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1 Introduction 1

Chapter 1 Introduction’

The following example' 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.

' 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 | 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. 1996°: 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

L INe3

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 |
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. | 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



1 Introduction 11

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 I11.

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 Il 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
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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
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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.
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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.

eRelational Work

eldentity
Construction

Interpersonal
Pragmatics

Computer-mediated

Communication *Email
. *Well-being
Health Discourse Counseling

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:
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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
(CMCQ), addresses the medium in which the interactions that [ examine
take place. Email can be characterized as written, asynchronous, pri-
vate, one-on-one communication. | 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, T 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.

eRelational Work

eldentity
Construction

Interpersonal
Pragmatics

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 fow
(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



22 2 Theory, Literature Review and the Research Niche

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, [ 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]*.” 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
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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. [ 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



2 Theory, Literature Review and the Research Niche 31

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
Harr¢ (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. 1 will review this
study in more detail in Section 2.3.2 on online health discourse. First, |
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.

Computer-mediated

. *Email
Communication

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).



48 2 Theory, Literature Review and the Research Niche

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-
Congjos 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 CMD*
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 (Diirscheid
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 Diirscheid 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 Vasquez 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. Véasquez 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. Vasquez 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. Maiz-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. Maiz-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 Maiz-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

LIS 9

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, Miihleisen (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.” Miihleisen (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. Miihleisen (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), Miihleisen
(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, [ 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).

*Well-being

Health Discourse Counseling

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)



2 Theory, Literature Review and the Research Niche 81

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;
- thenegotiation 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, | 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
ameaningful 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