advice-giving moves that contain several different coping tech-

niques that the clients can try out. This further positions the clients as 

advice-seekers, or at least advice-recipients. As I have already dis-

cussed this pattern in previous chapters, I will not develop it further 

here. Instead, I want to address how the counselor manages to introduce 

the metacomments despite the continued appearance of problem state-

ments and the perception of limited progress.  

The counselor concentrates on the progress that Chris and Anna 

report on in their entries. This is a common maneuver in short-term and 

solution-focused therapy, where the counselor aims to highlight the 

positives rather than the negatives. The counselor’s positive and very 

brief summary of the clients’ improvement aims to establish a positive 

stance before the introduction of the metacomments:  

(10.13)  Counselor (Thread: Chris; Entry 8)   
I can hear how much better you are doing [...].27 

 
27 This affirmation is the first clause of a two-clause sentence. The second 
clause contains the metacomment that initiates the closure of the counseling 
process (see example 10.15).  
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(10.14)  Counselor (Thread: Anna; Entry 6)  
That's really good to hear Anna - keep on doing 
these things, they're working!  

Both of these statements start with an assessment in which the counse-

lor very briefly but very positively summarizes the clients’ progress. 

The praise the counselor uses is even increased by the boosters she adds 

(how much, really), while it also positions the clients as having moved 

away from an advice-seeker identity. Throughout entry 8 in Chris’ case 

and entry 6 in Anna’s case, she has sometimes positioned the clients as 

advice-seekers and at other times as successful appliers of coping tech-

niques or even active self-helpers. In other words, there has been a mix 

of positionings in these entries. The clear focus on the more positively-

valanced identity as an active and progressing client at the end of the 

entry is therefore quite marked. Nevertheless, it seems to be a necessary 

step before the introduction of the metacomments that aim to initiate the 

closure process.  

 

10.3.2 The Metacomment Inquiring about a Last Session in 

Action 
Due to the clients’ reports of partial progress, the relational work the 

counselor employs is more diverse with Chris and Anna than with Ellie 

and Mel. If the counselor is aware that Chris and Anna might need more 

support than Ellie and Mel did, she nevertheless introduces a meta-

comment that aims to initiate the closure process. But the type of meta-

comment that the counselor uses with Chris and Anna differs in very 
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specific ways from the one she uses with Ellie and Mel. For starters, the 

counselor does not announce a last session, but rather inquires about a 

last session. Announcing produces a much stronger interpersonal effect 

than an inquiry. Clients can disagree with an announcement of a last 

session, but there is more potential of a threat to their face than in cases 

where the counselor inquires about a last session. Additionally, the in-

quiry can be phrased in different ways. Depending on the phrasing, the 

clients are invited to agree or disagree in more or less explicit ways.  

Example (10.15) shows the metacomment the counselor uses in 

Chris’ thread in entry 8, and example (10.16) contains the meta-

comment used in Anna’s thread in entry 6:  

(10.15)  Counselor (Thread: Chris; Entry 8)  
[...] and I’m wondering whether one final session 
to summarise and review your progress will be 
sufficient for now? […] 

(10.16)  Counselor (Thread: Anna; Entry 6)   
Please let me know by next Wednesday of you 
would like another email exchange […]. 

In Chris’ thread, the counselor inquires whether an additional session 

would be enough to conclude their exchanges. This implies that she 

wants to hold that last session. In Anna’s case, though, she positions 

Anna in such a way that Anna has to decide on her own whether she 

wants another session. While the answer to the inquiry posed to Chris 

prefers a positive response, i.e., that one final session is enough, the 

counselor leaves it open to Anna to decide whether they should have 

another session. Clearly, both clients are positioned as participating in 
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the decision, but the counselor’s specific phrasing seems to leave Anna 

more options than Chris. Still, the counselor positions Chris in a very 

specific way: her reference to the tasks of summari[zing] and re-

view[ing his] progress affirms his positioning as an astute observer of 

his behavior and his improvement. This is especially important because, 

throughout the exchanges, Chris has displayed that he is an analytical 

thinker who can observe and interpret his own behavior very well. Men-

tioning those strengths clearly positions Chris just as much as part of 

the therapeutic alliance as the metacomment does with Anna.  

The counselor thus astutely appeals to the particular strengths of 

each client even within the phrasing of the same type of metacomment. 

These metacomments clearly make an arrangement for a further session 

and resemble preclosing devices used in medical encounters (Robinson 

2001; West 2006). In a way, as clients can ask for further advice in the 

next session, they also seem to resemble Stommel and te Molder’s 

(2015: 287) “offers of a new advice sequence”. However, further ses-

sions do not always contain – or, from the counselor’s point of view, 

are not meant to contain – any more advice sequences. On the contrary, 

and as the metacomment in Chris’ case clearly indicates, the aim of the 

last session is to affirm progress and provide clients with a further op-

portunity to self-praise. 
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10.3.3 The Responses to the Metacomment Inquiring about 

a Last Session 
In Chris’ thread, the response to the metacomment takes a path similar 

to the directions in Ellie and Mel’s cases. In entry 9 (the metacomment 

occurred in entry 8), Chris employs no further problem statements; in-

stead, he writes five assessments in which he uses self-praise to report 

on his progress and to position himself as an active self-helper (not 

shown here). His direct response to the counselor’s metacomment is 

shown in example (10.17):  

(10.17)  Chris (Thread: Chris; Entry 9)   
I think this counseling has definitely helped my 
since I first contacted you, and I would be 
comfortable with only one more session. The 
techniques that you have suggested have 
helped me gain more control over my difficul-
ties and see them for what they are. […]  

This is similar to Ellie and Mel’s responses to the meta-

comments they encounter: he summarizes the helpfulness of 

the counseling exchanges, praises the techniques that helped 

him, and even includes a booster (definitely). Although he po-

sitions himself as having improved, he also enhances the face 

of the counselor as he praises her support. He even positions 

the counselor (you have suggested) rather than himself as the 

source of his improvement.  
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In contrast to Ellie and Mel, Chris explicitly responds to 

the inquiry about a last session and confirms that he would be 

comfortable with only one more session. This is noteworthy, 

but it is not surprising: the inquiry about a last session requires 

a response from the clients, and Chris readily provides the 

counselor with a positive response. It even might compel him 

to use self-praise throughout the entry and to position himself 

as an active self-helper. After all, since he argues that a last 

session (which contains entry 9 and entry 10) is enough, he 

needs to convincingly demonstrate that he has improved in 

meaningful ways.  

 The counselor responds to Chris in entry 10 with three 

assessments and one advice-giving move. Part of the counse-

lor’s response is shown in example (10.18), which contains her 

direct response (in abridged form) to example (10.17) above 

and is the final paragraph of entry 10.  

(10.18)  Counselor (Thread: Chris; entry 10) 
It’s good to hear that you have found this process 
helpful and that you are feeling more on control 
of your difficulties. […] 
I would encourage you to keep writing as a way of 
expressing, releasing and reflecting on your 
thoughts and progress.  
[…] 
I wish you all the very best and hope that you do 
not feel the need to use our service again J 
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Take care, 
Counselor 

In an assessment (first paragraph), the counselor confirms 

Chris’ positive summary with her positive reaction (It’s good 

to hear) and mentions one crucial issue that Chris has been 

working on throughout the counseling exchanges, namely to 

be in control of [his] difficulties. In the second paragraph, she 

provides Chris’ with a last piece of advice: she encourages 

Chris to keep writing and explains why that would be helpful 

to Chris. She thus implicitly positions Chris as someone who 

is good at expressing, releasing and reflecting on [his] 

thoughts and progress by writing about them. This is im-

portant, as clients need to apply the techniques they have learnt 

even after the counseling exchanges end. At the end of her en-

try, the counselor wishes Chris well for the future and jokingly 

remarks that she hopes he will not need the counseling service 

again. The counselor may be aware that this utterance could 

also be interpreted negatively, in the sense of suggesting that 

he should not contact the service again. However, the use of 

the smiley emoticon as a mitigating device (Dresner and Her-

ring 2010: 256) can be interpreted as signaling that the coun-

selor does not mean it in a face-threatening way. She signs off 

with a formulaic farewell and her signature, concluding the ex-

changes between her and Chris.  
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 Anna’s case is complicated by the fact that the counselor 

asked her in the metacomment whether she would like another 

session (see example (10.16)). This means that Anna has to 

make a decision about another session herself. Anna decides 

that she does need another session, which leaves her with the 

complicated task of legitimizing this need. In her response in 

entry seven, which is an organizational entry that does not con-

tain much counseling content, she uses two problem state-

ments and one assessment. This use of discursive moves 

indicates that she has not overcome all her problems yet and 

legitimizes her need for further support. Example (10.19) is 

Anna’s direct response to the counselor’s metacomment: 

(10.19)  Anna (Thread: Anna; Entry 7)  
I think maybe having another appointment at the 
end of the month or in early [MONTH] would be 
helpful, but only if you've got a free slot. Maybe 
just to talk about anything that may come up. 
[…] 
Thanks for all your help! 

Anna performs rather complex relational work here. She first highly 

mitigates her request for another session (I think, maybe, would be, but 

only if you’ve got a free slot, etc.). Clearly, she does not want to impose 

on the counselor and signals that she has understood the short-term na-

ture of the counseling. At the same time, she also wants to explain her-

self (just to talk about anything that may come up). Up until here, her 



10 The Closure Process in Email Counseling 

 

 

650 

choices are all about the legitimization of her advice-seeking identity. 

Yet such a clear indication that she is still an advice-seeker also poses 

a threat to the counselor’s face, or more specifically, to the counselor’s 

identity as a successful advice-giver. Anna takes this into account and 

thanks the counselor for her help. Through this interplay of relational 

strategies and positionings, Anna manages to both legitimize her claim 

for support and nevertheless still enhance the counselor’s face and po-

sition her as a successful advice-giver.  

 In entries 8 to 10, Anna and the counselor organize this last ses-

sion rather than exchanging counseling content. Examples (10.20) to 

(10.22) include the relevant parts of the entries for the arrangement of 

this last session:  

(10.20)  Counselor (Thread: Anna; Entry 8) 
How about [DATE] to send me an update for a full 
reply? 

(10.21)  Anna (Thread: Anna; Entry 9) 
[DATE] should be fine! 
[…] 
I’ll send you my full email in a few weeks. 

(10.22)  Counselor (Thread: Anna; Entry 10) 
I look forward to hearing from you by the [DATE] 
[…]. 

As these examples show, the last session is arranged without a glitch. 

Entries 11 and 12 are then the last session between Anna and the coun-

selor. These entries work in very similar ways to the last entries be-

tween the counselor and Ellie, Mel, and Chris, so I will not discuss these 
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entries between Anna and the counselor in detail. Anna and the coun-

selor manage to end the counseling exchanges on a positive note, with 

Anna using self-praise to position herself as an active self-helper and 

praising the counselor as a successful advice-giver. The counselor re-

sponds with further praise of Anna as an active self-helper, which af-

firms this new identity for Anna.  

For all four clients discussed so far then, the closure initiation 

works fairly well, as does the closure process as a whole. This was in 

part because the clients and the counselor could see a degree of im-

provement in the clients’ attitudes and behavior patterns and because 

the clients and the counselor worked collaboratively to manage this im-

provement and the closure process. In contrast, Taylor does not exhibit 

the same degree of improvement in her thread, and as a result, the work 

that she and the counselor engage in is quite different from what I have 

discussed so far.  

 

10.4 Metacomment Type Inquiring to Take Stock 
In contrast to the metacomments discussed previously, the counselor 

does not refer to a final session in this last metacomment. Rather, she 

proposes to Taylor that they should hold several more sessions. Inter-

estingly, she uses this opportunity to ask Taylor to take stock of how 

she has improved so far and what else she would like to achieve. The 

fact that the counselor suggests several further sessions is also visible 

in the location of the metacomment within Taylor’s thread (Table 10.7).   
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Table 10.7 Location of metacomment according to the total number of entries (Tay-
lor's thread) 

 Taylor 
Specific entry containing metacomment 8 
Total number of entries in thread 12 

 
The metacomment is presented in entry 8, and the thread goes until en-

try 12. In other words, the metacomment occurs in session 4 (entries 7 

and 8), which is followed by session 5 (entries 9 and 10) and session 6 

(entries 11 and 12).  

 

10.4.1 The Preceding Context of Inquiring to Take Stock 
Throughout entries 1 to 7, both Taylor and the counselor perform ex-

tensive relational work that repeatedly positions Taylor as an advice-

seeker. This is also visible in the use of discursive moves. Table 10.8 

shows the use of the four most frequent discursive moves overall (prob-

lem statement, assessment, advice-giving, request for information) in 

the three most discussed themes (‘anxiety’, ‘relationships’, ‘self-es-

teem’) in Taylor’s thread. Taylor does not undergo such a clear shift 

from using fewer problem statements and more assessments as the other 

clients do. 
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Table 10.8 Number of discursive 
moves in the three most frequent 
themes in Taylor's thread 

Discursive move  
→ 

 
 

Number of entry ↓ Pr
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.  
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Entry 01 Taylor*     
Entry 02 Counselor  4 19 10 
Entry 03 Taylor 11 1   
Entry 04 Counselor  8 14 12 
Entry 05 Taylor 3 4   
Entry 06 Counselor  8 8 12 
Entry 07 Taylor 4 3   
Entry 08 Counselor  6 10 9 
Entry 09 Taylor 3 8   
Entry 10 Counselor  12 7 10 
Entry 11 Taylor 4 4   
Entry 12 Counselor  7 7 4 
Total Taylor 25 20   
Total Counselor  39 64 57 
*Entry 1 consists of one problem state-
ment, but it does not occur within one 
of the three most frequent themes in 
Taylor’s thread. Therefore, it is not 
listed in the table.  

 

Up until entry 7, Taylor still re-

ports extensively on her diffi-

culties. She also does not 

frequently acknowledge the 

counselor’s advice. Often, she 

simply writes that she will try 

the counselor’s suggestions, or 

she does not respond at all to 

the requests for information 

that frequently follow advice. 

Additionally, she often adds 

new problem statements to-

wards the end of her entries, 

which establishes her identity 

as an advice-seeker even more. 

An example of this from entry 

7 is shown here. It appears at 

the end of Taylor’s input in en-

try 7. 

(10.23)  Taylor (Thread: Taylor; Entry 7)  
So this is the new bit:   
So I guess most the time I feel blank, I postone go-
ing to work then I postpone leaving work. I feel 
blank, add I feel sad at times, I spend my time 
playing video games to distract myself. […] 
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Taylor indicates that this is the new bit and clearly positions herself still 

as an advice-seeker with a description of her negative emotional state 

(feel blank, feel sad) that serves as an appeal for further empathy and 

support. After these new problem statements (not all are shown in the 

example), Taylor simply tells the counselor Thanks for your help so far 

(also not shown in the example). She does not indicate in any way 

whether the counselor’s help has been useful and whether she has ap-

plied, successfully or not, the advice that she received.  

 The counselor responds in entry 8 through her usual pattern of 

using assessments to acknowledge and reformulate Taylor’s difficul-

ties, which again displays her understanding of Taylor’s problems and 

thus her empathy for Taylor. She also provides further advice and re-

quests more information from Taylor. In these moves, the counselor 

encourages Taylor to keep working on her mental health and praises 

her for any progress she has made. As she does so often with all her 

clients, the counselor aims to position Taylor as a progressing client and 

an active participant in the therapeutic alliance.  

Importantly, the counselor also uses referral moves, in which she 

encourages Taylor to seek other support as well (such as her GP) and 

even provides her with further sources of support (e.g. the website 

www.getselfhelp.co.uk (Vivyan 2018)). This attempt to provide Taylor 

with additional help is a subtle and more implicit hint towards the up-

coming end of the counseling sessions. As Taylor can contact these fur-

ther sources of help after the counseling ends, she will not suddenly be 

completely without sources of support. What all these activities on the 
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counselor’s part have in common is that they necessarily reaffirm Tay-

lor’s positioning as an advice-seeker. This is in clear contrast to how 

the counselor positions the clients that I have previously discussed. The 

counselor recognizes the need to take into account that Taylor is not 

ready to finish the counseling sessions any time soon and designs her 

metacomment accordingly.  

 

10.4.2 The Metacomment Inquiring to Take Stock in Action 
Clearly, the specific details of the collaborative relational work that 

Taylor and the counselor are engaged in makes it difficult to affirm 

substantial progress and render any inquiry about a final session inap-

propriate (let alone announcing a final session). Instead, the counselor 

simply reminds Taylor that she only offers short-term therapy and pro-

ceeds to suggest another couple of sessions:   

(10.24)  Counselor (Thread: Taylor; Entry 8)  
We’ve had four sessions so far Taylor, and as you 
know we offer short term therapy, so if we have 
another couple of sessions, what would like to 
achieve in them? (…) 
What have you learnt so far that has been help-
ful, and how would you say you might have 
changed through this learning?  
These questions will help us to gauge how you 
are doing and remind you of your progress. J 

Within the requests for information (first and second paragraph), the 

counselor directly asks Taylor to report on progress. This serves multi-

ple functions. First, it positions Taylor as an active participant in the 
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therapeutic alliance who can provide information and set goals. Second, 

it provides Taylor with a very explicit opportunity for self-praise, which 

she has not used extensively in the previous entries. However, the coun-

selor seems to be aware of the potential face-threat that this opportunity 

poses to someone who is not accustomed to praising themselves, so she 

mitigates her request (would, might). She then goes on to explain why 

she asks these questions (to remind [Taylor] of [her] progress) in an 

assessment (last paragraph). The mitigation is further enforced by the 

use of the smiley emoticon, as the “standard smiley … often serves mit-

igating functions” (Dresner and Herring 2010: 257). Finally, the clear 

tasks that the counselor mentions are also relevant for the closing pro-

cess. The task of setting one specific goal can be interpreted as a “final 

concern”-sequence, as Robinson puts it (2001). Setting a specific goal 

gives the interlocutors the chance to focus on this goal in the next few 

sessions and to terminate the counseling exchanges once this goal has 

been achieved.  

The refined relational work contained in this metacomment is ev-

idence that the counselor has constructed it very carefully. She confirms 

this in the interview: “I could probably see they will take all the sessions 

that are available and kept going.” She adds that in such cases she “in-

vites them to review where they’re at.” Clearly, the counselor has initi-

ated the closure process with this metacomment, but it also reveals her 

awareness that it might not transpire as quickly as in other cases.  
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10.4.3 The Response to the Metacomment Inquiring to Take 

Stock 
In entry 9, Taylor responds to the counselor’s metacomment from entry 

8. She replies more willingly to the counselor’s advice than in earlier 

entries. She also takes advantage more frequently of the self-praising 

opportunities that she has been offered, even as she still mitigates her 

progress most of the time. Further, Taylor confirms that she has sought 

the help of several of the sources that the counselor has referred her to 

and acknowledges that they are helpful as well (not shown here). Ex-

ample (10.25) is her direct response to the counselor’s metacomment:  

(10.25)  Taylor (Thread: Taylor; Entry 9)  
I think I am feeling happier in [PLACE] […], so I’ve 
been a more consistant feeling better mood! I re-
ally like the ‘hello anxiety’ and I think I feel more 
aware of why Im feeling certain ways at times. I 
think if we had a few more sessions, perhaps a 
way to deal with rejction and these feelings Ive 
been having? I feel as if that might help me func-
tion a lot better socially, as I think a lot of what Ive 
been feeling is due to my interpersonal (or lack of) 
relationships. 

Taylor provides a summary of her current feelings in an assessment. 

Taylor may introduce her progress via mitigation (I think), but she then 

describes her overall improvement in positive ways (feeling happier, 

better mood). She also reports on a coping technique that she likes to 

apply and that seems to help her (‘hello anxiety’). Taylor agrees that a 

few more sessions would be useful; then she adds that she would like to 
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work on coping better with rejection and elaborates on her reasons for 

that suggestion (might help me function a lot better). In this paragraph, 

Taylor manages to position herself both as a good observer of her own 

behavior and her needs and as an active participant in the therapeutic 

alliance who can set goals that she wants to achieve. So far, the specific 

relational work Taylor engages in here reveals a willingness to continue 

and to contribute to the therapeutic process in a productive way.  

 Taylor immediately follows this up with another problem state-

ment that reports on a confrontation that she had with her boyfriend. 

Example (10.26) is the beginning of this problem statement: 

(10.26)  Taylor (Thread: Taylor; Entry 9)   
There was something I forgot to mention be-
fore, which, considering how many problems its 
caused I can’t believe I forgot it, at the start ish 
of dating my boyfriend (so 3 months of seeing 
each other, 3 months official dating) […] I was 
curious about a girl he had been talking to […], 
so I went on his facebook and I saw some mes-
sages to her [...]  

Taylor’s emotional description of how many problems [the issue] 

caused clearly appeals for empathy from the counselor. Her previous 

efforts to construct her identity as an improved client are therefore im-

mediately called into question by this renewal of her positioning of her-

self as an advice-seeker. This renewed advice-seeker identity appears 

after the seemingly summarizing paragraph in which Taylor has com-

mented on her improvements (shown in example (10.25)). So her prob-

lem statement in example (10.26) can be interpreted metaphorically as 
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what Green (2010: 6) identifies as a “door handle comment”: “when the 

client says something to you and that you recognise to be possibly sig-

nificant just as she is getting ready to leave, or indeed on her way out 

of the door” (ibid.: 6). Other researchers have called this same phenom-

enon the “by the way syndrome” (West 2006; White et al. 1994) or 

“doorknob concern” (Robinson 2001). I have opted for Green’s termi-

nology as it “has become known [that way] in counselling parlance” 

(Green 2010: 6). It is not just its location at the end of entry 9 but also 

its content that clearly mark example (10.26) as a door handle comment 

that explicitly positions Taylor as an advice-seeker. As it lacks any form 

of alignment on progress or improved well-being, this does not create 

a “closure-relevant environment” (see e.g. Robinson 2001; West 2006). 

It also stands in stark contrast to the thank you messages that the other 

clients have used in their entries as closing devices.  

 In entry 10, the counselor responds to each of the identities that 

Taylor has just constructed – both the active participant in the therapeu-

tic alliance and the advice-seeker. The counselor uses praise to affirm 

the active participant and provides empathy and further advice for the 

advice-seeker. In the additional advice, the counselor suggests tech-

niques that she has previously presented to Taylor. She does so for at 

least two reasons. First, she wants to remind Taylor that she has learnt 

coping techniques during their exchanges that she can apply now. Sec-

ond, the counselor most likely does not want to introduce further tech-

niques which might need further input in future sessions. That is, the 
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counselor apparently keeps the fact that the counseling is coming to an 

end in mind when she gives advice this late in the counseling process.  

The last session continues to be invoked by both interlocutors in 

the rest of the exchange. Example (10.27) from entry 11 reveals Tay-

lor’s awareness that she has entered the last session. Right before this 

text passage, Taylor has told the counselor that she is struggling to cope 

with her recent break-up with her boyfriend:  

(10.27)  Taylor (Thread: Taylor; Entry 11)   
I know this is our last session so I was wonder-
ing if you could give me some tips for coping? 
When it happened […] I seemed to fall straight 
back into my old routine of drinking to much, 
crying down the phone to a lot of people (in-
cluding the Samaritans) and just feeling misera-
ble.  

Taylor explicitly mentions their last session and requests some tips for 

coping. This is strongly marked insofar as she has actually received nu-

merous suggestions of coping techniques from the counselor through-

out the entire counseling process. The “persistence of the transcript” 

(Herring 2007) in the medium of email would actually allow Taylor to 

go through the entire content of the counseling exchange again. That is, 

Taylor has an entire word document full of the counselor’s suggested 

coping techniques, so she could easily read up on them. Taylor’s failure 

to do so could be interpreted as a threat to both her own face and the 

counselor’s. Be that as it may, the appeal for further support clearly 

positions her as an advice-seeker. Her recounting of her negative 
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emotions after the break-up is also a further appeal for empathy. After 

this request for advice, Taylor goes on to make yet another door handle 

comment (not shown here) and thus reaffirms her positioning as an ad-

vice-seeker. The clear absence of self-praise and lack of positionings as 

an active self-helper or even just a successful applier of coping tech-

niques this close to the end of the counseling process poses a problem 

for the counselor.  

 Due to the short-term therapy format, the counselor is under pres-

sure to end the counseling in entry 12. She first provides Taylor with 

further advice (writing a pro-con list about her relationship) and dis-

plays further empathy. She does not comment on the fact that the client 

has asked for coping tips at this late stage despite having been provided 

with many coping techniques in earlier stages of the counseling process. 

Instead, the counselor focuses on ending the counseling exchanges. 

This is clearly visible in her last paragraph of entry 12, which contains 

several advice-giving moves: 

(10.28)  Counselor (Thread: Taylor; Entry 12)  
Be kind to yourself Taylor, and keep pulling back 
your perspective to look at things from more 
than one angle. You can, and are, getting better 
at recognising your positives and strengths. 
Keep on doing this, accepting the anxious and 
low thoughts, and shifting your perspective – 
you can do it! J 
Take good care, and do get back in touch if you 
feel you would benefit from sessions in the fu-
ture (while you are a student here). 
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Counselor J 

Two aspects of this entry are highly salient in comparison with the final 

input the counselor gives the other four clients. First, the counselor goes 

to great lengths to point out positive qualities that she assigns to Taylor 

and to repeat some of the main suggestions she has made throughout 

the counseling process (look at things from more than one angle, ac-

cepting the anxious and low thoughts, shifting your perspective). She 

also encourages Taylor by saying that she can, and [is] getting better 

and that she should keep on doing what has helped her so far. These 

final suggestions and affirmations are much stronger than in the other 

four threads. Clearly, the counselor feels that they are necessary in Tay-

lor’s case.  

The second way in which this final entry is noticeably different 

from those in the other four threads is that the counselor explicitly men-

tions that Taylor can get back in touch if she needs to. This explicit 

invitation to contact the counseling service again signals the counse-

lor’s awareness that Taylor might not have progressed far enough to be 

left to her own devices. Read in this light, the counselor’s last paragraph 

seems to imply that she feels that Taylor could have profited from a 

longer type of counseling format. She signs off with her name and a 

smiley emoticon.  

 All in all, then, the metacomment in Taylor’s thread already in-

dicates that the closure process will differ from those that appear in the 

threads of the other clients. This was confirmed in the following ses-

sions between Taylor and the counselor and was exacerbated by 
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Taylor’s consistent use of door handle comments. The counselor was 

obligated to respond, which made it difficult for the counselor to close 

the counseling exchange. Due to the short-term therapy format that is 

offered by the counseling service, the counselor was under pressure to 

end the counseling process within six sessions. While the medium of 

email does not solely explain the difficulties that Taylor and the coun-

selor encounter in closing the counseling process, it does not help the 

process either. I want to briefly shed some further light on this issue in 

the next section.   

 

10.5 The Asynchronous Nature of the Closure Process in 

Email Counseling 
What I have left more or less implicit in my discussion of the closure 

process so far is the fact that the asynchronous nature of email counsel-

ing has an impact on the way that these closures take place. In this sec-

tion, I want to foreground this issue and show how the work that the 

interlocutors perform in the closure process is even more complicated 

than it seems at first sight – and that it is the medium of email itself that 

causes these further complications.   

 To explain how the closure process works over several entries, 

it is worth looking at the location of the metacomments that initiate the 

closure process again (Table 10.9): The metacomments never occur in 

the last session, so the closure process is a multiple-session activity in 

the exchanges in my corpus. A closer look at a specific example will 
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show more clearly how a closure process transpires over several entries 

and sessions.  
Table 10.9 Location of metacomment according to the total number of entries and 
sessions (all threads) 

 Ellie Mel Chris Anna Taylor    
Specific entry containing meta-
comment 

8 10 8 6 8 

Total number of entries in 
thread 

11 12 10 12 12  

Specific session containing 
metacomment 

4 5 4 2 4 

Total number of sessions in 
thread 5 6 5 3 6  

 
In Chris’ thread, the counselor uses the metacomment in entry 8. I have 

already discussed how much relational work was carried out in the en-

tries leading up to entry 8. As one session always consists of a client 

email and the counselor’s response, entry 8 is therefore the counselor’s 

response part of session 4 (session 4 = entry 7 + entry 8). Due to the 

asynchronous nature of email, Chris responds to the counselor’s meta-

comment in entry 9. Entry 9 is the client’s part of session 5 (session 5 = 

entry 9 + entry 10). In entry 9, Chris responds to advice that the coun-

selor provided him with in previous entries, gives an update on how he 

feels and, last but not least, agrees at the end of entry 9 that this current 

session (session 5) is the last one. It is important to remember that Chris 

already concludes his participation in session 5 in entry 9. In entry 10, 

the counselor responds to Chris’ input from entry 9. Due to the asyn-

chronous nature of email, the counselor therefore responds to Chris’ 
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message that already contains Chris’ farewell. The counselor still re-

sponds to all the input that Chris wrote in entry 9. Finally, she says her 

own farewell in entry 10 and thus closes the counseling process for 

good. The agreement on having a last session, then, takes place over 

three separate entries and two separate sessions. In Chris’ case, they are 

session 4 (entry 8 by the counselor) and session 5 (entry 9 by Chris and 

entry 10 by the counselor). This type of asynchronous interaction is 

clearly characteristic of email counseling and contrasts starkly with 

face-to-face counseling or even chat counseling (Stommel 2012). Stom-

mel and van der Houwen (2014) found that clients in Dutch email coun-

seling managed the counselors’ face concerns in a similar way; that is, 

they also took the asychronicity of the medium into account. My find-

ings clearly demonstrate that the work performed by the clients and the 

counselor show that such a complicated interactive sequence as the clo-

sure process can work asynchronously – and importantly, collabora-

tively.  

 

10.6 Summary 
Throughout this chapter, I have shown that my analysis confirms some 

findings from previous studies with regards to the closure of health en-

counters. For example, previous research has shown that it is primarily 

the professional who initiates the closure process with preclosing de-

vices (Robinson 2001; Stommel and te Molder 2015; West 2006; White 

et al. 1994; White et al. 1997). In my data, it is also the counselor who 

initiates the closure process. More specifically, she uses three different 
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types of metacomments to initiate this process: (1) announcing a last 

session; (2) inquiring about a last session; and (3) inquiring to take 

stock.  

Both announcing and inquiring about a last session resemble 

“making arrangement” sequences that were found in other studies 

(Robinson 2001; West 2006). In contrast to West (2006), who found 

that doctors almost never just announce the closure in a medical en-

counter, the counselor in my data does just that in two of the five 

threads. Further, a comparison can be made between Robinson’s (2001) 

“final concern”-sequence or the “offer of new advice”-preclosing de-

vices identified by Stommel and te Molder (2015) and the meta-

comments inquiring about a last session and inquiring to take stock. In 

both inquiries, the clients could easily add further points that they 

would like support with. Be that as it may, no final concern or new 

advice sequence necessarily has to take place after either metacomment. 

I have further shown that one client uses door-handle comments that 

forestall the closure process. Such linguistic devices have been found 

in previous studies as well (Green 2010; Robinson 2001; West 2006; 

White et al. 1997).  

What has become clear throughout this chapter is something that 

also confirms the results of earlier studies: the closure process is an in-

nately collaborative process that can only be effective if both interloc-

utors actively work together to reach it (Robinson 2001; West 2006; 

White et al. 1994). This collaboration typically includes substantial re-

lational work, as my analysis has shown, and it is in fact my 
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interpersonal-pragmatic perspective that has generated these results 

that add to the excellent previous research that has been done. Never-

theless, my analysis is ‘only’ an analysis from an interpersonal-prag-

matic perspective. An analysis that integrates several perspectives, such 

as conversation analysis and interpersonal pragmatics, would certainly 

be profitable for the consideration of such a salient and highly conse-

quential activity as closures in health encounters. As White et al. (1994, 

1997) point out, a qualitatively good closure of a health encounter has 

strong benefits for health consumers, not least by fostering better com-

pliance and satisfaction in them.  

 My interpersonal-pragmatics perspective has revealed that the 

relational work in the closure process follows patterns that can be 

clearly traced. The first two metacomments that focus on a last session 

depend on the advanced progress of the clients. This progress is visible 

in the use of discursive moves (fewer problem statements; more assess-

ments), in the relational strategies that are used by the clients (e.g. an 

increase in self-praise) and in their specific positionings (e.g. a move 

towards active appliers of coping techniques and self-helpers). I have 

discussed in previous chapters how the counselor encourages the clients 

to use specific relational strategies that position the clients in particular 

ways. Once these relational strategies have established new position-

ings, the counselor puts considerable effort into affirming them. For 

example, the counselor further praises and encourages clients, and as a 

result, clients internalize their transformation. Only once this relational 

work has been carried out does the counselor introduce the 
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metacomments to initiate the closure process, and it is interpersonal is-

sues that then determine what type of metacomment the counselor de-

cides to use. This is readily seen when taking the third type of 

metacomment into account (inquiring to take stock), which aims to cre-

ate a closure-relevant environment even when little progress has been 

made.   

 In previous chapters, I have discussed links between distinct 

types of relational work. A link clearly exists between an appeal for 

empathy by clients in a problem statement and a display of empathy by 

the counselor in an assessment. Locher (2006) has also found this link 

in her data. The present chapter has further shown that praise and en-

couragement by the counselor in assessment and advice-giving moves 

often occur in close proximity. Further, their combination offers an op-

portunity for clients to use self-praise in a next entry. However, whereas 

an appeal for empathy rather frequently results in a display of empathy, 

there is nothing like an automatic link between praise and encourage-

ment by the counselor and self-praise by the client. Nonetheless, praise 

and encouragement from the counselor can facilitate self-praise in cli-

ents. This suggests that the counselor’s intricate interplay of relational 

work is an important part of the counseling process that facilitates the 

creation of a closure-relevant environment within the counseling pro-

cess. This result is highly salient for practitioners and deserves much 

more research attention in the future. 



 

PART IV
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Chapter 11 Concluding Remarks 
In the introduction, I stated that the aim of my study is to describe how 

the therapeutic alliance, i.e. “the collaborative bond between [the coun-

selor] and [the client]” (Krupnick et al. 1996: 532), is established and 

negotiated in email counseling. I explained in Chapter 2 that my study 

is situated in three specific research fields: interpersonal pragmatics, 

computer-mediated communication (CMC), and health discourse (see 

Figure 11.1). I will briefly revisit these three research fields to show 

how my study complements and adds to previous research in each of 

them.  

 
Figure 11.1 The interface of the three research fields revisited 

Interpersonal pragmatics examines language in use from a “rela-

tional/interpersonal perspective” (Locher 2015: 6). Within this field, I 

have paid special attention to relational work, which encompasses “the 

entire spectrum of the interpersonal side of social practice” (Locher and 

Watts 2008: 78). I have examined various relational strategies and 

added to previous research on such strategies (see e.g. Bolander 2013; 
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Dayter 2014; Lindholm 2017; Locher 2006; Schneider 2010; Schnurr 

2010; Stapleton 2010; Rudolf von Rohr 2018). My second focus within 

interpersonal pragmatics has been the construction of identities. I have 

provided empirical evidence in support of a social-constructivist per-

spective on identity, as described in Bucholtz and Hall’s (2005) soci-

ocultural linguistic approach. I have specifically applied Davies and 

Harré’s (1990) positioning theory and showed how identity construc-

tion is both intersubjective and dynamic and that identities always stand 

in relation to each other. Finally, several researchers have called for an 

analysis of how notions such as relational work and the construction of 

identities are linked (see e.g. Garcés-Conejos Blitvich et al. 2013; Hall 

and Bucholtz 2013; Locher 2008; Locher and Schnurr 2017). My em-

pirical examples have demonstrated how relational work involves “the 

ways in which the construction of identity is achieved in interaction” 

and that identity is “the ‘product’ of ... linguistic and non-linguistic pro-

cesses” (Locher 2012: 511). In Section 11.2, I will go into more detail 

about how my study contributes to research on interpersonal pragmat-

ics, the research field that has been my overall focus.  

 Since the early 2000s, research focusing on CMC has made clear 

that studies of online practices should focus on both technical and social 

factors (Androutsopoulos 2006; Herring 2001; Herring et al. 2013). In 

the 2010s, several researchers have also called for online social prac-

tices and online activities to be studied in their own right and in more 

detail (Garcés-Conejos Blitvich and Bou-Franch 2019; Georgakopou-

lou and Spilioti 2016; Locher 2014). To my knowledge, email 
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counseling has never been researched from an interpersonal-pragmatic 

perspective. Additionally, CMC research has further focused on “the 

complex emergence of situated relational and interpersonal language 

use” (Locher 2014: 562, emphasis in original), which includes the study 

of relationships and identity (see also Garcés-Conejos Blitvich and 

Bou-Franch 2019; Georgakopoulou and Spilioti 2016). My analysis of 

the therapeutic alliance (including the use of relational work and the 

construction of identities) in the online social practice of email coun-

seling adds to this research area.  

Androutsopoulos (2006) introduced the notion of research waves 

in CMC studies. The first wave investigated language in CMC as if it 

were “a single, homogeneous genre or communication type” (Herring 

2007: N/A). The second wave focused on the “interplay of technologi-

cal, social, and contextual factors” and the “linguistic variability in the 

formation of social interaction and social identities” (Androutsopoulos 

2006: 421). Garcés-Conejos Blitvich and Bou-Franch (2019: 4) de-

scribe this second wave as being “concerned with the study of digital 

social practices.” My study clearly deals with such a digital social prac-

tice, and I have paid attention to technological and social factors as well 

as its embeddedness within the larger context of the counseling service. 

Georgakopoulou and Spilioti (2016: 6) argue that third wave research 

should include an ethical agenda and take on a self-reflexive stance, 

while “current research seems to converge on pointing out challenges 

rather than offering solutions.” They encourage researchers to “revisi[t] 

procedures and practices for gaining informed consent” and to be 
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“sensitive to data collection processes that can put participants … at 

risk” (ibid.: 6). I have responded to this part of the call for third-wave 

CMC research with my development of specific ethical guidelines for 

my study that I have adhered to throughout the entire research process. 

Chapter 3 outlined these ethical guidelines in detail both for reasons of 

transparency and to offer future researchers some possible solutions for 

dealing with data from online counseling. 

 Despite the fact that “the potential of CMC for emotional and 

psychological counselling is clearly booming” (Locher and Schnurr 

2017: 705), mental health is an under-researched area of health dis-

course (see e.g. Collins et al. 2011; Hamilton and Chou 2014; Harvey 

and Koteyko 2013). Since the early 2010s, some researchers have 

started to look into institutionalized mental health practices that work 

online (see e.g. Danby et al. 2009; Ekberg et al. 2013; Ekberg et al. 

2016; Harris et al. 2012; Jager and Stommel 2017; Locher 2006; Stom-

mel and van der Houwen 2014). All but one of these studies have uti-

lized a conversation-analytic approach and have provided vital insights 

into specific aspects of online mental health practices. I pointed out in 

Chapter 2 that research on online mental health practices has undergone 

similar shifts to those in CMC research. Early studies compared online 

counseling to face-to-face counseling to establish similarities and dif-

ferences. Later studies focused on comparing different types of online 

counseling. At the end of the 2010s, studies increasingly focus on the 

particular issues of individual practices. My study complements the 

findings of these previous studies by providing a holistic perspective on 
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email counseling (for a discussion of my choice of methodology, see 

also Section 11.4 on the limitations of my study). 

To analyze email counseling from such a holistic perspective, I 

focused on the language that interactants use to negotiate the therapeu-

tic alliance. My focus on the therapeutic alliance is explained at least in 

part by what Green (2010: 14, emphasis in original) says about what 

counseling actually is: “counselling is not something you do to some-

one, it is something you do with them, as partners in the enterprise.” To 

shed light on the collaborative work in the therapeutic alliance, I have 

looked at the five naturally occurring email counseling threads in my 

corpus to understand the relational work employed in them and the re-

sulting identities that the participants construct. At the same time, I have 

continuously taken the context and the situatedness of the practice into 

account in order to provide a holistic description of the practice. I have 

aimed to answer the following research questions outlined at the begin-

ning of my study:  

- What are the medium and situation characteristics of email 

counseling?  

- What types of themes are discussed? 

- What types and patterns of discursive moves can be found?  

- What types of relational work come up and how are they 

employed?  

- What types of identities are constructed, and how?  

- Are there links between discursive moves, relational work 

and identities?  
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To answer these questions, I have used a mixed methodology: (1) a 

content analysis to uncover the themes the interactants discuss; (2) a 

discursive moves analysis to reveal the types of moves and the patterns 

in which they occur; and (3) a form and function analysis of linguistic 

expressions. Every new step was based on and informed by the results 

of the previous one(s). In addition, I utilized corpus-linguistic tech-

niques to gain further insight into the linguistic realization of four spe-

cific discursive moves. Finally, I triangulated my data by interviewing 

the counselor who participated in the counseling exchanges that I ana-

lyzed. These methodological steps have allowed me to present a holistic 

description of the therapeutic alliance and to answer the six research 

questions listed above.   

The results of my analyses were presented in Chapter 3 and 

Chapters 5 to 10. Chapter 3 focused on answering the first research 

question about the typical characteristics of email counseling. Chapters 

5 to 7 focused on themes and discursive moves, including the patterns 

in which they occurred and their linguistic realization. Finally, Chapters 

8 to 10 answer the research questions about relational work, identities, 

their connection and how they relate to discursive moves. At the end of 

each of these chapters, I have presented comprehensive summaries in 

which I come to conclusions about specific features of the interaction 

and make comparisons to previous research, so I will not go into detail 

on these results and comparisons with other research here. Instead, I 

will draw together some of the strands in my study to consider both the 

online health practice of email counseling in general (Section 11.1) and 
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my contribution to the theoretical framework within interpersonal prag-

matics (Section 11.2). Finally, I will revisit my intention to make my 

work accessible to counselors and other practitioners (Section 11.3) be-

fore discussing some limitations of my study and possible future re-

search (Section 11.4).  

 

11.1 Email Counseling as an Online Health Practice 
I have described the online health practice ‘email counseling’ from a 

counseling perspective and outlined how email counseling is embedded 

within the counseling service at BEI, which offers several types of 

counseling, both face-to-face and online. The service’s website charac-

terizes email counseling as well-being counseling (Chapter 3). The con-

tent analysis revealed the specific themes the interactants discuss in the 

exchanges: the five threads mostly focus on the five themes ‘anxiety’, 

‘depression’, ‘relationships’, ‘self-esteem’ and ‘stress’. These themes 

confirm that the interactants perform well-being counseling and not 

other types of counseling. These themes also resemble the topic cate-

gories of “emotional health”, “relationships”, and to some degree “sex-

uality” in Locher’s (2006) study of Lucy Answers, as well as the data in 

other research on online counseling such as Danby et al. (2009), Stom-

mel (2012), or Ekberg et al. (2016). Yet these thematic foci clearly dis-

tinguish the counseling in my corpus from other types of counseling, 

such as genetic counseling (e.g. Zayts and Schnurr 2011), AIDS/HIV 

counseling (e.g. Silverman 1997) or information-based counseling (e.g. 

Jager and Stommel 2017). The clear focus of the interactions in my 
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study is on the mental health of the clients and their desire to improve 

it. My analysis of situational factors has also identified the specific 

counseling approaches that the counselor employs: a humanistic-exis-

tential approach to human nature combined with cognitive behavioral 

therapy and solution-focused brief therapy. Not only does the counselor 

provide these labels on her website and in the interview, I have illus-

trated throughout the discursive moves analysis and the analysis of re-

lational work and positionings that she practices these approaches in the 

exchanges. For example, I have pointed out in several chapters that the 

counselor clearly focuses on solutions and the strengths and positive 

abilities of the clients, which is indicative of the solution-focused ap-

proach. In addition, I have highlighted how the short-term therapy for-

mat has a particular impact on the closure process of the counseling 

exchanges.  

 My description of email counseling from a CMC perspective has 

also made clear that the practice is constituted by specific medium and 

situation factors, including the use of the copy-paste function, the use 

of italics and several font colors, or the persistence of the transcript, 

which can influence the interaction between the clients and the counse-

lor. Another such factor is how the counselor shifted from using the 

body of the email for the counseling content towards the use of a sepa-

rate password-protected word document. Along with such technical 

factors, I have also considered idiosyncratic differences between the 

clients in how they interact with the counselor, while also taking the 

technical characteristics into account throughout my analytical steps.  
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It has been the form and function analysis of specific linguistic 

expressions that has made especially clear how the interactants face 

specific medium challenges in their attempts to work collaboratively on 

the clients’ struggles. For example, the counselor does not receive an 

immediate reaction to her input, as she normally would in face-to-face 

counseling. In such traditional counseling, a turn by the counselor is 

likely followed by a turn from the client. The asynchronous nature of 

email does not easily allow for such turn-taking. However, I have 

shown how the counselor and the clients take the asynchronicity of the 

interaction into account when they draft their entries: For example, the 

counselor puts considerable effort into including the clients’ voice 

through reported speech when she explains the abstract concept of self-

esteem in the garden metaphor. In addition, the clients provide their last 

input in the penultimate entry. In this penultimate entry, the clients (ex-

cept for Taylor) position themselves as successful appliers of coping 

techniques and sometimes even as active self-helpers. Before the coun-

selor can respond to such positionings in the very last entry, the clients 

have already offered a positive summary and assumed their role in the 

closing sequence of the closure process. As such practices make clear, 

the interactants may face some challenges because of the medium, but 

they still manage to turn its specific technical details to their advantage.  

 I have found both similarities and differences between my study 

and other studies that have analyzed online practices that center around 

supporting others. For example, Locher (2006), Morrow (2012) and 

Rudolf von Rohr (2018) found a similar set of discursive moves used 
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in the practices they studied. In particular, Locher’s (2006) analysis of 

an online advice column shares similarities with my study with regard 

to the set of discursive moves used in the practice (e.g. assessments, 

advice-giving, problem statements, general information, and meta-

comments). However, there are also clear differences between email 

counseling and other practices. For example, the advice-giver in my 

data, i.e., the counselor, does not use any personal anecdotes or her own 

experience to give advice. Lindholm (2010) and Rudolf von Rohr 

(2018) have found such instances in the form of narratives and own-

experience moves. Such moves are not used for giving advice in my 

data, but after all, best practice guidelines explicitly encourage counse-

lors not to share any personal information during counseling (Green 

2010). This finding clearly distinguishes the practice of email counsel-

ing as an institutionalized practice from the peer-to-peer interaction 

studied Lindholm (2017) and Rudolf von Rohr (2018). In addition, ad-

vice-seekers in other studies use requests for advice readily (e.g. Locher 

2006; Morrow 2012; Rudolf von Rohr 2018), while the clients in my 

corpus rarely do so. This is part of the “talking cure” (see e.g. Launer 

2005: 465) aspect of counseling: Clients do not necessarily want to re-

ceive specific advice; instead, they want to be able to talk to someone 

about their struggles and thus to be heard and understood. All in all, the 

discursive moves analysis has facilitated a comparative discussion of 

the similarities and differences between email counseling and other 

supportive online practices. 
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 One aspect of the interaction that has been found in previous re-

search and that is also prevalent in the email counseling exchanges in 

my corpus is that of a stepwise entry to advice. Previous studies have 

found that advice-givers invest considerable work in facilitating the up-

take of advice (see e.g. Heritage and Sefi 1992; Locher 2006; Rudolf 

von Rohr 2018; Silverman 1997). The counselor in the email exchanges 

here puts considerable effort into ensuring that the clients take up the 

advice that she provides. She frequently precedes advice-giving moves 

with assessment moves; that is, she first signals her understanding of 

the clients’ struggles before offering suggestions about how to better 

deal with them. This practice was also found in Locher (2006) and Ru-

dolf von Rohr (2018). In assessments, the counselor uses such relational 

strategies as displays of empathy and bonding to ensure that the clients 

feel understood and taken seriously. Only then does she proceed to give 

advice. In her advice-giving moves, she tailors the advice to the specific 

situation the clients find themselves in. She adjusts the linguistic reali-

zation and the interplay of relational strategies to take the clients’ face 

concerns into account. For example, she mitigates the force of the ad-

vice with declaratives and lexical items such as might and try, or pre-

sents a positive stance with smiley emoticons. She also uses relational 

strategies such as encouragement and praise to save or even enhance 

the clients’ face. In addition to such a stepwise entry to advice, the 

counselor regularly practices a specific exit strategy from advice in 

which requests for information position the clients as important partic-

ipants in the therapeutic alliance. She encourages the clients to 
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experiment with suggested coping techniques and actively invites them 

to voice their opinion. In all of these ways, the counselor puts consid-

erable work into the therapeutic alliance.  

 I have also provided insight into very specific details of the email 

counseling exchanges: narratives as tools to position the clients in spe-

cific ways, a metaphor to explain and work on the clients’ self-esteem, 

and the closure process of the counseling exchanges (Chapters 8 to 10). 

These chapters have analyzed the types of relational work that are per-

formed and the identities that are constructed by the interactants. My 

findings have shown that the counselor pays special attention to the 

therapeutic alliance and that she puts considerable effort into position-

ing the clients as active self-helpers and participants in the therapeutic 

alliance. I will review some of these findings in more detail in the sec-

tion below that discusses how my study contributes to the research field 

of interpersonal pragmatics. 

 My analysis shows how the counselor helps clients identify their 

strengths and positive qualities. In addition, I have shown that the coun-

selor provides several of the clients with coping techniques that help 

them to better deal with their struggles. The interactants therefore man-

age to work collaboratively on the clients’ journey to better mental 

health and seem to succeed, and as I have shown, specific interplays of 

discursive moves, relational work and positionings are crucial in this 

collaborative work. Chris summarizes the practice of email counseling 

and how it has helped him in his last entry (abridged version):  
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(11.1) Chris (Thread: Chris; Entry 9)  
I think this counseling has definitely 
helped my since I first contacted you, […]. 
I also much preferred this online style of 
counseling that the traditional style I tried 
before. I find that I can write down every-
thing I feel and it is less intense that sitting 
in a room. 

Chris’ description of how the email counseling has helped him and how 

he felt more comfortable with this online style of counseling shows that 

the online health practice of email counseling can be helpful. My holis-

tic analysis has made it possible for me to go into the details of how 

such email counseling exchanges unfold and thus can be helpful to the 

clients. Email counseling is thus a valuable complement to the face-to-

face counseling offered at the service at BEI. It allows clients who pre-

fer to write about their struggles to choose a type of counseling that 

suits them, while others who feel more comfortable with face-to-face 

counseling can also choose accordingly. Without the option of either 

type of counseling, some students might be left behind. Overall, the 

framework of interpersonal pragmatics and my focus on relational work 

and identity construction have allowed me to consider the establishment 

and negotiation of the therapeutic alliance both in detail and overall.  

As mentioned in the introduction to my study, research on how 

the therapeutic alliance is negotiated has been scarce (Ackerman and 

Hilsenroth 2003; Nienhuis et al. 2018), and Berger (2017) has called 

for further qualitative research on the therapeutic alliance in Internet-

based psychotherapies and counseling to be conducted. I have provided 
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a detailed description of the negotiation of the therapeutic alliance and 

have shown that the interactants invest considerable work into this ne-

gotiation. That is how this study contributes to research on the thera-

peutic alliance in general and its role in email counseling in particular. 

In turn, my analysis of the therapeutic alliance also contributes to re-

search on interpersonal pragmatics.  

 

11.2 Contributing to Research on Interpersonal Pragmatics 
Locher and Graham (2010: 10) noted that “ultimately, every set of lin-

guistic data can be looked at from the perspective of interpersonal prag-

matics.” My study has shown that email counseling consists of 

interactions that are particularly rich in linguistic choices that create in-

terpersonal effects. This is also confirmed by psychotherapeutic re-

search that highlights how important the therapeutic alliance is for the 

outcome of psychotherapy or counseling. Psychotherapists and counse-

lors are specifically trained to pay attention to the therapeutic alliance 

and to relational work, both by the clients and themselves (see e.g. 

Comer 2010; Green 2010; Kim 2008). I have aimed to identify the re-

lational strategies that are used to create the therapeutic alliance and the 

interactants’ identities. My study has confirmed findings from previous 

studies and generated some further findings. I want to highlight five 

findings that are especially salient to research within interpersonal prag-

matics: (1) the interdependence of discursive moves, relational work 

and identity construction; (2) the interrelatedness of individual posi-

tionings and its effect on the therapeutic alliance; (3) the differences in 
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use of relational work over time; (4) the interactional achievement of 

relational work and positionings; and (5) the intrapersonal causes and 

effects of relational work.  

First, my study has confirmed the interdependence of discursive 

moves, relational work and identity construction (see e.g. Bolander 

2013; Lindholm 2017; Locher 2006; Morrow 2012; Placencia 2012; 

Rudolf von Rohr 2018). To account for this interdependence, I have 

conducted content, discursive moves and form and function analyses of 

the five threads. In several steps, these analyses have revealed several 

ways in which interpersonal effects can be created. For example, the 

interactants’ choice of specific discursive moves or particular se-

quences of discursive moves creates interpersonal effects: with problem 

statements, the clients position themselves as advice-seekers, while the 

counselor’s advice-giving, referral, or general information moves po-

sition her as an advice-giver. The linguistic details within such discur-

sive moves further create interpersonal effects. The frequent use of 

negative emotional stance adverbials in problem statements depict the 

emotional turmoil the clients go through; the clients use them to appeal 

for empathy. The counselor’s use of first person plural pronouns in gen-

eral information moves marks information as applicable to a general 

readership and thus normalizes it. As this positions the clients as under-

going common challenges, it saves their face.   

I have further demonstrated how the four most frequent discur-

sive moves (i.e., advice-giving, assessment, problem statement, request 

for information) can carry out specific sub-functions. Problem 
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statements, for example, can be used to introduce a new problem, con-

firm a problem that the counselor introduced, or reiterate that the clients 

need further support. While their overall aim is to position the clients 

as advice-seekers, their results can differ in specific ways. For example, 

a confirmation of a problem that the counselor identifies can have an 

additional impact on the therapeutic alliance: it makes clear that the 

counselor understands the clients. Problem statements that reiterate the 

clients’ need for further support keep the clients in the position of ad-

vice-seekers and the counselor in the position of a potential advice-

giver, even if they may have been positioned in other ways before (e.g. 

the clients as active appliers of coping techniques and the counselor as 

encourager). While these differences are subtle, they clearly influence 

the therapeutic alliance and the ongoing interaction.  

The analysis of relational work within discursive moves has re-

vealed that there are clear tendencies for particular types of relational 

work to occur more frequently in particular discursive moves. This re-

sult confirms findings from previous studies (see e.g. Bolander 2013; 

Locher 2006; Morrow 2006, 2012; Placencia 2012; Rudolf von Rohr 

2018). I have determined, for example, that the relational strategy of 

appealing for empathy is clearly linked to the discursive move problem 

statement, while the counselor frequently displays empathy in assess-

ment moves. In addition, my analysis has revealed that problem state-

ments, which are only used by the clients, are frequently followed by 

an assessment from the counselor. As appeals for empathy occur in 

problem statements and displays of empathy occur in the subsequent 
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assessment moves by the counselor, the discursive moves and the rela-

tional strategies can be clearly linked.  

 Moreover, I have provided further empirical evidence that rela-

tional work is employed to construct identities. In other words, I have 

shown that relational work refers to the ways that interactants perform 

identities, with the end product of this work being the identities (Locher 

2012, 2013; Tracy 1990). As found in previous studies (Bolander 2013; 

Locher 2006; Rudolf von Rohr 2018), the interactants in my study use 

an interplay of relational strategies to construct specific identities. For 

example, the clients use an interplay of appealing for empathy, boost-

ing, and self-criticism to position themselves as advice-seekers. The 

counselor responds by displaying empathy and consoling the clients, 

which affirms the clients’ position as authentic and legitimate advice-

seekers. Alternatively, the counselor uses praise and encouragement to 

position the clients as active self-helpers who have a set of coping tech-

niques at their disposal to deal with their struggles. 

 Further, my study’s empirical evidence demonstrates that the in-

teractants interpret an interaction from the position they have taken up 

(Davies and Harré 1990). This was made clear by my analysis of the 

garden metaphor and the specific reactions of the three clients that were 

exposed to it. All clients had their own distinct reaction to the same 

requests for information that the counselor had produced, and their re-

actions were based on the particular position they took up: as an active 

participant in the therapeutic alliance, as an applier of coping tech-

niques provided by an expert, or as a person who feels the need to talk 
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about their struggles rather than finding solutions. That is, some of the 

clients used assessments that contained self-praise to position them-

selves as active self-helpers, while others employed relational strategies 

such as appeals for empathy and self-criticism in problem statements 

which positioned themselves as advice-seekers. All of these findings 

highlight how discursive moves, relational work and the construction 

of identities are interdependent. They also confirm that it is essential to 

investigate relational work in context. I have done so with my combi-

nation of content, discursive moves and form and function analyses.  

A second overall finding of my study that I want to focus on here 

is that individual positionings always stand in relation to other position-

ings. In other words, my analysis has provided empirical evidence that 

corroborates Bucholtz and Hall’s (2005) argument that identities are 

intersubjective and always stand in relation to other identities. This was 

visible in many ways throughout my analysis; I briefly discuss three 

specific ones here. The positions of advice-seeker and advice-giver 

stand in relation to each other within the therapeutic alliance. When the 

clients produce troubles tellings in problem statements and appeal for 

empathy from the counselor, they position themselves as advice-seek-

ers. Simultaneously, this positions the counselor as a potential advice-

giver. Once the counselor gives advice, she positions herself as an ad-

vice-giver and the clients as recipients of the advice, i.e., the ones who 

sought advice.  

Moreover, the positions of the clients as advice-seekers and ac-

tive self-helpers also stand in relation to each other. The interactants 
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position the clients at the beginning of the exchanges as advice-seekers. 

They do so by employing discursive moves (problem statements, ad-

vice-giving) and relational work (appeals for and displays of empathy, 

self-criticism) that highlight an advice-seeker identity. Once the clients’ 

well-being improves, a transformation of their identities takes place: 

they become appliers of coping techniques or even active self-helpers. 

These positions move to the forefront relative to the clients’ previous 

positioning as advice-seekers. In other words, the clients’ improved 

well-being is visible in the transformation of the identities the interact-

ants construct. This is especially clear when the counselor specifically 

asks the clients towards the end of counseling to think about their im-

provement (e.g. it would be useful if you thought about how things have 

changed since you first contacted me) or when clients overtly state their 

progress (e.g. I do feel more positive since I first contacted you, I think 

this counseling has definitely helped my [sic] since I first contacted you, 

You're right, I am making progress).  

Further, I have shown that the connection between the clients’ 

and the counselors’ identities is linked in specific ways to the transfor-

mation of the interactants’ identities. The transformation of the clients’ 

identities from advice-seekers towards appliers of coping techniques 

and active self-helpers allows the counselor to move from a position of 

advice-giver towards the position of an encourager and maybe even a 

bystander who witnesses the clients’ improved well-being. This was 

visible in Chris’ thread. This pattern becomes even more salient, how-

ever, in cases where the corresponding transformation is resisted. In 
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Taylor’s thread, the counselor tries to position Taylor as an applier of 

coping techniques, but Taylor resists this positioning and instead keeps 

positioning herself as an advice-seeker. In turn, this makes it difficult 

for the counselor to position herself as an encourager and renders a po-

sition as a witness of Taylor’s progress impossible. Thus, the transfor-

mation of the clients’ identities has a clear impact on the counselor’s 

ability to transform her own identity. All three examples show that 

identities always stand in relation to other identities and that identity 

construction is clearly an intersubjective and interactional achievement.   

 Third, I have described the specific patterns of relational work 

that occur in the different stages of the counseling process. For exam-

ple, my investigation has shown that the clients use the relational strat-

egies of appealing for empathy and self-criticism in early entries (and 

overwhelmingly in problem statements), but they use praise of both 

themselves and the suggested coping techniques in later ones (and 

mostly in assessments). In contrast, the counselor uses a range of rela-

tional strategies, such as praise, encouragement and bonding, through-

out all entries (and in several types of discursive moves). At the same 

time, she displays empathy more often in early entries (and in assess-

ments) and less in later ones. That is, there is a clear shift in the use of 

relational strategies (and discursive moves in which these strategies oc-

cur) over time. The utilization of relational strategies clearly changes 

from the establishment of the therapeutic alliance, to its negotiation in 

the middle stages of the process, and finally in its potential resolution 

in the last stages of counseling. Such patterns running through several 
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stages of a practice have not been researched extensively before. 

Clearly, such extended interactions that transpire over several entries or 

‘encounters’ deserve more attention from an interpersonal-pragmatic 

perspective. A holistic analysis such as the one I applied makes it pos-

sible to identify such changes of patterns throughout the entire interac-

tion within a given social practice.  

 Fourth, not only are positionings and identities interactional 

achievements, but so are relational strategies. Previous research has 

shown that empathy is an interactional achievement (Muntigl et al. 

2014; Pudlinski 2005; Wynn and Wynn 2006). My findings have cor-

roborated this understanding of empathy. To my knowledge, other re-

lational strategies have not been researched in the same way as 

empathy. My results demonstrate, however, that relational strategies 

such as praise and self-praise are also interactional achievements. The 

studies on empathy referenced above have characterized how empathy 

consists of three parts: an empathic opportunity, a display of empathy, 

and the ratification of this display. Only once the display of empathy is 

ratified is empathy really achieved. In Chapter 9, I established that self-

praise might work in a similar way: the counselor provides opportuni-

ties for the clients to praise themselves when she, for example, suggests 

that the clients should write down a list of positive qualities and 

achievements. Some of the clients respond positively and report that 

they have thought about or written down such qualities and achieve-

ments. The counselor subsequently ratifies this self-praise when she 

praises the clients for their lists. Chapter 10 shows that the counselor 
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uses praise and encouragement to create such opportunities for clients 

to use self-praise. However, praise by the counselor does not automati-

cally result in self-praise by the clients. In other words, the clients do 

not always take up the opportunity to self-praise that the counselor pro-

vides. Nevertheless, praise and encouragement from the counselor can 

facilitate self-praise in clients. Future research should take such mech-

anisms of interactional achievements into account when investigating 

relational strategies.  

Fifth, my analysis makes clear that interpersonal-pragmatic re-

search should not only consider the interpersonal work (i.e., work be-

tween individuals) employed in interaction, but also the intrapersonal 

work that interactants perform (i.e., the work that is caused by or aimed 

at effects within an individual). Previous research has shown that it is 

repeated acts of positioning that result in the construction of specific 

identities (Bolander and Locher 2015). In other words, a one-time use 

of the relational strategy of appealing for empathy might not result in 

the clients’ positioning as an authentic and legitimate advice-seeker. 

Rather, it is the clients’ repeated use of an interplay of such strategies 

as appealing for empathy and self-criticism that can make it possible 

for them to perform an authentic and legitimate identity as an advice-

seeker. My analysis has shown that this is not just an interpersonal but 

also an intrapersonal issue. Clients who use self-praise when they report 

on the application of a coping technique in one instance might not be 

convinced that they are now active self-helpers who have overcome 

their difficulties. But if clients can repeatedly praise themselves for 
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having been successful (for example, in applying coping techniques), 

they might start to believe that they are in fact well-equipped to deal 

with their difficulties. I have argued in Chapter 8 that the clients need 

to repeatedly position themselves in specific ways if they are going to 

internalize progress. Further, when they praise themselves, the clients 

might not use mitigation just to reduce the face-threat that such overt 

self-praise might project; instead, they might also use mitigation to sig-

nal that they are not entirely convinced that they have succeeded. In 

other words, the causes or effects of specific choices in relational work 

might be on an intrapersonal level instead of an interpersonal level. 

Such intrapersonal effects of relational strategies and of acts of posi-

tioning have not been yet given due attention. All in all, intrapersonal 

effects should be studied in a variety of contexts, and ideally with the 

help of the interactants themselves, who can provide vital insight into 

such issues.   

 

11.3 The Applied Element in a Study of the Therapeutic 

Alliance 
In Chapter 4, I agreed with Pick’s (2011) call to include a practitioner’s 

perspective in research on such practices as counseling, coaching or 

mediation. I have tried to make my study a response to Pick’s point. On 

the one hand, I hold a Master’s degree in English linguistics as a major 

subject and in psychology as a minor subject. In other words, my edu-

cational background has given me a special insight into the data (like 

Ferrara (1994), who attended training sessions for future psychothera-
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pists): I have been able to apply fundamental knowledge about psychol-

ogy when interpreting the exchanges. In addition, my interview with 

the counselor who provided the data for the present study gave me fur-

ther insights into what transpires within the five counseling threads. I 

have continuously drawn on the counselor’s statements throughout the 

study, so the practitioner’s perspective is always present. In addition, 

discussions with interested practitioners have also guided some of my 

foci during my research. For example, a frequent question from practi-

tioners has been how they can convey empathy when they only write 

their answers and do not have any additional non-verbal cues such as 

gazes, facial expressions or gestures at their disposal. I have tried to 

explain how the counselor in my data still manages to convey empathy 

and other relational strategies despite the lack of face-to-face interac-

tion. 

In addition, in my ethical guidelines in Chapter 3, I mentioned 

that it is clear to me that I should make my results available to practi-

tioners in order for them to benefit from my research. I have been trying 

to accomplish this goal in several ways that I will briefly discuss here. 

I had the opportunity to give a workshop for counselors of the counsel-

ing service at which the counselor in my data works. After a presenta-

tion of some of the results, a discussion ensued about specific issues, 

including the use of the specific technical characteristics of the medium, 

the practice of a stepwise entry to advice, or the relational work in the 

garden metaphor text block. We discussed how specific parts of their 

work could be shared among counselors, such as text blocks like the 
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garden metaphor, and how attention to linguistic details in supervision 

discussions could help the counselors to find ways to convey empathy 

towards clients. These discussions led the counselors to implement su-

pervisory meetings (without my presence) in which each counselor 

would bring along written examples of issues to share and discuss with 

each other. Thus, my study and the workshop I held sharpened the coun-

selors’ attention to linguistic detail and generated the possibility of dis-

cussing such linguistic details in their supervision meetings.  

I have also presented some of my results at counseling services 

in Switzerland, such as the Beratung Kind, Jugend und Familie, Stadt 

Luzern (Counseling service for Children, Teens and Families in the city 

of Lucerne), and in supervision meetings of coaches who work with a 

wide variety of clients. I will continue to hold such workshops to share 

the results of my study for the benefit of practitioners and their clients. 

In addition, I aim to make my work available in open access form so 

that practitioners can have free access to it (e.g. most of the articles 

published so far, such as Thurnherr et al. (2016), Thurnherr (2017) and 

Locher and Thurnherr (2017) , are available online and free of charge).  

While it is my hope that my work can facilitate practitioners’ un-

derstanding of their own practice and raise their awareness of the cru-

cial linguistic work they invest in the therapeutic alliance, a word of 

caution is necessary. Georgakopoulou and Spilioti (2016) have argued 

that part of moving towards a third wave of CMC research involves 

taking a critical stance towards online practices. Such a critical stance 

“should also lead analysts to the scrutiny of how certain social media-
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afforded communication practices may be ultimately disadvantaging 

socio-cultural groups and individuals” (Georgakopoulou and Spilioti 

2016: 6). Although my study has demonstrated how the counselor es-

tablishes mostly positive therapeutic alliances in the five email coun-

seling threads, I am not calling for all counseling to be provided online. 

Neither potential clients nor practitioners should be forced to conduct 

counseling in an online environment if they do not wish to do so. As 

the National Health Service in the UK (NHS 2018, emphasis added) 

says on their website: “Research shows that, for some people, [online 

counseling] can be just as effective as face-to-face therapy with a ther-

apist for depression, anxiety and other mental health problems.” Some 

people clearly benefit from online counseling, such as Chris, who high-

lighted at the end of his thread that he felt more comfortable with online 

counseling than with traditional counseling (see example (11.1) above). 

Access to online counseling benefits the well-being of people like 

Chris. Other people might not feel comfortable with writing or with 

online media in general. Such people would likely not benefit from 

online counseling in the same way. In addition, some counselors might 

also feel less well-equipped to conduct written counseling. These per-

sonal preferences need to be taken into account, and no person should 

be forced to attend or conduct online counseling instead of face-to-face 

counseling. I strongly advocate for both types of counseling to be made 

available for people who struggle with their mental health to choose 

from.  
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11.4 Limitations of the Present Study 
Finally, I want to discuss some limitations of my study and how they 

could be overcome with future research. To begin with, one clear limi-

tation of my study is the small data set. As I have only studied five 

counseling exchanges in which only one counselor has participated, I 

cannot make generalizations of my results. Nevertheless, my combina-

tion of a content analysis, a discursive moves analysis, and a form and 

function analysis of linguistic expressions has made it possible for me 

to provide a holistic description of the exchanges that make up my cor-

pus. Additionally, the small dataset has allowed me to exhaustively 

code the data for specific features, such as themes and discursive 

moves. In addition, my triangulation of the data with the interview with 

the counselor has given me another perspective on the data. However, 

future research should expand to further email counseling exchanges 

that are conducted by several counselors who apply different psycho-

therapeutic approaches and with a range of clients differing in gender, 

age, occupation, familiarity with the Internet and so on.  

Further, I have shown that the quantification of the discursive 

moves analysis has provided salient results. Due to the richness of re-

lational work and the various subtle acts of positioning that occur within 

the exchanges, I could neither conduct an exhaustive analysis of these 

issues, nor provide a quantification of their occurrences within discur-

sive moves or themes. Instead, I had to focus on specific points, such 

as narratives or the closure process; only then could I thoroughly ana-

lyze relational work and positionings. While these close analyses have 
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provided highly relevant results, there are numerous further displays of 

relational work and further acts of positioning present in the data. Cod-

ing of the entire corpus for relational work or positionings could gener-

ate further insights into the interpersonal effects that are created by the 

interactants. 

 Despite the fact that I have combined three types of analysis and 

triangulated my analysis with a participant interview, it would be 

worthwhile to further study the dataset from additional perspectives. 

For example, previous conversation-analytic research has examined a 

range of aspects of counseling, be that face-to-face or online. While my 

research complements these previous studies, an analysis of the same 

dataset from other perspectives would allow for better comparison be-

tween the research perspectives and ultimately provide better insight 

into the practice of email counseling. In addition, it would be helpful to 

include the perspectives of practitioners and psychologists, such as dis-

cursive psychologists, not just through an interview, but as research 

participants throughout the entire research process. This would facili-

tate an even more detailed understanding of the psychological aspects 

of the counseling exchanges. While I had training in psychology, a fully 

trained counselor, psychotherapist or discursive psychologist could cer-

tainly add a more experienced view to the analysis of the exchanges.  

 When I began to be interested in the linguistic realization of the 

therapeutic alliance in online counseling, interpersonal-pragmatic re-

search had not been conducted into this specific issue. I therefore chose 

to analyze naturally occurring email counseling exchanges with regards 
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to the therapeutic alliance and the ways in which this alliance was con-

structed solely through the written words of the clients and the counse-

lor. Despite the limitations I have just described, I hope that my research 

contributes to our overall understanding of such online counseling prac-

tices and more generally of how people try to improve their mental 

well-being. I also hope that my study encourages further interpersonal-

pragmatic research as well as other types of research into (online) coun-

seling. NHS Digital (2016) reported that “around one in six adults (17 

per cent) surveyed in England met the criteria for a common mental 

disorder (CMD) in 2014.” They add that  
39 per cent of adults aged 16-74 with conditions such as anxiety 

or depression, surveyed in England, were accessing mental 

health treatment, in 2014. This figure has increased from one in 

four (24 per cent) since the last survey was carried out in 2007. 

(NHS Digital 2016) 

Clearly, there is a need to understand how mental health care is deliv-

ered. I hope to have answered some questions, but without a doubt there 

are still many other questions that deserve further attention. 
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My research centers around two dimensions of the therapeutic alliance: 
the construction of the identities of the interactants and the relational 
work they carry out to negotiate the therapeutic alliance. The 
construction of identities, as well as relational work are of central 
importance for the quality of the therapeutic alliance.  

 The data for this study consist of therapeutic emails from email 
therapy. It is of central importance that the data are not constructed but 
are real life examples. The reason for this is that we aim at describing 
relational strategies that are actually used by counselors and their 
clients. This is vital since we aim at providing counselors with a 
descriptive framework of their own work in order for them to profit from 
the linguistic perspective as much as possible. Furthermore, it is essential 
that the therapeutic exchanges must be conducted by professionals: the 
counselors need to be registered members of the profession, as well as 
have undergone basic training in online counseling. These requirements 
are chosen for ethical reasoning: it is important that we can ensure that 
patients are treated professionally during their therapy.  

 The aim of this study is twofold: firstly, we want to further our 
understanding of the relational aspect of language in the field of mental 
healthcare. Secondly, and of central importance, we conduct this study 
as applied research: it is essential that practitioners can profit from our 
findings in their daily work as counselors.  

 Finally, some considerations on ethics are in order. We strictly 
follow the four ethical pillars of the Georgetown Mantra on Ethical 
Medical Research1 and the ethical guidelines put forward by the 
Association of Internet Researchers (AoIR) Ethics Committee (Markham 
et al.: 2012), detailing how researchers should work with online data , in 
order to ensure that the therapists’ as well as their clients’ confidentiality 
and anonymity is protected at all times.  The research group of our 
project has outlined a specific data collection plan in order to comply 
with confidentiality and anonymity: The therapists will be the sole 
contact between researcher and client. Hence, the therapist asks his or 
her clients whether they agree to release their data to us for research in 
an anonymized form (including publication of linguistic examples). If the 
clients consent, the therapist anonymizes the data. We have chosen this 
data collection process for two reasons: first, the client can be assured 
that no identifying information will be revealed in the study, not even to 
the researchers. Additionally, we strongly believe that the therapists are 
                                                        
1 The four ethical pillars of the Georgetown Mantra on Ethical Medical Research are 
non-maleficence (do no harm), beneficence (minimize potential harms and maximize 
expected benefits of the research), respect for autonomy (self-rule), and justice (fair 
balance of risks and benefits). 
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more knowledgeable of the identifying markers of their clients and will, 
thus, be able to anonymize the appropriate information more accurately. 
Additionally, we will make sure that any information left that seems to 
be identifying the client or the therapist will be checked with the 
therapist and made anonymous as well. These careful steps will warrant 
the privacy of both therapist and client appropriately and impeccably. All 
these ethical guidelines will be upheld during the entire duration of the 
project.  
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Appendix B. Codebook Discursive Moves 
Instructions on coding  
Carefully read through the instructions before each coding session!   
 
Preliminary steps: 

- Read through the entire text first to know the gist of the counseling 
exchange 

- Read through the coding schema carefully 
 

Coding: 
- Start of a code: always the first letter of the discursive move 
- End of a code: always include the punctuation marks (i.e. . : ; ! ? –) 

but not the space afterwards (à possible exceptions: in last moves in 
an entry which are not a Farewell, a comma can also count as a punc-
tuation mark) 

- Code exhaustively (à you need to code the entire text, including 
names, punctuation marks and possible hyperlinks) 

- Code at least within sentence boundaries (à if you find two discur-
sive moves within one sentence, code the entire sentence as the dis-
cursive move that seems to be more important to the text overall. In 
general, go for content, i.e., code two sentences as one discursive 
move if they are content-wise connected.) 

- Discursive moves may, in exceptional cases, go further than one par-
agraph (à code as 1 discursive move) 

- Code as open category, when you are not sure what discursive move 
the text passage is. (However, make a clear note in your assigned 
Memo explaining the problem) 

- Code as open category, when there are two equally balanced discur-
sive moves in one sentence. (However, make a clear note in your as-
signed Memo explaining which part of the sentence should be coded 
with which discursive move) 
 

Criteria for all codings:  
- Illustrations, elaborations, explanations should be coded as part of the 

illustrated / elaborated on / explained discursive move 
- Background sentences should be coded as part of the discursive move 

they serve (à look closely at the purpose of the background sentence 
and determine which discursive move they introduce, elaborate, ex-
plain, etc.) 
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- Emoticons: when occurring within a sentence, code the emoticon as 
part of the discursive move that categorizes the sentence. When oc-
curring on its own, code the emoticon as a separate discursive move 
on its own.  

 
Hints for coding:  

- Compare text passages with other possible semiotic choices to iden-
tify subtle cues 

- Pay attention to sub-clauses and decide carefully which is more im-
portant as to the purpose of the text passage 

- While a text passage does not have to fulfill all inclusive criteria, 
make sure that you do not code something that matches exclusive cri-
teria 

 
Advice-giving 

• Definition: a recommendation/suggestion on introspection or action 
• Examples:  

o “Hold onto that need inside even when signs of it are not 
apparent in your life yet, visualize exactly what it would be 
like, and sooner or later you will find yourself living it.“ 

• Inclusive criteria:  
o Text passages that are illustrations or examples of advice 

should be coded within that advice move.  
o Text passages that are recommendations to introspect, to 

think about specific situations, coping techniques, and so on.  
• Exclusive criteria: --  

 

Apology 
• Definition: interactant apologizes for something 
• Examples:  

o “Sorry it’s taken me forever to email.” 
o “I’m sorry that my email is so long.”  

• Inclusive criteria:  
o If the following part of a sentence is merely an explanation 

or illustration of why the person is sorry, code the entire sen-
tence as an Apology (“I’m sorry I don’t understand that, I 
have never heard of that before.”).  

• Exclusive criteria:  
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o If the word ‘sorry’ is used as a generic input/starting point, 
but the sentence is, for example, an Assessment, code the en-
tire sentence as an Assessment (e.g. “Sorry, but I think you 
are focusing too much on the stress level.” à code as As-
sessment).  

 
Assessment 

• Definition: refers to a text passage in which the client’s particular sit-
uation is mentioned and evaluated  

• Examples: 
o “So I’m glad you chose this way of taking care of yourself.” 
o “That includes the good work you are doing here.” 

• Inclusive criteria: 
o General 

§ A clear evaluative component needs to be in the 
text passage to qualify as an Assessment.  

§ If you have a text passage that seems equally bal-
anced as Thanks and Assessment, code it as Assess-
ment. However, make a note in your memo.   

§ If you have a text passage that seems equally bal-
anced as General Information and Assessment, 
code it as Assessment. However, make a note in 
your memo. 

o Assessment by the clients: 
§ Inclusive criteria:  

• A coping strategy was used by the client 
and is now discussed by her/him (Exam-
ple: “I’ve tried your strategy of having 10 
minute breaks to refuel my energy. I have 
had a bit of trouble with really being able 
to do that, but I noticed already that it be-
comes easier with doing it regularly.”).  

• A text passage that is written as an inten-
tion of applying a suggested coping tech-
nique in the future (usually by the client).  

• A recognition of a situation as improved 
compared to the initial problem.  

• A discussion of achieved success dur-
ing/after counseling 

§ Exclusive criteria:  
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• A clear evaluative component is missing.  
• A text passage introduces a new problem 

not mentioned earlier, unless it is immedi-
ately evaluated.  

• A recognition that one has a problem 
should not be coded as an Assessment, but 
as a Problem Statement. 

o Assessment by the counselor: 
§ Inclusive criteria:  

• An evaluation of a problem, an assess-
ment, or progress in general of the client 
by the counselor.  

§ Exclusive criteria:  
• Information is given that is general (i.e., 

could be directed towards a general audi-
ence), such as general information on a 
suggested coping technique.  

 
Farewell 

• Definition: function of a farewell note, always include the name/sig-
nature in the coding 

• Examples:  
o “Best wishes, Amy” 
o “Take care, John” 

• Inclusive criteria:  
o If the last move is a generic “Thanks, Amy” or “Thank you, 

John” à code as Farewell (see also exclusive criteria for the 
discursive move Thanks).  

• Exclusive criteria:  
o If the farewell is marked, i.e., is different from a generic or 

stereotypical Farewell, do not code as Farewell (“Take good 
care of yourself now, Amy” à code “Take good care of 
yourself now,” as Advice-giving, BUT code “Amy” as Fare-
well).  

o If there is a generic farewell embedded in a larger sentence, 
do not code as Farewell, but as the discursive move that the 
rest of the sentence represents right until the name/signature 
(“Take care and believe me that you are making great pro-
gress Amy, Rebecca” à code “Take care and believe me 
that you are making great progress Amy,” as Assessment and 
“Rebecca” as Farewell).  
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General information 

• Definition: delivering information that is general, i.e., that has no di-
rect personal link to the client’s situation 

• Examples:  
o “In fact the resurfacing of what happened “back there” is 

called the ‘anniversary reaction’ when it’s around the same 
time of year. Feeling alone and disjointed is a natural reac-
tion to loss. So is a lack of focus and a lack of enthusiasm 
for work. It is called grief and it is one of the most powerful 
human emotions, like love.”  

• Inclusive criteria:  
o The information needs to be non-personal and is rather about 

a coping technique or feelings/situations that people go 
through in general.  

o An explanation of a psychological concept that could be 
aimed at a broader audience.  

• Exclusive criteria:  
o Introductory information about the process of email coun-

seling should not be coded as General information (à see 
coding for Introductory message).   

o Do not code as General information when a personal ‘you’ 
or ‘yourself’ is used (as opposed to a generic ‘you’, which 
can be coded as General information).  

o A text passage that seems equally balanced as General In-
formation and Assessment, should be coded as Assessment. 
However, make a note in your memo.   

 

Greetings 
• Definition: function of a greeting note in an entry 
• Examples:  

o “Hi Amy,” 
o “Dear John,” 

• Inclusive criteria: -- 
• Exclusive criteria: --  

 
Introductory message 

• Definition: ‘standard’ introductory message, usually explaining how 
email counseling works 

• Examples:  
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o “Welcome to E counseling, where we can exchange several 
back and forth letters, in this confidential shared space. My 
name is John and I will be your e counsellor.” 

• Inclusive criteria:  
o Only occurs in the first email by the counselor.  
o Specifically introduces the counseling process and not the 

content of the counseling itself (as opposed to Meta-
comment). 

o Explanation on what will happen during the counseling ex-
changes and how the interactants will work together.  

o Can (but does not have to) span over several paragraphs in 
the counselor’s first entry.  

• Exclusive criteria: --  
 
Metacomment 

• Definition: consists of both text structuring devices as well as devices 
that structure the process of counseling 

• Examples:  
o “As I continue I’m going to make some suggestions for you 

to experiment with.”  
• Inclusive criteria:  

o Text passages that are solely used to ensure cohesion of the 
text.  

o Text passages that represent dates (such as 14.10.2014) to 
highlight the starting point of a new entry in the text.  

o Remarks that guide the reader as to what is coming next in 
the text, e.g. a counselor mentioning that a new technique 
will follow. 

o Remarks that guide the reader as to how the current text pas-
sage connects to things said earlier.   

o Comments (in declarative form) made by the counselor as to 
whether something was understood by the client (example: 
“I don’t know if this makes sense.”).  

• Exclusive criteria:  
o If a text structuring remark occurs as a sub-clause within a 

clause that can be coded as another discursive move, do not 
code the sub-clause as Metacomment. Code the entire clause 
as the respective other discursive move.  
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o Comments (in interrogative form) made by the counselor as 
to whether something was understood by the client, code as 
Request for information (example: “Does this make 
sense?”).  

 

Problem statement  
• Definition: explicit mention of the problem that requires counseling  
• Examples:  

o “I need to talk to someone and feel like there’s no one who 
understands what I’m going through. Life pushes you on to 
keep moving but I am still stuck back there.”  

o “My husband was an amazing man who loved me and the 
kids more than anything in the world. He wasn’t perfect by 
any stretch but he did make our lives full. A fact we all feel 
so much, the hole he left, especially for my daughter. We 
had some very special times before he died because he 
wanted to die at home so we looked after him at home till 
the night he died.” 

o “I’m constantly feeling nervous and I can’t concentrate at 
all. I can’t take anything in during lectures so that’s making 
me even more anxious about exams.”  

o “I’ve been to the doctor and she wasn’t particularly helpful. 
She told me to defer my year abroad til next year, which isn’t 
an option for me, and it would only make things worse, prob-
ably.”  

• Inclusive criteria:  
o A problem such as feeling stressed or anxious about some-

thing (including illustrations, elaborations, and examples).  
o A situation that results in experiencing worry, stress, or anx-

iety (including illustrations, elaborations, and examples). 
o A recognition that the speaking interactant experiences an 

issue as problematic (à recognition of a problem without an 
evaluative component should be coded as a Problem state-
ment).  

o A text passage identifying something as seen/felt miss-
ing/wrong/troubling.  

• Exclusive criteria:  
o If the client is mentioning a problem/situation as an example 

of how they dealt with it successfully (including the success-
ful use of a coping technique), do not code as Problem 
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statement, but code as Assessment (as an example of a suc-
cessfully used coping technique).  

o Mentioning of a former problem is compared to a current 
improved situation, do not code as Problem statement, but 
as part of the Assessment.  

 
Quoting 

• Definition: a text passage of a previous email that was copy-pasted 
• Examples: --  
• Inclusive criteria:  

o Only use this when the copy-paste function was employed.  
o If two paragraphs were copy-pasted as one instance, code 

the entire copy-pasted instance as one discursive move.  
• Exclusive criteria:  

o Manually retyped reported speech should not be coded as 
Quoting, but as part of the discursive move in which it oc-
curs.  

 
Referral 

• Definition: an interactant is encouraged to seek personal and profes-
sional help elsewhere, and/or is given addresses, phone numbers or 
website links to find more information about the topic at hand 

• Examples:  
o “The website … has additional information on … .” 
o “Your GP can give you a prescription and further infor-

mation about these medications.”  
• Inclusive criteria:  

o A link for a website or a book title should be included in the 
coding of the referral move.  

o Mentioning of an attached text document (such as a handout, 
etc.).  

• Exclusive criteria: -- 
 

Request for advice 
• Definition: an interactant asks the other interactant for specific advice 

on a particular, personal issue 
• Examples:  

o “How do I go about putting some focus back into my life?” 
o “Can you help me deal with my anxiety attacks?”  
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• Inclusive criteria:  
o Mainly about requesting help with a particular situation or 

problem.  
o Personally and situationally linked with the interactants’ is-

sues at hand in order to receive advice.  
• Exclusive criteria:  

o If there is a request only for additional information, code as 
Request for information 

 
Request for information:  

• Definition: interactant asks for more information about a specific 
topic 

• Examples: 
o “If it feels right, I would like to hear about your husband, 

what you loved about him and your experience of ‘good-
bye’; how you felt during his illness, and what family life 
means to you now.“ 

• Inclusive criteria:  
o Request for information by the client:  

§ Asking for general information such as information 
on medication or disorders, or further information 
on treatment options. 

o Request for information by the counselor:  
§ Asking for further information about a problem/sit-

uation/additional person.  
§ Questions (interrogative form) whether something 

will be understood by the client (example: “Does 
this make sense?”).  

• Exclusive criteria:  
o Strictly to be differentiated with Request for advice, i.e., ad-

vice on a specific issue that needs to be treated in counseling 
and invites the respondent to ‘give advice.’ 

 
Scheduling 

• Definition: text passages that set up/confirm a next entry 
• Examples:  

o “I’ve slotted you in for another answer on Thursday the … . 
Please let me know if that works for you.”  

o “Yes, Thursday the … is fine with me.”  
• Inclusive criteria:  
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o Proposing, confirming, agreeing on a date.  
o A confirmation to send a next email by (date).  

• Exclusive criteria: --  
 

Thanks 

• Definition: interactants thank their reader for a specific issue  
• Examples:  

o “Thank you for your warm, authentic reply.”  
• Inclusive criteria:  

o A marked version of a formulaic thank you comment at the 
end of an entry.  

• Exclusive criteria:  
o A generic ‘thanks’ or ‘thank you’ as a farewell à code as 

Farewell 
o A generic ‘thanks’ or ‘thank you’ occurs in the same sen-

tence (either before or after, or nested within) that is clearly 
a different discursive move, do not code the sentence as 
Thanks.  

o A text passage that seems equally balanced as Thanks and 
Assessment, code as Assessment. However, make a note in 
your memo.  

 

Open category 

ALWAYS make a memo entry with an explanation of why a text passage is 

coded as open! 

• Requests to fill in a feedback form or a well-being scale should be 
coded as Open, please make a note in your memo (i.e., “à feedback”, 
“à well-being scale”).  

• A text passage about informed consent is coded as Open.  
• Text passages that could be clearly assigned to two distinct discursive 

moves are coded as Open.  
• Sentences that contain two discursive moves that are equally balanced 

and therefore cannot be coded as one or the other are coded as Open.  
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Appendix C. Checklists for Analysis of Sequence of 
Discursive Moves 
Checklists for Discursive Moves in the Body-of-the-Email Threads 

Checklist determining the preceding discursive move of an investi-

gated discursive move (in red, a fictitious example is given to illus-

trate the tests).  

à Test 1: Where does the investigated discursive move occur?  
 [e.g.: Entry 2 à Theme 2 à Thematic Sub-Block 2.c] 
 Go to test 2 
 
à Test 2: Is there a preceding discursive move within [Entry 2 à 

Theme 2 à Thematic Sub-Block 2.c]? à what type?  
 Yes: list the type of the preceding discursive move.  
 No: go to test 3 
 
à Test 3: Is there a preceding entry within [entry 2 that is either 

entry 1 or entry 2 (as an entry above 2 did not exist at 
the time when entry 2 was written)]? 

 Yes: go to test 4 
 No: list ‘no preceding discursive move’.  
 
à Test 4: Where does the preceding entry occur?  
 [Entry 2 à Theme 2 à Thematic Sub-Block 2.c à 

Entry 1 copy-pasted] 
 Go to test 5 
 
à Test 5: Is [Entry 2 à Theme 2 à Thematic Sub-Block 2.c à 

Entry 1 copy-pasted] linked to the investigated discur-
sive move content-wise? 

 Yes: list the type of the last discursive move in [Entry 
2 à Theme 2 à Thematic Sub-Block 2.c à Entry 1 
copy-pasted] as the preceding discursive move.  

 No: list ‘no preceding move’. 
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Checklist determining the following discursive move of an investi-

gated discursive move (in red, a fictitious example is given to illus-

trate the tests).  
à Test 1: Where does the investigated discursive move occur? 
 [Entry 2 à Theme 2 à Thematic Sub-Block 2.c] 
 Go to test 2 
 
à Test 2: Is there a following discursive move within [Entry 2 à 

Theme 2 à Thematic Sub-Block 2.c]? à what type?  
 Yes: list the type of the following discursive move.  
 No: go to test 3 
 
à Test 3: is [Entry 2 à Theme 2 à Thematic Sub-Block 2.c] 

copy-pasted in the next entry?  
 Yes: list the first discursive move of the entry that fol-

lows the copy-pasted version of [Entry 2 à Theme 2 
à Thematic Sub-Block 2.c] as the following discur-
sive move. 

 No: go to test 4 
 
à Test 4: Is there a following entry within [entry 2 that is labeled 

as entry 2]? 
 Yes: go to test 5 
 No: list ‘no following discursive move’.  
 
à Test 5: Where does the following entry occur?  
 [Entry 2 à Theme 2 à Thematic Sub-Block 2.d] 
 Go to test 6 
 
à Test 6: Is [Entry 2 à Theme 2 à Thematic Sub-Block 2.d] 

linked to the investigated discursive move content-
wise? 

 Yes: list the type of the first discursive move in [Entry 
2 à Theme 2 à Thematic Sub-Block 2.d] as the fol-
lowing discursive move.  

 No: list ‘no following discursive move’.  
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Checklists for Discursive Moves in the Word-Document Threads 

Checklist determining the preceding discursive move of an investi-

gated discursive move (in red, a fictitious example is given to illus-

trate the tests).  

à Test 1: Where does the investigated discursive move occur? 
 [Theme 1 à Thematic Sub-Block 1.2.a à Entry 7] 
 Go to test 2 
 
à Test 2: Is there a preceding discursive move within [Theme 1 

à Thematic Sub-Block 1.2.a à Entry 7]?  
 Yes: list the type of the preceding discursive move.  
 No: go to test 3 
 
à Test 3: Is there a preceding entry within thematic sub-block 

1.2.a that is entry 7 or lower (as an entry above 7 did 
not exist at the time when entry 7 was written)? 

 Yes: list the last discursive move of the preceding en-
try as the preceding discursive move.  

 No: go to test 4.  
 
à Test 4: Is there a preceding entry within a previous thematic 

sub-block regardless of a thematic boundary that ends 
with an entry 7 or lower (as an entry above 7 did not 
exist at the time when entry 7 was written)? 

 Yes: go to test 5 
 No: list ‘no preceding discursive move’ .  
 
à Test 5: Where does the preceding entry occur?  
 [Theme 3 à Thematic Sub-Block 3.1.b à Entry 6] 
 Go to check 6 
 
à Test 6: is [Theme 3 à Thematic Sub-Block 3.1.b à Entry 6] 

linked to the investigated discursive move content-
wise? 

 Yes: list the type of the last discursive move in [Theme 
3 à Thematic Sub-Block 3.1.b à Entry 6] as the pre-
ceding discursive move.  

 No: list ‘no preceding discursive move’. 
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Checklist determining the following discursive move of an investi-

gated move (in red, a fictitious example is given to illustrate the tests).  
à Test 1: Where does the investigated discursive move occur?  
 [Theme 3 à Thematic Sub-Block 3.1.a à Entry 4] 
 Go to test 2 
 
à Test 2: Is there a following discursive move within [Theme 3 

à Thematic Sub-Block 3.1.a à Entry 4]? à what 
type?  

 Yes: list the type of the following discursive move.  
 No: go to test 3 
 
à Test 3: Is there a following entry within the same thematic sub-

block 3.1.a that is labeled as entry 4 or higher? 
 Yes: list the first discursive move of the following en-

try as the following discursive move.  
 No: go to test 4  
 
à Test 4: Is there a following entry within a next thematic sub-

block regardless of a thematic boundary that starts 
with an entry 4 or higher? 

 Yes: go to test 5 
 No: list ‘no following discursive move’.  
 
à Test 5: “Where does the following entry occur?  
 [Theme 3 à Thematic Sub-Block 3.1.b à Entry 4] 
 Go to test 6 
 
à Test 6: is [Theme 3 à Thematic Sub-Block 3.1.b à Entry 4] 

linked to the investigated discursive move content-
wise? 

 Yes: list the type of the first discursive move in 
[Theme 3 à Thematic Sub-Block 3.1.b à Entry 4] as 
the following discursive move.  

 No: list ‘no following discursive move’.  
 




	Cover Front
	NIHIN Manuskript Thurnherr Franziska 2022_02_21.pdf
	Cover Back

